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Executive Summary 
 

1. Super Stella was a project sponsored by the European Social Fund (ESF) as part of its 1998 ADAPT-UfI 

initiative. 

2. The primary aim of Super Stella was to test the effectiveness of online learning as a medium for the 

development of work-based supervisors in SMEs. 

3. Four regional clusters were established in London, Staffordshire, Wales and Yorkshire. Each cluster was 

responsible for recruiting SMEs into the scheme. 

4. The Super Stella model was to provide online mentor training for supervisors who in turn, as part of their 

training, provided mentor support for mentees developing skills relevant to the work-place. The assumption was 

that ICT would be able to provide the flexibility to engage employees of SMEs in training and development 

activities. 

5. Online mentor training was provided by Abacus, an established supplier of training leading to the Certificate 

and membership of the Institute of Supervision and Management (ISM). Mentee learning materials in ICT, 

customer care, basic skills and health and safety were provided by OCR, NEC and CDSM. Some mentees in 

Wales focused on learning through work itself. 

6. Overall 260 people registered. Of those who completed survey forms (163), 21% were mentors and 79% were 

mentees. Most recruits were aged 25 - 49, white and male. The pattern of recruitment varied across the clusters 

according to size of SME and local attitudes to training, as did the pattern of support from the clusters. In 

London, for instance, the preponderance of micro SMEs required adjustment of the mentor / mentee model to an 

artificial grouping of people drawn from different companies and using more traditional off-site training for 

mentees. 

7. Drop out levels averaged about 20% but there was wide variation across the clusters. London, for instance, had 

a very high dropout of mentors (60%). 

8. The evaluation used a pre-project survey and a post-conference survey. The post -project survey was conducted 

by telephone (57% of the total survey taking part). Personal experiences of 32 participants were explored 

through in-depth face-to-face interviews conducted in the work-place. 

9. The qualitative review in Part Three of this report explored many of the obstacles to online learning  in the 

SME workplace and their impact on the effectiveness of the project e.g. :  

· nature of SMEs - e.g. size, preference given to production, lack of time allocation for training, lack of 

access to PCs and a general lack of support for learning; 

· dissonance between participants’ initial expectations of a traditional training experience and the self-

managed learning style associated with mentoring and online learning (overcome by more careful briefing 

and induction); 

· the difficulty of securing sufficient numbers of participants from the same SME to sustain a smooth mentor 

/ mentee relationship. 
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10 However, despite the frustrations and early dropouts, the qualitative evaluation discovered many examples of 

improved attitudes to learning and mentor behaviour directly attributed to the Super Stella experience (sections 

3.6.3 and 3.6.4). The benefits included : 

· those successful on the mentor programme continued to learn IT and other skills online; 

· mentors modified their behaviour towards colleagues for the better; 

· transfer of the newly acquired skills to enhance company activity or to improve personal performance. 

 

11 Overall the project concludes that the Super Stella proposition that online learning can be an effective medium 

for the development of supervisors in SMEs is proven, but comparison of success stories with the many more 

frustrating experiences suggests that ICT works as a medium for SME mentor training  when… 

· mentors and mentees have a normal work-based relationship; 

· participants are willing and able to (learn to) use IT in work and for learning; 

· the employer provides resources, time and opportunity for use of PCs for learning and networking; 

· participants have a strong personal interest for themselves and their work; 

· the culture supports, recognises and facilitates learning as a benefit for the company, and sees a key role for 

mentoring; 

· the company encourages participants to take responsibility for learning and the support of others; 

· the company  allows participants to continue to practice their new skills and to adapt personal and working 

practice. 

 

12 Analyses of the learning experiences of the mentors further suggests that mentor programmes for SMEs are 

likely to be successful when they are  

· flexible in pace and duration; 

· carefully introduced in face-to face induction sessions which are sensitive to the different pedagogical 

expectations of the participants; 

· sensitive to participants’ unexpected pressures on time and resources; 

· fully explained in advance of initial induction in terms of practical requirements, mode of study and 

expected outcomes; 

· supported by proactive, attentive and sensitive online tutors; 

· open to ‘successful withdrawal’ without completion of the certification; 

· negotiated between the supplier and the client via bona fide intermediaries; 

· conducted in-house, where natural working links between mentors and mentees, or between peer mentors, 

are possible. 

UfI and other organisations seeking to provide specialist work-based learning in SMEs may need to ensure their 

practices and overall style are similar to those mentioned above.  
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Part One The Super Stella project 
 

1.1 Structure of the report. 

This report is divided into four parts. Part One presents the rationale for and structure of the Super Stella project. In Part 

Two we present basic numerical data about the cohorts who participated in the project, derived from pre and post project 

surveys. In Part Three we present the analyses of telephone and face-to-face interviews with the participants, conducted 

towards the end of the project, and in Part Four we present the main outcomes of the project. 

 

Super Stella has been about many practical things - from the recruitment of participants to the quality of specific 

materials. The evaluators have not sought to present all comments on all of these issues, but have preferred to 

concentrate on those pieces of evidence that directly relate to the primary research proposition - that online ICT can be an 

effective medium for the development of work-based mentors in small and medium enterprises. The principal findings 

and recommendations for action are in Part Four. 

 

 

1.2 Super Stella:    The Concept 

This account of the aims and structure of the Super Stella project was prepared for this evaluation report by 
Peter Newby of Higher Education for Capability (HEC), project manager. 

 

Super Stella was an ADAPT project, sponsored by the European Social Fund as part of its University for Industry 

initiative of 1998. 

 

The Super Stella project arose because of some genuine concerns about how effective on-line learning could be.  On the 

one hand, the Government was making a significant investment in the University for Industry and in creating an 

infrastructure to promote, facilitate and manage on-line learning.  Yet on the other hand there is the fact that many 

organisations and individuals do not place a high value on training.  Given that on-line training is a new training model, 

there is an argument that its difference might inhibit its use and, if used, people might find the difference too great and 

not complete the training programme.  The issue then is what can be done with the training model to ensure that training 

is completed and is felt to be successful and beneficial. 

 

This was the context in which Super Stella was developed.  It was conceived as a research programme and the research 

framework was structured in such a way that the learning could be extended beyond the research environment.  It was 

decided to test these ideas about making on-line learning effective in an SME environment with a target group of 

production and service workers (that is, those who generally are supervised and are not responsible for supervising 

others).  This environment and group were targeted because it was felt that they would constitute a rigorous test of the 

on-line model with its supposed flexibility of learning at a time, location and pace of the learner’s own choosing.  The 

SME environment is one, it was anticipated, where training would have to fit in with production or delivery schedules 

and deadlines.  The target group was, it was felt, likely not to have been in regular receipt of training. In other words, this 
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situation was not one where there could be confidence of success.  This therefore gave an opportunity to understand why 

things did not work as well as where, how and why they did.   

 

 

1.2.1. The Mentoring Proposition  

The Super Stella solution to ensuring effective on-line learning was to recognise that rates of non-completion were likely 

to be increased by 

· length of time since formal education 

· low attainment levels in formal education 

· lack of exposure to or involvement with ICT. 

 

Some or all of these were, it was projected, likely to be characteristic of our target group.  In this case, just to introduce 

them to on-line training was putting them in a position where there would be a reasonable chance that the experience 

would not be satisfactory and that they would not complete the training programme.  The solution, it was surmised, was 

to put in a support framework to encourage and motivate the on-line trainees to provide technical advice, if it were 

needed, about ICT and to provide learning support for the packages which the on-line trainees used.  The model used for 

this framework was that of mentor and mentee. 

 

1.2.2 Mentee Relations 

The original specification was that the mentor-mentee relationship should function within a supervisory framework 

within an organisation.  That is, someone in a line management role would mentor trainees with no line management 

responsibilities.  As the project evolved, it was necessary to relax this specification and include other relationships (for 

example, mentors who were not line managers for their mentees, mentors who were outside the company), though 

always the mentors had a supervisory position in their organisation.  This relaxation of the specification has, in the event, 

proved beneficial to the research but it was forced upon the project when it was realised that the project either had to 

exclude the smallest firms (where the number of mentees per mentor would have meant a significant proportion of the 

workforce and create undue risk for the SME) or relax the research assumptions.   

 

1.2.3 The Learning Materials 

The research design sought to minimise the number of variables in the training process.  For example, placing mentoring 

within the supervision framework.  Another way to do this was by limiting the training products.  This was done in order 

to offer accreditation opportunities and it was felt that, for cost reasons, this could only be done over a restricted range of 

learning areas.  In some situations, this specification had to be relaxed to meet the specific needs of SMEs and their 

trainees.  The project managers felt that it was inappropriate deliberately not to meet SME needs in order to benefit the 

research design.  In the event, the project managers do not consider this additional variability had any real impact on the 

research results. 
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1.2.4 The Super Stella Model 

The Super Stella Model for the implementation of the research project was to establish a consortium built around 

organisational expertise.  The roles to be filled were 

(i) the recruitment of supervisors (the primary beneficiaries), support for supervision in the recruitment of trainees 

(the second beneficiaries) and support for those in both groups who chose to seek accreditation. 

(ii) the provision of training for supervisors 

(iii) the provision of learning materials for secondary beneficiaries 

(iv) the provision of accreditation for primary and secondary beneficiaries. 

(v) the construction, maintenance and management of a project website and database 

(vi) the evaluation of the project 

(vii) project internal audit 

(viii) project management 

(ix) specialist advice. 

 

Figure 1 is a functional diagram of the project. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 1     Functional Roles in Super Stella 

 

1.2.5 Project Consortium 

The consortium consisted of organisations.  Each was selected for its particular expertise.  

The roles performed by each organisation were as follows:- 

· Staffordshire Open Learning Unit (SOLU) – cluster leader:  recruitment and management of beneficiaries  

· Staffordshire University - assisting cluster leader in the Staffordshire cluster 

· Leeds College of Technology (LCoT) – cluster leader:  recruitment and management of beneficiaries 
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· College of North East London (CoNEL) - cluster leader:  recruitment and management of beneficiaries 

· Carmarthenshire College (CCTA)- cluster leader:  recruitment and management of beneficiaries 

· Abacus Learning Systems – supervisor training 

· National Extension College (NEC) – learning materials 

· Stoke on Trent City Council (Worldgate) - conversion of learning materials 

· OCR – accreditation 

· Institute of Supervision and Management (ISM) – accreditation 

· CDSM – website design and management; CD ROM development 

· Zennor Consulting - internal auditing 

· London College of Printing  – advisor 

· Scienter – trans-national partner for dissemination and provision of advice 

· University of Leeds – advisor 

· Higher Education for Capability (HEC) – project management 

· International Centre for Learner Managed Learning (ICLML, Middlesex University) – evaluation. 

 

Worldgate had originally been envisaged as supporting SOLU in their cluster leader role as well as their role in 

converting paper based learning materials into online materials.  However, organisational changes within Stoke on Trent 

City Council  meant that Worldgate (the Council's project delivery arm) no longer existed and therefore Staffordshire 

University stepped in to support SOLU.  Organisational and capacity difficulties in Fife College led to their being 

replaced by Carmarthenshire College. 

 
Project Management    Consortium 

           Meeting 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2     Operational Relationships within the Project  

 
The broad arrows show that the organisations had links with all other project members.  The thin arrows show where 

communication between project members occurred without needing to go through the project management. 
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The Super Stella trans-national partner was Scienter in Bologna, Italy whose role was to provide dissemination 

opportunities to wider European networks and to feed other experience into the project. In October 2000, Super Stella 

managers attended a seminar in Bologna to: 

· exchange SME ICT training experiences; 

· discuss 'good practice'  policy for SME ICT and mentor training. 

 

Scienter also participated in an international dissemination event entitled: 'Teaching and learning online - a new 

pedagogy ', which was held at Middlesex University, London in September 2000. Scienter contributed to the 

development of the pedagogical model referred to in Section 3.7 of this report. (http://www.iclml.mdx.ac.uk/TLonline/ )  

 

 

1.2.6 Project Time scale 

The project was designed as a two year research and development programme.  Late approval meant that it had to be 

compressed into 20 months.  Because the training of primary and secondary beneficiaries could not be constrained, 

pressure was put on the development, review and evaluation phases.  This impacted on beneficiary recruitment and 

project co-ordination in the initial phase. 
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Part Two The Participants 

 

2.1 The Participants  

At the time of writing this report, some of the cluster activities were ongoing. The total data available for the evaluation 

therefore does not accurately reflect the final scale of participant involvement. 

 

The latest figure for participant involvement is 262 registrations on the Super Stella project. Of these, 62 (23.7%) have 

registered for mentor training and 200 (76.3%) have registered for mentee training. Registrations are distributed across 

the clusters as follows: 

 

London:  15% 

Staffordshire: 36%; 

Wales   23% 

Yorkshire 26% 

 

Some of the very recent registrants have not yet completed survey reports. Also some earlier registrants left before doing 

so. The following analyses, therefore, are based on the 163 completed survey forms available at the time the evaluation 

was compiled. All references to percentages in subsequent sections of this report are percentages of 163 or, in the case of 

the telephone survey, on 92. 

 

2.1.1 Data collection methods 

The Super Stella research and evaluation team collected data at the outset for ADAPT, the European funding sponsor for 

project funding, and throughout the project for the International Centre for Learner Managed Learning (ICLML) for 

quantitative and qualitative analysis in this report. 

 

Because of the diversity of locations and difficulties of access to some work-based participants, a variety of data 

collection methods were used.  A common set of questions was used for all participants irrespective of medium of 

collection. After October 2000, the APAPT and ICLML forms were combined for convenience. For details of the 

changes in collection methods, see Appendix 1 . 

 

2.1.2 Pre-survey data: learner profiles for ADAPT 

a) Personal details 
The majority of the learners, 65.6%, were male, and 81.6% were 25-49 years old. They tended to be white (60.5%) and 

few were disabled (only 2.7% said yes). In terms of academic experience 43.3% had NVQS and 59% had some level of 

professional qualification. The full spread can be seen in Figure 2.1. 
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b) Employment details 

The dominant employment status was full-time (94%). The ADAPT industry sector categories were construction, 

cultural industry, energy, supply, motor components, print media and retailing. A majority, 73.6%, described themselves 

as being in ‘other categories’.  Two thirds of the SMEs  were middle range in size (50 - 249).  

 

2.1.3 Pre-survey data: details for the Super Stella project 

a) Participant roles in the Super Stella project.  

27.9% of those participating in the survey trained as mentors and 72% as mentees, roughly comparable to the original 

specifications of the project.  64% of mentees described themselves as working in administrative positions, and only 

7.3% as production line workers.  

