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2 Introduction

2.1 Background

The Schwarz Report ‘Fair Admissions to HE: Recommendations for Good Practice’ (2004) listed five principles of a fair admissions system, of which the first was that a fair admissions system should be transparent.  As well as providing the information applicants needed to make an informed choice of course, transparency was considered to include a mechanism for providing feedback to applicants:

‘Institutions should conduct and publish a periodic analysis of admissions data, and provide feedback on request to unsuccessful applicants’

In accordance with this principle, in February 2008 the Supporting Professionalism in Admissions group (SPA) published a Statement of Good practice on Feedback to Unsuccessful Applicants, following consultation with the sector which started in May 2007.  The SPA Statement of Good Practice provides a detailed development of the transparency principle, with sixteen sections related to the publication of clear criteria for decision making on applications and to the provision of feedback to unsuccessful applicants.

In the early development of this statement SPA collaborated in the work of a JISC-funded UCAS scoping study, which investigated the way in which feedback was provided to applicants for employment, as a possible model for HE.  This study, which was completed in March 2007, concluded that employers’ processes for providing such feedback had not reached any higher level of development than the best HE practice of the time.  However, as a result of the investigations, the study was able to make seven specific recommendations about good practice in the field and findings were summarised in an aspirational view of good practice, labelled an ‘HE Application Model’.

This Statement of Good Practice and the findings of the scoping study form the background to this project.  The project seeks to improve and encourage fairness in admissions to HE by investigating the provision of high-quality feedback to applicants on their application to HE, whilst minimising the additional administrative burden placed on institutions.

One of the key conclusions of the scoping study has particular relevance for this project:

‘For applicants applying through UCAS there is a progression through a centralised system, which permits three distinct rounds of application for a particular year of entry, up to six initial choices (this will be 5 from 2008 entry) and, if unsuccessful, followed by further choices in Extra and, finally, choices in Clearing.  The progression provides a structure, through which the applicant can improve performance, in respect of applications to different HEIs and in some cases the same ones, or even sometimes the same course.  For school and college leavers the process might be strongly supported by staff in the feeder establishment, who are well placed to act as agents for the applicant.  These factors increase the demand for feedback and probably its efficacy.’

The implication of the above is that the unique features of the UCAS application process could allow a response to feedback by an applicant within the same application cycle, allowing an applicant to tailor and direct subsequent applications so as to maximise the chance of success.

As a result of developments at UCAS, it is already possible for institutions to supply some feedback to unsuccessful applicants for 2009 entry through the UCAS, CUKAS and GTTR schemes. This has been achieved by use of an amended decision with the addition of free text, or an institution-specific abbreviation providing details of the feedback.  Part of the project will be to investigate whether this process could or should be further developed.

2.2 Document Purpose

The purpose of this document is to:

· Define the functional requirements of the EFIFA prototype
· Document formal acceptance of these requirements.
2.3 High Level Scope

2.3.1 Included in Scope

· The ability for each institution/user to maintain a database of predefined text, keyed by code, which is accessed to provide feedback to the Applicant
· The database should be menu driven by the type of user and, in the case of HEIs, institution, faculty and course, thus introducing a high level of flexibility in both the text maintenance and subsequent use
· Consideration will be given to the bulk feed of Codes and associated text in parallel with 1-2-1 maintenance through weblink or similar

· The ability to provide free format text as feedback to the Applicant
· The ability for an institution/user to provide feedback via a combination of predefined and free format text
· The ability for an institution/user to provide feedback at the point of 'Decision' or at a later date, in response to an Applicant's request for feedback or greater feedback
· Consideration will be given to the processing of Bulk Feedback in the form of a .csv file, keyed by Applicant Number

· The ability for an Applicant to view their decisions and any associated Feedback

· Production of documentation to enable each institution/user to utilize the prototype.

2.3.2 Excluded from Scope

· A national set of codes and associated paragraphs
· The ability for an Applicant to request feedback via UCAS

· The ability for an Applicant to request a copy of Feedback to Adviser, School, College etc.

· Presentation of decisions and associated feedback to a Customer Services Unit (or similar).

