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Executive Summary

Over its two years of operation the XCRI Support Project developed the XCRI Course Advertising Profile (XCRI-CAP), an XML specification designed to enable course offerings to be shared by providers (rather like an RSS feed) and by other services such as lifelong learning sites, course search sites, and other services supporting learners trying to find the right course.

The project piloted the implementation of XCRI-CAP through supervising a number of institutional implementation projects, and promoted its uptake and sustainability through engagement with the European standards process and endorsement by the UK Information Standards Board. The project successfully demonstrated the value of XCRI-CAP, and ensured it was placed on the strategic agenda of national agencies.

Background
The XCRI project built upon the XCRI Reference Model project, which was a small project that mapped out the spaces of course management, curriculum development, and course marketing. This project identified the marketing and syndication of course descriptions as a significant opportunity for innovation, as to date a great deal of effort is expended in universities in re-typing course descriptions into the web forms for different systems offered by various external sites and services, Also, as information is maintained separately another headache for institutions is keeping track of the accuracy of data in these external sites. Finally, the cost of collecting and managing this information creates a high barrier to entry for new services, and creates a sustainability issue for lifelong learning services that rely on course information from partner providers. By providing a common standard for exchanging course advertising information costs could be reduced, and new opportunities realised. 

These benefits are set out in the value chain model, below:
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Aims and Objectives

The project aimed to develop and deliver a specification for course advertising, promote the takeup of the specification by providers and services, and establish a future governance structure to maintain the specification after the end of the project. While the initial focus was on HE, opportunities during the life of the project shifted attention to 14-19 and lifelong learning, where both providers and regional services were having difficulty in collecting and searching course information in a sustainable and cost-effective manner.

Methodology & Implementation
Each aspect of the project adopted a slightly different methodology appropriate to the type of outputs.

The XCRI specification was developed using a range of community engagement activities, including events, small team meetings, and online discussions. The project team used a public wiki to manage the specification documents, and a web forum for gathering requirements and issues for revisions.

The team developed its website and online aggregation service using a user-centred design approach to come up with the design, and then a rapid application development process to develop the code. There were many changes along the way as more feedback was obtained from people making use of the site and services. For the implementation, the project chose to make use of popular open-source products: the main site itself was implemented in static HTML, the blog used Wordpress, the forum used BBPress (from the same team as Wordpress) and the wiki used MediaWiki, The aggregator was implemented using a combination of a daemon written in Java and scheduled using Cron, a MySQL database, and a Ruby on Rails web application. 

Individual mini-projects implementing XCRI used a range of approaches, but after the XCRI Implementation Models
 report became available, this was promoted as a key tool for projects to use to assess their readiness and plan their implementation.

Outputs and Results

The core output of the project is the XCRI-CAP specification itself, now at version 1.1. In 2009, the Information Standards Board of DCSF and DIUS endorsed XCRI-CAP as the recommended specification for describing courses in all education sectors.

In addition to XCRI-CAP the project worked with representatives from other countries to develop Metadata For Learning Opportunities (MLO) as a European standard; MLO provides a common model for course specifications across Europe, and ensures that course descriptions in XCRI-CAP can be reused in other EU countries. MLO was agreed as a CEN Workshop Agreement in December 2008
 and should become a formal European Norm (EN) in 2010. This is significant as XCRI-CAP can then be used as the XML binding for the official MLO standard in the UK.

As well as developing specifications, the project supported a large number of “mini-projects” in individual institutions, focussed on developing the capability of institutions to manage their course offerings and provide an online course catalog in XCRI-CAP. The issues faced in implementing XCRI-CAP, particularly the wide range of data, process, and contextual issues, led to the creation of a spin-off project, XCRI Implementation Models, which produced a diagnostic tool for institutions to assess their own readiness for implementation (an example diagram produced using XIM is shown below).
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Supporting all these activities, the project developed a website (http://www.xcri.org), and provided a forum, wiki, and a blog. These proved very popular as a way to work with the implementation community. The project also developed an online XCRI-CAP aggregator to enable implementers to see how their feeds would work in a real system. The project intends to offer an online validation service in the coming year.