 

b) Spread across clusters: 

The spread of survey participants across the four clusters was as follows: London 21.3%, Yorkshire 26.0%, Staffordshire 

35.4% and Wales 17.3%. These percentages are closely aligned to the spread of total registrations reported above with 

Wales slightly under represented in the survey and London slightly over represented. 

 

c) ICT experience / confidence online 

There was a fairly even split in word processing experience between the novice of less than one year‘s experience 

(41.5%) and the veterans (3 years +) at 44.3%. The majority of learners (50.5%) were novices at spreadsheets with only 

one third having 3 years experience. 

 

0.0%
10.0%

20.0%
30.0%

40.0%
50.0%
60.0%

70.0%
80.0%

90.0%
100.0%

Figure 2.1 Super Stella participants

(1)Male 65.6%

(2)25-49yrs. 81.6%

(3)White 60.5%

(4)NVQs 43.3%

(5)Qualification 59.0%

(6)F/Time 94.0%

(7)SME(50-249) 66.6%

(8)Managers 23.0%

1
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d) ICT experience / confidence online 

A majority, 51%, of the respondents had experience with email, but the small return from the email survey reported in 

Appendix 1 (less than 10%) is an indicator that its use (or access to its use) for data collection was limited in some 

SMEs. The majority, 61%, were web novices and 69.5% had less than one year or no experience using online text chat. 

To support this, 76.8% of the learners had never been involved in an SME ICT training project before. 

 

The majority (56.7%) were confident on the keyboard, reading from the screen (66%) and spelling (62.9%) while most 

were sure of themselves using offline software (52.4%). But when it came to online ICT (Internet) the majority (59%) 

had low or very low self-confidence. 

 

There does not always seem to be a direct relationship between the level of ICT experience over time and the level of 

confidence in its use. One shop floor worker, for instance, later explained that he ‘simply entered the numbers into the 

boxes on the screen (spread sheet) but I don't know how to use the software’. 

 

e) Technical access 

Most of the learners were optimistic about accessing PCs at work (70.5%) or outside of work (65%), although only 

49.5% had internet access outside of work. Most of the respondents (77.7%) had a PC at home. The technical 

specifications for the PCs usage in the project by learners at work or home included: 

· CD ROM drive 82.1% 

· Printers  79.5% 

· Speakers  67% 

· Scanner  44.6% 

· Other multimedia ~25% 

 

2.1.4 Pre-survey data: Learner personal features 

a) Motivation 

72% joined Super Stella because they were asked to and 73% joined because of personal interest. Clearly some of those 

who were asked by their employer to participate were also willing to do so. 

 

Another issue motivating learners was certification. Mentors successfully completing the course received a national ISM 

certificate, while some of the mentee training (i.e. - CLAIT) produced a nationally recognised award. When prompted to 

evaluate the importance of the qualification most (64%) said that was the reason they joined. Fifty two percent surveyed 

felt their certification would improve their position within the company, while 62.9% believed the certification would 

have a positive impact on their employability. 

 

b) Initial expectations 

In general, participants started optimistically: 

· 88.6% believed they would complete the course 

· 85.1% felt it would be easy to use 

· 90% thought they would learn a lot from the course. 
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Supportive examples from the telephone survey say that it was good having 

· the opportunity to try something new, 

· the experience to learn and do it on computers, and 

· the chance to develop web skills. 

 

c) Initial preferences for media of engagement with materials 

There was no strong preference indicated for paper or internet-based learning materials. However, 56% of the 

respondents said they liked to use CD ROMs.  Learning in groups (73.8%) was favoured over learning alone (44%). 

 

Another ICT learning preference measured was the use of push and pull technology. 'Push technology' uses online tools 

to contact the learner (eg - email news groups) while 'pull technology' requires the learner to get the information (eg - 

First Class VLE text-based discussion forums). The majority (61.3%) of learners wanted an email automatically sent to 

them, while 54.7% of those surveyed did not want to search for information on their PCs. 

 

2.2 Breakdown by cluster 

This section of the report summarises the cluster data gathered from the pre-survey of participants in Appendix 3.  A key 

to the main questions included in the survey is in Appendix 2 .  

 

a) Personal details 

The statistics for all clusters placed the average participant age at 25-49 years old: 

· London (80.5%) 

· Yorkshire (Leeds) (70%) 

· Staffs (81.5%)  

· Wales (63.5%) 

 

b) SME size 

Most of the participants were employed in companies in the range of 50 – 249 employees, except for London, which had 

a great preponderance of much smaller companies. The percentages of participants in this 50 - 249 range were: 

· London (33%) 

· Yorkshire (96%) 

· Staffs (55%)  

· Wales (82%) 

 

c) ICT experience and confidence 

At the outset, London mentees in the project gave themselves the lowest ratings for ICT experience, with 64-69% having 

less than one year, and the least ICT confidence with 59% describing themselves as low or very low on the web. The 

London mentors also lacked confidence with the internet, with 60% answering low or very low.  
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d) IT access at work 

Most of the mentors started out very confident that they would have access to PCs during work hours: 

· London (80.%) of  mentors 

· Yorkshire (Leeds) (60%) of  mentors 

· Staffs (86%) of mentors 

· Wales (87.%) of mentors. 

 

However, as the post-project phone survey data reveals at the end of the project, frustration of this high expectation grew 

into one of the primary factors in participant drop out. 

 

2.3  Breakdown by Mentors and Mentees 

On the basis of the pre-project survey, the distribution of mentors and mentees across the four clusters is shown in 

Figure 2.2.  

 

 

The pattern of recruitment was broadly the same for three of the clusters. The figures for Wales show a higher number of 

mentors than mentees. This reflects a) the later recruitment of mentees by Wales, with many registering too late to 

participate in the pre-project survey, and b) the preferred option for many of the participating SMEs for mentees to be 

supported in learning from their normal work rather than by formal registration on Super Stella mentee programmes. 

 

Dropout figures in Fig. 2.3 were based on the post-project telephone survey. London shows the largest dropout 

percentage at 60% for mentors. They also had the least number of mentee dropouts at 0% of the seven polled. A more 

detailed analysis of the special circumstances in London is presented in section 3.3.  
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Part Three  The Experience 
 

 

In this review of the Super Stella experience, we describe the clusters which delivered the project to SMEs in their 

region. Three of the clusters were broadly similar, Staffordshire, Wales and Yorkshire. Their experiences are elaborated 

in sections 3.5 to 3.6.  London had some exceptional circumstances and is treated differently, in section 3.3. All four 

clusters participated in the telephone survey (section 3.4). The face-to-face work-based interviews were carried out in the 

Staffordshire, Wales and Yorkshire clusters. We begin first with a brief review of the research method employed. 

 

3.1  Research Method Summary 

3.1.1 Methodology 

The overall aims of this evaluation of the Super Stella project are to achieve a better understanding of the processes 

involved when ICT is used as a medium for the development of the mentoring skills of work-place supervisors within 

SMEs, and to formulate recommendations which will be of assistance to anyone seeking to do the same. An action 

research model has been used, developing propositions grounded in the experience of the chief participants - the work-

place mentors and mentees, and the project and cluster managers. Participants have been observed at each stage of the 

project, leading to the development of ‘emerging propositions’, subsequently tested with other groups. At each stage, 

open discussions were used to identify new trends. At the end of the project, interviews were held with a sample of the 

mentors and mentees about their overall experience, and data from these interviews were analysed and fed back to the 

project and cluster managers for verification that the analyses ‘rang true’ for them. Data were collected by two means: a 

telephone survey and in-depth face-to-face work-based interviews. 

 

3.1.2  The face-to-face interviews 

At the end of the project, contact was made with a sample of participants in the programme to elicit their perceptions of 

the Super Stella project. In depth interviews were carried out in the work-place with Super Stella participants from 

eleven  SMEs, three in Yorkshire, four in Staffordshire and four in Wales. Because of the way Super Stella was 

structured in London, interviews with mentors and mentees in were conducted on the telephone.  

 

There were two aims of the interviews: 

a)  to test, against experience on the ground, the earlier propositions  formulated from the perspectives of the 

managers of the projects; 

b)  to hear the mentors’ and mentees’ personal accounts  directly, as they wished to give them. 

 

The choice of SMEs was determined by the regional cluster according to the company’s willingness to receive the 

researchers and make their staff available for 90 minutes, and the feasibility of fitting them into a schedule of visits. It 

was an opportunity sample. The interviews were conducted in the workplace. Open-ended questions, loosely constructed 

around the chronology of the respondent’s involvement, were used - from ‘How did you hear about Super Stella?’ and 

‘Why did you get involved?’ to ‘What happened?’ and ‘What is your view of the experience?”  The interviews were 

conducted by two researchers (except in one SME), one conducting the interview, the other taking verbatim notes. The 
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independence of the researchers and the confidentiality of the subjects were emphasised to the respondents.  Each 

comment was separately coded according to content and the total content from all 11 companies was grouped around 

common themes. Thirty two  individuals were included in the sample. 

 

3.1.3  The post-project telephone survey. 

Ninety - two individuals from all four clusters took part in the telephone survey. This represents a sample of 57.5% of 

the160 from whom online and paper based survey data had been collected (see Part Two of this Report). All participants 

were called at their place of work or, if not available and if the number was known, at their home. In many instances, 

participants who were not immediately available called the researchers back. The sample was therefore based on 

availability and a willingness to respond. The telephone interviews were semi-structured around the six topics set out in 

3.4.1 to 3.4.6. The outcomes are summarised in Appendices 3 and 4. 

 

3.2  The Clusters 

The Super Stella project had four regional clusters with responsibility for recruiting SMEs and managing the mentors and 

mentees participating in the programme. The clusters were: 

· London 

· Staffordshire 

· Wales 

· Yorkshire 

 
3.2.1 London 

The London cluster was co-ordinated by Valley Media in the Lea Valley of North London. Valley Media is part of the 

College of North East London (CoNEL). Their area is categorised as having Assisted Area Status because of its social 

and economic difficulties, and has a varied ethnic mix. Valley Media has considerable experience of providing training 

for local SMEs, most of which are very small with less that twenty employees.. There is a mix of service and small 

manufacturing businesses. Examples of the SMEs in the project included: 

· Small production plants 

· Hairdressers 

· Travel agents 

· Local auto garage  

 

The SME recruitment process started with a postal mail shot of local SMEs in the Lea Valley area of London. Interested 

companies were asked to fax Valley Media back. Follow-up was done by phone. The Super Stella mentees registered for 

existing Valley Media ICT related courses. Fifty percent of mentees opted for CLAIT and 50% opted for the European 

Computer Driving Licence programme.  

 

Mentors, however, were more difficult to recruit due to the small size of the SMEs and the low availability of online 

facilities within the companies. The mentor course required students to participate in weekly online text chat.  
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The special circumstances of the Lea Valley area caused considerable problems for the London cluster. The drop out rate 

for mentors, as described in section 2.3, was much higher than in the other three clusters. The nature of these problems, 

and the ways they were handled, are explored much more fully in section 3.3. 

 

3.2.2 Staffordshire 

The Staffordshire cluster was led by Staffordshire Open Learning Unit with close assistance from the Staffordshire 

University Business Development Unit . 

 

The typical SME in the Staffordshire cluster was small to medium sized (50 – 100) in manufacturing. Examples included 

ceramics and distributors in the automotive supply chain. 

 

In this region SMEs were difficult to recruit, even when the training was offered ‘for free’. This was especially true for 

micro-businesses. On reflection the cluster leader felt  ‘that SME recruitment may have been better if we had targeted 

larger organisations’. 

 

Four types of mentor - mentee relationships were evident: 

· Mentors and mentees in the same SME: but a big gap from mentor to mentee (i.e. – mentor was the CEO and the 

mentee was a production line worker). 

· Mentors and mentees in the same SME: the mentor was not a direct line manager (i.e. – supervisor was in a different 

department). 

· Mentors and mentees in the same SME: the mentor was in the same department as the mentee (but sometimes they 

were on different shifts). 

· Different SME: only a few companies had the mentors and mentees in different locations. 

The most popular mentee programme was CLAIT, using the book to support the development of keyboard skills, with 

smaller groups doing health and safety, customer care and management modules. 

 
3.2.3 Yorkshire 

The Yorkshire cluster was managed by The Leeds College of Technology with advice from the University of  Leeds. 

 

The typical SME participating in the Yorkshire cluster was on the larger size for the project, reaching up to 200 

employees. Manufacturing was the main category with examples such as: 

· High technology (i.e. - medical lasers), 

· Engineering (i.e. – boiler makers), 

· Printing. 

 

The Yorkshire cluster targeted the larger SMEs in the area because the cluster leader felt that ‘most small SMEs would 

drop the training scheme if it interfered with production.’  More than half the mentees did the CLAIT programme, evenly 

split between using the CD and the book for support. Ten mentees did customer care, six did printing and eight did basic 

skills. 
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3.2.4 Wales 

The Wales cluster was managed by Carmarthenshire College, in Llanelli, Carmarthenshire 

 

The typical SME in this region was a small manufacturing organisation of about 15 – 40 people. Super Stella participants 

included: 

· Bottled water, 

· Engineering (auto supply), 

· Pipe works, 

· Transportation. 

 

Recruitment was done in four phases throughout the life of the project. Marketing the mentor concept proved to be 

difficult. The cluster leader remarked ‘that the small companies don’t feel that they need supervisors’. The mentee’s ICT 

skill training produced more interest and was much easier to sell.  

 

Wales had its own variation of the interpretation of the Super Stella mentee training. Where the mentors and mentees 

were physically located in the same company, about 50% of them did the CLAIT ICT training. The other half did not do 

any of the courses offered by the Super Stella project. In those SMEs the mentor coached the employee on skills specific 

to that SME’s needs. 

 

3.3 The London experience 

The reports in 2.3 and 3.2 indicate that London experienced some of the more acute problems associated with engaging 

SMEs in online training. The London experience is therefore explored in more detail since it helps to identify some of 

the key challenges which project managers in this field have to meet. 

 

The north-east London cluster was led by the College of North East London (CoNEL) and Valley Media (VM), a 

successful training organisation working in the Tottenham area. Valley Media are very experienced in European Social 

Fund (ESF) funded projects, and currently participate in 40 projects overall  (not all ESF). There were two major 

differences between the London cluster and the other three in the project - the nature of the SMEs in their region, and the 

distinctive solution they employed to overcome those difficulties. The dispersed nature of the London cluster made it 

difficult for them to participate in the work-based face-to-face interviews but they were able to fully participate in the 

post-project telephone survey. 

