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Ambiguities in a theory of change? Rewarding excellence, changing practice with the CETL initiative (0241) 
The sizeable and expensive CETL initiative has not gone without criticism. The value–laden notion of excellence underpinning the initiative was questioned during the initial consultation and has provoked discussion in the media (THES 16/11/07). Skelton (2005) argues, schemes designed to spread good practice through rewarding beacons of excellence lack a sound theory of change. Gosling and Hannan’s (2007) study of the early stages of the CETL initiative revealed much scepticism and concluded that although it had made institutions ‘sit up and take notice’, it remained to be seen whether CETLs reached beyond their boundaries.

More encouragingly, the interim national CETL evaluation found that on the whole CETLs were having a positive impact on their immediate beneficiaries. However effects on wider institutional practice were more limited and the report suggested that ‘the relationship between individual CETLs and their host institutions is a critical factor in moving from relative self-containment to wider effects’ (Saunders et al. 2008)

The LearnHigher CETL was awarded the maximum funds available and spread across a network of 16 partner institutions has been described as ‘excellent value for money’ (Knight, 2006). The CETL’s team of Learning Developers are experienced at working across institutions; providing direct support to students, working with academic staff to effect teaching & learning, and influencing institutional policy. This paper will take the particular CETL model of LearnHigher to address some key questions:

* what theories of change underpin the LearnHigher CETL approach?
* to what extent do the activities of LearnHigher implement these theories?
* how successful has the ‘rewarding excellence’ approach been in this case?
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