External Evaluation of the Marchmont Project: Final Report


1. Introduction

1.1 This is the final report of the external evaluation of the Marchmont Project.  The Marchmont partners commissioned The Mackinnon Partnership in September 1999 to undertake an external evaluation of the project and agreed that this evaluation would be in three phases, mixing formative and summative evaluation: (the dates below reflect the revised timescale, following the decision that Marchmont would be granted extended funding through to the end of June 2001):

· Phase 1:  autumn 1999: initial interviews with each of the (by then) five local projects, and with national partners
;

· Phase 2: autumn 2000 and spring 2001: telephone follow-up with each of the above; (we subsequently agreed with the project co-ordinator that the budget set aside for the spring 2001 follow-up would be better used in the final evaluation);
· Phase 3: late spring 2001: end-of-project final evaluation.

1.2 This is the final report of three.  We conducted our research for this final phase during April and May 2001, primarily in two ways:

· a postal questionnaire to the lead member of each partner, as originally proposed (and which we refer to below as “the partners’ survey”) encouraging their reflective feedback on the whole Marchmont experience.  Most responded, but obviously numbers are small, so the results are most useful for their qualitative value;

· telephone discussions with several other key individuals, including Sir Geoffrey Holland, Vice Chancellor of Exeter University and prime instigator of the Marchmont Project, Professor Bob Fryer of Southampton University and the board of the University for Industry (UfI), and several staff of UfI Ltd.

1.3 We reported the key findings to the final Partnership meeting at Exeter University on 22 May 2001.

Purpose of the External Evaluation

1.4 It is important to distinguish between this external evaluation of the Marchmont project as a whole, and individual evaluations of local projects.  The purpose of the national evaluation is to review the added value to partners of being part of the wider Marchmont Project - ie as opposed to any benefits they might have secured from delivering their own discrete projects.  It has therefore not been our role to evaluate individual projects.

1.5 We have also not been asked to evaluate the value for money of the project as a whole, or judge progress against a previously defined, detailed, plan, (for - at Marchmont Project level at any rate - there has been no such plan).

1.6 In reaching our conclusions now, we should add that they reflect the state of play as we saw it in May 2001.   Although the ADAPT funding stops at the end of June 2001, it is clear that the central team will continue in some form, and we expect a number of the working relationships which Marchmont stimulated to continue.  Our report is therefore a review of ‘the Marchmont story so far’, and of the benefits to members during the initial, ADAPT-funded, phase of Marchmont.   

1.7 In the section which follows we deliberately mix reporting from the “partners survey” with observations drawn from other sources, to draw together all our findings in one place in what we hope is a readable story.  
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2. Report 

Rating the Marchmont Experience

2.1 “Marchmont” means different things to different participants, so we begin by recording the views of the members of the core partnership on what services they used, what other benefits they derived, and how the value of those services and benefits compares with their original expectations, and with other opportunities open to them. 

2.2 We asked first what services members had used, and how positively they felt about them, asking them to rate them on a 5-point scale from ‘very valuable’ (score 1) through to ‘of no value at all’, (score 5).  We report the scores below (totals differ as not everyone has used every service). 

Table 1: How valuable were the services you used?
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Figure 2:  A Variety of Relationships
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2.3 The overall message is clearly positive.  The centrally-organised workshops, Marchmont website and Webflash (the e-mail newsletter) scored highest.  The coolest response was for the Good Practice database - on which we say more below.  

Other Benefits

2.4 Marchmont has always been about more than service provision, so we also asked what other benefits partners had gained.  Again, the response was positive, particularly for two aspects: “learning / exchange of practice”, and “participation in innovation”.  Even with “advocacy with UfI” (which we explore further below and which is a less clearly positive aspect of Marchmont), positive scores outweigh negative.  (The top-scoring ‘other’ is from Bournemouth University, distinguishing ‘research activity’ as a complement to ‘participation in innovation’, and being very positive about both).   