2.3.3 Constraints

· Time to complete the design and development and meet the JISC deadline of delivery by 9th March 2009 may limit the scope of the prototype
· Assuming the prototype is deployed on a server at STAR (UCAS Disaster Recovery site in Gloucester), in the event of Disaster Recovery being required, the service will, probably, be lost.
2.4 Assumptions

· The development will be carried out by a contractor, as suitable resource is not available from the Digital Services developer pool within the timescales required
· The prototype will be developed in MySQL and deployed using TOMCAT

· The prototype will be deployed on a server at STAR (UCAS Disaster Recovery site in Gloucester)

· The EFIFA prototype may reside at STAR for 2-3 years in order to complete the JISC evaluation.

2.4.1 Deliverables
· A database of predefined text, keyed by code, which will be menu driven by the type of user and, in the case of HEIs, institution, faculty and course
· An Applications database
· Institution/User interfaces for
· The maintenance of Predefined Text

· Reading Applications

· Making Decisions

· Providing Feedback

· A user interface for Applicants to view their decisions and any associated Feedback
· Documentation that enables each institution/user to utilize the prototype.
2.5 Overview

Delivery of the project is broken down as follows:

Phase 1 – Functional Requirements

Phase 2 – Design

Phase 3 – Build

Phase 4 – Test

Phase 5 – Release

Phase 6 – Warranty

3 Functional Requirements
3.1 Number of Users / Anticipated Data Volatility

The proposed system will be a prototype for demonstration purposes, hence, the number of concurrent users will be small (<10).

Equally, the databases will be relatively small and, although data may change frequently, the volume of changes will be small.
3.2 Accessing The Screen(s)

The screens will be accessed via a URL, which the User will call from a web browser.
http://research.ucas.com/efifa/
3.3 Security

In a 'live' situation an Institution/User should only be able to see Applications, which are applicable to them, for instance

· An Applicant to University may make up to 5 Choices, which may be at 5 different institutions.  In this case, an Institution may only see the Application to their Institution.
· Further Education Colleges and Employers have much more of a 1-2-1 relationship with their Applicants, but, if the prototype system is deployed across many user types, Applications should only be viewable by those for whom they were intended.
However, for the purposes of the prototype/demonstrator, such security is, probably, not necessary, as

-
All scenarios and associated names will be fictitious

-
There will be advantages in being able to demonstrate all scenarios, e.g. a HEI may be interested in what is delivered for an Employer)

To accommodate this, it will be necessary to select of institution or applicant from a list, thereby removing the need for login credentials, but, also, show the full functionality.
3.4 Functionality

3.4.1 Pre-defined Text Maintenance
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3.4.1.1 Business Rules

· Each institution/user needs to be able to maintain a database of predefined text, keyed by code, which is accessed to provide feedback to the Applicant

· The database should be menu driven by the type of user and, in the case of HEIs, institution, faculty and course, thus introducing a high level of flexibility in both the text maintenance and subsequent use

· Initially, 1-2-1 maintenance will be supported via a set of screens, which will permit the User to Delete, Add or Modify the Codes and associated text

· Having selected their institution, by scrolling down a list and highlighting it, the institution representative will be presented with 3 new ’scrolling’ boxes:

1.
Containing statements relating to the Institution in general.

2.
Containing statements relating to ALL Faculties in the institution.

3.
Containing statements relating to ALL Courses in the institution.

· Consideration will, also, be given to the bulk feed of Codes and associated text, probably, via a .csv file, together with an Activator (D = Delete, A = Add, M= Modify).

N.B.
The current 'live' UCAS Conditions maintenance system supports the addition of new Conditions or the editing of existing Conditions, but new ones are automatically given the next Code in sequence and added to the bottom of the list.  If time permits, consideration should be given to enhancing the proposed structure with the ability to select a Code to be used for the next Condition, rather than automatic allocation of the next Code in sequence.
3.4.2 The Feedback Process

[image: image2.emf]Institution / User Host System Dummy Applicant

Makes Application

Application 

Database

Updates 

Application 

Database

Reads 

Application

Make Decision

Adds 

Feedback

Updates 

Application 

Database

NO

Views Decision

YES

Pre-Defined 

Text Database

Expected Text

NO

Add Free Text

YES

Add Free Text

YES

NO

Decision 

Already made

NO

YES

Sufficient 

Feedback

End Application

YES

Start Application

Trigger

Application awaiting 

Decision OR Feedback 

requested

Request 

Feedback

NO

Replies directly 

to Applicant

YES

NO

Replies directly 

to Applicant

YES

NO

Create 

email

Select from 3 

drop down 

lists


3.4.2.1 Adding the Feedback

The Admissions officer, or similar representative (User), will have access to a screen into which they may:
-
Write 'Free Text'
-
Call 1 or more pre-defined Statements from any of 3 lists:

1.
Statements relating to the Institution in general,
2.
Statements relating to ALL Faculties in the institution,
3.
Statements relating to ALL Courses in the institution, 

i.e. no limit on the number of pre-defined Statements selected
-
Intersperse any of the pre-defined Statements with additional 'Free Text'.

