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JISC Project Plan 
Overview of Project

1. Background

The general problem being addressed is how to enrich foreign language learning experiences by providing realistic socio-cultural settings and content. It is recognised that optimum language learning occurs when the learner is immersed in the host culture. Many foreign students wishing to study in a UK HEI undertake pre-degree courses to help them meet the required proficiency level. At the University of Essex such courses are provided on campus by the International Academy. By studying in the UK the students have the advantage of being immersed in the culture but traditional classroom methods rarely take advantage of the cultural context to control the learning content (classroom learning by definition removes students from the ‘real’ world). Outside of the classroom, the students often cluster together forming linguistic or cultural ghettos.  Further, traditional courses in the host country are an additional expense for the student, and there is an undoubted market for a cheaper, distance learning (DL) option. However most distance learning solutions are not only culturally but also socially impoverished (a particular problem in learning conversational English). The latter has been improved through the use of ‘chat’ rooms and social computing/software technologies, but these are often text based, asynchronous and context independent communications. These ‘social’ facilities are usually ‘add-ons’ and do not form part of the explicit curricula being taught making them both linguistically and intellectually impoverished.
The challenge therefore is to provide rich contextual settings for effectively using and practising language in both traditional and distance learning formats.
2. Aims and Objectives

The SIMiLLE project will investigate using virtual world technologies to create meaningful contexts for learning a foreign language. It addresses the problem for distance learning students unable to experience the cultural and social immersion when learning a language, and to enrich and control the cultural content for students already located in the host environment. A virtual world will be built using Sun’s Darkstar Platform and Project Wonderland tools. It will be evaluated for both its technological and pedagogical utility.
3. Overall Approach

Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL) is complex, but essentially any effective enabling technology needs to meet the following requirements:

1. High quality, synchronous, communication. Many virtual worlds are still dependent on text-based communication, whereas high quality speech is essential for language learning (e.g. for learning pronunciation, conversational skills). The communication must also be closely synchronised with avatar behaviour (e.g. directional and gesture based) to support both verbal and non-verbal communications.

2. Realistic settings and behaviours, which provide contextual cues and sign posts for meaningful discourse and interactions, and to support a ‘sense of presence and self’. In many respects this means ‘restraining’ permissible actions (e.g. flying; avatar dress etc) within the virtual world, and building worlds around purposeful and realistic roles (e.g. a shopkeeper) and actions (e.g. shopping), and not just place (e.g. the shopping mall). 

3. Reflection, imitation and practice where the learner has an opportunity to reflect on what is learnt and to take remedial action through further imitation and practice. This requirement is particularly difficult to achieve for DL students, and areas in the Virtual World where such activities can take place will be needed.

4. Personalised to support learners of different abilities, styles and learning pace. A selection of different learning scenarios with pre-built associated Virtual Worlds is required to meet individual learners’ needs.

5. Transparent teaching so learners become less distracted by the mechanics of the teaching and more focussed on the learning process and content.

6. Motivating through greater realism, autonomous interactions and compelling scenarios. 

The project will use Sun’s open source Darkstar platform and Project Wonderland tools as the technology, combined with scenarios to support the learning, and Mayes’ (1995) conceptual framework to inform the pedagogical design and evaluation of the learning system. The learners will be foreign students learning English, and trainee teachers of foreign languages. Sustainability is being assured by the use and adoption of the system by the University’s International Academy with support from the Department of Language & Linguistics.

The University of Essex has already built MiRTLE (Mixed Reality Teaching & Learning) using Project Wonderland and this will form the bases for SIMiLLE.  MiRTLE provides a mixed reality environment for combining local and remote students in a traditional higher education setting. The environment augments existing teaching practice with the ability to foster a sense of community amongst both remote and local students. The mixed reality environment links the physical and virtual worlds and is ideal for supporting DL students. 

Scenario-based learning is essential for defining the worlds and learning goals and activities required from the students. A scenario could be for example, a shopping task, where students are given a list of items to be bought in a virtual shopping mall. In doing so they will interact with other students (remote or at the host institution) undertaking the same task, and trainee teachers performing key roles in the scenario (shop keepers etc). The inclusion of students undertaking a teaching qualification provides those students with a realistic exposure to learners’ needs.