Table 2:  What other benefits have you valued?
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2.5 Our purpose here is qualitative analysis rather than quantitative so we need to consider too the negative scores too.  Both scores of ‘5’, and two of the three scores of ‘4’ were from North Lincolnshire College, whose representatives did not comment further at this point in the questionnaire, but who have been consistently less enthusiastic about the Marchmont Project as a whole and the benefits which it brought the college.  

Relating reality to expectations

2.6 To probe these responses a little further, we first asked how the reality had compared with respondents’ original expectations.  In this table a score of ‘1’ means “much more valuable than expected” and ‘5’ “much less valuable than expected”.   

Table 3:  comparison of reality with expectation
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2.7 Again, the centrally-organised workshops and Webflash scored highest. From our previous work, it is clear that partners have valued the substance of the presentations and discussions in workshops, the networking opportunities and the support which they draw from being part of a group engaged on a similar quest.  It is also a success for Marchmont that other partners beyond the core group have contributed, and clearly benefited.    

2.8 The most notable negative is ‘advocacy with UfI’, though here it worth noting that WDA scored it ‘1’ - ie it was “much more valuable than expected”.  

2.9 Although no one said so directly, we suspect that the broadly neutral score for ‘partners meetings’ reflects the high proportion of time in these meetings which had to be given over to administration and funding issues, rather than exchange of practice and substantive discussion, and partners’ consequent frustration with what they saw as ADAPT bureaucracy,.  

2.10 We also asked respondents to compare the value of membership of Marchmont with the value of membership of other networks - but this was much less successful as a question, with most results following a simple pattern reflecting the general approval ratings above.  

2.11 There was one different contribution here from the Open University, which reported that “partnership in innovation has mainly come from our work on the ontology with another OU department, KMI” (the Knowledge Management Institute).  This is not surprising given the nature of the work involved, where KMI’s expert knowledge was more likely to be helpful than Marchmont partner contributions at the ontology design stage.   

Added Value

2.12 We asked partners to identify the key elements of “added value” which they had drawn from participation in Marchmont.  We were offered many positive responses:

· getting a UK perspective on UfI development, and consequently offering a valuable platform for understanding and introducing this major change  (WDA)

· “The added value has been enormous – in particular the services from the centre has given us direct access to international trends / good practice etc to share locally”, a success attributed to a “centrally-resourced, imaginative, professional machine which has underpinned and solidified the Network” (Tyneside TEC)

· Informal networking and sharing of developmental thoughts, especially with WDA in the early stages: “more inclined to share in an inner circle ‘difficult’ issues and findings – test that they are/not peculiar to our region etc” (Tyneside TEC) 

· Marchmont has allowed us to engage more regionally, and to engage “with more authority”, for example with sector bodies and with the local Learning and Skills Council (Bournemouth University) 

· “expertise in running ESF programmes”  and linked contributions to the development of expertise in the (relatively new) Centre for Organisational Effectiveness (Bournemouth University) 

· achievement of a high profile for Exeter University in a sector where previously it has had little experience and no real reputation (Andy Dean, Exeter)

· establishing a national brand (Andy Dean, Exeter) 

· establishment of the Exeter / Observatory team with a continuing life beyond the lifetime of ADAPT funding, initially with two externally-funded projects, and with others in the pipeline (Ben Neild / Andy Dean, Exeter) 

· the Marchmont Observatory model has been used by the Exeter team as the basis for its new role in the South West Regional Skills and Learning Observatory (Ben Neild, Project Manager) 

· the Observatory is producing a report for publication on “How to set up an Observatory” in response to widespread (and international) interest in the Marchmont experience (Chris Evans, Observatory Manager)

· “a sense of exploring the same issues and ideas, opportunities for collaboration, knowledge of other partners’ capabilities and interests for new joint work” (Ben Neild, Project Manager)

· Marchmont played a “very substantial role” in changing the strategic focus of Exeter University (Bill Forsythe, Dean of the Faculty of Academic Partnerships) 

2.13 Several respondents, particularly in the Exeter team but not only there, also commented very positively on the extent of their personal learning through participation in Marchmont. 

2.14 By contrast, Marchmont has had rather less impact on the Open University, where the ICDL (International Centre for Distance Learning) team which has been leading on Marchmont, has benefited directly but not been able to share the benefits more widely within the university.  There is more to say about the OU under “Good Practice database” below.  