N.B.
The ‘ideal’ situation would be, for both maintenance and calling functions, to offer the user the ability to enter the Faculty, e.g. Law, then only Law related Faculty and Course statements will be presented for maintenance or calling.  However, it will not been possible to include this level of sophistication in the first release of the prototype.
3.4.2.2 Editing

1.
Permit editing of text on the preview screen followed by "Send Feedback to Applicant".
2.
Permit the user to return to the 'Calling' screen, where the original combination of 'Free Text' and pre-defined Statements will be displayed for adjustment.

N.B.
If the User adds 'Free Text' to the preview screen and then returns to the 'Calling' screen, their changes will be lost.  To preserve preview screen changes is possible, however, it will not been possible to include this level of sophistication in the first release of the prototype.
3.4.2.3 Scenarios

The Application Database will need to accommodate Application details, which meet the following scenarios:
· Applicants who have completed the full cycle of application to an institution, with a decision and/or feedback

· Applicants who have completed the full cycle of application to a company, with a decision and/or feedback

· Applicants who have completed a part cycle of application to an institution, with no decision or feedback

· Applicants who have completed a part cycle of application to a company, with no decision or feedback.
N.B.1.
The scenarios outlined above are defined at a high level, the details of which will be built in a separate document.
N.B.2.
The scenarios need to be demonstrable on a laptop at a User's site.  In addition, they must be accessible and maintainable by a User from their site to a server at STAR (UCAS Disaster Recovery site in Gloucester).

3.4.2.4 Application Database Attributes

The following are the minimum data requirements required to support the scenarios outlined above
· Applicant Number

· Applicant Name

· Applicant Contact Address, incl. Postcode

· Email Address (not necessarily populated)

· Qualifications achieved to date
· Future Qualifications - What, When and associated Predicted Grades

· Personal Statement

· Choices

· Institution/User

· Decision

· Feedback

· Applicant

· Reply
3.4.2.5 Correspondence with the Applicant

The flowchart above omits something, which currently happens in the UCAS 'live' system and may be possible to demonstrate, in a similar manner, in the prototype, but is not considered essential in the first iteration:

Whenever, the Application Database is updated with a Decision and/or Feedback the Applicant's Application should be examined to see if an email address is present

· If an email address is present, send an email to the Applicant, containing the Decision and/or Feedback

· If an email address is not present, send a letter to the Applicant's contact address, containing the Decision and/or Feedback.

3.5 Reporting

Performance analysis will be required some time (TBA) after the prototype is launched.  This analysis will cover such things as:

· Which institutions use the service

· Which other bodies use the service

· What is their volume of use

· What are their reactions to using the system

· What is 'common' Feedback

However, how and when this reporting will be produced is still under discussion at this time (13th January 2009).

3.6 Interfaces

This will be a stand-alone prototype, hence, there should be no need for interfaces with specific external systems.  However, there will need to be user interfaces for
· Institutions/Users for

· The maintenance of Predefined Text

· Reading Applications

· Making Decisions

· Providing Feedback

· Applicants to view their decisions and any associated Feedback.
N.B.
Applicants may request Feedback or Additional Feedback, but they will be required to contact the Institution/User directly.

3.7 Data Cleansing Considerations

If this was a 'production' system, personal information would 'normally' be kept for no more than 2 Application Cycles, according to the agreement between UCAS and the HEIs and that entered into with the Applicants.  This may vary for other 'Users' in the future, e.g. FE Colleges, Employers.
However, this is a 'prototype' system and personal information will be fictitious or anonymised.  Hence data cleansing should not be a consideration.

3.8 Data Migration Considerations

Not applicable, as this is a prototype, not a production, system.
4 Outstanding Issues

	Issue
	Action
	Date Resolved

	Some screen text does not reflect the latest design of the process flows.
	Update screen text accordingly
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	Detail of issue
	The action taken to resolve
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