Mayes’ three stage conceptual framework (conceptualisation, construction and dialogue) will provide a pedagogical basis for design and evaluation of the system. Much of the previous work using the framework was based on the use of so-called Web 1.0 technologies, and mapping these to appropriate stages of the Mayes conceptual framework. We now need to consider how this can be extended for the new generation of Web 2.0 and particularly immersive virtual environments. 

4. Project Outputs

	
	Technical deliverables
	Timing

	D1
	SIMiLLE requirements documentation. To include:

· Scenarios and user needs

· Learning outcomes
	By 31st July 2009

	D2
	SIMiLLE Trial and Evaluation plan

- to include formative evaluation results
	By 31st December 2009

	D3
	SiMiLLE evaluation report 
	By 30th April 2010

	D4
	SIMiLLE Wonderland demonstrator

- to include technical documentation
	By 30th April 2010

	D5
	SIMiLLE Good Practice Guidance report
	By 30th April 2010




	
	Core Project Document
	Timing

	D6
	Project Plan 
	Within 3 months of start date
By 31st July 2009

(this document)

	D7
	Project web page on JISC web site, including copy of accepted project proposal
	Within 1 month of start date
By 29th May 2009

	D8
	Project web site at the University of Essex 
	Within 3 months of start date
By 31st July 2009

	D9
	Progress Report, including financial statement
	Mid-point progress report: 30th October 2009

	D10
	Final Report
	Draft version 31st March 2010 
Final version 30th April 2010

	D11
	Completion Report, including financial statement
	30th April 2010


In addition, the SIMiLLE project will allocate 10 person days for the duration of the project to participate in JISC programme activities. The project management role will also include time to liaise with the Programme Manager on a regular basis. The University of Essex will also provide the Programme Manager with access to the key project staff, and project resources, at any reasonable time (to be agreed on a per case basis).

5. Project Outcomes

The JISC  e-learning programme has a vision of a world where learners and teachers benefit from the power of new technologies to enhance their educational experience. Initially many of the benefits resulted from technologies that tended to emulate existing practices. Innovation is required to ‘rediscover’ pedagogy and to apply the principles to generate new insights and practices.  One challenge is to ‘unshackle’ the learners from the classroom by providing alternative environments where key pedagogical principles can still be applied and learners and teachers can be exposed to new and enriching experiences. Virtual Worlds could be a particularly potent environment to support constructivist principles by gaining knowledge and understanding through exploration, reflections and practice. In this context Virtual World solutions are particularly pertinent to work-based learning with its more applied and practical focus. 

Not all situations or individuals will benefit from a Virtual World solution and so we need a better understanding of when and how to apply virtual world technologies to teaching and learning. The creation of a ‘Good Practice Guide’ will go part way to informing both practitioners and their Senior Managers about the benefits and cost of deploying Virtual World solutions in their own institutions. This understanding could also be used by the JISC to inform future funding decisions.

The adoption of an open source solution (Wonderland) also meets the e-learning programme needs to encourage a flexible architecture, and the re-use of scenario-based worlds and objects encourages efficient use of resources and could be a key building block for any future community of practice. 

Finally, JISC is committed to working closely with the HEA Subject Centres. The subject centre for Language Linguistic and Area Studies (LLAS) is particularly relevant to this proposal.  The LLAS community, as portrayed on their web site, is still mainly in the Web 1.0 world. SIMiLLE will aim to inject more innovation into the community through the provision of resources (e.g. Good Practice guides) and contributions and leadership in the LLAS forum. 

