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Introduction

The Schwartz report on Fair Admissions in 2005 highlighted the need for professionalisation of admissions through the use of transparent processes and efficient administration. There is also an increasing emphasis on personalised admissions. At the same time, UCAS Apply now handles 98.5% of applications to UK HEIs electronically.

It has, therefore, become imperative to look at ways to improve processes for admissions and progression, and to move away from continued reliance on printouts of data and manual systems and towards more efficient and effective solutions. Many HEIs have been looking at this for their own institution, but the projects in this Discussion Paper have aimed to build on current good practice in the sector in order to develop innovative solutions that will help to facilitate admissions and progression processes through technology in ways that can be shared and replicated. 
The processes covered by these JISC-funded projects range from course selection and recruitment, through APEL, ePortfolio-based admissions and the use of Course Entry Profiles to the production of course advertisements and prospectuses.

This Discussion Paper looks at some of the key issues and messages arising from interviews with project representatives and final project reports, both to provide a basis for wider debate in the workshops around what can be done in future to optimise lessons learned, and to consider  broader implications for Government and the sector in terms of strategy and policy.

At the end of the Paper are short summaries of the projects themselves, together with links to more information.
ISSUES AND MESSAGES

Projects in this strand felt that there was an enormous amount of progress that could be (and is being) made in relation to improving existing Admissions and Progression processes, and making them more personalised for learners. The challenge lies in developing the effectiveness of partnerships and working towards reducing duplication of systems, and streamlining processes in order to develop solutions that can be shared across departments and between institutions.
The considerations in the following section derive from interviews with project representatives, who have shared their experiences so that others can build on them, both at their own institutions and through debate at the Symposium workshops, in order to develop ideas and recommendations that can help to move the whole sector forward in this area.

1. Human considerations

‘Selling’ the solution

Where staff felt the proposal was beneficial or labour-saving for themselves, the ‘sell’ was seen as relatively easy. This suggests that it is good to be able to express the anticipated impact and benefits to staff and learners clearly up front, and to continue to promote these – for instance, the potential to remove the necessity to input data and information more than once sent a very positive message to the recipients of projects.

However, in other examples, there was some continuing resistance to using technology, especially if it meant moving away from traditional methodologies, or changing from one software system to another. This was apparent even where staff were used to standard packages like Word and Excel. In these situations, perhaps it’s even more important to be able to identify clear benefits to users.
We all know that unless staff see the benefits of a project, and give it sufficient backing, there are likely to be operational problems and barriers to achievement. In an effort to tackle this, one project decided that if students were to be asked to use e-portfolios as part of the UCAS process, it would help if their tutors became familiar with them as well. It was suggested that they should try using e-portfolios for their own Personal Development Plans and this proved to be a successful approach. It was felt that, in order to roll this out more widely in the institution, it would be very helpful (if not essential) to engage senior managers in using the e-portfolio too, so that they could fully appreciate the benefits and potential of such tools, (although this might be more difficult to achieve).

Buy-in/collaboration

Leading on from ‘selling’ the solution, it is clearly beneficial to address issues relating to gaining buy-in and collaboration early in the process, maybe even at the stage of selecting project partners, as differences in perspective can slow down projects drastically, or even lead to outcomes not being achievable.

Some examples given by the projects include the following comments:

· Staff couldn't always see the relevance of the e-portfolio to the admissions process, particularly on non-professional courses. 

· Co-ordination between different departments in institutions is often an issue.

· Collaboration between partner institutions causes problems where there are discrepancies in outlook or perception of role within the project

· In some cases there was insufficient appropriately skilled resource attached to the project. 

· Selection of staff for particular aspects of the project should be based on skills and experience rather than which institution they belong to (ie it doesn’t have to be the Lead Institution that takes all the major roles)

On the other hand, some projects found that their project actually encouraged collaboration and buy-in, eg between tutors and advisers, who found that using the same tool for APEL enabled them to communicate better with each other – which in turn freed up their time for other things, rather than seeing it as an isolating experience. In another case, a tutor who could only be persuaded to make fairly limited use of the VLE for a project, found it so useful that she then went on to apply it to the whole course she was running, and used it as the main communication tool between her and her students. This was a good example of someone becoming engaged through their own involvement.
Another project’s approach was to determine in advance the skills set needed, and ensure that appropriate individuals were recruited before the start. They felt that without this level of upfront planning, role identification, resourcing and product development was likely to hold up the project. 


