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Abstract: Evaluation of E-learning projects is a topic of great interest and growing importance. The evaluation of a
project is the construction of the overall judgement, based on a quali-quantitative determination of the benefits and
costs associated, with scientific criterion, of a project (evaluand). The purposes of the evaluation of an e-learning
project are different: to determine the impact on beneficiaries' performance, to compare projects, to support the
improvement of projects in terms of socio-economic effects and impacts, on individuals and organizations, to support
the applicant in the design phase. This last purpose is increasingly important for all the stakeholders of e-learning
projects (i.e. universities, companies, communities, as well as students and employees), due to a global and highly
competitive environment. Evaluation of e-learning projects takes into account the benefits and the costs due to the
project, from its inception to the extinction of its effects. This paper, using the e-learning project as the 'unit of
analysis', proposes and promotes the adoption of the Logical Framework Approach, in the designing phase of the E-
Learning Project. It enables the proposers, as well as an external evaluator, to evaluate the project by assessing its
coherence, that is the validity of the logical and causal links among activities, resources, outputs, purposes of the
project proposal. The paper highlights peculiarities and weaknesses of this model for an effective evaluation.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Evaluation of E-learning projects is a topic of great
interest and growing importance. The evaluation of a
project is the construction of the overall judgment, based
on a quali-quantitative determination of the benefits and
costs associated, with scientific criterion, of a project
(evaluand). The purposes of the evaluation of an e-
learning project are different: to determine the impact on
beneficiaries' performance, to compare projects, to
support the improvement of projects in terms of socio-
economic effects and impacts, on individuals and
organizations, to support the applicant in the design
phase. This last purpose is increasingly important for all
the stakeholders of e-learning projects (i.e. universities,
companies, communities, as well as students and
employees), due to a global and highly competitive
environment. Evaluation of e-learning projects takes into
account the benefits and the costs due to the project, from
its inception to the extinction of its effects. This paper,
using the e-learning project as the 'unit of analysis',
proposes and promotes the adoption of the Logical
Framework Approach (LFA) [1], in the designing phase
of the E-Learning Project. It presents the application of
the Approach to BAEKTEL, a project aimed to develop a
technology platform to provide E-Learning, with Open
Educational Resources. The LFA enables the proposers of
the project, as well as the external evaluator, to evaluate
the project by assessing its coherence, that is the validity
of the logical and causal links among activities, resources,
outputs, purposes of the E-Learning Project (EP). The
paper highlights peculiarities and weaknesses of the
mentioned approach for an effective evaluation.

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 provides
definitions and concepts of Evaluation of programs and
Projects; section 3 deals with the evaluation of E-
Learning Project,; section 4 reports the application of the
LFA to an E-Learning project as prospective evaluation
model; section 5 outlines implications and presents some
conclusions for the research.

2. EVALUATION OF PROGRAM AND
PROJECTS

The scientific debate on the evaluation of projects
becomes more and more interesting in light of the large
economic investments in projects and programs, and the
difficulty of assessing the genuine and effective economic
and social returns. This issue involves the E-Learning
sector, as many others.

In general, and as a first approximation, evaluate means to
give, recognize, a value in formal, clear and
methodologically rigorous way, to a subject (evaluand)
[2]. The evaluation as a process nature, being the set of
activities related useful for expressing an opinion argued
for an aim [3].

Evaluation is the activity aimed to study, evaluate and
improve programs and projects in all their important
aspects, including the diagnosis of the problem to address,
their conception and design, their implementation and
management, their effects and their efficiency [4].
Evaluation is a cognitive activity that provide a cognitive
feedback to review an action intentionally performed (or
intended to), designed to produce external effects, and
follows strict and codified procedures [5].

According to the aims of the evaluator, the main objective
of the evaluation, the evaluand, the sector/field, the
developmental stage of the project, a wide range of
evaluation approaches can be identified. On the basis of
the developmental stage of a project the evaluation can
be: formative (or prospective, or ex-ante), interim,
summative (or ex-post). The formative evaluation
considers as evaluand the project proposal. It enables to
an external evaluator to compare, select, finance a project,
but also enables the proponent to review and improve the
project. The interim evaluation is aimed to improve the
strategy, or the processes during the development. The
summative evaluation aims to take lessons, insights,
judgment and awareness about taken decisions and
projects.

Evaluations can apply to various evaluands, such as
products, projects, programs, organizations. The typical
evaluand in the field of Education and Learning is the
project. The project is a temporary endeavor undertaken
to create a unique product or service [6]. From a
managerial perspective it iS a unique set of activities
designed to produce a definite result, with a clear start and
end date, and a clear allocation of resources [7] (Bowen,
1996). Characteristics of the project are: complex
accomplishment, uniqueness of the output, limited
duration, clear and agreed goal, continuous process of
planning and control of different resources,
interdependent constraints of time-cost-quality [8][9].