6. Stakeholder Analysis

	Stakeholder
	Interest / stake
	Importance

	LLAS Subject Centre
	Medium
	Adoption of innovative language learning approaches

	International Academy (University of Essex)
	High
	SIMiLLE trial department

	Department of Language and Linguistics

(University of Essex)
	High
	Adoption of innovative language learning approaches

	Learning and Teaching Unit (University of Essex)
	High
	e-Learning strategy at the University of Essex

	JISC e-learning programme
	Medium
	Dissemination of new approaches

	e-learning research and development community
	Low
	Wider dissemination

	Trial users (Teachers and students)
	High
	Help to evaluate the system

	Project Wonderland community
	Medium
	Dissemination of results

Solving of technical problems in Wonderland

	Other students and teachers (users)
	Low
	Dissemination route. Future uptake of associated services.


7. Risk Analysis

	Risk
	Probability

(1-5)
	Severity

(1-5)
	Score

(P x S)
	Action to Prevent/Manage Risk

	Staffing
	1
	4
	4
	All project staff are already in place. If a member of staff becomes unavailable (eg. falls ill) then we have access to other staff with complementary skills within the department. There is also some duplication of skills between team members which provides a level of backup.

	Organisational
	1
	3
	3
	Have full support of the key organisations at The University of Essex

	Technical
	2
	2
	4
	We aim to use the new Wonderland 0.5 platform (due in July 2009). However in the event of problems we can always revert to the previous 0.4 platform –which the team have a great deal of experience in using. The main issue will be in transferring 3D content between the 2 versions. As we are using the Sketchup tool it should be possible to export the content in different formats to meet this need. We would provide guidance on this process on our project wiki. As we are familiar with the toolsets on both versions then we do not anticipate any resource implications in moving between the 2 versions (both are based on Java).

	External suppliers
	1
	2
	2
	Although we are using open source software, we benefit from excellent links with Sun Microsystems (provider of the Wonderland platform). We also make use of a number of immersive education forums.

	Legal
	1
	1
	1
	No legal risks anticipated

	Poor student use/takeup
	1
	3
	3
	Involvement of International Academy to recruit suitable users for trials. Proper briefing and preparation of support materials for the user trials.

	Poor practitioner use/takeup
	1
	3
	3
	As above, plus involvement of teacher students (Language and Linguistics) in the formative development phase to ensure that the system meets their needs.

	Technical barriers to students participating in trials
	2
	3
	6
	A systems requirements and familiarisation phase will be built into the trial setup and preparation.

Most modern PCs will be capable of running the system.


8. Standards

	Name of standard or specification
	Version
	Notes

	Java JDK and JRE
	Latest release, currently 1.6.x
	Everything is built on top of Java

	Java 3D
	1.4.0
	For Wonderland v0.4, graphics engine

	JMonkey (JME)
	2.0
	For Wonderland v0.5, graphics engine

	Collada
	1.5
	For Wonderland v0.5. Open XML standard schema for 3D content

	SVN 
	1.6
	Source code control

	LDAP
	3.0
	User directory/access


9. Technical Development

Sun’s Project Darkstar is a computational infrastructure to support online gaming. Project Wonderland is an open-source project offering a client server architecture and set of technologies to support the development of virtual and mixed reality environments. The graphical content that creates the visible world as well as the screen buffers controlling the scene currently use Java3D (in Wonderland 0.4), and is moving to JME for Wonderland 0.5. Additional objects/components to Wonderland (such as a camera device to record audio and video seen from a client) make use of other technologies such as the Java Media Framework. Graphical content can be added to a Wonderland world by creating objects using a graphics package such as Blender or Maya (in Wonderland 0.4), and in Wonderland version 0.5 is adopting the Collada standard. Project Wonderland also supports shared software applications, such as word processors, web browsers and document presentation tools. A user is represented as an avatar (eventually it is intended that avatars would have an appearance similar to that of its user). A user can speak through their avatar to others in the world via the voice-bridge and a microphone and speaker, or use a dedicated chat window for text-based messages. 

The technical development approach will require the team to download and install a Wonderland (0.5) server. We will use the latest version of the Ubuntu (Linux) operating system to host this server. 