2.15 As indicated above, the Lincolnshire team holds a very different, and negative, view of the benefits of membership of the Marchmont Partnership.  They record considerable frustration that the Marchmont Project as a whole had, in their words, “no plan, organisation or resource mapping at all”, and added that “direction was unclear throughout”.  They felt that these gaps significantly diminished the value of their participation in the project, causing their local partners to leave and the local ‘Marchmont’ partnership to disintegrate.  Their summary judgement therefore on the added value of participation in Marchmont is blunt: “Nil”.  They do, however, concede that partners meetings offered an “opportunity to meet some intelligent and imaginative people”: the judgement is not wholly negative. 

Constraints and Lessons

2.16 Constraints and frustrations were many, however.  

2.17 For the WDA team, it was the cause of some disappointment that they were unable to share their thinking and learning with other partners whilst they developed their own project, for two reasons.  First, that all other partners started later than WDA did, so learning processes were not synchronised (hence WDA’s observation that others probably learnt more than they did - and Tyneside’s, that it was very valuable to be able to learn from WDA’s experience!).  Second, there was more variety in the range of projects, especially at local level, than WDA originally expected, making exchange of practice and learning less certainly relevant.   

2.18 For Tyneside TEC, the main constraints were more general ones about trying to find the time to make effective direct links with other projects, particularly direct, face-to-face, contact given the substantial distances involved in crossing Britain.  This was complicated in their case by the demise of the TEC at the end of March 2001, with  the consequent additional work which that change threw up. 

2.19 For the Exeter team, Andy Dean articulated an important observation about the tension between the two strands of Marchmont, the Observatory and the regional projects, which “turned out to need different solutions and approaches”:


“For the Observatory to succeed and be sustainable AND have something to offer on a broader scale, a concentration on just the partners was not practical.  Yet for the Observatory to have supported the partners to the level needed for them to work together effectively would not have left time for more sustainable pursuits”.

2.20 Ben Neild’s perspective as Project Manager is that the Exeter team tried various methods to encourage greater exchange of practice, especially looking for ways of getting regional projects to say more about what they were struggling with whilst they were struggling - and including creation of an on-line template, and partner twinning.  In the end, the team in Exeter settled on partners meetings and workshops, and conclude that perhaps too much emphasis was put on on-line exchange in the early stages, rather than face-to-face meetings:  


“As an experiment in sharing / capturing lessons on line the project has struggled”. (Ben Neild) 

2.21 That comment reinforces the frustration felt by the Open University team, who have greatly valued the “mutual support from other members of the Observatory”, but who have been disappointed that other partners “have not been forthcoming in exchanging practice in a way that enables this to be captured in the Good Practice database”, adding that “partners meetings never really discussed how the network should capture and share experience, or get down to details as to how this should be done”.  As a consequence, the OU team turned to other sources for examples to populate the database (commonly previously documented examples, rather than the original objective of capturing 'live, as it happened' experiences submitted directly and regularly from practitioners).  This change diminished any feelings of ‘ownership’ which the wider Marchmont Partnership might feel for the database (which had in any event been given an early knock by the pressure on the OU to set up a Marchmont website quickly and with minimal consultation with partners).  Our own observation was that many partners, even quite late in the project, had only rather vague ideas about what the database might do, and little conception that it was intended to be something very much more sophisticated and powerful than “another database”.  

2.22 Ben Neild’s observation also points to the limited usage of the potential of on-line facilities within the Partnership, and this was also a source of some frustration for the OU team which designed into the Marchmont website a number of interactive facilities which were not used.  An observation from Denis Hall of Tyneside TEC is pertinent here: he had to re-design his local Marchmont workshops to take account of some initial “wrong assumptions” that basic concepts were thoroughly understood.  Participants in his workshops, throughout the whole seniority range, consequently particularly valued inputs of knowledge about ICT and e-learning.  There is no reason to believe that Tyneside is different from any other part of Britain in this respect. 