 

3.3.1 SMEs in north-east London 

The difficulties of involving SMEs in training are well known and formed part of the original rationale for the ADAPT / 

UfI project as a whole. All the clusters faced these difficulties to varying degrees but they appeared to be much more 

intense in this region. Three months into the project, despite considerable efforts, the London cluster was experiencing 

difficulty in recruitment, compounded by  a change in personnel leading the project. An in-depth interview with Dan, the 

retiring leader of the cluster and Gill, the succeeding cluster leader, summarised the position. For brevity and clarity, the 
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accounts that follow are composites of verbatim statements from the cluster leaders taken in long loosely structured 

interviews. 

 

3.3.2 Recruitment 

We were particularly interested in Super Stella because we considered that ICT offered a possible way into the 

SME problem. We were in the project partly because it ‘was another project’, partly to get more involved with 

SMEs and partly to get into online learning. (Dan) 

 

The Lea Valley is a very difficult area to work in.. The vast majority of SMEs are very small indeed. Survival 

always beats education and training. Most local companies have no internal management and a high turnover of 

staff. The area has nil expertise and time for education and training. At the outset we thought collecting the 

participants would have been it - that it would then take off. But we didn’t realise the full implications until we 

experienced it for real. We didn’t appreciate how difficult recruitment would be - the unions were unhappy, and 

most local companies were too small to have supervisors. (Dan) 

 

Gill, the successor leader confirmed the situation later in the project: 

London SMEs want IT skill training, not mentor training, so it was difficult to recruit SMEs due to the mentor 

theme. Moreover, in this area up to 60% do not have English as their first language. The area is only just 

regenerating itself. SME’s still have a high failure rate. North east London is not the best area in which to pilot a 

project like this. (Gill) 

 

Considerable efforts were put into recruitment. 

We have many contacts throughout the region and they yielded little response.  For instance, a cold mail-shot of 

5000 was sent to previous students on ADAPT courses. Such an exercise would normally give 400 - 500, but only 

five actually signed up for Super Stella in response to that mailing. Valley Media worked hard to keep in touch 

with Super Stella students - we sent letters… (available for inspection by researchers) 

 (Gill) 

 

Given the theme of the Super Stella and the interesting challenge to that theme offered by the SMEs of North East 

London, the cluster leaders offered to play more to their strengths - drop-in face-to face sessions in workshops fully 

equipped with networked PCs, still adhering to the mentor - mentee theme but outside the work-place. The Project 

leaders agreed that such an approach would focus more fully on the ADAPT SME / ICT skills agenda and provide a 

useful opportunity to compare the relative effectiveness of the ‘full Super Stella model’ in the work-place set against 

mentor / mentee relationships in a more traditional and, to Valley Media clients, familiar context. 

 

Pre Super Stella our experiences were mainly of short term training packages, not online work-based learning. 

Valley Media is the Distributed Learning element of CoNEL successfully offering bite-sized training, targeted 

marketing, and flexible response. Its activities are mainly on campus, not at work. VM has no experience or 

culture of work-based learning.  We knew that in this area work always takes priority in SMEs so coming off-site 

to VM has some advantages. (Dan) 
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We knew it could be done - over 100 VM machine-phobics in our local drop-in centre did manage to do well and 

are now free learners. Many are now using IT in their jobs. We use a combination of home based learning and 

half-day face-to-face sessions that are tutor-lead. (Gill) 

 

3.3.3 The adjusted London model 

People were recruited to the mentor programme but, reflecting the nature of SMEs previously described and especially 

noting the micro-size of the SMEs,  without the obligation to have mentees in their organisations. ‘Mentees were 

recruited from VM drop-ins and allocated to Super Stella  mentors online for email contact’ (Gill ). As a consequence, 

the artificial mentor/mentee relationship, where there was no work-based contact, became the norm in this cluster. 

Mentees were trained in VM work-shops alongside other VM students. Mentees, in common with other VM students, 

were charged a money 'deposit' returnable on completion of the course. ‘Students are invoiced (charged) for missed 

classes from their deposits’. (Gill)   

 

We had to invite the mentees into the VM centre in order to see them in face-to-face sessions. Basically, the VM 

client base were offered either Super Stella or VM and most opted for VM. Colleagues at VM were less 

comfortable with the online tutoring - they wanted shorter sessions of face-to-face training. Many users of 

Super Stella  did not sustain their interest because they preferred the normal class-based structure.  (Gill). 

 

Valley Media is keen to defend the emphasis on classroom face-to-face induction for the target Super Stella group.  

‘VM’s experience is that less than 1% of learners are happy to learn entirely on their own - less than 10 out of 1500 

learndirect  learners can manage without.’ The issue, of course, is what is meant by ‘entirely’. Experience in other 

clusters with no classroom mode sustains the London argument that initial confidence building and familiarisation 

induction is useful, but experience elsewhere in the Super Stella project also shows that subsequent free standing learning 

in the work-place is possible to the benefit of the workplace. Valley Media recognise the need to wean novices from 

class-room dependence - ‘the focus of this kind of work is to give people the confidence to work on their own (Gill) ’ - but 

the culture of the environment, the experience and preference of the tutors and the availability of equipment sustained the 

face-to-face dependency beyond initial induction. It seems that tradition practice in the classroom is itself a barrier to 

work-based learning. 

 

‘VM’s  image as a strong face-to-face training organisation may have influenced expectations of staff and their 

clients. Furthermore, in this area people do not have access to equipment, and VM offers a free drop-in facility 

and they get help’. (Gill)  

 

Availability of time is crucial - that’s why self discipline is important - if you miss a face-to-face class it is 

noticeable - if you miss a ‘session’ when working alone it isn’t - no-one will know so you can get away with 

putting it off. (Gill) 

 

Ease of transfer to more ‘straightforward and familiar’  formats, together with the prior expectations of those on the  

Valley Media mailing list, the preferences of staff, and difficult mentor involvement, was clearly a contributing factor to 

the difficulties in sustaining Super Stella numbers. 
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Valley Media tutors are certain that face-to face contact inside very small SMEs is not possible. With conventional tutors 

this is almost certainly logistically true. However, the Super Stella experience in the other clusters does show how the 

use of supervisors as mentors for fellow workers, with PC facilities at home and at work, can provide alternative support 

from which all parties, mentors, mentees and company, can derive benefit. In terms of the Super Stella model as a whole, 

the London model meant that ‘mentors did not know their mentees, and the sense of ownership of the mentors - mentee 

relationship is weak’  (London focus group). 

 

3.3.4 Difficulties with the mentor training 

The London training culture, and the ‘deliver it now’ tradition of the SME client groups, created pedagogical  tensions 

with Abacus, the providers of the online mentor programme (see 3.7 for a fuller exploration of the pedagogical  issues 

involved). On the one hand the clients were asking ‘specific questions and getting vague answers back’, complaining that 

there was ‘too much of a self-discovery method’, ‘ the content was too broad’, and demanding ‘more specific definitions 

of what a mentor was’. On the other hand, the providers were trying to induct clients into self-reliance, behavioural 

changes  and coping with the more uncertain world of understanding the individual  needs of their mentees. 

 

Inevitably the switch to an artificial mentor - mentee relationship exacerbated  tensions with the mentor training 

providers. Abacus were more familiar and comfortable with carefully arranged groups of potential mentor trainees with 

access to PCs at work and fully briefed by their company managers.  In north-east London, such groups were difficult to 

find, leading to an inevitable clash of expectations and culture. The London view was that Abacus were insensitive to the 

reality of their situation: 

 ‘we appeared to our SMEs that we were acting as agents for other suppliers with a different culture. Abacus 

were counter productive. It didn’t feel like a team - we should have felt we were all part of a distributive team.’ 

(Gill)  

 

whereas Abacus felt that the project and cluster managers were undermining their credibility as providers of high quality 

training to the satisfaction of (albeit large) clients. Local tutors complained that ‘people are not mentoring in subject 

matter in which  they are confident’, showing a trainer centred view and a misunderstanding of the mentor role. 

 

These issues were addressed in useful meetings between the parties, but consequential changes to the content and style of 

the Abacus package (see 3.7.9) to better meet the needs of SMEs had only limited effect against the overwhelming 

pressures from the local culture and practicalities. 

 

3.3.5 Overall 

Overall, comparison between the London and the experience of other clusters (see 3.6.3, 3.6.4) indicates that work-based 

relationships between mentors and mentees are more difficult to establish in micro SMEs but potentially much more 

beneficial to the companies than artificially arranged groups crossing different companies.. No evidence is forthcoming 

that the artificial relationships in London produced comparable benefits in the work-place to those described paragraph 

3.6.3. On the other hand the London experience confirms that for many mentees from SMEs, IT skills can be developed 

in conventional face-to-face classrooms as part of their general interest in furthering their employment chances. 
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3.4  The post project telephone survey 

The outcomes of the post-experience telephone survey are set out in this section. See 3.1.3 for how it was done. 

 

3.4.1. Would you be willing to do ICT learning again? 

Despite the many obstacles and difficulties experienced by many participants, only 2 of those polled would not do ICT 

based learning again. On the other hand, only two would do so unconditionally. For the remainder, interest in further ICT 

learning was conditional. Of these 33% would do so if there were better support from within their company: Typical of 

these comments were  

· if my company supported me; 

· it is difficult to find the time;  

· our company is busy with new contracts;  

· if given time from work.  

 

30% would do so if the learning were related to their work. For instance:  

· it must be important for my work; 

· depends if it is work related; 

· if we do it through work.  

 

As many as 18%  would consider further ICT learning if it was ‘ something I was interested in’, or ‘ it was worthwhile’ , 

and a further 16% would consider it if it were better organised than in the Super Stella project. 

 

Some of these conditions reflect negative experiences on the project (support from their company or organisational 

difficulties) - see later in Part Three for details. Of particular interest is the fact that as many as one in three would 

proceed to use ICT for learning that was relevant to their work. 

 

3.4.2. Contact between mentors and mentees 

Contact between mentors and mentees was variable according to circumstances. Some lost their mentor to redundancy or 

leaving the work-place or had time constraints through pressure of work,  whilst 35% of respondents did not complete 

sufficient of their programme to get into a mentor / mentee relationship. Of those who did complete, 62% reported 

having mentor / mentee exchanges ranging from ‘every day’ and ‘once a day’ to ‘ad hoc’ and ‘once a month’. The 

pattern of contacts varied significantly across the different clusters. In the artificial groups tried by the London cluster, 

for instance, contacts were ‘remote’ or ‘my mentor only contacted me once or twice’. In more natural groups, as in Staffs, 

Wales and Yorkshire, contacts were more frequent where mentors and mentees were on the same shift or in the same 

building. 

· I saw my mentor everyday - we work in the same place (S), 

· I didn’t work with the mentor so we had informal meetings (W), 

· Our desks were next to each other. 
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3.4.3 Usefulness of the mentoring process 

Where mentoring relationships developed, reactions of the participants were positive. Typical of these were: 

· ‘ I could really speak to the mentor’ (S), 

· I got a lot out of it (S), 

· The mentor was always helpful (S), 

· It was helpful for a future career in management (Y), 

· I picked up the mentees’ level of confidence (L), 

· It was helpful having a mentor who was not the tutor (L). 

 

3.4.4. Ratings of learning materials 

Opinions were divided on the usefulness of the materials, with 51% rating them ‘high’ or ‘very high’. The books were 

found to be ‘OK’, ( Yorkshire) ’easy to use and informative’ (London) and ‘excellent’ (Staffs), but were also found to be 

‘poor’, with ‘ problems with text and photocopying’ in the same three clusters. Some found the experience to be ‘longer 

than expected’.  

 

3.4.5 What, for you, was the best part of the Super Stella experience? 

In answer to the question “Which was the best part? 53% described features of the learning process  itself. In descending 

order of importance, these features were: 

 
a)  interactions with other learners  - either online or face-to-face - and the opportunity to share with people in 

other companies: 

· Working face-to-face on material for the course, 

· The dialogue between people, 

· Exchange with other mentors in SMEs, 

· Speak to others and share experiences, 

· Online chat was useful, 

· The experience of working with other mentors in other companies, 

· Good to share with others, 

· Learned from a new experience with people;  

b)  the flexibility offered by the ICT systems, which ‘saved time’ ‘was quicker’ and allowed ‘me to do it in my own 

time with people from other areas’; 

c)  the online features, particularly the use of email; 

d)  personal support   from tutors and mentors (‘the support of the Abacus tutors kept me going’ (S)); and 

e)  the ‘good community spirit’ engendered at some of the inductions . 

 

Second most frequent answers related to the experience of mentoring .  

· seeing mentees develop and get to grips with learning, 

· I understand how to perform better, 

· Learning how to train other people. 
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Other ‘best features’ were the opportunity to develop skills  relevant to work and some of the content , particularly IT 

materials such as CLAIT: 

· there was so much to learn in the CLAIT CD. 

3.4.6 ‘What was the worst part of the Super Stella experience for you? 
The phone survey also polled the ‘worst part’ of the project experiences. The comments could be threaded into major and 

minor issues. The following major issues contributed 76.1% of the responses: 

· problems with the learning system (33%); 

· time constraints (26.6%); 

· resource availability (16.5%). 

 

Secondary issues to problems in the project were: 

· problems with the learning material (9.1%); 

· communication (8.1%); 

· technical difficulties (6.2%); 

 

Learning system difficulties could be exemplified by design faults: 

· (they) changed the performance criteria half-way through the course; 

· the email system was cumbersome with many unrelated messages to the task. 

 

Lack of commitment from other learners was also highlighted as a problem with the training system, as seen here: 

· the online group fell apart,  

· we set up a PC training room for after work but the staff did not want to study after hours. 

 

The issue of time for training at work: 

· there was no time to do it at work, 

· work was done at home, not in the office. 

 

The length of the course itself was a factor leading to some dropout: 

· they (Abacus) said 2 – 3 hours a week, not a day, 

· our group suffered from dropout, 5 people in 5 weeks, 

· difficult to get a broad discussion (on Abacus) with so many drop outs. 

 

Some felt there were flaws in the learning materials for both mentors and mentees: 

· too much jargon, 

· a few workbook exercises were missing, 

· the book had errors. 

 

Others referred to poor communication: 

· phone contact was non-existent, 

· our mentor never told us about the Super Stella project and the survey. 

 

Other concerns were of a technical nature: 
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· firewalls at work were a problem but home was OK. 

 

Finally, some concerns related to support within the SME: 

· Initially we did training twice a week. Work got busy and the boss changed his mind. People gradually stopped and it fell 

apart. 

3.5 Testing early propositions 

Note: Sections 3.5 and 3.6 are based on the face-to-face interviews described in 3.1.2. All statements in the 
following summaries are based on actual comments made by participants in the project. Unattributed direct 
quotes in italics are typical of widely expressed views, though not necessarily verbatim for any of them. 
Quotations in italics which are identified by cluster area (e.g. (W), (Y)) are verbatim of particularly interesting 
comments. 