The server will then be configured to meet the requirements identified by the project. Most the of the technical development will be focussed on the following activities:

· Creating the 3D content required to run on the Wonderland server. As Wonderland 0.5 will be based on the Collada standard, we plan to use the free Google Sketchup tool to create all 3D content needed for the project

· Configuring the Wonderland server. This will mainly consist of the following:

· Setting up the voice-bridge

· Setting up any shared applications

· Creating any additional features (eg. ‘cone of silence’, animated bots, etc)

· Configuring the user access and networking features. This will mainly consist of the following:

· Configuring the network firewall to allow the required traffic to pass through

· Configuring the user access control. In the past we have used an LDAP server to manage the user accounts used by the Wonderland server

· Configuring any source code control required to manage the software development process.  For this we intend to use the SVN code repository

We are not anticipating any hard Java development – most of the work will be focussed on integrating and configuring the environment, and 3D world-building required to support the planned trials.

10. Intellectual Property Rights

All of the software tools and development will be based on free and open source licences. For some of the 3D content we plan to use freely available content from the Google 3D warehouse (see http://sketchup.google.com/3dwarehouse/). We do not anticipate any IPR issues arising from the use of these tools and materials within the SIMiLLE project.

The intellectual property created by the project will be owned by JISC but made available to the wider community on a open source basis via the project website.

Project Resources

11. Project Partners

The SIMiLLE project has only one (lead) partner:

	Partner
	Role
	Main contact

	University of Essex
	Lead partner, project manager, requirements, design, trial and evaluation
	Michael Gardner (project manager)


No consortium agreement is required.

12. Project Management

The project manager, Michael Gardner at the University of Essex will act as the main contact point between the project and JISC.

As project manager he will have the following responsibilities:

· Prepare the project plan

· Coordinate and manage project work

· Monitor project progress and performance

· Ensure that project outputs are delivered on time

· Identify risks, problems and issues, and escalate them as appropriate

· Manage communications within the project and with the programme manager

· Prepare progress, final and other reports

· Arrange meetings and record the minutes

· Manage project resources, including the budget

· Coordinate any work on legal agreements eg. Consortium, vendor or licence agreements

· Maintain the project website

· Maintain project documentation

· Ensure that the project abides by the letter of the grant, the JISC terms and conditions, and the JISC project management guidelines

The project team will be made up of the following members:

	Person
	Role
	Contact details

	Dr. Michael Gardner
	Project Management (WP5) and Best Practice (WP4), Design and Build (WP2)
	Director of the Digital Lifestyles centre

University of Essex

Wivenhoe Park, Colchester, CO4 3SQ

mgardner@essex.ac.uk

	Mr. John Scott
	Design and Build (WP2)
Lead Wonderland developer


	Lecturer, International Academy

University of Essex

Wivenhoe Park, Colchester, CO4 3SQ

jrscott@essex.ac.uk

	Ms. Joy van Helvert
	User needs (WP1)
User needs and scenario building specialist


	University of Essex

Wivenhoe Park, Colchester, CO4 3SQ

jvanhe@essex.ac.uk

	Dr. Adela Ganem
	Trials and evaluation(WP3)

CALL specialist

Evaluation and second language acquisition research

	Academic staff, Language & Linguistics

University of Essex

Wivenhoe Park, Colchester, CO4 3SQ

aganem@essex.ac.uk

	Prof. Chris Fowler
	User needs (WP1)
Pedagogical consultant
	Director Institute for Social and Technical Research

University of Essex

Wivenhoe Park, Colchester, CO4 3SQ

cfowler@essex.ac.uk


The project manager will spend 8% of his time on project management activities.

The project team will not have any additional training needs.

13. Programme Support

We do not anticipate any additional support needs beyond the standard JISC programme management framework, and dissemination events.

14. Budget

See appendix A

Some small changes have been made to the allocations given to Michael Gardner and John Scott. Essentially some of John Scott’s time has been moved to increase Michael Gardner’s allocation. The overall project costs and institutional contribution remains as before.

Detailed Project Planning

15. Workpackages

See accompanying work-package plan in appendix B.