And in one instance it took longer than anticipated to coach staff to use an e-portfolio – this could apply to the introduction of any new technology, and is also likely to be linked to resistance to change. Resourcing and training can be an important element in achieving a successful outcome, and projects felt that it should not be viewed as a side issue, or a minor one, but as in integral part of planning, implementation and budgeting.

A number of projects found that collaboration or sharing of information enabled useful findings to be fed into other areas and institutions, and into other similarly focused projects. 
And finally, collaboration with UCAS threw up some specific findings:

· In a number of projects, UCAS was unable to agree to deliver all expected components (particularly in the area of live links), partly owing to new security policies at UCAS, and partly because of an understandable reluctance to increase risks of failure within the live UCAS application system. This caused problems in achieving project aims.
· There is also a need to meet recommendations covered by the Fairness agenda, particularly where additional information could be used to assess the suitability of borderline and professional candidates (eg, multiple personal statements and holistic admissions)? 
· Where there has been progress, such as entry profiles now being able to be held by UCAS, the process becomes more supportive of candidates, and of institutions offering courses.
2. Organisational considerations

Can diversity and autonomy cause its own problems?
What happens if it emerges that the concept outlined in the initial project plan is not appropriate after all; in one case, the original aim was to develop an applications system that would work across all courses, but what became clear was that there are distinct differences in the requirements for data collection between full-time courses, and part-time or professional ones. If the premise that ‘one size fits all’ is unlikely in many cases, what can be learned from this to help predict similar situations in the future, and to tailor aims and activities accordingly?
Several projects found that a big issue was the sheer diversity of processes around admissions and progression to be found within an institution. One, which was developing a domain map of e-admissions, found that it made the mapping more complex than they had necessarily anticipated, and the process had to be adapted to meet this. 

Similarly, another project felt that the diversity of processes across the institution meant that it required considerable work even to determine and scope what it would take to achieve their desired outcomes. Had they appreciated this beforehand, they felt it might have influenced their decisions both on what and how much to aim for, and who to involve in the project.
And on various occasions, projects found that existing systems and processes complicated the process of trying to introduce a cross-institutional solution. What needs to take place (strategically) to enable this to happen? And what can be done to ensure that the right system is selected for the purpose, even if it is not one of the existing systems? 
In one instance, two departments had an existing system that already produced the data required for collation and reporting from their courses. The project team decided not to ask those departments to change, but to focus on those departments where data collection and collation were currently major (and manual) tasks. An understandable decision, especially with time constraints in terms of running the project. But does it cause problems if there are parallel systems within an institution? And if so, how could institutions move from that point, to one where a particular solution could apply across the Institution? And how do you determine when (or if) such a move is appropriate?
One key message appears to be the need for flexibility within proposed aims – and the capability to evolve from the original concept if and when necessary. 

Sustainability
Aiming for sustainability appears to be more successful if it is considered as a parallel activity to planning and implementation, so that the potential for making a solution a long-term proposition is considered at all stages, to try to prevent a good project from falling by the wayside. “Raising the profile of APEL in a good way” was suggested by one project as one means of doing this, ie flagging up the benefits of the project to departments across the institution, even to those not actively involved in the immediate project.
Gaining support for the tools with a wider population than the initial audience can also be beneficial; as one project which was promoting the use of e-portfolios for Admissions and Progression, said: “usage of e-Portfolio will be wider than purely for this project, so there is already an important general impact.”

On the other hand, gaining that wider support can present a problem. As expressed by one project that was introducing the idea of using technology to communicate between users of the admissions process “we have been able to interest individuals but not to generate a body of momentum in the way we had originally hoped…..”
Support for the project at a strategic / senior management level as well at tutor or operational level may well be an important factor. Those projects that secured management backing had fewer problems in continuing beyond the funded period – and some had a guarantee of further time built in from the start. Does this come back to sharing clearly expressed benefits and ongoing progress with influential managers?
And a project that was looking at how to collect and collate data from all departments more quickly and effectively, came to feel that there was also a longer term, and more strategic advantage to using technology to achieve the aim – they established that the potential to progress to more sophisticated processes, such as forecasting future course numbers, trends and resourcing requirements, rather than just improving the capability to record data more easily, made the project more attractive at senior management level. A real example of technology being used to enhance the process, not simply replicate a manual process electronically.
3. Technological considerations

What is the ‘best’ software route to go?