All the projects, despite their uniqueness, can be analyzed
with a single descriptive model: the Project Life Cycle
(PLC). The PLC borrows the approach from the Biology,
and describes the project as a temporal sequence of
developmental stages, thus providing a frame the analysis
and comparison among projects.

Evaluation is one of the PLC's phases. The principal
subject of the evaluation of a project are all the
results/changes that arise because of the project
implementation. The literature converges toward the
adoption of a time-based approach to the analysis of this
results.

Projects and Programs results can be distinguished in fact,
in: outputs, outcomes and impacts [4][10][11][12].
Outputs are the products and/or services carried out from
the project implementation. Outcomes and impacts are
both effects of the output, that are observable along the
time in the project environment or on stakeholders.
Outcomes are the specific changes in behavior, in
knowledge, in skills, in the state and level of
activity/operation of the project target (i.e. participants,



beneficiaries, companies, processes, etc.). Outcomes
reveal in the short-term (from 1 to 3 years), or in the long-
term (over a period of 4 to 6 years). Impact is the
fundamental change, wanted or not wanted, intended or
unintended, that occurs in organizations, communities, or
systems as a result of a project (it reveals in the long term,
within 7-10 years) [11]. A 'cause-effect' relation regulates
the mechanism of creation of outcomes and impacts,
whose structure can be linear or systemic (complex).

Linearity and Complexity of the cause-effect relations
among the results of a project, are quite important, as they
distinguish projects from programs; programs differ from
projects because programs are focused on the
consequences (outcomes) instead of results (outputs) [13].
Moreover a project is usually linear in producing effects,
while a program, has not linear relations mechanism
between outputs and effects [9].

3. EVALUATION OF AN E-LEARNING
PROJECT

Although there are documented evaluations of human
interventions dating back to 2.200 BC [14], the issue of
Project (and Program) Evaluation became especially
important in the United States of America in the 60's,
during the period of the social programs known as Great
Society, launched by Kennedy's and Johnson's
administrations. Extraordinary public investment in social
programs was  financed, but the impact of those
investments remained largely unknown.

E-learning is part of a new dynamic that characterizes
educational systems in the 21st century, resulting from the
merge of different disciplines, such as computer science,
communication technology, and pedagogy, since majority
of the definitions contained characteristics of more than
one discipline [15]. The definitions existing in the
literature focus on different elements of e-learning. Four
groups of definitions can be identified: technology-driven,
delivery-system-oriented, communication-oriented,
educational-paradigm-oriented [15].

According to this last one perspective, E-Learning can be
defined as "the use of new multimedia technologies and
the Internet to improve the quality of learning by
facilitating access to resources and services, as well as
remote exchange and collaboration” [16]. A value-
oriented definition of E-learning, sees it as a broad
combination of processes, contents, and infrastructures to
use computers and networks to scale and/or improve one
or more significant parts of a learning value chain,
including management and delivery [17]. E-Learning
supports the educational processes utilizing information
and communications technology to mediate synchronous
as well as asynchronous learning and teaching activities”
[18].

Despite the large amount of definitions, reflecting the
different foci of analysis, there are still few definitions of
E-Learning as project, reflecting a managerial focus.

A project of E-Learning can be defined as a temporary
endeavour aimed to creating an ICT-based infrastructure,

to deliver support services to education, learning, whose
effects are detectable along the time, in terms of higher
effectiveness/efficiency of learning, wider and higher
competences of individuals and organizations, positive
impact on social and economic wealth of the beneficiary.

A fundamental role in performing the evaluation of a
project is played by the Evaluation Model (EM). EMs are
approaches that assist evaluators in designing and
carrying out useful, effective evaluations [19]. The terms
approach and model, referred to evaluation are often used
in an alternative way, although there are some differences
in meaning. Evaluation approach is the method, or the
mental attitude, or the particular perspective by which the
evaluation is gathered, while the model is the description
of the structure and/or function of the object it represents.

Many EMs exist. Stufflebeam [20] identified 22
approaches, Linzalone and Schiuma [21] distinguished 57
models.

The E-Learning Project (EP) is characterized by a
complex and hard to capture system of results/benefits,
due to: intangible nature of the results (learning and
knowledge), difficulty of quantifying them in economic,
social, cultural terms, heterogeneity of the various
benefits delivered. All these criticalities of the EPs
requires a higher and better attention to the design phase
of the EP, through an ex-ante evaluation able to assess the
if the project will deliver the benefits it addresses.

