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Preface

Nordplus is one of the most widely known initiatives under the auspices of the Nordic Council of Ministers. For decades, Nordplus has provided a large number of people in the Nordic countries with opportunities to study or in other ways get culture and knowledge related experiences in another Nordic, and since 2008, Baltic country. Nordplus has shifted in character and scope over the years, but can indeed be labelled a flagship programme and even a trademark for the Nordic Council of Ministers, and is perhaps its best recognised initiative of all.

In this report, Technopolis Group (Technopolis Sweden and Technopolis Baltics) presents the results of an evaluation of the current programme period of Nordplus, 2012–2016.

The evaluation was undertaken between January 2014 and August 2015. The evaluation team has consisted of Göran Melin (project manager), Jelena Angelis, Katre Eljas-Taal, Maria Grudin, Karolina Henningsson and Miriam Terrell. Kristel Kosk, Ala Širaliova and Linnéa Järpestam have assisted the evaluation team and AnnaKarin Swenning has continuously provided the team with internal quality assurance.

We would like to take the opportunity to thank all who have contributed to our work with this evaluation. As can be seen in the following, the team has participated in several Nordplus meetings and a substantial number of interviews have been made with administrators and other stakeholders who are engaged in Nordplus. Some have been interviewed more than once. Everybody has generously taken their time and contributed to the evaluation, sharing their experiences and ideas.


Summary

Nordplus is the Nordic Council of Ministers’ education and training programme, offering financial support to achieve lifelong learning within all educational sectors in the Nordic and the Baltic countries, including the Faroe Islands, Greenland and Åland Islands. The programme provides funding for mobility, network and project activities and is open to institutions, organisations and others whose main purpose is education and lifelong learning or who work within the area. Nordplus annually funds around 400 projects with approximately EUR 9 million and consists of the five sub-programmes Nordplus Higher Education, Nordplus Junior, Nordplus Adult, Nordplus Nordic Language and Nordplus Horizontal.

To streamline the structure of Nordplus and to make the sub-programmes uniform and more user friendly, some changes and simplifications were introduced in the current programme period 2012–2016.

In this report, Technopolis Group presents the results of the evaluation of the current programme period. The evaluation has been carried out from January 2014 to August 2015. The purpose of the evaluation is to provide a basis for continuing and modifying Nordplus after 2016. The evaluation thus serves as a basis for future development opportunities in terms of both content and administration.

The current model of the programme committee, a joint committee with two representatives from each Nordplus country, works well for the Nordplus programme. The new model is an improvement compared to the order of the previous programme period, which has led to a more holistic programme management. This is linked to the strengthening of the main co-ordinator function, which has also been successful with respect to coordinating joint tasks and creating a clear administrative link between the administrators in the different sub-programmes, the programme committee and the Nordic Council of Ministers’ Secretariat (NCMS).

When it comes to the strategic development of the programme, it is clear that both the programme committee and the administrators request further input from each other. On the one hand, the administrators ask for stronger strategic guidelines from the members of the programme committee and NCMS. The committee members and NCMS, on the other hand, ask for more strategic initiatives from the administrators. The mismatch should be solved by the main co-ordinator, who is responsible for assisting the programme committee regarding strategic development.

The new joint programme committee has evidently functioned well as a relevant and effective control mechanism. Communication and information between the sub-programmes and the programme committee run smooth. The programme committee has taken action when problems have occurred, for instance regarding Nordplus Nordic Language, where particular actions were decided in order to come to terms with the general drop in the number of applications and the many ineligible applications.

The start-up of the new online application and reporting system Espresso has been successful. Espresso functions much better than the previous system. There is still a need to keep developing the function of retrieving statistics from the system. Good mobility data is needed to see some of the more important results from the programme.

A set of changes have been made in Nordplus Junior since the previous programme period, essentially with the purpose to simplify the application process and make the programme more applicable to users. All evidence suggest that these changes have been well received and have led to a more functional and effective sub-programme, with easier access for users.

Nordplus Nordic Language has undergone more substantial changes and several attempts have been made to deal with perceived problems in the programme. It now seems as the number of eligible applications are decreasing and the quality of the applications are increasing. However, the conditions that need to be met in order to be eligible are still perceived as challenging for many potential users.

The main conclusion is that the actions undertaken so far have been steps in the right direction in order to make the programme both more relevant and more accessible to the potential users. Different specific programme issues have been brought up and dealt with in a solution-focused manner. It is clear that the programme is well monitored by the main administrator as well as by the overall Nordplus administration. In summary, we would like to stress the importance of continuously clear and extensive information regarding the conditions to participate in this sub-programme.