 

During the first twelve months of the project, the researchers monitored discussions at project meetings and personally 

interviewed key figures, including cluster leaders, suppliers and project managers. These interviews focused on the 

pressure points being experienced by the project, the developing understanding of key processes and problems 

encountered, in the context of the themes for the Super Stella project as a whole. Transcripts were coded and analysed to 

identify common themes and issues that were then formulated as emerging propositions  to be tested against the actual 

experiences of the mentors and mentees through in-depth interviews at the end of the project.  

 
3.5.1 ICT can be an effective medium for the professional development of supervisors in SMEs 

The provider, Abacus, was experienced in providing online mentor training for groups in major companies, but relatively 

inexperienced with small and medium enterprises. A more detailed evaluation of the Abacus experience of working with 

SMEs is presented in section 3.7. On the basis of experiences of those taking part in the mentor programme this 

proposition was generally proven, but was more difficult for shop floor workers and success depended on SME support, 

time and access to facilities.  

 

Support for the proposition came from a variety of situations. Some Yorkshire shop-floor workers who worked on the 

mentor programme (but did not complete) considered it to be more for ‘ the senior figures’ in the organisation who had 

more regular access to equipment, whilst another shop floor supervisor in Wales welcomed the medium as superior to 

conventional classroom training: ‘I can’t speak in a classroom, online there is no pressure; you can get from it what you 

want.’ . Others were more specific in saying that ‘ICT is good for SMEs’ because of its flexibility and the availability of 

certification. The online mentor training had beneficial effects on supervisor behaviour such as ‘I learnt how to handle 

people’, ‘now I listen better’ and offering ‘new ways to solve SME problems’. More qualified statements in support of the 

proposition related in the main to the constraints inherent in small organisations. ‘It depends on the availability of PCs’, 

and ‘technical facilities’, and ‘it depends on the company’s training ethos.’ Some participants argued that ‘the more 

traditional companies don’t want to commit themselves.’ 

 

3.5.2 Mentees started positive and motivated, but generally became less so with time 

This emerging proposition reflected the frustration of many cluster managers in seeing participation by mentees drop off 

as time went on, particularly in view of the effort taken to recruit them in the first place. Evidence from mentees and their 

mentors confirms this proposition in general though there were many individual cases where commitment and 

enthusiasm developed over the period (see ‘3.6.3). There was not much evidence that any drop in commitment was due 
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to inadequate mentoring. Most frequently reduced commitment was due to lack of time (‘the peak work-load coincided 

with Christmas’ ) and access to machines and support (see 3.5.10).  Contrary evidence - that interest was sustained - was 

associated with ‘strong induction’  for mentees and good support from the organisation with natural `mentor/mentee 

relationships. One Yorkshire mentor claimed ‘as my team gained experience they got more excited. - with the right 

support and experience they became positive, initial fears were overcome’ whilst one SME in Wales said their mentees’ 

‘motivation grew in time.’. 

 

 

3.5.3 The average trainee (mentor and mentee) is comfortable with word processing but not 
alternative software (e.g. web, email) 

As the statistical survey revealed, more than 60% of all participants claimed to have had previous experience of IT office 

materials. However, experience of web and email was more varied. One cluster manager thought there was an ‘age 

element’ in this, particularly with email and the web:  ‘ maybe we are thinking too fast with some SMEs. The printers 

(another group working with the Yorkshire group) are younger and more successful.’ Another factor is the nature of the 

work itself. In one factory shop floor, in Yorkshire, the mentees were ‘not on the web yet, they are new to PCs’, whereas 

a mentor in an office environment enjoyed ‘a fully networked PC building. All with their own email accounts.’  Clearly, 

as one cluster manager observed, ‘if SMEs were big enough to have IT departments it would be better… - even 

management are not high in IT - the director's PA usually has better IT skills’. (W) 

 

3.5.4 In general mentors seemed concerned when people dropped out 

This proposition was generally agreed by all, as a value-added consequence of the mentor training, especially in natural 

work-based relationships. For some, they were following ‘the good examples set’ by the training provider. Because of the 

pressure of securing mentor certification, however, mentee dropout was an inevitably frustrating experience particularly 

‘when mentees left for circumstances beyond our control’. Reasons for mentee dropout are dealt with 3.5.12. The focus 

of the mentor training programme was to 'get the job done'. ‘People are concerned about their mentees but there is so 

much pressure to do it’, stimulating reactions such as ' if they can't be bothered then neither can I.  You want to support 

the keen ones’ (W) 

 

Nevertheless, mentors in general showed a more positive concern for the progress and involvement of their mentees, 

including visiting their homes if necessary. ‘We even followed up on contacts’ (Y) and most of the Yorkshire mentors, 

according to the cluster managers ‘looked into why the mentees dropped out’. 

 

But it was not always easy in artificial mentor - mentee relationships contrived for the Super Stella project. It involved an 

extra effort. ‘ They would ask for help. I'd say “see you at a set time” - and no show.’  It clearly ‘ works best when we are 

all in the same building or company’.  

 

3.5.5 Mentor learning material content was too generalised 

Opinions on this varied widely. There were strong responses for and against related to the position in the company and 

academic level. The mentor training materials and learning processes were deliberately designed to raise awareness of 

wider issues related to behaviour in a work context, and to help trainees see opportunities for transfer into their own 

situation - and to carry on doing so without supervision from mentor tutors. Hard pressed shop floor workers ‘would 
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rather have something more specific to our work’ and an office manager in a very small building company complained 

that it was ‘airy-fairy’  and wanted to see examples which were more familiar to their business. In contrast, others at more 

senior levels of management found the ‘materials good’, offering ‘ a new way of looking at things’. As one mentee in a 

professional context observed, ‘the materials were very generic. Unless you have the ability to read the book and 

contextualise it to your work it would be a problem’ . (Y) 

 

3.5.6 In general, working online took too long and was hard to do at work leading to a fall in 
group interest 

This initial proposition was generally agreed by the participants. A key feature of the online mentor training was the use 

of asynchronous discussion groups and most mentor trainees were keen to participate at the outset. The difficulties in 

doing so were many and serious, ranging from company firewalls forcing mentor trainees to participate entirely at home 

to pressures of work interrupting the flow, causing participants to fall behind and to feel excluded. For those who 

remained, the lack of participation by the others led to further frustration, despite efforts to kick-start the discussion with 

provocative proactive contributions. The ten week programme was difficult to sustain in some companies because of  

unequal patterns of work, and others felt that a more flexible model with bite-sized components would be better suited to 

the SME environment. Nevertheless, there were some very positive experiences that are discussed section 3.6.3. 

 

3.5.7 Mentee learning material was not job specific. 

Initially, mentees were offered a choice of IT skills, basic skills and customer care. Overwhelmingly people opted for IT 

skills. Basic skills were not perceived to be relevant to the mentees taking part - ‘insulting’  was the reaction of one shop 

floor, and customer care was taken up in just one of the companies taking part. In some companies in Wales, mentees did 

not take up any mentee training materials, opting instead to be mentored entirely in their learning through work. 

 

The customer care materials were seen to be specific or readily adaptable to real problems faced by the company using 

them. ‘We had work books that were VERY specific to the mentees’ reception staff skills needed. ‘(Y) The much more 

popular IT learning materials were inevitably general in nature, focussed on generic IT skills such as word-processing, 

data-bases, spread sheets and the internet. However, mentees at all levels - from shop floor to senior managers were 

attracted by the prospect of acquiring IT skills, which in some way would prove useful either to their current job or for 

their future career. Shop floor and senior managers could see ways of adapting what they were learning to make their 

work easier or to improve the performance of the company, or both. As one mentee put it, ‘we didn’t expect the IT 

materials to be job specific - we could make the skills help us in our work’. 

 

3.5.8 Mentee ICT learning system was good 

Access to machines and time constraints permitting (see 3.5.10), the consensus was that mentee learning materials and 

support systems were satisfactory. ‘The NEC stuff is good’, ‘the CD from CDSM was good’,  ‘I liked the interactive CD 

ROMs’, and  ‘the work books seemed difficult at first but later seemed like common sense’ were typical responses. There 

were some criticisms of details of content, - e.g. ‘mentees wrote answers in the workbook and needed assurance that it 

was correct’,  ‘some confusion about start up disk - some mentees did not know how to use it’ - and distribution of 

materials but not sufficient to change the general air of satisfaction. 
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3.5.9 Induction for the mentor training was good 

Mentor induction meetings were an important feature of the programme. These events were deliberately face-to-face, in 

groups. The aims were to familiarise participants with the nature of the programme, the software and other procedures 

and to form online discussion groups for the later stages. Minimum groups of 8 were specified but often not achieved, 

unless ‘unnatural grouping’ of participants from different types of organisations or even from different clusters were 

arranged. 

 

Reactions to the proposition that inductions were good varied according to the way the groups had been assembled, 

participants’ prior briefing, levels of motivation, the mix or participants, and the sensitivity of the trainers to these 

characteristics. Pressures from the project to maintain momentum and achieve numbers meant that some participants 

were more conscripts than enthusiastic volunteers, and high powered articulate professional people were mixed with craft 

level shop-floor workers. Levels of IT readiness also varied. Frequently, in artificial groupings, members did not know 

each other. In view of such variety it is not surprising that different people found the induction day ‘too slow’, ‘running 

away from us as if it were a horse race’ (Y), ‘ patronising, asking us to do things we could do already’, ‘ too long’ , and  

‘ too short’.  A good indication of the tensions arising from mixed academic levels ‘is that one mentor was intimidated by 

the others going down to London in the mini bus(Y)’. 

 

Nevertheless the consensus is that good face-to-face induction for online training of mentors is ‘good to do’. Some found 

the induction useful, and ‘good to meet colleagues’. Further discussion of this is in section 3.7. 

 

3.5.10 Content and learning support: Drop out factors 

The retrospective interviews with participants confirmed the list of dropout factors observed by the project managers 

early on. With the exception of the London cluster, dropout figures were grouped around 20%.  One of the participating 

colleges would normally expect a dropout from SMEs of about 25% overall for their region so Super Stella rates were 

comparable. The special circumstances of the London Cluster were discussed in section 3.3. There is evidence of 

significant benefit for some individuals who did drop out, particularly if their reason was lack of interest in gaining the 

final Certificate. It is not assumed in this discussion that dropout equals failure or no benefit for the participant. Overall 

benefits are discussed in section 3.6.3. 

 
There was almost universal confirmation that the reasons for dropout included some or all of the items in Table 3.1. 

Table 3.1: Dropout factors 

Factor Examples 
Time Work-schedule given priority; 

Knock on effect of no or little access to facilities at work so having to do it at home; 
Mentor training was more time-consuming or of longer duration than expected; 
Time of year (summer evenings for gardeners, Christmas coinciding with key activities). 
 

PC access Mainly a problem for shop-floor workers; 
Training rooms inadequate or used for meetings; 
Some have no facilities at home. 
 

Mentors’ lack of 
mentees 

A problem of access in the unnatural groups; 
Timing of recruitment to coincide with the training schedule - too much pressure. 
 

Geographic 
location 

Induction days could only meet minimum numbers if potential mentors travelled some 
distance; 
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Geographically spread mentor/mentee groups meant contact difficulties. 
 

SME support Major factor for both mentors and mentees. 
Key aspects are: 
   Insufficient time, if any, allocated to training; 
   Lack of a supporting culture of learning and improvement; 
   Lack of appreciation of effort and achievement. 
 

Technology Out of date or inadequate; 
Firewall problems; 
Lack of local technical support. 
 

Group Dynamics Different expectations of purpose, content and style of online discussion groups; 
Social and educational mix of face-to-face inductions; 
Hierarchical relationships between mentor and mentee. 
 

Professional 
certification 

For many this was a big plus, but for others it meant; 
… a few tasks too far, especially when busy (I learnt all I wanted half way through); 
… artificial pressures to comply with regulations, getting in way of personal progress. 
 

Academic level Being made to feel inadequate or intimidated by more educated group members; 
Difficulty in pitching common activities in diverse group - too simple or too fast; 
 

Communication Difficulties of links between mentors and mentees; 
Difficult communications between mentor trainers and providers of mentors. 
  

Other The unsuitability of aspects of the programme for some individuals; 
Difficulties with online tutors and with the style of some online tutors. 
 

 

3.5.11 Content and learning support: Mentor dropout can be prevented 

The obvious way to reduce mentor dropout is to remove the obstacles and difficulties mentioned above. However, most 

of the above were outside the control of the project. On the basis of the experience of the participants, mentor dropout 

could be reduced if providers of the mentor training:  

· provide more support: ‘some of our mentors needed more nurturing’ (Y); 

· adapt the mentoring course for a greater variety of mentors - ‘it was not aimed at shop-floor workers’ (Y) even 

when shop floor workers have supervisory roles and mentoring ambitions; 

· redraft the materials to eliminate unnecessary and time-consuming repetition; 

· make the course shorter or allow greater flexibility in the scheduling for users, ‘it is hard to catch up when you 

get behind’; 

· reduce the amount of online chat - ‘keeping up with it is time consuming’; 

· provide more staged deadlines ‘to help people keep going’; 

· provide further face-to-face sessions in the middle and end of the 10 week programme to ‘ help cement 

relationships and provide encouragement to meet deadlines’ (S); 

· Give fuller briefing of what to expect before attending the first induction. 

 

3.5.12 Mentee drop out can be prevented 

Most of the factors affecting mentee dropout are beyond the control of the mentors and the project managers, particularly 

those related to provision of time, recognition and facilities in the company. However, on the basis of the Super Stella 

experience, mentee dropout can be reduced if: 
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· there is face-to-face induction - individually or in groups - to the nature of the programme and the software 

being used; 

· mentors do not assume ‘no news is good news’ and take the initiative in sustaining contacts with mentees. 

 

3.5.13 Nature of work is shifting from direct supervision to employee autonomy (self directed). 

This assertion was found to be mostly true and developing further in the organisations visited. Some SMEs do not 

encourage individual initiatives despite the general trend, particularly in key areas related to production (‘there is only 

one way to make a laser’ (W), and ‘we do not want people doing the accounts using different systems’. (W)). 

 

More positive statements were as follows: 

· the company has changed management from a pyramid to more of a flat structure- work is done more in teams 

(Y); 

· I agree - in 10 years we will all work from home (S); 

· SMEs ‘want more than didactic style learning (Y); 

· SMEs ‘have not always wanted a problem-based approach, but now they do’ (S); 

· ‘I tell staff where to improve, its up to them to take it on’ (W); 

· ‘I provide hands on supervision, open to comments, encourage self work’ (W shop-floor); 

· ‘we are moving to self direction for our staff training ’ (W). 