In order to represent and analyze the mechanisms of the

system, and allow an explicit, even prospective analysis,
through the analysis of the individual components of the
project [22][23], it is necessary to capture the
“‘transformation processes that turn interventions into
outcomes’” [23] and thus, make evaluation findings
robust, and reach of explanatory power.
The function of the evaluation model is to make clearer
the system and allows for more explicit analysis of the
project through analysis of the components of the system,
which is the promise of a ‘‘white box’’ approach.
Furthermore, this type of analysis of the inner
components and the logic of the system can enable
needed analyses leading to improvement of 'theoretical
model' of the project [22].

4. APPLICATION OF THE LOGICAL
FRAMEWORK APPROACH FOR THE
FORMATIVE EVALUATION OF AN E-
LEARNING PROJECT. A CASE EXAMPLE.

Internal coherence of the project, is the coherence of the
links among the elements of the project, like objectives,
sub-objectives, results, effects and transformation
functions (assumptions), on which the project rely on, and
according to which the project will achieve its objectives
and produce its effects. Internal coherence of the project
means that the logical and causal links between the
different elements of the project (activities, results,
objectives) are consistent. The scientific literature
recognizes the critical role of the 'internal coherence’, in
the design phase, for the ultimate success of the project.
Internal coherence is a key element of analysis both for
the project's funder, and for the applicant organization.



There are different EMs that focus on the internal
coherence of the project. Among them there is the Logical
Framework Approach [1].

The LFA can be defined as a simple and effective

methodology to assess the internal coherence and

consistency of a project, through the identification of key
management elements (activities, resources, outputs,
purposes / objectives), functions (social, technical,
economic, environmental, etc.) that trigger the changes

(assumptions), and the exploitation of the causal links,

through a graphical-textual model that takes the form of a

Matrix (Logical Framework Matrix).

According to the Logical Framework a program or a

project is seen as a causal sequence of events. Actions to

implement it are, in sequence:

a. identification of project objectives;

b. identification of causal relationships existing within
the project (the "project logic"): inputs, activities,
outputs, specific objectives (results), global goals
(impacts);

c. identification of "conditions" or "assumptions and
risks" or '"external factors" whose presence is
indispensable for the realization of the causal chain.

Project Objectively Means of Important
Structure Verifiable Verification Assumptions
Indicators
Goal
Purpose 1
Outputs I
Activities M

Figure 1: LFM's structure [24]

Once filled the LFM, the project evaluation activity
requires to check/assess the coherence activities-
assumptions-outputs, then step to the superior level to
asses if the causality of outputs-assumptions-purpose is
coherent, and so on.

Project Objectively Means of Important
Structure Verifiable Verification Assumptions
Indicators
Goal
then ‘\
Purpose
if > | and
then \
Outputs
if » | and
then |$——_
Activities \
if P
and

Figure 2: LFM's logic of analysis [24]

The LFM has been used as formative Evaluation model in
the development of the proposal of the project BAEKTEL
(Blending Academic and Entrepreneurial Knowledge in
Technology Enhanced Learning, http://www.baektel.eu).
BAEKTEL was initiated with the main goal of building
an Open Educational Resource (OER) network offering
educational materials by higher education (HE)
institutions and best practice examples by enterprise
experts. The network is conceived as multilingual, which
means that resources can be published in different original
languages, with adequate support offered for their
translation. The conceptual model of the ICT solution for
BAEKTEL OER framework envisages a network of
nodes offering OER content and a central repository, the
BAEKTEL Metadata Portal (BMP), where metadata,
providing all important information on the network
resources will be stored, thus enabling their centralized
search and browse.

The initial network consists of six nodes located at
different Western Balkans (WB) universities participating
in this project, with one of them hosting the BMP.
BAEKTEL will last 3 years, and involves a Consortium
of 9 Universities and 2 Companies.

BAEKTEL is a cooperation project, granted under the
European Union development program Tempus IV - 6th
Call. The LFA is an approach adopted by all major
international organizations dispensing development aid,
and among them by the European Commission. The LFA
is the mandatory model for evaluation that applicants
were required to develop and submit within the mentioned
Call. Baektel is an innovative project, the technology
platform is implemented on an experimental basis, and is
not relevant the analysis of training needs and the courses
to be activated, rather the analysis of the experience of
learning of users (students and workers).

5. CONCLUSIONS

Kahan and Goodstadt [25] conceive evaluation as a set of
research questions and methods properly articulated to
review processes, activities and strategies, with the aim of
achieving better results; the LFM helped in reviewing the
project structure. As shown in Figure 3, the LFM used for
BAEKTEL, was developed just following some basic,
even coherently linked, questions. The project proposal
has been financed, thus providing a positive feedback
about the structure of activities, resources, assumptions,
outputs, purposes of the Baektel project. The Baektel
experience represent a case example of application to
EPs.

This confirmed also the purpose of an evaluation Model,
that is not just to find out what happened, but to use the
information to make the project better.
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