The projects employed a mixture of in-house, open source, and commercial technologies, and there were advocates for each type, so it appears that there is no one ‘right’ view of which route to follow. Perhaps the over-riding message for future work is to understand why a particular route is chosen, and ensure that it is appropriate to the aims of the project – not simply because it’s already in use elsewhere in an institution. 
This is what some projects had to say around the different software options:

· In-house support and in-house hosting was seen as good from the perspective of control.  

· It can be difficult to adapt existing software for a different purpose, as it had been developed for broader usage at an institutional level.

· It might be better to consider having software developers as suppliers, rather than partners, to enable a clearer relationship, and work to an agreed brief.

· Non-commercial software development can mean that resources have to be shared with other projects; which can slow progress.  

· There are potential issues with commercial suppliers in terms of funding, if partners need to agree to share the cost. What happens if they don’t agree?

· Whether the resource is in-house or external, it can be risky if expertise is limited to one technical person.

An important issue to bear in mind is the ease and speed of user access. Regardless of potential value, slow user interfaces can affect the usability of the product, be off-putting, and lead to reduced participation. 

One project dealt with this by switching software when it was recognised that the initial choice was not going to be suitable after all, as the speed of operation for users was too slow, and was generating negative feedback at focus groups. The switch paid off, as user feedback improved. Would it be possible to determine suitability in advance? It would certainly suggest that fitness for purpose, and usability are two criteria to establish when selecting the technology.

Quality of process = quality of outcome

A clear message coming from projects is the need for good quality development, good user involvement and interaction and worthwhile content. Not a new idea, perhaps, but worth repeating. As one project stated, “Good entry profiles are a good thing.”

In one case, developing a technology-based solution helped to evaluate existing institutional practice, and led to the process itself being improved. But it shows the advantage of doing that kind of analysis in the first place – and not assuming that the existing process only requires automation. There can be benefit in refining existing manual processes in order to arrive at a usable spec for the technology-based version. Perhaps this task could become a standard element of a project, where appropriate?
XCRI has been used as the base protocol for a number of projects – the feeling is that it has proved to be a useful way of storing course information in a generic way that is both accessible to others and can be extracted and used by others. Maybe one question to consider is whether  having a standard approach and design for course information is something that the sector (and prospective students) would welcome.
Students felt that using e-portfolios in a reflective way helped them to feel more confident about the choices they made. And that having a guided process (online) led to more informed choices, rather than leaving users to ‘find their own way’. The provision of online support materials (especially if they were kept up to date!) also reduced the need for 1:1 support.
The introduction of technology does appear to have the potential not only to enhance the learner’s experience by making processes more transparent and efficient, but also to actively improve upon those processes, and make them more effective.
--------------------------

The following considerations have arisen from the projects interviewed for this Paper. They will be used as the basis for debate in the Symposium Workshops, the aim being to encourage innovation and facilitate progress in the use of technology in the area of Admissions and Progression and in the wider sector.
Considerations relating to Admissions and Progressions to HE
Human

-
What can you do to ensure that the different audiences you need to convince understand the aims, anticipated benefits and impact of a technology-based proposal?
· How can you ensure sufficient and appropriate up-front training in both IT and any specific e-tools – and who needs it?

· What strategies can you put in place to engage the ‘wider community’, not just those involved in the project?
· What do you need to consider to ensure that project aims are realisable, and that plans and resources are sufficient to deliver them?
· What needs to happen to make collaborative partnerships productive and mutually beneficial?

Organisational

-
What steps can you take to ensure that a worthwhile project has the opportunity to become sustainable, ie supported/rolled out by the institution?

-
What contingency plans should you put in place, to ensure that a project doesn’t founder if problems or unavoidable changes occur?
-
Could the potential for meeting strategic aims and requirements facilitate the move to becoming a sustainable process? If so, how would you go about it?
Technological

-
When selecting the technology to be used for a project, what criteria do you need to consider to ensure that it is fit for purpose and user-friendly? 