 

Among the few more cautionary responses were: 

· we must beware that ICT is a longer spoon to support a didactic approach (S); 

· self direction is not encouraged in our company (S); 

· dispatch tried to make a change but did not communicate it to other branches, which caused trouble. (W); 

· it depends on level within the company- mentors yes, mentees no (W). 

 

3.5.14 Attitudes to learning are ‘tell me what I need, when I need it’.  

There was a mixed reaction to this proposition. Despite preferring to be allowed to get on with the job - as indicated 

above - many mentees and mentors had expectations that something called ‘training’ or ‘a course’ would be conducted 

on traditional didactic lines providing just-in-time briefing on new techniques and new approaches to problems. The 

whole concept of supervisors developing mentoring skills is the direct opposite of an instructional model - it involves 

developments in understanding and greater self-awareness leading to possible changes in behaviour towards colleagues 

who are seeking to advance their skills and prospects. Some of the initial reactions to the mentor training course can be 

attributed to this mismatch between trainee expectations and programme style described in the section on pedagogical 

issues, 3.7.6. This expectation of some mentors and mentees is matched by their employers who are also used to ‘the 

traditional learning model’  of sending people on training courses. Age, academic level and seniority within the company 

seemed to be significant factors, with younger, better qualified and more senior figures being more willing to learn 

differently, provided it still produces noticeable benefits in as short a time as possible. 
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Despite these initial expectations, good prior briefing, initial induction sessions and more support during the earlier 

stages helped those who needed to make the transition to do so. Those who did not make the transition had difficulties 

with the training and were unlikely to complete. 

 

 

 

Table 3.2 Summary of evidence for the early propositions 

Early propositions  Evidence from participant experience 
3.5.1  ICT can be an effective medium for 
the professional development of SME 
supervisors 
 

Generally proven, but more difficult for shop floor and depends 
on SME support, time and facilities. 

3.5.2 Mentees started positive and 
motivated, but generally became less so 
with time. 
 

Generally true - most fading due to factors outside their control. 
Strong induction and good SME support can counter these. 

3.5.3 The average trainee is comfortable 
with word processing but not alternative 
software (e.g. web, email) 
 

Some supporting evidence of wariness though there is much 
contrary. It may be an age factor, and whether person is admin 
or shop-floor. Induction helps. 

3.5.4 In general mentors seemed concerned 
when people dropped out. 

Generally agreed by all, as a value-added consequence of the 
mentor training, especially in natural work-based relationships. 
Exceptions related to ‘undeserving’ mentees. Good example set 
by Abacus. 
 

3.5.5 Mentor learning material content was 
too generalised. 

Strong responses for and against - mentoring is a generic skill 
which supervisor applies to context. Response related to 
position in company and academic level. Trainees could receive 
more help with this. 
 

3.5.6 Factors contributing to mentor online 
difficulty: - took too long, hard to get online 
at work, group interest fell off. 
 

Generally proven and agreed. One exception in a work-based 
group in a high tech company. 

3.5.7 Mentee learning material was not job 
specific. 
 

Not proven. CLAIT and Customer care were applied by mentee 
to own work context. 

3.5.8 Mentee ICT learning system was 
good. 
 

Generally proven (except access problems). Some blips in 
details and distribution. 

3.5.9 Mentor Induction was good. Very varied experience. Some good, mostly inadequate in some 
respect - too fast, too slow, wrong issues, not briefed. All agree 
good induction is crucial. 
 

3.5.10 Content and learning support: Drop 
out factors, Personal, time, PC access, 
Mentors’ lack of mentees, Geographic 
location, SME support, Technology, Group 
Dynamics, Professional certification, 
Academic level, Communication. 
 

List generally agreed all round. Lots of evidence.  

3.5.11 Content and learning support: Mentor 
dropout can be prevented 

Generally agreed: Factors include: nurturing support; mix of 
groups; shorter course; less online chat; more flexibility on pace 
and tasks; mid-term and end face-to-face; well briefed 
induction. 
 

3.5.12 Content and learning support: More difficult to achieve. Good induction and regular contact by 
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Mentee drop out can be prevented. mentor essential but most factors are outside control of Mentor 
and Mentee - but in the hands of the SME. 

3.5.13 Nature of work is shifting from direct 
supervision to employee autonomy (self 
directed). 

Mostly true - and growing - in the cases visited but some SMEs 
do not encourage it. Claimed to be more difficult on shop floor 
(‘there’s only one way to make a laser’). 

3.5.14 Work-based learners see themselves 
as: - tell me what I need, when I need it- 
interested in HOW to do it - solve problems 
on my own. 

Mixed reaction to this. Many WB learners still expect ‘learning’ 
to be a passive training experience but good induction and 
support can change that. 

3.6  Themes from the open ended interviews - the mentors’ and mentees’ views 

The dominant themes that emerged from the open-ended interview data were analysed according to the main research 

proposition that ICT is an effective medium for the development of mentoring skills for supervisors in SMEs . The 

aim of the analysis was to tease out the features of Super Stella that worked well and those that did not in order to 

formulate an evidence-based checklist that would be of value to anyone seeking to use ICT to improve skills levels in 

SMEs. 

 

3.6 1. Working relationships between mentors and mentees  

Of the eleven SMEs visited, 7 had established close mentor/mentee relationships between colleagues in the same work-

place. Most of Super Stella successful mentor / mentee relationships were in these ‘natural’ or regular work-based 

relationships (see the discussion on the types of groups in section 3.3).  Some were in traditional supervisor / supervisee 

relationships, as in the small building company in Staffordshire (‘I am the office manager for everyone in admin.’ (S)) 

and an engineering company on Wales (‘I directly supervise 8 on my shift (W)); others were less formally linked together 

in the same company, with personal contact rather than line management relationships, as in a Yorkshire engineering 

company and one of the Welsh engineering firms: ‘my mentees are above and below me in management’ (W) 

 

There were two benefits from these close relationships: 

a) establishing a mentee group for the mentor was relatively easy: 

· we put a notice up asking for volunteers (Y), 

· we personally invited some and the boss nominated some of the others (W) 

· we work in teams anyway (W). 

 

b) communications between mentors and mentees could be conducted face-to-face as well as electronically. Face-to-face 

contacts could be casual and incidental to work activity as well as in more formally convened meetings: 

· weekly meetings were held with the whole group (S); 

· people you see daily, most I'd seen or knew (S); 

· we are all from the same company - we spoke face-to-face after the online chat (W). 

. 

The contrast with the London experience, where 60% of mentors dropped out, is very telling as these comments from the 

post project telephone survey indicate: 

· My mentor contacted me only once or twice (L) 

· I dropped out – could not find any mentees. (L) 

· I had all remote mentees. (L) 
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As described in section 3.3, London tried more artificial and contrived relationships between mentors and mentees to 

overcome the considerable cultural and business difficulties for SMEs in their catchment area.  

 

Learning point: Super Stella works when  mentors and mentees have normal work-based relationships with each other. 

 

3.6.2. IT Readiness 

IT confidence was a necessary condition for participation in the mentor programme, and a willingness to develop IT 

confidence a feature of the mentee programme. In the artificial mentor/mentee arrangements in London, many mentees 

were able to develop their IT confidence through the face-to-face inductions conducted by specialist tutors at the 

cluster’s training centre. 

 

It became apparent during the mentor programme that some participants’ previous experience of computers was confined 

to routine data entry or simple office procedures, contributing to some of the stresses felt in the early exchanges between 

trainee mentors and the training provider. Most mentor trainees, however, had experience of a range of online and more 

sophisticated facilities. Typical comments of most mentor trainees were:  

· we used the web at university and use it at work; 

· we were experienced users of PCs for our work; 

· I taught myself CAD; 

· I would rather sit by the PC at home than the TV. 

 

Many mentees were attracted into the project precisely because they were lacking in experience of IT. The vast majority 

of mentees specifically joined in order to develop their IT skills. Readiness to engage in IT was almost a self-selecting 

criterion. However, many mentors and mentees commented that despite initial interest in IT, some form of simple 

induction into the software and the main features of the hardware would greatly increase confidence to proceed using the 

materials on their own, with mentor support. Initial lack of confidence contributed to a low participation in the project’s 

online survey and communications. ‘Most were novice to online communication. Because of this most did not use the SS 

website’. (S) 

 

Learning point: Super Stella works when  participants are willing and able to (learn to) use IT in work context and for 

learning. 

 
3.6.3 Impact of Super Stella on participants 

The central proposition of the Super Stella project - that ICT could be an effective medium for developing supervisors in 

SMEs - was explored in these face-to-face interviews with the opportunity sample of participants. The Super Stella 

model was to provide an ISM online certification course in coaching and mentoring. It is clear from the evidence 

provided by the respondents that, where other conditions were satisfactory (e.g. access to facilities, time available for 

study), there was considerable benefit to the individuals and their companies which the respondents themselves put down 

to the Super Stella project. Because of the considerable operational difficulties inherent in SMEs, the numbers of success 

stories is low. However, their existence suggests that, other things being equal, learning online can be used successfully 

to develop mentoring and coaching skills in SMEs. See 3.5.10 for barriers which need to be overcome. 
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In general, the interviews revealed that  

· successful mentors continued to learn IT and other skills online; 

· mentors changed their behaviour towards colleagues for the better as a consequence of the project; and  

· transfer of the new skills to enhance company activity or to improve personal performance.  

 

The above benefits even extended towards respondents who did not complete the mentor programme, preferring to drop 

out rather than complete the final section to achieve the formal award. Three cases illustrate the point (pseudonyms are 

used): 

 

Case A: Andy (Y) 

Andy is a factory floor charge-hand in an engineering factory in Yorkshire. He was partly pushed into the mentoring 

programme by his employer but was willing to go along with it ‘hoping to learn something new about mentoring. I am 

an experienced craftsman but have no apprentices at the moment. I could see that mentoring might be something for the 

future’ .  Andy wanted the qualification but despite being experienced in online facilities, he found some aspects of the 

training off-putting or difficult to manage because of lack of ready access to equipment at work. Part way through he 

decided not to complete the programme.  ‘I kept getting behind and found it difficult to keep up with the pace. It wasn’t 

like night school - online learning is more independent’. He found the induction to the  training programme ‘like a horse 

race - I was still logging on and they were on exercise two’. And communication with the people on the discussion group 

‘was a bit hit or miss.’ 

 

Despite these difficulties, Andy finds himself using his new mentoring skills with colleagues, including some who are 

not his official mentees. ‘I'm actually mentoring even though I dropped out.’ Mentoring, he has discovered, is different 

from leading an apprentice. ‘With apprentices, you are the expert. You show them how it is done. Some of my mentees 

are older than me. I now ask questions and listen much more. If they need help I'll make time for it.’ As a result of his 

experience, he has taken up the same IT programme as his mentees, becoming an informal peer mentor for people 

outside his formal charge as well as those within it. “Most mentees have applied some of their IT skills to their work’ he 

claims. He sees online learning as ‘something for the future’. 

 

Case B: Mable (S) 

Mable is an office manager in a small owner-managed building company in Staffordshire. She has been in that post for 

many years. She was familiar with basic office applications of IT but had not had much experience of online facilities. 

Her boss was keen to learn IT and encouraged her to take part. Like Andy, Mable found some aspects of the mentor 

programme irritating and difficult (‘ too Americanised, not specific’) and did not complete, despite persevering for seven 

weeks. She (and fellow mentor) made much use of the discussion group, but because of the low participation of other 

members of their group ‘we mostly chatted to each other - there was no one else to communicate with. In the early days 

we would put things in we didn’t mean to stir things up. We began to think we weren't liked. We chatted for seven weeks 

and the first time we missed we got our knuckles wrapped’ (by the online tutor)’. 

 

Despite these difficulties, and her withdrawal from the programme, Mable has continued to make use of the internet - ‘I 

just dabbled before’ - has continued to help her mentees with their own IT studies and has encouraged more applications 
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of IT at work. ‘We have started using email for internal communication. And some of our people who would not have 

tried the computer are beginning to use it more and more for their work. Even X! - He discovered that the computer 

would do the typing for him. Once he saw that he was hooked. And Y can do things on her own now’ They have a new 

website and have started using e-banking. Super Stella, she claims, ‘has made supervision easier. Overall there has been 

big benefit, not a negative experience.’ 

 

Case  C, Seb (W) 

Seb is a shift supervisor in a small light engineering factory employing mostly unskilled and semi-skilled workers. There 

is a high turnover. Mostly supervision is a matter of keeping up production and the employees in line. The CEO (part 

owner) is keen to introduce more training into the factory (a requirement for the supply chain) but bursting order books, 

high turnover of staff and expansion into new premises make it difficult by conventional means. He is keen to reduce the 

need for close supervision and to support learning. Seb was sent onto Super Stella and despite technical difficulties, 

pressures of work and personal circumstances (a new child at home), completed the mentor programme. 

 

Seb’s mentees were ‘work-based’, not specifically on a formal programme. Lack of shop floor PCs proved a major 

problem (‘ it was stolen’). He has observed changes in his behaviour when dealing with his high turnover shop floor 

supervisees.  

 

‘Now I'm speaking slower, I am more patient.- I live 20 miles away so I don't socialise with them. The biggest 

trouble with mentoring is that mentees are defensive. I need to learn to address them individually - need to 

break down the defensive mentality. I now say things like- 'I am not having a personal dig at you. but you made 

a mistake and we need to fix it. Many have not been in a workshop before- they have a short term attitude. Many 

are now interested in training (note - or Seb is more aware of the need!). ‘We met everyday.’ 

 

‘I pass on all the knowledge I have,. Mentors are responsible to make the mentees believe in the company 

- before  it was a case of making sure that staff 1 did task 1, and staff 2 did task 2 --- now we want to integrate 

them (W)  

 

Two of the above three cases experienced difficulties which prevented them from completing the full mentoring course, 

yet from their incomplete experience of the online mentoring programme they managed to secure positive benefits for 

themselves and their organisation.  

 

3.6.4 Other evidence of impact 

Other experiences of completing mentors are equally supportive of the proposition that ICT can be an effective medium 

for online development. Here are some of them. 

 

Renee (S) 

‘I would not have done mentoring without Super Stella. My mentor role is to answer questions and encourage 

them, not instruct them. I contact my mentees in person at work, and I email the about their CLAIT assignments. 

I would certainly do it again.’ 
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Sean (Y)  

‘One mentee needed help at home with PC set up. But because of Super Stella I went to the house and provided 

direct assistance.’ 