As well as online support, project staff offered assistance by email to implementers, and gave presentations at a range of events, including IWMW 2007, EUNIS 2008, Yorks and Humber LLN 2009, as well as at several events organised by the support project itself in conjunction with JISC.

Outcomes

The XCRI-CAP specification has highlighted the inefficiencies in the way things have been done in the past, and identified issues in the design of programmes that rely on course information. This has had an impact on policy and strategy at national, regional and sectoral level, with engagement from organisations concerned with 14-19 Regional Prospectus, Lifelong Learning, HE, and specific industry sectors (e.g. Health, Rural Resources). In each case the value proposition of XCRI-CAP has been clearly recognised. Over the course of the project, the question from policy has clearly shifted away from “What is XCRI?” to “You might want to use XCRI” to “Why aren’t you using XCRI?”

In individual institutions, the mini-projects have provided a range of outcomes. In some cases, institutions have been able to create XCRI-CAP feeds within the life of the project. In other cases, the outcomes have been improvements in institutional capability, in particular where the investigation has revealed shortcomings in how the institutions deal with course information. 

In one case, an XCRI mini project lead directly to the appointment of a senior manager responsible for “product portfolio”. In another, it led to a senior management engagement in overhauling the curriculum and course management process. At the University of Bolton, an XCRI mini-project lead to the development, from scratch, of a completely new course information system used to support a range of functions, including the University main online course catalogue and course search as well as producing an XCRI feed. Most importantly, these outcomes were realised nearly two years after the mini-project itself had been completed

Overall the mini-projects have been powerful catalysts for institutional change and development, and have delivered results far greater in value than the £10,000 invested, and far longer-lasting than the 6 months typical project length. It is anticipated that initiatives started through mini-projects will continue to produce useful outcomes several years after the last round of projects were completed.

When it comes to aggregators – services that use XCRI-CAP – the picture is more mixed. Some aggregators have worked closely with XCRI and implemented solutions; HotCourses for example. Others, such as UCAS, have moved far more slowly on XCRI. However, pressure from providers and from policymakers has intensified to the extent that for an aggregator not to support XCRI-CAP is an increasingly difficult position to maintain.

In the commercial sector a number of suppliers have been adopting XCRI-CAP, including Phosphorix, VIS, and S-Cool.

Finally, a number of projects and organisations outside the programme have been involved in implementing the specification, particularly lifelong learning networks and related projects.

Conclusions & Implications
XCRI-CAP has proven to be a successful strategic intervention supported by JISC, with implications for all education sectors, not just HE.

The mini-projects – catalysing strategic change using small amounts of funding – also proved a successful approach, with application in other areas of specification adoption. This has since been used in the PIOP programme
 with vendor take-up of Leap2A, and is being used for the JISC HEAR technology investigations. The “less is more” approach to funding implementation seems counter-intuitive, however it seems to have real value, particularly if in evaluating work a longer-term view is taken, looking at benefits realised well beyond the official project conclusion.

Beyond XCRI-CAP itself, the model of community-driven specification development has been successful and has informed other specification areas investigated by CETIS such as ePortfolios (Leap2A) and tool & platform interoperability (Widgets).

Next Steps:

1) Coordinate XCRI adoption at 14-19 and HE level, reporting to ISB PLOT

2) Shepherd MLO through CEN and ensure XCRI-CAP 1.2 provides the recognised national binding

3) Demonstrate how MLO can be used to transform XCRI ECTS course data into other national representations (CDM-FR, CDM...)

4) Build ownership for vocabularies refined through further mini projects covering 14-19/LLN/HE

5) Strengthen online implementation support (validator, video how-tos, case studies...) 

6) Engage with vendors to ensure XCRI becomes part of their feature-sets

7) Maintain the pressure on UCAS and others to ensure the UK has a viable ecosystem of

XCRI producers and consumers
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