-
How could you predict and cater for issues that arise around the chosen technology? 

-
What would help to ensure sufficient (and sufficiently skilled) technical resource and support for a project, including support for users?
Project profiles of JISC-funded projects related to Admissions and Progression to HE
:

Note: An asterisk after the Project name indicates that project representatives were interviewed as part of the development of this Discussion Paper.
ADoM * – led by the University of Nottingham, with Manchester Metropolitan University, UCAS and APS Ltd http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/eportfolio/ADoM/
The specific aim of this project was to produce a domain map of e-admissions covering issues around student diversity and the diversity of admissions types (e.g. recruiting and selecting). This included exploring the electronic version of existing practice and suggesting pathways to future practice. 
The intention was to provide a blueprint enabling institutions moving towards centralising their admissions processes to streamline their emerging practice, and offer a basis for potential shared practice across the sector. The project links to the parallel projects of DELIA and PortisHEad by offering a central generalised view of processes and service patterns.

DELIA * – led by the Centre for International ePortfolio Development, University of Nottingham, with Manchester Metropolitan University, UCAS and APS Ltd http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/elearningcapital/admissions/delia.aspx
The DELIA project drew on baseline information about e-admissions practice gathered by the ADoM project. It aimed to develop new scenarios for future admissions practice and then specify and prototype a particular area of admissions. This was intended to demonstrate how institutions might maximise use of richer sets of applicant data to support fair and appropriate decision-making, and to support student induction and retention. 

DELIA aimed to develop scenarios for future practice in admissions and then specify and prototype a particular area of admissions involving use of richer applicant data than that currently available through the UCAS process.
The intention was to focus on refining course entry profiles with a view to linking them to structured personal statements capable of linking to e-Portfolio evidence. A second focus was on prototyping the technology to support a range of admissions staff in handling these new kinds of data, in order to facilitate and streamline the HE admissions process. 
e-APEL * – led by University of Derby School of Flexible and Partnership Learning, with University of Wolverhampton, SFEDI, and Manchester Solutions http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/elearningcapital/xinstit1/eapel.aspx
The aim of the project was to use e-learning technologies to automate aspects of the APEL process and enhance the service offered to Learning Through Work (LTW) students, specifically to:

· use e-assessment technology to allow potential students to self assess their prior experiential learning and receive an indication of the credit they might be able to claim;
· gather additional information from potential students to enable a well informed discussion to take place with an APEL academic advisor; 
· guide and support LTW applicants in the compiling of their APEL claim using e-portfolio services. 

PortisHEad * – led by University of Wolverhampton, with Pebble Learning, UCAS and APS Ltd
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/elearningcapital/admissions/portishead.aspx
The aim of this project was to build on the work of a previous JISC-funded project (the e-Portfolio for Lifelong Learning (eP4LL) Reference Model Project
). The project team felt that the next logical step in this development would be to implement a practical application of this model using an existing e-portfolio system, with a view to learning lessons from a state-of-the-art implementation. 
The PortisHEad project carried out this work using the PebblePad system. In addition the project aimed to implement a ‘real life’ pilot version of the web services developed for the Reference Model Project, including the use of structured entry profiles for admissions to higher education.
XCRI (Exchanging Course-Related Information) Support Project * – led by JISC CETIS (University of Bolton Centre for Educational Technology and Interoperability Standards) with Manchester Metropolitan University and KaiNao Ltd http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/elearningcapital/courseinfo/xcri.aspx
The idea of a specification for course advertising and description has excited a great deal of interest in a wide range of bodies across the education sector. This UK-wide project has established a specification to support the exchange of course-related information via the development of an XML specification that can be implemented by institutions with limited software development capacity. Learning providers can publish their courses information in the format so that it can be collected easily by organisations with course search services such as UCAS.  



















� Projects are due to complete on 31 March 2009. Final project reports will be available on the relevant web-pages from April 2009.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.jisc.org.uk/whatwedo/programmes/elearningframework/refnotts.aspx" ��http://www.jisc.org.uk/whatwedo/programmes/elearningframework/refnotts.aspx�
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