 

Mark (W) 

“We ask mentees for "hopes, fears and expectations.". Mentors should let the mentees make their own course. 

It’s been hard for me to let go. It became clearer as time went on. Listening skills is what I learned from Super 

Stella.’ 

 

Walter (W) 

‘I adopted some of the principles into my work. I think my style of mentoring is becoming  more effective’. 

 

Group - Mentees of Pete (W) 

‘Before, Pete was a “yeller” when supervising us. Now he speaks nicer - no more yelling - and he’s seen us 

much more on a one to one basis. And we are more willing to change when people are nice to you. And if you 

make a mistake you are more willing to talk to the mentor and to talk openly on progress. We will come to each 

other with questions and try to answer them.’ 

 

On the down side, it was not always evident to mentees what the benefits of the mentoring programme were for them -  

‘We are still not sure of they (mentors) are interested in us or whether they have their own agenda. When they got the 

title ‘mentor’ not much changed,’ (W)- or whether the company would take advantage of the new skills that had been 

acquired -  ‘the IT was not used to change the way we communicate.’ 

 

Zola, (S) 

'mind boggling, good - makes you think and put things together . Started using the Web.’ 

 

Dave (W) 

‘One of the mentees in the dispatch department found that with his new IT skills he could work more effectively’ 
 

Learning point: Super Stella works when  employers allow participants to continue to practice their new skills and to 

adapt personal and working practice. 

 

3.6.5. IT Access 

Of all the reasons for drop out, lack of opportunity to use key support facilities such as PC’s and online networking was 

the most frustrating, particularly for those who had already started the programme with encouragement from their 

company. Company support is described in 3.6.7. However, the flavour is conveyed by these typical responses. 

 

· We felt frustrated by technical things, like the company firewall meant we had to do it by the web interface, not 

the First Class CD-ROM (Y). 

· We couldn’t get at it because of company meetings. -  had to do it at home. (Y). 

· I would say 50% could not connect to Abacus due to corporate firewalls. (S). 
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· Most mentees dropped out as the course progressed because of technical problems, like setting up the modem 

(Y). 

· Mentors needed to have a few hours a week set aside to work in a separate training room - we don't have this. 

(W). 

· The only way was to do it at home, but there was the same problem getting online at home. (W). 

 

Some of the above quotations came from people who persevered and derived benefits for themselves and their company 

but most people for whom these responses were typical fell by the wayside. 

 

Learning point: Super Stella works when  employer provides resources, time and opportunity for use of PC for learning 

and networking. 

 

3.6.6. Motivation of the learner 

The accounts of the participants reveal the importance to the success of the project of personal commitment of the 

individual participants. In large companies with established HR and training services, people can be required to take part 

in training and, when they do, are given the time and the materials to complete it successfully. The SMEs in this sample 

were unable to provide the same support and opportunity. Often, company support was restricted to agreeing to co-

operate with the project and to give cluster leaders access to potential mentors and mentees. Access and time issues are 

explored more fully in 3.6.7. In these conditions, personal commitment by the individual learner in SMEs is likely to be a 

crucial factor of success. 

 

For some, the motivation was intrinsic  to the task itself: ‘I was interested in learning how to teach and learn to be a 

supervisor.’  (Y), ‘ I joined to learn out of self-interest - I completed in 10 weeks’. ‘ It was interest, not need driven. I 

recognised we don't have a culture of training at this company’ (S), ‘I was hoping to learn about mentoring’  (Y), ‘ I did 

Super Stella because it was a new way of learning.’. Some were looking for career advancement  opportunities: ‘ I 

wanted to progress in job, do it the best I could’, or ‘It was a part of my management development’. Significantly, some 

were looking for ways to enhance the performance  of themselves and their company: ‘I did an MS Outlook course and 

wanted  to train others - so I tried mentoring Outlook’ (W), ‘we wanted to train our people in IT ‘(W) and ‘people 

management skills are still useful - there is a good cross over with management and mentoring’(W).  

 

Certification was not a motivational factor for everyone. Some did not know about the award till they started, though it 

then ‘provided a structure and discipline’ to finish the programme or was seen as a satisfactory extra, ‘a bonus, really, 

we didn’t know at the start (W)’ . ‘ It was OK to get a certificate at the end - but not a reason to start.’ (Y) Some of the 

companies were interested in the certification as part of their training portfolio (for Investors in People) but did not 

necessarily give the technical support to see it happen. 

 

Many of the mentees in the Super Stella programme were volunteers, either in response to a company notice or to 

knowing the mentors personally. One tutor found mentees’ ‘motivation was high, students were positive to get tasks 

done.’ (S). In some cases motivation was related to the gaining of skills valuable to both the company and the mentee (‘It 

helps keep the company rating up’ (S). In fact, IT was easily the dominant field for mentees because of the perceived 
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long term self interest of both the mentor and the company. In many organisations IT opportunities for mentees were 

heavily over-subscribed. As with the mentors, certification was both a carrot and a discipline: 

 

‘ It was a carrot at the start. I wanted the qualification for my CV and the qualification was helpful to work to a 

deadline. You need to have an assessment at the end. The other mentees (novices) really wanted certificates. 

they struggled, but got there in the end.’ (S) 

 

Problems were most likely to emerge in cases where mentees had been ‘volunteered’ by bosses eager to make up the 

numbers for the mentor, particularly where there was little work relationship between them. Coupled with the practical 

obstacles of little time and restricted access to equipment, these groups were more likely to drop out early.  

 

Learning point: Super Stella works when  participants have a strong personal interest for themselves and their work. 

 

3.6.7 Support from the company 

In some cases in the sample, support from their employers was a significant factor in their success or failure. Mostly 

there was a perceived lack of support for mentors’ efforts or the provision of the means to complete the training 

satisfactorily. There were some small exceptions: ‘I got the support and the allocation of time I needed’ (Y) and ‘My 

success cost the company some new computers - I hope I do not lose my job over it’ (humorously) (S). But mostly, 

dropouts were seen as ‘a management issue - no time was allocated, resources were promised but not delivered’ (Y). In 

some cases it was the pervading culture of the organisation which was the difficulty: ‘I felt guilty doing the course in 

work time so I did it at home’ (S) so that ‘80% to 90% of the work had to be done at home’ (S).  Because the Super Stella 

mentor programme was work-related, learning at home -whilst ensuring that some managed to complete the work -

inhibited the more practical aspects - ‘ICT training was seen as low priority by the  management; working at home was 

not a supportive culture for learning at work’ (S). 

 

One of the larger SMEs was able to make time allocations for their mentees, particularly where the purpose was the 

development of ICT skills relevant to the company. ‘They were allocated 5-6 hrs. to choose at work and 2 hrs after. We 

made a training room for mentees open at lunch and last shift hours and two hours after work.’ (Y). The reality, 

however, was different. Despite mentees booking the room, access wasn’t easy because of other users and most mentees 

dropped out. Some companies selected and actively encouraged people to become mentees for valuable IT skills (‘we 

sent out a memo, and selected from the replies’ (Y), but often did not sustain that support. Usually, the companies always 

gave precedence to the demands of production, particularly when under pressure: 

 

· ‘production line people need to fill in a missing time slot’ (Y); 

· ‘at the beginning of the day when it was not busy the boss said OK to training and then by the end of the day when 

production was not met the boss would not release mentee’ (Y); 

· ‘I wish I could have 2 hours with no distractions at work to do my learning’ (S). 

 

In the larger companies, it is important that all key executives buy into the programme, not just the CEO. In one case the 

IT manager frustrated the online activity; in another, line managers would/could not release mentees despite the official 

support for the scheme. Another works manager ‘limited our time on the  PC’ (Y). Similarly, if the mentor is a senior and 
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remote figure, it is more difficult for a mentee to make an approach: ‘I wanted to meet regularly with xxxx, but it didn't 

happen. I have to go to him for help. He does not offer. Since I can't fit it in at work I lose out’. (S) 

 

Cycles of trade are also crucial in small companies. - ‘We are busier now than when we started. Now there is less time to 

do things like learning.’ (S)  

 

Company cultural difficulties also extended to the shop floor. In one larger and well established company, ‘there was 

some animosity between employees, because some were perceived as taking advantage by looking after their own 

development and not doing company work and, in effect, being  paid to do less work for the company’ (W)  

 

Learning point:  Super Stella works when  the culture supports, recognises and facilitates learning as benefit for the  

company, and sees key role for mentoring 

 

3.6.8 The Super Stella learning model 

There were two distinctive and inter-related features of the ‘Super Stella’ learning model: the use of online learning and 

self-managed learning. The assumption of the designers of the project was that these two features would be relevant to 

SMEs because of the flexibility they offered in terms of times, location and content of what was learnt.  

 

Except in the earlier stages when confidence building and familiarisation with materials and procedures was desirable, 

only a few mentors complained of a lack of didactic direction in their course. Mentees were more likely to expect 

traditional teaching methods at least in the early stages. The fact that many could overcome the lack of provision of time 

by their employers by working at home, at lunchtimes, after hours, and whilst working is testimony to the value of the 

flexibility of the model. For the building company in Staffordshire, for instance, flexibility was a major advantage: ‘ the- 

most important part was flexibility, study at work could be supplemented by work at home in the evening,’ and ‘The main 

attraction was the flexibility, College has you locked into a set time’ (S).  In Wales, the pattern was similar: ‘I did some 

at work and at home - at the start I did it at lunch breaks, sometimes after 5 and now at home’ (W). Similarly in 

Yorkshire: ‘ At my night school help is there, but online leaning is more independent’ - a feature of the changing SME 

culture. And for some, being asked to mentor others was a major part of the Super Stella learning experience: ‘I learned 

a lot, not so much from the course but from practice. YOU learn while teaching others. You learn from mentoring others. 

(S). Self managed learning was seen to be part of the job itself for one mentor: ‘You learn as you do it, it is  not hard to 

learn the PC, its 90% confidence’. (W) Online learning can overcome some of the obstacles of conventional training: 

‘College is best, but small companies cannot let staff go to college so better to do it online.’ (W) In another, ‘ there are 25 

in this office and in-house training is not an option’.  (W) 

 

One mentee revelled in the freedom to manage his own learning. ‘Once my mentor had helped me with a problem, I’d 

work alone. I like it better than a big group. I could get on with it at 5.30 while others were still doing their shift.’  (Y). 

Mentees in another Yorkshire case (a small-scale service organisation) were attracted by the flexibility: ‘You need to 

manage your own time. Working at your own pace is better, if you need help, ask your peers and then if necessary your 

mentor. People already ask me questions - our group is self-directed’. In a different Yorkshire company, on a factory 

shop floor, mentors reported that their shop floor mentees ‘wanted old fashioned training, a tutor to take them each step. 

A lot dropped out when they discovered it was not a set lesson. Most were not willing to work alone.’ (Y) In this 
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company, the mentors were from a different and higher part of the company. In another factory floor environment in 

Yorkshire where the mentors and mentees worked in the same area of the factory, mentees were seen to be more ready to 

work just with peer support. These contrasting Yorkshire examples may indicate that the nature and culture of the work 

relationship between mentor and mentees is a factor. Moreover, as was observed in Staffordshire, ‘in online its easier to 

ask a peer for help then in the classroom’. (S) 

 

Learning point: Super Stella works when  the employer encourages participants to take responsibility for learning and 

support others. 

 

 

 

Table 3.3 - Summary of themes from participants’ open accounts of their experiences 

Theme and section 
of report 

What works What does not work 

3.6.1 
Relationships 
between mentors 
and mentees 

· Natural work-based relationships for 
Mentor /mentee arrangements;  

· Team links, either in work-groups or 
close location;  

· Other ease of contact groups, 
volunteers. 

 

· Contrived mentor / mentee links and roles; 
· Mentors and mentees do not know each other; 
· Mentor much junior (age, rank) to mentee. 

3.6.2. IT 
Readiness 

· Confident in IT and internet, based on 
experience; 

· Willingness to have a go, after 
induction; 

· Sees relevance to work context, for 
self and mentee. 

 

· Lack of confidence and/or unwillingness to 
try; 

· Unwilling to use online facilities for own 
learning; 

· Unwilling / unable to participate in IT 
communications. 

3.6.3, 3.6.4 Impact 
on self and work 
 

· Participants continue to learn IT and 
other skills; 

· Visible improvements in mentoring 
behaviour, passed on to mentees and 
peers; 

· New skills are used to adapt and 
enhance company activity or to 
improve personal performance. 

 

· Company systems do not allow changes in 
behaviour or practice; 

· Achieving ISM/CLAIT was an end in itself, no 
subsequent change n behaviour. 

 

3.6.5 IT Access 
 

· Company provides PC and 
networking; 

· Company supports use for learning in 
company time; 

· Up-to-date equipment, no firewall 
problems. 

· No PC facilities at work, over-reliance on 
home (personal problems); 

· Access restricted - e.g. training room used for 
meetings; 

· Some groups are excluded from facilities (e.g. 
shop -floor). 

 
3.6.6 Personal 
motivation 
 

· Sees career development, CV or other 
personal benefit; 

· Certificate is attractive and provides 
structure and reward; 

· Genuine interest in doing job better, 
learning new and useful skills. 

 

· Responding to pressure from company or 
others; 

· Not willing to take responsibility for learning;  
· Limited choice over what is learned (e.g. some 

mentee materials). 
 

3.6.7  Support 
from SME 
 

· Culture supports learning and 
development and sees key role for 
mentoring; 

·  Work pressures always given precedence over 
learning; 

·  Senior managers don’t  ‘buy in’ - scope for 
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· Company facilitates contacts, provides 
time, materials and access; 

· Company recognises, acknowledges, 
rewards achievements, the effort put 
in and the value to the company. 

 

barriers and frustration; 
· Mentors do not continue to ‘ment’ or be 

available for mentees when needed. 
 

3.6.8 The SS 
approach to 
learning 

· Participants willing to take 
responsibility for their learning and to 
help others; 

· The flexibility of IT learning is 
exploited according to personal and 
SME circumstances;  

· Use is made of face-to-face  contacts 
to build confidence, sustain 
allegiances and continue mentoring by 
peers and supervisors. 

· Mentors and mentees expect traditional 
training sessions; 

· Left too much to initiative of individual 
employees; 

· Company does not support an LML culture. 
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3.7  The experience of  online mentor training 

 (Note - sections in italics are ‘quotations in common’ derived from a number of sources. Those with (AB) are 
directly attributed to individual Abacus personnel.) 

 

This section looks at the project from the point of view of the providers of the online mentor training. It draws on 

interviews with members of the Abacus team conducted at various stages of the project, exchanges on the project’s 

discussion board, and items from the interviews with participants. 