16. Evaluation Plan

	Timing
	Factor to Evaluate
	Questions to Address
	Method(s)
	Measure of Success

	08/09 to 10/09
	Scenario validation
	Scenario validity
	Stakeholder consultation
	Refined scenarios/requirements

Evaluation framework

	11/09 to 12/09
	Formative evaluation
	Usability

Learning outcomes

Meets user needs

Effectiveness

Acceptability
	System walkthroughs, user acceptance trials, and pedagogical assessments
	Revised system design and build (based on the outcomes from the evaluation)

	01/10 to

03/10
	Summative evaluation
	As above
	User trials


	Capture results in the best practice guide


17. Quality Plan

	Output
	

	Timing
	Quality criteria
	QA method(s)
	Evidence of compliance
	Quality responsibilities
	Quality tools 

(if applicable)

	Throughout
	Formal deliverables
	QA review within the project team
	Version control of documents and document history tracking
	Project Manager
	

	
	Issue tracking, change requests, fault logging
	Issue log
	Reviewed at checkpoint meetings
	All
	

	
	Software version control and backups
	SVN repository

Backup regime
	Backup images
	John Scott
	

	Dec 09 and March 10
	Integration and usability testing
	Part of formative and summative evaluations
	Evaluation report
	Project Manager
	

	Monthly
	Progress checking
	Checkpoint meetings
	Minuted meetings
	Project Manager
	


18. Dissemination Plan

	Timing
	Dissemination Activity
	Audience
	Purpose
	Key Message

	Throughout
	Website project news
	Public
	Disseminate latest news
	Project activity and progress

	Project end
	Conference/journal paper
	Public
	Disseminate key findings
	Research values, best practice findings

	Tba
	JISC programme presentations
	JISC community
	Support adoption of findings by the wider JISC community
	Value of project

	Dec 09 and April 10
	LLAS subject centre discussion
	Subject centre members
	Refine and disseminate language learning specific results
	Value to language learning


19. Exit and Sustainability Plans

	Project Outputs
	Action for Take-up & Embedding
	Action for Exit

	Demonstrator/trial system
	Enable the International Academy and the Department of Language and Linguistics at the University of Essex to continue use of the platform
	Discussions on system maintenance and hand-over. Also involve the UESSEX Learning and Teaching and Information Systems units.

	Demonstrator/trial system
	Investigate making the trial system accessible to users outside of the University of Essex
	Discussions with JISC and the UESSEX Information Systems unit.

	Best practise guidelines
	Capture key findings and share with wider community
	See dissemination actions


	Project Outputs
	Why Sustainable
	Scenarios for Taking Forward
	Issues to Address

	Demonstration/trial system
	Hosted and made available to internal (Essex) and external users
	JISC and Essex Information Systems discussions
	Continued hosting and maintenance


Appendixes

Appendix A. Project Budget

Appendix B. Workpackages

Work Plan

	WORKPACKAGES 
	May
	June
	July
	Aug
	Sep
	Oct
	Nov
	Dec
	Jan
	Feb
	Mar
	Apr

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	WP1: User Needs


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	WP2: Design and Build


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	WP3: Trials and Evaluation
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	WP4: Best Practice


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	WP5: Project Management
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	


Project start date: 1st May 2009


Project end date: 30th April 2010



Duration: 12 months

	Workpackage and activity
	Earliest

Start date
	Latest

Completion date
	Outputs

(clearly indicate deliverables & reports in bold)
	Milestone
	Responsibility

	YEAR 1
	
	
	
	
	

	WORKPACKAGE 1: User Needs

Objective: To define the user needs and requirements for the SIMiLLE project. This will be based on the Scenario based User Needs Analysis (SUNA) process which has been already used extensively by the project team. 

