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1. Introduction

This report details evaluation activities and conclusions for the Martini project from July 2001 to the end of June 2002.  The project was in a formative state during this period, and evaluation activity reflects this.  A summative evaluation will be carried out at a later date.

CERLIM’s involvement in Martini is in the role of external evaluator, with a remit to monitor and report upon the process and progress of the project, the quality of the products, and the impact of the project upon local users and the wider community.

2. The Aims and Objectives of the Martini Project

2.1 The wider context.

Martini’s aims and objectives emanate from the JISC 7/99 Managed Learning Environments programme: Building MLEs in HE
. 

The aim of this JISC programme is to explore developments which test, evaluate, and prove or disprove the generic deployment of technology in support of improved learning. The programme also aims to develop good practice and share ideas and experiences across HE and FE sectors. The specific objectives are to:

· Demonstrate to the HE/FE community the potential of MLEs to support and enhance learning and teaching; identify the generic and transferable aspect of the development projects 

· Demonstrate the benefit of a student-centred approach to service provision. 

· Enrich the educational sector understanding of the cultural and organisation issues encountered when developing MLEs; 

· Create technical and organisational guidelines to support the introduction of MLEs

Within this wider context Martini is one of four projects grouped together under the theme ‘Joined up System for Learners’.  These projects aim to develop a learner-focussed Managed Environment by linking their Virtual Learning Environments to other student support systems.

2.2 
Martini’s particular aims
.

The aims of the Martini project are to:

· provide an integrated information delivery service for students. It will deliver what students need, where and when they need it. As such it will be the focus of student access to institutional information systems.

· provide a framework which can be reused at any institution to enhance the student experience. 

· develop a Web-based front end and a set of tools which will allow the integration of a range of institutional information systems. It will be    database-driven, to include both static data (e.g. course guides) and dynamic data (e.g. course marks, accommodation information etc.).

Similar objectives are defined by the Martini team in the project plan: 

‘to allow all students to have direct, seamless and secure access to all personal data held about them on university databases, combined with easily navigable links to related data of interest to them.’

However, the recent expansion of interest in VLEs, MLEs and portals, and especially the findings of the JISC Interoperability Pilots
 suggest that the value of Martini may lie less in its potential as an end-user service to deliver ‘institutional information systems’, than in its potential as ‘middleware’ to integrate these systems with VLEs.  It has been noticeable that during the course of the project the intended outcome has shifted towards a concept of Martini as a ‘plug in-able component’.    

There are two intended outcomes of the Martini project.  Firstly, that Martini will provide UEA with an end user system for students. This implies a considerable cultural change in attitude towards the accessing of personal data, and is therefore dependent upon the co-operation of data providers as well as upon overcoming a complex technical challenge.  It is encouraging to note that Senior Managers at UEA have expressed a commitment to the continued development of the project for several years.  

Secondly, it is hoped that the main project deliverable will be a reusable generic toolkit of code modules which can be implemented at low cost, to benefit the wider community.  Thus Martini should have the potential to become a component of any HE institution’s MLE or institutional, or student portal.

3.
Project Process and Progress Issues

3.1
Project management

Building on the experience of the AGORA project, and considering the scale of Martini, the project team decided to use simple but robust project management tools.  It was thought that adhering to a more complex methodology, such as PRINCE2, would place an unnecessary burden upon the development team, and may hamper progress rather than enable it.

The key project management document is the Project Plan, produced in December 2001, which clearly defines the project objectives, structure and methodology, as well as technical, evaluation, and communication and dissemination issues.  At the core of the planning document is the ‘Outline Plan’ which divides project activities into six detailed three-monthly stages.  For each stage, an ‘End of Stage Report’ is produced which monitors progress, delay and deferment of project activities.  Any changes in the plan are documented on a Change Control Form, and these are brought to the Steering Group for approval.  This provides a robust project management framework, which has operated well so far.

The decision to move responsibility for project management to Corporate Information Systems, while retaining the continued support and input of the original Project Manager in an advisory role has proved beneficial.  The link between Project Manager and technical developers is closer than is traditionally found, and this has undoubtedly helped to move the project forward quickly.

3.2
Achievement of milestones

The achievement of milestones in the early stages of the project was hampered by several factors.  

· delay in appointing to the post of technical systems developer, which was not achieved until early 2002 because the post had to be re-advertised when the first appointee declined to take up the position.  This caused the development of the user interface to be delayed, although other developmental work was carried out.  

· delay in establishing the various key groups 

· major restructuring of Information Services at UEA    

Revised milestones have been approved by the Steering Group, and are being achieved consistently.  It is noted that despite the slow start, the intention at present is for the project to be completed by its end date of December 2002.

3.3
Involvement of Key Groups 
As noted above, there have been delays in setting up various key groups for this project.  

· The Steering Group did not hold its first meeting until the end of April 2002, ten months after the start of the project.  However, this meeting was well-attended, and a productive discussion of the progress of the project took place.

· Data Providers were identified quickly, and key representatives recruited early.   The Group meeting originally planned for Stage 1 was moved to Stage 4.  However it proved difficult for the evaluation team to consult this group of stakeholders, with one nominated data provider apparently no longer aware of the project!  It is important that data providers are fully involved in the project, as lack of support from this key group may impede the embedding of the Martini system at UEA.  It is hoped therefore that their interest can be reawakened as soon as possible.

· The User Group, consisting for the most part of students at the University of East Anglia is small.  Members were recruited by approaching various student groups rather than by seeking volunteers from the student community at large.  Commitment from these student groups does not seem to have been readily forthcoming in some cases, despite the best efforts of the Project Officer.  A member of staff from the Dean of Students Office represents disabled users and their concerns.  