  

3.7.1 Finding a provider of online mentor training 

A key component of the Super Stella project was the delivery of an online programme on mentoring and coaching to 

supervisors in the work-place. The Institute of Supervisory Management (ISM), co-drafters of the Super Stella project, 

had experience of a number of suppliers of supervisor training and recommended Abacus Virtual College because of 

their good track record in delivering mentor training online. Abacus became Super Stella’s sole provider of mentor 

training. The Abacus package included an initial induction conducted face-to-face, online learning materials, an online 

discussion group and a work-book completed by the trainee which was submitted to ISM as part of their accreditation.  

Abacus’s previous experience was mainly with large companies and organisations where they could conduct direct 

negotiations with the appropriate training department(s) or HR manager(s)  to secure well-briefed cohorts of suitably 

prepared and equipped would-be mentors. Abacus were attracted into the Super Stella project to gain experience of 

working with SMEs. 

 

3.7.2 Completion rates lower in SMEs 

The contrast between Abacus’s normal 95+% completion rate with cohorts of mentors from large organisations and the 

very much lower completion rate with the SMEs in the project1 highlights some of the distinctive issues about SME 

mentor training raised by the project. It was some time in the life of the project before these differences became fully  

apparent, during which period tensions between Abacus and cluster leaders became a major problem for the project-

managers. 

 

Some of these difficulties were related to the way the project was structured. Abacus were not involved in the 

recruitment of SMEs, and mentors were required to recruit and develop mentees as part of their mentor programme. This 

was tied to the work-book activities in the later part of the programme, putting stress on the mentors’ ability to complete 

within the tight time-scale. To the trainees, and to ISM, the need to develop mentees as part of the programme ‘looked 

like an added on extra’ (ISM) and was the occasion for many of the dropouts which occurred. 

 

3.7.3 SME Factors influencing outcomes 

However, the biggest problems were related to the inherent difficulties within the SMEs themselves. Most of these 

difficulties were related to their size. Because of their size, many SMEs  

· do not have internal management systems offering clearly defined supervisor roles or mentor/mentee potential; 

                                                
1 On the basis of the telephone survey - which included all clusters - mentor dropout was 28%.  Many chose not to 
complete because they were not interested in the qualification yet as the examples cited in 3.6.3 show, some of these 
cases derived much benefit from the experience. 
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· have little capacity to release employees to attend an induction or use company time to participate in 

development activities; 

· give priority to production and the delivery of services, often at short notice, over the learning needs of their 

employees; 

· have insufficient resource to provide space and equipment for online learning; 

· find it difficult to build a training and learning culture within which mentoring can flourish. 

 

The above difficulties arising from the size of the companies meant that  

· cluster leaders had to put more effort into recruitment than into the briefing of mentors; 

· some induction groups were hurriedly assembled to meet viable minimum numbers set by Abacus, making it 

difficult for tutors to brief themselves of the nature of the group beforehand; 

· artificial relationships between mentors and mentees had to be created (this was most acute in London where 

SMEs were predominantly small and difficult to engage); 

· a regular  pattern of study within a defined period (10 weeks) was difficult for the participants to maintain; 

· induction groups were often extremely diverse (compared with a single company programme within a large 

organisation) in academic level (‘a mix of high and low. Some low felt intimidated’), from graduate management  

trainees and senior professionals to factory floor charge hands, and b) type of employment (from management 

and administration to production line); 

· online discussion groups were difficult to sustain, with individuals occasionally being unable to communicate at 

the ‘right time’ and therefore getting behind or putting pressure on the tutors; 

· mentors often had mentees they did not know from other companies or even other areas, thereby reducing their 

opportunities to practice their new skills. 

 

3.7.4 Tensions over recruitment pressures 

The difficulties of recruitment, the pressures on cluster leaders to meet their quotas of new recruits, and the resource 

constraints for people once recruited, meant that Abacus had to deal with participants who did not fully match their 

criteria for the selection of trainee mentors. These criteria included wanting to join the course, understanding of the 

programme they were about to join, experience of, or opportunity for, supervision of mentees, confidence in working 

online, access to suitable equipment and the ability to commit set amounts of times.  

 

At the start of Super Stella - explicit criteria were set for the learner profile. But from the start the student did 

not match the enrolment criteria. Tutors had troubles with students who did not want to be there. In general 

there was low interest by students - some good students, some drops outs, some not active in text chat. (AB) 

 

At the same time, cluster leaders felt that Abacus were insensitive to the problems of recruitment they were contending 

with, and not sufficiently flexible to respond. The fact that Abacus was not directly involved with recruitment 

exacerbated these tensions. 

 

Abacus would have preferred to use ‘direct links with the client. We had to go through cluster leaders at times leading to 

frequent communication break down’. In reality this would prove difficult given the economics - one negotiation with 

one corporation gives 10 mentor trainees, but on the experience of the Super Stella project one negotiation with a small 
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SME gives one or perhaps two at the most. Clearly for the SME market, intermediaries or brokers are going to be needed 

to secure sufficient levels of participation. In such circumstances, particular attention needs to be paid to the 

communications issues, the selection of recruits and the briefing of all the participants. 

 

Abacus are adamant that ‘the criteria of selection - (derived from the larger corporations) are basic - they are not easily 

changed’. Abacus perceived ‘the problem was really a management problem’  not a curriculum design problem. ‘If 

cluster leaders checked the criteria there would have been a different outcome. Reflecting the pressure of recruitment 

targets, ‘as time went on, the mentors were further from the criteria.’ 

 

3.7.5 Benefits nonetheless 

Despite the above difficulties, many participants and their companies enjoyed considerable benefits from the online 

Abacus experience (see 3.6.3, 3.6.4). This was also true for mentors who dropped out of the programme before 

certification. Some of these good experiences were in very small companies, others in the larger SMEs. Moreover, ISM 

found  

 

‘no perceptible difference in the levels and spread of workbooks submitted by Super Stella candidates compared 

with those we would expect to receive from more traditional cohorts’. (ISM) 

 

Clearly something was working well. The online medium has clearly enabled and encouraged many companies that 

would not otherwise have taken part in the training of mentors to do so. The online medium enabled many employees 

otherwise denied easy access to training at work to exploit the flexibility the medium offered. 

 

3.7.6 Pedagogical issues 

The cultural differences also extended to the pedagogical style used by Abacus. ‘Abacus is more developmental then 

didactic - designed for engagement and commitment of individuals.’(AB) Many of those recruited to the mentor 

programme, as illustrated in the reports of participant experience, were expecting a more tightly structured, ‘less airy 

fairy’  practical approach, reflecting partly their previous experiences of training and general educational level, partly the 

‘deliver it now’ culture of the SME production line, and partly the lack of clear briefing prior to enrolment.  

 

This tension can be illuminated by reference to the Coomey and Stephenson2 grid of online pedagogies (Figure 3.1). This 

grid emerged from a review of current online practice as reported in the research literature of 100 case studies, completed 

in 2000, and was discussed in seminars in London and Bologna, with contributions from Scienter. 
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The Online Paradigm Grid locates pedagogical practice and expectations according to the extent of teacher and learner 

control, and the extent to which the activity is teacher specified or open ended.  Mentor activities are generally located 

within the SE quadrant (A2 in Diagram 1) whereas individuals in the groups attending the Super Stella mentor induction 

meetings could be distributed across all quadrants with the majority in the NW corner. Abacus’s aim was to get all of 

them into the SE corner. ‘Our method is different from this . Students need to be 'brought along'. (AB)  Their opening 

sessions appeared to be located in the transitional NE quadrant, hence some participants reacted to it as being too 

generalised and others thought it just right. In response to suggestions that other learning environments might have been 

used, Abacus argued that for mentoring programmes, ‘it is the people not the learning environment that matter. An 

interactive discussion system is the delivery model. The Abacus conference facility was not fully used to support Super 

Stella  communication.’  

 

One illustration of the pedagogical problem: 

The tutors have found that some people "expect to be spoon fed", especially in the early stages.   We have been 

adapting to the needs of individuals as much as possible, and have therefore been providing more "how to" for 

the people who wanted instructions spelt out.   This has often helped though we note that some people still seem 

to want to be told rather than to work answers out by debate, thought, or exploration. (AB) 

 

Mixed pedagogical groups also present problems for the participants: 

The evidence also suggests that if learners don't contribute early then they become discouraged by the amount 

of catching-up needed, and this inhibits them further.     Though we have been telephoning, writing to and 

emailing people in this situation, it doesn't always help.   Worse, because they then don't contribute, they make 

the early enthusiasts become resentful. (AB) 

                                                                                                                                                             
2 Coomey, M. & Stephenson, J (2001), Online learning: it’s all about dialogue, involvement, support and control - 
according to the research, in Teaching and Learning Online: pedagogies for new technologies. Kogan Page, London 
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The more Abacus works with groups of SME participants, the more likely it is that flexibility of style will be the norm, to 

accommodate an inevitably wide variety of starting points and learning preferences.  

 

3.7.8 Early propositions about mentor training and subsequent evidence. 

The early experiences of the mentor training programme,  as expressed by project managers, led to a number of tentative 

propositions. These propositions were tested against the experiences of the participants during the final interviews. The 

outcomes are summarised in Table 3.4. 

 

Table 3.4 Online mentor training - early propositions tested against interview data 
Proposition Analysis of participant experiences. 
Academic level is a factor for success Not proven - except in style of multi-level 

induction, nature of materials. 
. 

Mentors want a didactic learning model 
 

Variable - many do initially (expectations of 
training) but can/do adapt with support. 
 

Early need to secure mentees was a dropout factor 
for mentors. 

Proven, aligned with size of SME, S/M Types, and 
SS project pressures 
 

‘Natural’ mentor - mentee relationships are more 
successful 
 

Proven - most successful SS examples are of this 
kind. 
 

Online training did not meet needs of most mentors 
 

Not proven -it did when tech. and other difficulties 
were resolved 
 

Peer mentors and changes to content had little 
impact on dropout 
 

Largely proven - not strong enough to overcome 
more basic difficulties 
 

Most mentors did the course at home and work 
 

Proven 
 

Discussions successful when groups are right 
 

Proven - some good experiences, especially when 
other conditions are right. 
 

 
 

3.7.9 Lessons for online mentor training in SMEs 

Some of the most significant learning from the project relates to the provision of online training for mentors in SMEs. As 

Abacus soon discovered, 

 

We were contending with a significant culture difference - the larger corporation with a training focus versus 

the SME that rated production over learning. (AB) 

 

The selection criteria, they argue, are related to achieving success on any online mentoring course, irrespective of size of 

company. Nevertheless some changes were made in response to the pressures on the project: 

· weekly feedback to clusters to improve communications,  

· reading and reflecting asynchronously, 

· positive tutoring to sustain interest and build commitment, 

· the use of more relevant examples, 
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· fuller prior  briefing of requirements - time commitment, level of ICT needed, 

· making the workbook more relevant to work. 

 

Subsequent interviews reported positive responses to these changes. However, the underlying issues related to the nature 

of SMEs - lack of time and access to resources - remained a difficulty.  
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Part Four Main Outcomes 
 

Overall Outcome 

The evidence from the Super Stella project is that ICT can be an effective medium for the development of mentoring 

skills of work-place supervisors in SMEs and for the development of their mentees. The evidence also shows that there 

are real problems that have to be overcome before these benefits accrue. Dropout levels and operational difficulties were 

much higher than anticipated, particularly in London, an area dominated by micro-sized companies. The principal 

problems - the unavailability of time, lack of access to resources, and a lack of support for training and development - are 

common features of SMEs. 

 

Nevertheless, the success stories in sections 3.6.3 and 3.6.4 of this report show that ICT has the flexibility to take mentor 

training into SMEs and, when it does, there are tangible benefits for employees and employers in terms of better internal 

relationships, a commitment to skills development and improved working practices. The different ways in which mentor 

/ mentee relationships were arranged by different clusters has highlighted the benefits of building up learning 

partnerships within the company itself, as opposed to the more familiar strategy of training people off-site. 

 

The review of experience set out in Part Three shows that ICT works as a medium for SME mentor training  when… 

· mentors and mentees have a normal work-based relationship; 

· participants are willing and able to (learn to) use IT in work context and for learning; 

· the employer provides resources, time and opportunity for use of PC for learning and networking; 

· participants have a strong personal interest for themselves and their work; 

· the company culture supports, recognises and facilitates learning as a benefit for the company, and sees a key 

role for mentoring; 

· the company encourages participants to take responsibility for learning and the support of others; 

· the company  allows participants to continue to practice their new skills and to adapt personal and working 

practice. 

 

Super Stella used the services of Abacus, a successful provider of online supervisor development programmes, 

recommended by the appropriate professional body (ISM). No comparable experience existed for SME clients. The 

review of Abacus’s  Super Stella experience in section 3.7, suggests that to be effective with SMEs, mentor programmes 

need to be differently organised and presented from those normally offered to large companies. Mentor programmes 

for SMEs are likely to be successful when they are  

 

· flexible in pace and duration; 

· carefully introduced in face-to face induction sessions which are sensitive to the different pedagogical 

expectations of the participants; 

· sensitive to participants’ unexpected pressures on time and resources; 
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· fully explained in advance of initial induction in terms of practical requirements, mode of study and expected 

outcomes; 

· supported by proactive, attentive and sensitive online tutors; 

· open to ‘successful withdrawal’ without completion of the certification; 

· negotiated between the supplier and the client via bona fide intermediaries; 

· conducted in-house, where natural working links between mentors and mentees, or between peer mentors, are 

possible. 

 

Finally, the experience of the London cluster (3.3.3) highlights the strength of the traditional culture of training 

organisations, suggesting that moves by UfI and other such bodies to take online training into the SME work-place may 

require similar adjustments to those recommended above.  



Copyright John Stephenson and Skip Basiel 

This and other reports are available on http://www1.mdx.ac.uk/iclml.asp  

 

52

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendices 
 
 
 



Copyright John Stephenson and Skip Basiel 

This and other reports are available on http://www1.mdx.ac.uk/iclml.asp  

 

53

Appendix 1 Methods of collection of data in the initial surveys 

The following methods and media were used at various stages of the project. 
 
Separate ADAPT and ICLML web forms 
The original data collection plan was for learners (Mentors and Mentees) to complete the ADAPT registration form on 
the www.superstella.org.uk website and the ICLML web-based learning survey forms (www.zoomerang.com) at the 
initial induction. Examples of problems were: 
· time constraints at inductions; 
· lack of online PCs at inductions; 
· the novice ICT level of many learners; 
· the requirement of a hard copy signature for  project participants. 
 