2.23 Hence Ben Neild’s comment that a key lesson for him from this stage of Marchmont is the need to “focus on getting the people side sorted first.  Technology is only for the enabling of a desire to communicate, share, learn that follows on from relationships built on trust”. 

2.24 Nonetheless, we should be clear that we are commenting at a moment in time, and that there is plenty scope yet for the database to live up to its full potential as, in Nick Farnes’ words, a “useful and rich resource [which] has the potential for further analysis and insights”..  The OU team has confirmed that they intend to continue to develop the database.  

2.25 A tangentially related point is that the geographically distributed nature of the “central team” -  working from Exeter, London and Milton Keynes - meant that “day to day exchange of ideas and insights with other members of the Observatory was not possible”, which was a constraint felt particularly by the OU team.  However sophisticated the technology, there remains a value in some face-to-face contact.  

The Focus of Marchmont

2.26 Conscious of the varied interests of different partners to which we drew attention in our first report with Figure 1, we asked partners to indicate how they saw the 
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original focus of Marchmont by distributing percentages between the categories offered in Table 4 below, and how they saw the eventual focus of the project.  (The table shows the range of scores in each category, from the lowest to the highest: thus “30% ( 70%” means that the project with the least interest in this aspect spent 30% of its time on this aspect, and the project with the most interest, 70%.  Not all projects responded).   

Table 4: The Changing Focus of Marchmont 


Original focus
Eventual focus

SMEs
0% ( 100%
5% ( 100%

UfI
30% ( 70%
10% ( 40%

Change Management
0% ( 60%
5% ( 70%

Knowledge Management
70% [OU]
80% [OU]

e-learning
20%
30%

2.27 Two things emerge: first, the variety we expected, which is well-understood and which various partners noted was part of the learning value of Marchmont.  Second, the percentage of effort attached to the UfI fell considerably as time went on, with the highest percentages falling from 70% to 40%.  

2.28 For the central team, the balance also shifted over time.  Thus Ben Neild, as Project Manager, noted that “building an on-line community” had become more significant as time went on (rising from 20% to 30%) and Jo Pye, Marchmont researcher, said that “e-learning” had become a much more explicit focus. 

Relationship with the University for Industry

2.29 Influencing the University for Industry was a key focus for the Marchmont Project.  We asked two questions: about the extent of Marchmont’s influence with UfI centrally, and at local or regional level. 

2.30 We record the response below, but our observation is that the Partnership did not appear to have debated - or at any rate debated to conclusion – exactly what its aims were in relation to the University for Industry.  At one extreme Marchmont was an opportunity to use a base of knowledge and understanding very directly to influence national UfI policy, something we label here “advocacy”.  A more common view, which was certainly that taken by the Exeter / Observatory team, was that Marchmont was a “resource”, a group of people with energy and goodwill, from right across the spectrum, who were active in the field and might well be useful to UfI.  

2.31 The chart shows that overall the verdict is positive - perhaps surprisingly so given the real frustration amongst Marchmont partners that UfI has turned out to be a rather difficult organisation to influence.  

2.32 The perception of several of those involved is that the early meetings with Lord Dearing as the then Chairman of UfI, were very promising, but then, as one member of the Marchmont team put it: “the failure of UfI to follow up left us rudderless.” 

2.33 We took the view of some of those inside UfI and their perception may be characterised as ‘Marchmont brought us the right thing at the wrong time’.  The pressure was clearly on UfI in the early days to deliver, and whilst Marchmont’s thoughtful, research-oriented approach might well have offered UfI a more solid foundation, it was in truth looking, as one insider put it, for “quick and dirty” solutions.  Although Marchmont was far fleeter of foot than many traditional academic teams, it was not geared up for “quick and dirty” solutions.  Thus we agree with the OU’s view that “our views did not carry the weight they would have done if we had successfully captured innovation, and documented knowledge of what works and why” – but success would have had to be very rapid indeed to satisfy UfI.  

2.34 It is also worth adding here that one UfI insider offered the additional view that no Observatory has yet truly worked out how to influence policy.  