There is a lack of consistent data regarding how mobility activities have developed during the programme period. The statistics that are available indicate that mobility is working well and that mobility activities occupy a substantial share of the Nordplus funding. Although Nordplus is not formally a mobility programme there is a substantial political and societal interest in mobility activities within Nordplus. Nordplus should continue to support mobility activities and maintain the current priority of enabling as many as possible to receive funding for their respective desired mobility activities.

Many things have been done to improve and better coordinate the marketing and profiling strategy of Nordplus. The efforts so far have been sufficient but this does not mean that continued efforts are unnecessary. It is important to keep developing the profile and to market Nordplus to new potential users. The development of a communication plan is an additional step towards strengthening the profiling and communication in Nordplus.

It is important that Nordplus is not marketed as a complement to Erasmus+. There are unique features and support possibilities within Nordplus compared to Erasmus+ and these could be marketed better. It is of great importance that the relative ease and simplicity to apply to and participate in Nordplus, and to communicate with the administration of Nordplus, is kept and protected. A non-bureaucratic and reasonably informal communications culture is in our opinion a Nordic sign and something that should characterise Nordplus also in the future.

We see no reason for the Nordplus management or NCMS to make drastic changes in Nordplus in relation to Erasmus+, of the kind where existing overlaps are removed or minimised. The wide scope and coverage that Nordplus has today is highly appreciated and effective, and should be kept.

Based on the empirical findings from this evaluation, we recommend the Nordic Council of Ministers and concerned authorities to take adequate measures related to the following points:

• Nordplus should be given political support for yet another programme period. This includes financial support on a level which approximately equals the level provided during the current programme period. The reason for this recommendation is that Nordplus is a most well-functioning programme that meets significant education related needs throughout the Nordic and also Baltic societies, offering opportunities for learning and sharing of experiences from early childhood and onward in life, in the neighbour countries. The restructuring of the programme management has been successful and the programme is now operated in a more efficient and effective way.

• There is a need for information and clarification of who has responsibility for certain tasks. The administrators ask for stronger strategic guidelines from the members of the programme committee and NCMS. The committee members and NCMS, on the other hand, ask for more strategic initiatives from the administrators. The need for information should be handled by the main co-ordinator. There is also some uncertainty regarding area responsibility among the members of the programme committee. Programme committee members need to be clear about their role and expected contribution; generalist or expert; junior-, adult-, higher education-, or Nordic languages area expertise. Such a clarification of the respective responsibilities is likely to improve the strategic discussions and development of Nordplus. Moreover, there are examples of individuals who are appointed as representatives on different levels in the system at the same time, which can create a risk for confused responsibilities. Since the programme committee is responsible before and reports to the Committee of Senior Officials, it is not advised that an individual is a member of both the programme committee and the Committee of Senior Officials at the same time.

• The main co-ordinator should consider any possible improvements regarding how the programme committee meetings could be even better planned and executed. This includes background material and preparations before the meetings, for instance better motivations from the administrators for approval and rejection of applications, which in turn requires improved guidance from the committee to the administrators of what should be prioritised.

• Nordplus Nordic Language is in further need of clarification regarding the purpose of the programme and the rules for applying. There is an uncertainty regarding the instructions for application and the actual evaluation and decision-making regarding applications. We recommend that continued efforts are made to inform and clarify the purpose and the rules for applying in order to minimise the number of ineligible applications. We also recommend that the main co-ordinator, in dialogue with the main administrator, initiates a discussion about a change of the application rules, which specifically targets the interpretation of the Programme Document’s phrasing regarding which language applications can be written in. The aim is to even better meet the need for language exchange and mutual sharing of language knowledge in the Nordic and Baltic countries.