ICLML: Face-to-face paper-based survey 
An ICLML researcher personally conducted interviews at local inductions. Due to time constraints at the inductions this 
data collection method proved intrusive prompting other solutions. 
 
ICLML: FAXed survey 
Next, the web survey was converted to a paper-based design. Web surveys should be designed with a printing option in 
mind so drop down menus should be avoided when possible. The paper survey was then FAXed to Cluster Leaders. The 
ADAPT registration was still on the website. This data collection method also had limited response. 
 
ADAPT and ICLML: Merged forms - paper-based survey data for web database entry 
The ADAPT registration questions (mostly section A & B) and the ICLML research questions were combined. The new 
merged survey was emailed as Excel files to the Cluster Leaders to print. Information was compiled at SME recruitment 
interviews. The www.superstella.org.uk web forms were modified into Microsoft active server pages (.asp) linked to a 
database. 
 
Post-project survey in web form 
After the learners (Mentors and Mentees) finished their training they were asked to complete the post-survey on the web. 
Only a few participants completed the web forms prompting alternative methods of data collection. 
 
Post-project survey by email 
In an attempt to gather more feedback for section D it was converted into an email. Less than 10% of the participants 
responded to the email survey. 
 
Post project survey by phone-to-paper-to web database entry 
As a final attempt to gather post-project data, phone calls were made to Mentors and Mentees at work and home. 
Respondents were conscientious about returning messages to complete the five minute interview. The paper notes were 
then manually submitted to the web form data base. 
 
Face-to-face interviews: proposition testing 
All qualitative data was compiled to form sub-propositions of the original project aims. ICLML researchers visited each 
cluster to conduct face-to-face interviews with cluster leaders, local tutors, content providers, mentors, mentees, etc. This 
data was added to the other information gathered to help produce this report. 
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Appendix 2  Key for questions used in statistical data collection  

This Table should be used in conjunction with the data sheets in Appendices 2 and 3.  
It identifies the categories of information being collected in the pre-project survey (column 2) and the post-project 
telephone survey. It has been simplified for ease of presentation. For instance, in answer to question A2a, it is possible to 
infer the percentage of females from the percentage of males, and in B1a the percentage say they do not need help with 
English from those who say they do need help. 

Key Pre-project survey, sections A & B: Key Post-project phone survey 
A 2a Gender - Male  1a  Number of times you were in contact with your 

mentor/mentee -  > 1 x a week 
A 2g Current Age - 25-49 1b Number of times you were in contact with your 

mentor/mentee -  < 1 x a week 
A 2i Ethnicity - White  1c Number of times you were in contact with your 

mentor/mentee -  – not at all  
A 2z Employment status - full-time  2a How did you contact your mentor: phone 
A 3i –Type other than: Motor, Construction, 

Culture, Energy or Print - Industry sector  
2b How did you contact your mentor: email  

A 3k Category of worker - Manager  2c How did you contact your mentor: in person 
A 3p SME size - 50-249 2d How did you contact your mentor: website 
A 3r Employment status - Permanent  2e How did you contact your mentor: other  
A 5a Highest Education - NVQ  3vl Usefulness of your mentor in your computer-

based learning experience: Very Low  
A 5e Professional qualification -  none 3l Usefulness of your mentor in your computer-

based learning experience: Low  
B1a Need help with: English - Yes 3h Usefulness of your mentor in your computer-

based learning experience: High  
B 1c Need help with: Information Technology -- 

Yes 
3vh Usefulness of your mentor in your computer-

based learning experience: Very High  
B 1e Need help with: Communications skills -- 

Yes 
4y Would you go onto another computer-based 

training? -Yes  
B 1g Need help with: Basic skills -- Yes 4n Would you go onto another computer-based 

training? - No 
B 1i Need help with: Other skills - Yes 5a Type of learning material you used: CD ROM 

/ Workbooks  
B 1k New area of learning – Yes 5b Type of learning material you used: Web 
B 1m upgrading qualifications to be more 

employable - Yes 
5c Type of learning material you used: Abacus 

online 
B 2a PC experience level  < 1 year: Word 

Processing 
6vl Rate your learning experience with the 

material. - Very Low   
B 2f PC experience level < 1 year: Spread sheets 6l Rate your learning experience with the material 

- Low   
B 2k PC experience level < 1 year: Email  6h Rate your learning experience with the material 

- High  
B 2p PC experience level < 1 year: Internet/web   6vh  Rate your learning experience with the material  

- Very High  
B 2u PC experience level < 1 year: Internet/chat    
B 4c PC confidence level: Keyboard typing skills - 

High  
  

B 4h PC confidence level: Reading/understanding  
screen text - High  

  

B 4l PC confidence level: Internet software - Low   
B 4r PC confidence level: Off-line software - High    
B 6c PC access level: work – High    
B 6h PC access level: out of work – High    
B 6l PC access level: internet out of work - Low   
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Appendix 3  Data from the pre-project survey for all clusters 

  L = London  Y = Yorks.  S = Staffs   W = Wales          
 n=163  M = Mentor  m= mentee  a = average  T = total          

 Response   London   Yorks.   Staffs   Wales  
A  La-27  LM-5  Lm-22  Ya-33  YM-7  Ym-26  Sa-81  SM-8  Sm-73  Wa-22  WM-14  Wm-8  

2a male  37.0% 20.0%  54.0%  82.5% 100.0%  65.0%  52.5% 43.0%  62.0%  93.0% 86.0%  100.0%  
2j  25-49yrs  80.5% 80.0%  81.0%  70.0% 100.0%  40.0%  81.5% 86.0%  77.0%  63.5% 77.0%  50.0%  
2i white  54.5% 100.0%  9.0% 92.5% 100.0%  85.0%  55.5% 43.0%  68.0%  62.0% 86.0%  38.0%  

2z f/t work  91.0% 100.0%  82.0%  100.0%  100.0%  100.0%  47.0% 86.0%  8.0% 96.5% 93.0%  100.0%  
3b private  72.0% 80.0%  64.0%  43.5% 14% 73.0%  42.5% 75.0%  10.0%  96.5% 93.0%  100.0%  
3i industry  58.0% 80.0%  36.0%  79.5% 72.0%  87.0%  61.0% 50.0%  72.0%  68.0% 86.0%  50.0%  

3k manager  41.5% 60.0%  23.0%  24.0% 29.0%  19.0%  13.0% 13.0%  13.0%  38.5% 77.0%  0.0% 
3p 50-250  33.0% 20.0%  46.0%  96.0% 100.0%  92.0%  55.0% 50.0%  60.0%  82.0% 64.0%  100.0%  
3r perm.  91.0% 100.0%  82.0%  73.5% 60.0%  87.0%  94.5% 100.0%  89.0%  96.5% 93.0%  100.0%  
5q NVQ 39.0% 60.0%  18.0%  4.0% 0.0% 8.0% 32.0% 25.0%  39.0%  32.0% 14.0%  50.0%  
5e qualify  32.5% 60.0%  5.0% 13.5% 0.0% 27.0%  30.5% 25.0%  36.0%  23.0% 21.0%  25.0%  

B1a  yes  17.0% 20.0%  14.0%  9.0% 0.0% 18.0%  5.5% 0.0% 11.0%  0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
1c yes  55.0% 60.0%  50.0%  29.0% 29.0%   23.5% 13.0%  34.0%  14.0% 28.0%  0.0% 
1e yes  48.0% 60.0%  36.0%  14.0% 14.0%   5.0% 0.0% 10.0%  0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
1g yes  43.5% 60.0%  27.0%  0.0% 0.0%  5.5% 0.0% 11.0%  0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
1i yes  43.0% 40.0%  46.0%  0.0% 0.0%  14.5% 13.0%  16.0%  7.0% 14.0%  0.0% 

1k yes  62.0% 60.0%  64.0%  43.0% 43.0%   45.0% 50.0%  40.0%  35.0% 70.0%  0.0% 
1m yes  52.0% 40.0%  64.0%  60.0% 60.0%   31.5% 25.0%  38.0%  32.0% 64.0%  0.0% 
2a none&<1  44.5% 20.0%  69.0%  14.0% 14.0%   26.5% 13.0%  40.0%  28.5% 7.0% 50.0%  
2f none&<1  62.0% 60.0%  64.0%  14.0% 14.0%   36.5% 25.0%  48.0%  28.5% 7.0% 50.0%  
2k none&<1  54.5% 40.0%  69.0%  29.0% 29.0%   47.0% 38.0%  56.0%  16.0% 7.0% 25.0%  
2p none&<1  58.5% 40.0%  77.0%  29.0% 29.0%   59.0% 50.0%  68.0%  16.0% 7.0% 25.0%  
2u none&<1  58.5% 40.0%  77.0%  29.0% 29.0%   63.5% 50.0%  77.0%  28.5% 7.0% 50.0%  
4c high&VH  40.5% 40.0%  41.0%  43.0% 43.0%   45.5% 43.0%  48.0%  63.5% 77.0%  50.0%  
4h high&VH  54.5% 40.0%  69.0%  60.0% 60.0%   26.0% 26.0%  26.0%  84.0% 93.0%  75.0%  
4l low&VL  59.5% 60.0%  59.0%  14.0% 14.0%   43.5% 43.0%  44.0%  39.0% 28.0%  50.0%  
4r high&VH  38.0% 40.0%  36.0%  60.0% 60.0%   61.5% 75.0%  48.0%  57.0% 64.0%  50.0%  
6c high&VH  58.0% 80.0%  36.0%  60.0% 60.0%   78.0% 86.0%  70.0%  87.5% 100.0%  75.0%  
6h high&VH  63.0% 80.0%  46.0%  60.0% 60.0%   49.5% 43.0%  56.0%  69.5% 64.0%  75.0%  
6l low&VL  47.0% 40.0%  54.0%  0.0% 0.0%  44.0% 50.0%  38.0%  39.0% 28.0%  50.0%  

For key to questions in Column 1 consult Appendix 1. 
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Appendix 4 Data from the post-project telephone survey 

Total in survey =92    Key: T=Total,           
                
    Y=Leeds             
Dropouts as % of telephone survey      S=Staffs             

 Total Mentors Mentees   W=Wales            
London 35.0%  60.0%  0.0%  M=Mentor            
Leeds 19.0%  20.0%  12.5%   m=mentee           
Staffs 17.0%  9.5% 27.3%               
Wales 21.0%  21.4%  NA              

   L   Y   S   W   Ave.   
Survey ?s  All-92  LT-17 LM-10 Lm-7 YT-18 YM-18  Ym-8 ST-43 SM-20 Sm-20 WT-14 WM-14 Wm-0 Ave. ? Ave. M Ave. m 
1a 45.0%  24.0% 20.0%  14.0%  33.0% 40.0%  18.0%  57.0% 65.0%  50.0%  50.0% 50.0%  N/A 38.8%  43.8%  27.3%  
1b 25.0%  24.0% 30.0%  29.0%  22.0% 10.0%  41.0%  28.0% 30.0%  25.0%  20.0% 20.0%  N/A 25.3%  22.5%  31.7%  
1c 30.0%  52.0% 50.0%  57.0%  45.0% 50.0%  41.0%  15.0% 5.0% 25.0%  30.0% 30.0%  N/A 35.8%  33.8%  41.0%  
2a 4.0%  6.0% 10.0%  0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 5.0% 0.0% 10.0%  0.0% 0.0% N/A 2.9% 2.5% 3.3% 
2b 5.0%  24.0% 0.0% 57.0%  0.0% 0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% N/A 7.2% 0.0% 19.0%  
2c 65.0%  29.0% 40.0%  14.0%  39.0% 40.0%  41.0%  70.0% 80.0%  70.0%  70.0% 70.0%  N/A 52.3%  57.5%  41.7%  
2d 3.0%  0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 6.0% 10.0%  0.0% 2.0% 0.0% 5.0% 0.0% 0.0% N/A 2.2% 2.5% 1.7% 
2e 23.0%  41.0% 50.0%  29.0%  55.0% 60.0%  59.0%  18.0% 20.0%  15.0%  30.0% 30.0%  N/A 35.8%  40.0%  34.3%  
3vl 34.0%  41.0% 30.0%  57.0%  39.0% 40.0%  42.0%  25.0% 15.0%  35.0%  44.0% 44.0%  N/A 37.2%  32.3%  44.7%  
3l 24.0%  17.0% 20.0%  14.0%  28.0% 30.0%  20.0%  25.0% 35.0%  15.0%  21.0% 21.0%  N/A 22.5%  26.5%  16.3%  
3h 30.0%  36.0% 40.0%  29.0%  28.0% 30.0%  20.0%  32.0% 35.0%  30.0%  21.0% 21.0%  N/A 29.3%  31.5%  26.3%  
3vh 12.0%  6.0% 10.0%  0.0% 5.0% 0.0% 18.0%  18.0% 15.0%  20.0%  14.0% 14.0%  N/A 11.0%  9.8% 12.7%  
4y 91.0%  100.0% 100.0%  100.0%  89.0% 90.0%  84.0%  90.0% 90.0%  90.0%  86.0% 86.0%  N/A 91.3%  91.5%  91.3%  
4n 9.0%  0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 11.0% 10.0%  16.0%  10.0% 10.0%  10.0%  14.0% 14.0%  N/A 8.7% 8.5% 8.7% 
5a 32.0%  36.0% 0.0% 86.0%  22.0% 0.0% 50.0%  47.0% 0.0% 95.0%  0.0% 0.0% N/A 30.7%  0.0% 77.0%  
5b 6.0%  6.0% 0.0% 14.0%  22.0% 0.0% 50.0%  3.0% 0.0% 5.0% 0.0% 0.0% N/A 8.8% 0.0% 23.0%  
5c 62.0%  58.0% 100.0%  0.0% 56.0% 100.0

% 
0.0% 50.0% 100.0%  0.0% 100.0% 100.0%  N/A 60.5%  100.0%  0.0% 

6vl 18.0%  24.0% 40.0%  0.0% 17.0% 20.0%  16.0%  18.0% 15.0%  20.0%  21.0% 21.0%  N/A 19.2%  24.0%  12.0%  
6l 31.0%  41.0% 40.0%  43.0%  33.0% 20.0%  50.0%  19.0% 20.0%  20.0%  44.0% 44.0%  N/A 33.8%  31.0%  37.7%  
6h 41.0%  29.0% 20.0%  43.0%  39.0% 50.0%  18.0%  50.0% 60.0%  40.0%  28.0% 28.0%  N/A 37.2%  39.5%  33.7%  
6vh 10.0%  6.0% 0.0% 14.0%  11.0% 10.0%  16.0%  13.0% 5.0% 20.0%  7.0% 7.0% N/A 9.9% 5.5% 16.7%  

For key to questions in Column 1 consult Appendix 1. 