2.35 One consequence of this let-down at national level (as all saw it) was that a Partnership which had set great store by influencing UfI, was left uncertain how to move forward, “and hence we went off in all sorts of directions”.  

2.36 At the final partners meeting in May, Sir Geoffrey Holland drew the conclusion that it was a mistake for Marchmont to attach itself too directly to one institution: the Partnership would have been better taking a broader view of lifelong learning.  

2.37 This is what began to happen in reality.  As another partner put it “UfI started as a ‘grand vision’, but as it started to operationalise it became one initiative in a sea of fascinating and important changes”.  Thus for the Tyneside TEC team, their local partners led the way in shifting the focus from UfI explicitly, to the much broader canvas of lifelong learning.  

2.38 All that said, members of the Exeter team (which worked most closely with UfI senior staff, ie senior managers, rather than the Chairman and Chief Executive) identified the following influences -

· Marchmont has been influential in the design of the UfI Learner Support model (and Jo Pye from the Exeter team has been a member of UfI's internal working group on learner support)

· Marchmont has been one of a several organisations influencing UfI thinking on marketing to smaller firms

· UfI staff have found Marchmont workshops “valuable in taking soundings from practitioners in an unobtrusive way”

· “Report recommendations have also received much attention.”

2.39 Despite their general frustration about the difficulty of influencing the central UfI team, partners shared the conclusion of one of their number to the effect that if UfI didn’t listen to Marchmont, that is “not remotely Marchmont’s fault”.

2.40 At local and regional level, however, the story is different, and clearly positive.  Both Tyneside TEC and the Welsh Development Agency were very positive about what they had achieved in working with their UfI colleagues and about the added value to them in this endeavour of being part of the wider Marchmont Partnership.  (Working with UfI was never a priority for the Bournemouth team).  

2.41 For Iain Willox of WDA, “time will tell whether or not this results in the effective large scale take up of distance learning as was our original intention, but I believe the project has given UfI in Wales some assistance in that area”.  WDA has been asked to join the Board of UfI Wales.  The “Hitch-Hikers’ Guide” (WDA’s central Marchmont product) has been endorsed and actively used by UfI Wales, for example in its staff development and as an advisory tool with SMEs which are considering distance learning.  These are valuable achievements, with more promise for the future.  (The Hitch-Hikers’ Guide is promoted by Marchmont as a UK-wide product, and has also proved very popular beyond Wales). 

2.42 For Tyneside TEC, Marchmont membership gave them an opportunity to take a role in leading working groups which were considering a range of aspects of distance learning.  These groups attracted, and retained, the interest of many influential people in the North East.  The Policy Group, for example, included the Regional Director of UfI and the Assistant Director of the Government Office.  

2.43 These forums offered a welcome opportunity for a good deal of learning, in which fears about UfI were raised, challenged and in some cases allayed – and where the agenda moved on to a wider interest in mainstreaming e-learning, and with it “an  honest acknowledgement about lack of progress”.  Tyneside TEC reports that the workshops were “regarded as very successful by all participants” and the organising team welcomed the “strong, effective support” from the Observatory which “greatly assisted planning and delivery of themes and content”.

2.44 It is hard to pin down the long-term value of such discussions, of course, but in promoting more soundly-based understanding and frank reflection on the reality of everyone’s starting point, they may well prove to have been very valuable indeed. 

Wider Partnerships

2.45 It has been a notable feature of Marchmont from the beginning that the “Partnership” has grown much wider than the core partners.  We asked early on whether the “learning community” which Marchmont was aiming to become was intended to embrace the three or four active members in each institution – or a very much wider group touched in some way by the project.  Our question was never directly answered – but the reality has provided a clear response: it is the latter.  

2.46 Marchmont has achieved a high profile and brand recognition, and many others active in the field have become involved in some way in its work, through the themed workshops, or preparatory discussion before them, through participation in local networks led by Marchmont partners (most actively in Wales, Tyneside and Bournemouth), through participation in the “e-Learning Age” conference in March 2001, or simply through receipt of the Webflash e-mail newsletter (which was introduced after it became clear that a web-based news service was not working).  