It is acknowledged that the recruitment and retention of student volunteers is always problematic, and it is noted that the prototype user testing coincided with the start of the examination period, which may have further reduced the number of students available and willing to test the prototype.  In addition it is possible that some of the User Group will leave at the end of the current academic year, and will therefore not be available for the second iteration of interface testing.  The project team is urged to ensure that a sufficiently large user group is maintained to provide meaningful feedback from user testing, especially as the User Requirements Document will be informed by the results of the first iteration of prototype testing.  

· It is noted that there is no involvement of teaching staff in the Martini project, and we acknowledge that the provision of student data to staff is not within the project remit.  However, teaching staff need access to data about students for many valid reasons, and may welcome a facility to access this data online.  It is our view that the dissemination of information about the Martini project to teaching staff could usefully inform debate about such new provision, and may also smooth the path towards the integration of administrative data into VLEs.  Encouraging liaison would be particularly timely in view of UEA’s intention to have an Information Strategy in place in January 2003, as this would help to implement an integrated approach to the development of the new Strategy.

3.4
User testing

Despite the delay in the appointment of the Technical Systems Developer, a simple prototype demonstration was made to the external evaluator in March 2002.  At this stage, the system enabled students to view their student record, and personalise the system by adding links.  By the time of the Steering Group meeting on 25 April, progress was evident, with other databases linked to the system, accessible through a single login.  The prototype system was sufficiently well-developed to enable user testing to take place on schedule during May/June 2002.  It is to the credit of the Martini team that this major staffing problem was not allowed to jeopardize the progress of the project.

A comprehensive User Group Evaluation questionnaire was developed by the Project Officer, covering the areas of presentation and general use (including appearance, legibility, content, navigation and language), functionality (including interaction with data, security and customisation) and future development.  The prototype evaluation sessions held with a limited number of users at the end of May provided useful and informative feedback, and the raw results were sent to CERLIM promptly.  Users seem generally pleased with system, but raised the following issues which we judge to be important.  

· The project must address the need for the interface to comply with the Disability Discrimination Act and the SEN and Disability Acts, and it was encouraging to see the involvement of the Deputy Dean of Students in the User Testing sessions.  We recommend that close working links are continued between the interface design team and the University Disability Co-ordinator, in order to draw upon expertise in this area as the interface undergoes development.

· Also consideration must be given to whether the ‘raw data’ in University administrative systems is in a suitable format for presentation to students.  In particular, care must be taken to ensure that codes are replaced by or supplemented with meaningful text.

· Thirdly, there was unanimous strong agreement that students do not wish their personal data to be accessible to anyone but themselves.  This security issue is addressed by the seventh principle of the Data Protection Act, and is a matter of balancing the risk of disclosing personal data against the harm which might ensue.  Even from the small number of participants in the evaluation session, it is clear that this could be a very important issue to some students. 

The Project Team appears to have taken these concerns on board, and is confident that adequate security measures will be in place in the final system.  However, it is recommended that students’ concerns be acknowledged and messages of reassurance given to them about the security of the Martini system.  Otherwise those students who voice reservations about the system may deter others from using it.

3.5 Functionality 

At its present stage of development, Martini has not reached full functionality, in that access to all the proposed systems has not yet been provided.  However good progress has been made, with the linking together of the student record and unit enrolment databases.  Stakeholders expressed some concern that linking with other ‘bought in’ packages may prove more difficult, reflecting similar concerns in other institutions.

4.
Technical issues

· IMS - The project was committed to using IMS, and mapping was completed during Stage 3.  The findings of the project team, that only 10% mapping to the standard was possible, with 90% extensions, seem to be in line with opinions expressed by other JISC projects.  This is clearly an issue to be addressed by the wider community.

· Technical design – The only technical design documents which the evaluators have been able to acquire are those provided to the Steering Group, and the System Architecture Document.  From these it would appear that the design is appropriate to the identified purpose.  The challenge of linking to vendor products, mentioned above, has been taken on board and is being addressed.

· WAP technology - The decision not to proceed with a WAP interface was carefully discussed, and in our view is appropriate, given the developments in this field since the project was proposed.

· WebObjects – The decision to base development on WebObjects technology is in our view appropriate, and will future proof the Martini product as far as possible.

5.
Dissemination

The information on dissemination activities given below has been provided by the Project Officer.  We anticipate that when a demonstrator system is available on the Web, this will provide an opportunity for broader dissemination to the HE community.

STAGE 1 (July – September 2001)

Meeting with data providers (June 2001)

STAGE 2 (October – December 2001)

JCIEL Workshop Group4 meeting (Leicester, 16 October)

Completion & approval of Dissemination & Communication Plan (November)

Participation in JCIEL workshops (London, 23 November & Edinburgh, 26 November)

Website activated (December 2001)

Meeting with senior UEA stakeholders (October)

STAGE 3 (January – March 2002)

Participation in JCIEL Programme meeting poster session (Manchester, 23-24 January)

Participation in IMS workshop (Leicester, March)

Bulletin no. 1 – January 2002

Bulletin no. 2 – February/March 2002

STAGE 4 (April – June 2002)

Bulletin no. 3 – March/April 2002

Bulletin no. 4 – April/May 2002 

Bulletin no. 5 – May/June 2002 [to come]

MLE Presentation to senior UEA staff [to come]

6.
Conclusion

Our overall evaluation at this stage is that the project is progressing well, is supported by a project team which is committed to its success, and appears to have the assurance of continued support from the University. 

Issues of concern are stated throughout this report, and range from addressing cultural factors and the institutional change required to embed a Martini-type system in a University, to the minutiae of the demands made by users regarding the presentation of their personal data.  We are confident that the Project Team is aware of these issues, and will deal with them competently.
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