1. Introduction
This chapter begins with a background description of Nordplus and the evaluation. The chapter further contains a presentation of our assignment including the evaluation questions, the methodology and the data sources used in the evaluation.
1.1 Background to the evaluation
Nordplus is the Nordic Council of Ministers’ education and training programme, offering financial support to achieve lifelong learning within all educational sectors in the Nordic and the Baltic countries. The programme provides funding for mobility, network and project activities and is open to institutions, organisations and others whose main purpose is education and lifelong learning or who work within the area. Nordplus consists of five sub-programmes aimed to support different target groups, from pre-schools to higher education institutions but also companies and other organisations whose activities are in line with the programme targets.
Nordplus covers the five Nordic countries (including the Faroe Islands, Greenland and Åland Islands) and the three Baltic countries. With a total budget of approximately EUR 9 million, Nordplus have granted around 400 projects annually during the four first years of the current programme period (excluding the fall application round of 2015).
The original Nordplus programme, founded in 1988, served as a mobility programme in the higher education sector. The following generation of Nordplus was reorganised in 2004 and five sub-programmes replaced the previous eleven actions. By the time of Nordplus’ 20th anniversary in 2008, the programme developed into a framework programme and the Baltic countries were invited to participate.
The previous programme period, 2008–2011, was evaluated by NIFU.1 The evaluation was quite comprehensive and included a thorough investigation of the Nordplus Framework programme, including sub-programmes, and the Nordplus Nordic Languages and Culture programme. The evaluators at NIFU concluded that Nordplus was a well-functioning programme, appreciated among all types of actors involved. The evaluators presented three different scenarios (consolidation, concentration and co-ordination) which outlined possible paths for future development of Nordplus. All three scenarios implied improvements regarding the overall management, the profiling and the dissemination of project results.
The changes implemented in the current programme period are largely in line with the consolidation scenario and some specific changes are based on suggestions in line with the other two. In consideration of consistency and stability, the Nordic Council of Ministers’ chose not to propose numerous larger changes in the programme. Instead, the changes that were initiated and later implemented mainly aimed to simplify the programme for the benefit of the users.
In this report, Technopolis Group presents the results of the evaluation of the current programme period of Nordplus, 2012–2016. In comparison to NIFU’s extensive evaluation, our assignment has been to review and assess the impact of the specific changes made in the current programme period. A more specific description of our assignment is presented in the following section 1.2.
1.2 The evaluation questions
The purpose of the evaluation is to provide a basis for continuing and modifying Nordplus after the current programme period 2012–2016. The evaluation must also be able to serve as the basis for future development opportunities in terms of both content and administration, if such a need is identified.
The evaluation questions concern the changes introduced in the current programme period. Based on the questions presented in the call to tender, Technopolis formulated the following evaluation questions, sorted in three sections:
Results and impact
• Has the simplification of Nordplus Junior had the desired effect?
– Is there a need for further simplification of the programme?
• How has Nordplus Nordic Language functioned since it was opened up to the Baltic countries and since the introduction of new requirements for participation?
– Is there a need for further amendments to the programme?
• How is mobility working in Nordplus?2
– How do the mobility activities vary by country?
– How do the mobility activities vary by sub-programme?
– What is the mobility pattern in the programme as a whole, and how have the mobility activities developed since the previous evaluation?
– How do the participants of the programmes perceive the mobility activities?
– Is funding deemed sufficient?
– Are requirements for participating in mobility activities at a reasonable level?
Organisational and administrational efficiency
• How does the new programme committee function?
– Has a joint programme committee led to a more strategic and holistic programme management?
– Is the programme committee a relevant and effective control mechanism?
• How has the administrative set-up functioned since the strengthening of the main co-ordinator function?
• How has the start-up with the new online application and reporting system, Espresso, functioned, and is there a need to take any further action in this area?
Strategic input to further development
• Is there a need to optimise Nordplus’ tools and instruments primarily in Nordplus Junior and Nordplus Higher Education in relation to the EU’s Lifelong Learning Programme (LLP)?3
• Have the systematic and continuous efforts to strengthen the profiling, information and dissemination of results been sufficient?
1.2.1 Additional instructions to question 7
In January 2014, EU launched Erasmus+, which replaced LLP (including the sectorial programmes Comenius, Erasmus, Leonardo da Vinci and Grundtvig) and the programme Youth in Action. Initially, the intention was to compare Nordplus with the LLP sub-programmes but instead comparisons are made with Erasmus+.
At the start of the evaluation, NCMS provided clarifying instructions regarding the evaluation question of Nordplus’ tools and instruments in relation to the EU-programme. The clarifications were:
• What are the similarities and differences between Nordplus and Erasmus+?
• Are there any overlaps or gaps in the activities offered in Nordplus and Erasmus+?
• Are Nordplus and Erasmus+ competing in any way?
1.3 Methodology
Below, the evaluation methods and data sources used in this evaluation are presented.
1.3.1 Desk research
A large amount of documentation of Nordplus have been investigated. The provided documentation concern for instance activities carried out and decisions taken prior to the current programme period as well as complete information of activities carried out during the current period. The documentation has been of significant importance in following how the work within Nordplus has changed and developed.
1.3.2 Interviews
4
Due to a change of main administrator in Nordplus Junior in 2015, a group interview was conducted with three individuals at the Swedish Council for Higher Education in January 2015. We have also conducted exploratory interviews and been in continuous dialogue with the NCMS along the course of the evaluation.
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