2.47 Marchmont has brought a broad group together at national level, physically and virtually, and at regional level, and much of this network has been facilitated by exchanges within the wider Partnership.  On the next page we attempt to sketch some of the range of partnerships within the whole.  The chart is simply illustrative and all those involved could no doubt improve aspects of it.  Two points are worth making.  First, there is a wide range of types of relationship, illustrating a spectrum of interests, which is healthy.  Second, to record Ben Neild’s counsel: “don’t underestimate how much we did learn from the variety of experiences within Marchmont”. 

2.48 The great majority of the exchanges between the main partners have, however, come through the more formal, and structured, opportunities on which the central team has led (something which justifies and supports the more pro-active stance which they have taken, rather than relying on the original design with more passive “observing”).  There have been some strong bilateral relationships, and some clear give and take between the centre and regionally-based projects, but also some missed opportunities for greater and more effective sharing.  

2.49 The great majority of the exchanges between all the many participants in Marchmont have also not been through the website, although such exchange was one of the original key design features of the project.  The OU team, which felt some frustration about this after the early pressure to get the site up early, conclude 
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that the idea of a web-based environment for the capturing and sharing experience was not understood by the partners.  They add that too many of them were not grassroots practitioners, directly involved with the development of new learning opportunities, and that they did not have a commitment to documenting what they knew or to finding out what needed to be documented.  We would add the simple observation that web-based discussion and substantive exchange, is still a new experience for most people, even those who count themselves internet-literate.  It is also worth bearing in mind that it is harder than it might seem to get people to share news of even successful, completed projects.  Marchmont was taking on the much tougher task of asking people to exchange insights gleaned part-way through projects which were not yet obviously a ‘success’.  The ambition is a good one, and partners should not be put off by the fact that this first attempt did not work.  

Project Management

2.50 Although it is not our role to comment on value for money, we should record some comments on project management – because money worries became a serious distraction.  

2.51 The initial careful design of the project as a whole was thrown into some disarray by the loss of two of the original partners.  That meant that the total sum available was reduced, that problems of securing matched funding were exacerbated, and that in particular Ben Neild as Project Manager was badly distracted by having to spend time seeking additional funds.  This problem has dogged the project throughout - and been complicated by unexpected mid-project rulings about what funds are eligible for what activity.  

2.52 Ultimately it has all worked out, in the sense that the books have balanced, and the project as a whole has come in on time, and to budget, with no casualties – but that result has been by no means certain throughout.  That the Marchmont team did not need to call on Exeter University to bail the project out, and was seen to be entrepreneurial in seeking alternatives, has also been an important enabling factor within the university.  From the perspective of the Marchmont Project, however, what matters is that the issue has taken time which the Project Manager could have spent on added value matters, and undermined the Partnership and exchange which underlies the project.  

Summary

Overall Satisfaction

2.53 As the report above demonstrates, we found no consensus amongst Marchmont partners about the overall value to them of being part of the wider Marchmont Project - but the balance of the report is clear, and positive.  

2.54 We asked partners to summarise their feelings about membership of Marchmont.  They responded as follows:

Table 5:  Overall Satisfaction with Marchmont

Very Satisfied
5

Fairly Satisfied
2

Neither Satisfied nor Dis-satisfied
-

Fairly Dis-Satisfied
1

Very Dis-Satisfied
-

2.55 (The negative vote was from North Lincolnshire College, and their views are set out above).

2.56 A glib summary from us does cannot do justice to the rich variety of experience within the Marchmont Partnership, but our judgement is that for all the weaknesses, disappointments and frustrations, the Marchmont Project enabled a good deal of valuable work to be done, at both national and local / regional levels, enabled significant learning, and sowed a number of seeds which should bear a variety of fruit in time.  
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� Throughout we have used the term “local projects” as a shorthand to describe the projects led by Bournemouth University, North Lincolnshire College, Newham College, Tyneside TEC and WDA.  By “national partners” we mean primarily the Open University and the TUC.  By “central team” and similar references we mean no value judgement, simply the team in Exeter University led by Ben Nield, and Chris Evans in London. 
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