	1/5/09
	31/07/09
	
	
	JvH

	Define the project scope, stakeholders and problem definition
	1/5/09
	29/05/09
	Project scoping document
	M1
	JvH

	Define (3) learning scenarios and refine them in a number of workshops
	1/06/09
	30/06/09
	Learning scenarios document
	M2
	JvH

	Define the learner needs and overall system requirements
	15/06/09
	17/07/09
	Learner needs and requirements document
	M3
	JvH

	Define the measurable learning outcomes
	15/06/09
	17/07/09
	Learning outcomes specification
	M4
	CF

	Produce SIMiLE Requirements report
	29/06/09
	31/07/09
	SIMiLE Requirements Report
	D1
	JvH

	
	
	
	
	
	

	WORKPACKAGE 2: Design and Build

Objective: To build a working system (scenario based virtual world learning environment) that meets the user requirements specified in WP1, and that can be used as part of a trial evaluation in WP3. This is mainly a world-building task.
	01/08/09
	30/04/10
	
	
	JS

	System and virtual world design
	01/08/09
	18/09/09
	World design documentation

System development and installation plan
	M5
	JS

	Develop Prototype system (phase 1) and support the formative evaluation (WP3)
	21/09/09
	31/12/09
	System ready for formative evaluation
	M6
	JS

	Develop Prototype system (phase 2) and support the trial (WP3)
	02/11/09
	31/03/10
	System ready for trial
	M7
	JS

	Final demonstrator deployed. Complete technical documentation.
	01/03/10
	30/04/10
	Wonderland Demonstrator and technical documentation
	D4
	JS

	
	
	
	
	
	

	WORKPACKAGE 3: Trials and Evaluation

Objective: To carry out the formative and summative evaluation of SIMiLE, and run a user trial within the International Academy at the University of Essex.
	01/08/09
	30/04/10
	
	
	AG

	Scenario validation exercises eg. test with stakeholders
	01/08/09
	31/10/09
	Refined scenarios/requirements

Evaluation framework
	M8
	AG

	Carry out system walkthroughs, user acceptance trials, and pedagogical assessments of the phase 1 system
	01/11/09
	31/12/09
	Formative evaluation report
	M9
	AG

	Plan for the user trial ie. user recruitment, trial preparation, training, etc

Consult with stakeholders

Produce an evaluation plan
	01/11/09
	31/12/09
	Trial and Evaluation Plan (document)
	D2
	AG

	Carry out the trial and analyse the results. Write evaluation report.
	01/01/10
	30/04/10
	SIMiLE evaluation report
	D3
	AG

	
	
	
	
	
	

	WORKPACKAGE 4: Best Practice

Objective: To produce a best practice guide on when and how to apply virtual world technologies to teaching and learning. Informing both practitioners and Senior Managers about the benefits and cost of deploying Virtual World solutions in their own institutions.
	01/01/10
	30/04/10
	
	
	MG

	Review outputs from project. Liaise with key stakeholders eg. Language and Linguistics and Area Studies (LLAS) subject centre. Discuss with JISC programme manager
	01/01/10
	26/02/10
	Define scope of Best Practice report
	M10
	MG

	Synthesise results into a best practice guide
	01/03/10
	30/04/10
	SIMiLLE Good Practice Guidance report
	D5
	MG

	
	
	
	
	
	

	WORKPACKAGE 5: Project Management

Objective: To provide the main link with the programme and responsibility for ensuring the project is well managed and that core project documentation is submitted to JISC to schedule. Also to liaise with other projects, manage stakeholders and work with the project team to deliver the outputs and outcomes of the project.

	
	
	
	
	MG

	Project Plan (including an Evaluation Plan, QA Plan, Dissemination Plan, and Exit/Dissemination/Sustainability Plan)
	01/05/09
	31/07/09
	Project Plan
	D6
	MG

	Project web page on JISC web site, including copy of accepted project proposal
	01/05/09
	29/05/09
	JISC web page
	D7
	MG

	Project web site at the University of Essex
	01/05/09
	31/07/09
	Project web site
	D8
	MG

	Progress Report, including financial statement
	01/05/09
	30/10/09
	Mid-point progress report
	D9
	MG

	Final Report (draft one month earlier)
	01/04/10
	30/04/10
	Final report
	D10
	MG

	Completion Report, including financial statement
	01/04/10
	30/04/10
	Completion Report
	D11
	MG
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