case study of the irua universities

The benchmarking exercise

The Innovative Research Universities of Australia (IRUA) group meet regularly for strategic purposes.  Benchmarking is a strategic priority for the IRUA universities – for quality enhancement purposes - and has been identified by the Australian University Quality Agency (AUQA) as a focus for the second round of audits.   At an early 2006 meeting of the IRUA Deputy Vice-Chancellor’s/Pro Vice-Chancellors (Academic) there was agreement that benchmarking e-learning was a common priority and a decision was made to use the ACODE e-learning benchmarks.  Vice-Chancellors agreed to support the exercise, which was planned for 2007 using benchmark topics 1 and 5 (policy and governance and staff development for the use of technology in learning and teaching). 

The benchmarking process

Institutional representative were nominated, all staff with senior management experience in teaching and learning and the development of strategic frameworks and services for the use of technology in teaching and learning.  Not all used the term e-learning within their institutions.   LaTrobe University facilitated a teleconference between the representatives and a facilitator for a workshop, held in March 2007, to complete the self assessment, share and review these assessments, identify priority areas for self improvement and potential benchmarking partners.  The group developed a preliminary report on outcomes for the group of Deputy/Pro Vice-Chancellors (Academic) and during the remainder of 2007 worked to complete action plans and report on outcomes according to the process described in the ACODE guide to using the e-learning benchmarks.  The IRUA process is summarised here.

Preliminary work
1. An institutional discussion and commitment was made to benchmarking e-learning as described above.  The IRUA DVC/PVC (Academic) group nominated priority areas for benchmarking - benchmarks 1 and 5. 

2. Institutional representatives were selected to participate in the exercise – all with an enterprise perspective. A facilitator was identified for a workshop - where institutional representatives were provided with an overview of the structure of the benchmarks and worked together to complete their self assessments,  peer  review them and complete a comparative matrix summarise the assessments. 

3. The benchmarking documents were consulted by the institutional representatives who familiarised themselves with institutional practice in the nominated areas through consultation with other key stakeholders. 

4. A preliminary self assessment was undertaken with institutional stakeholders using the ACODE template – for discussion at the workshop.  

Workshop
1. Institutional representatives attended a facilitated workshop – described in 2 above.  From this they identified areas for improvement and institutions they might work with in the development of an action plan of improvement strategies. 

2. The preliminary self assessments were reviewed at this workshop and shared with the benchmarking group on a confidential basis.  

3. A summary of institutional assessments was developed using the comparative matrix template 

4. Assessments were peer reviewed by institutional representatives and self assessments amended in light of feedback. 

5. Priority areas for improvement were identified and potential benchmarking partners identified. 

Post workshop
1. Following the workshop institutional representatives reviewed assessments and workshop outcomes with institutional colleagues. 

2. Final versions of self assessments and the comparative matrix were circulated with other institutional representatives. 

3. A progress report was developed for the DVC/PVC (Academic) group. 

4. Action plans were developed and are to be implemented according to timelines. 

5. Evidence and further information shared with benchmarking partners according to agreed strategies 

6. Six monthly and annual report on outcomes to be developed. 

Steps 13-15 are in progress at the time of writing.

Outcomes

All participants became familiar with the benchmarking process during this exercise and agree it was a useful tool for self improvement purposes. They also agreed that the process had given them a much deeper understanding of institutional practice, particularly those who were relatively new to their positions.  Policy and governance was identified as an area requiring attention in most institutions, with more diverse scores in the staff development area. All institutions identified areas for self improvement and potential partners to work with for improvement purposes. 

Participants consulted with institutional stakeholders in different ways; for example, some convened meetings to conduct the preliminary self assessment as a group while others asked key stakeholders to submit their self assessment and then convened a meeting of the group to discuss areas of difference.

Institutional self assessments sometimes varied across members within an institution.  This was not a surprise as each came to the exercise with a different perspective; for example, a person working in policy might be more inclined to perceive policy being well disseminated than someone in another area. While this is understandable the group agreed it would require attention during subsequent discussions within institutions.  The time taken to undertake this exercise also varied, depending to some extent on the familiarity of the participant with institutional practice.  In some cases this took a day, distributed over time, while for others it was a more like half a day.

Related to this, most institutions identified a need for improved collaboration and communication across heads of service areas with responsibility for the nominated benchmarks topics.   This ‘disconnect’ is common in universities and is important for other groups using these benchmarking.  The group posed this as a challenge for senior executive; that is, how to facilitate coordination and collaboration across section heads in the areas of decision making, service delivery and evaluation.

The group agreed that the commitment of  the senior executive was an important success factor for an exercise of this kind; not only in terms of resources but also their commitment to implement outcomes.

The group agreed it would be desirable to have a 6 month-hence progress report on implementation – for themselves and the Deputy vice-Chancellor (DVC) group.  Participants also felt well placed to work together for other purposes following this exercise; in other words they felt they had established a useful collegial network.

There were some indicators where no institution was particularly strong and for these areas, if identified as priorities for improvement, additional work might be required by the group to develop strategies for quality improvement. The group also felt it would be useful to conduct a complementary benchmarking exercise, collecting more quantitative data for indicators  about resourcing.

Participants felt it would be valuable to repeat the process for the other 6 benchmarks.

IRUA universities

Flinders University

Griffith University

La Trobe University

Macquarie University

Murdoch University

University of Newcastle

