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JISC Project Plan for Academic social networking

1. Background

We propose to implement the Google OpenSocial apis at the University of Cambridge by deploying 

the Apache Shindig project as a major infrastructure initiative. There are many institutional goals that 

this initiative is expected to support, but this proposal focuses on the student benefits for teaching and 

learning. By developing a user interface through rapid development cycles with students and staff, we expect to deliver affordances that are similar to those of FaceBook and LinkedIn, but which are adapted to academic purposes and which do not present intellectual property concerns.  

Since Shindig is an Apache project, and is already in production at a number of social networking 

sites, the facility to implement similar infrastructure is available to other institutions today. What is not 

readily available is a demonstrator of how affordances from FaceBook and LinkedIn could be 

adapted to academic purposes. We aim to provide that demonstrator. We plan to use the Java 

version of Shindig, but the availability of a PHP version and the liberal Apache licence, means that 

the lessons learned can be applied at institutions running Moodle or even commercial software, and 

thus are of applicability and value to the whole sector.

Social Networking websites such as FaceBook and LinkedIn have emerged rapidly over the last 3 

years. The use of FaceBook by higher education students has attracted particular interest and it is 

clear that many students are using the FaceBook site for academic work. The relevance of LinkedIn 

to academic networks is less widely observed, and adoption among staff is lower. This may be 

attributable to a less-good fit with academic purposes and the lower rate of adoption of new 

technology among older people, however we believe that the model needs only modest change to be 

of considerable value in academic networks. These sites (and likely developments at Google) pose 

dilemmas for the Education Community, particularly regarding intellectual property rights asserted 

over user content by these commercial sites and concerns about authenticity, authority and identity 

of the individuals using the sites. 

In 2007 the University of Cambridge experimented with exposing secure content from its Virtual 

Learning Environment to sites like FaceBook and iGoogle, as well as desktop ‘Widgets’ such as Mac 

Desktop Widgets, Windows Vista Sidebar Widgets and Google Desktop Gadgets. During the same 

period the University carried out a ‘Learning Landscape’ study that investigated, among other things, 

student use of technology. Our conclusion was that use of, and dependence on, external sites for 

mainstream learning support has significant drawbacks - such as lack of access to content for 

marking and record keeping, lack of even student control over content, privacy concerns, etc. 

However, it was equally clear that students found their interactions with social networking sites far 

more rewarding and intuitive than their interaction with institutional software.  

As part of the University response, we began to explore more Google-like approaches to software 

design and specifically, we introduced ‘Data APIs’ modelled on GData, and a gadget dashboard 

modelled on iGoogle, into the VLE. These innovations go into production this summer (2008). We 

were exploring how to introduce network-forming affordances when Google announced the 

OpenSocial APIs in November 2007 and the Apache Shindig project in December 2007. Since then 

we have been engaged with these efforts and have established that the Shindig project forms a 

viable technology platform upon which we can introduce the affordances of FaceBook and LinkedIn 

to higher education, but in a fashion that allows us to adapt them to academic purposes and to 

host them on our own servers. 

This project will accelerate the introduction of the Shindig platform and the associated development of academic versions of social networking affordances at the University of Cambridge, as well as the demonstration and dissemination to the wider JISC community of this particular solution to the social networking dilemma.  

2. Aims and Objectives

This project aims to involve users in the process of developing a number of “social network” applications within an institutional VLE, where the applications are focussed on supporting and enhancing teaching and learning. These applications will be deployed at the earliest possible stages within Cambridge’s production VLE so that the utility and usability (both technical, and social/pedagogical) can be assessed, and feedback pushed back into the next development rounds. 

We anticipate launching the first social applications during the 08-09 academic year, followed by a full rollout to the campus in September 2009 (if this has not already occurred). More applications will follow on a rapid cycle through the 2009-10 academic year. 

3. Overall Approach

We will begin the project with user research examining the areas of teaching and learning communication in our undergraduate body (followed by postgraduate and staff in early 2009). This will feed into analysis, development of design personas, and then a process of user-centric application design. In parallel we are investigating other social applications in the consumer and education spaces, and researching uses of social tools of all kinds (particularly profiles) within the University at present. This will also feed into the design process. We are also building up the technical infrastructure, of Shindig and a basic social networking GUI platform which will enable faster development later on. 

The user-centric design methods will be learnt during the undergraduate research phase with training and practice demonstrations from Flow Interactive, with the next 2 phases (staff and postgrad) allowing CARET staff to demonstrate their new skills and to have this competency confirmed by Flow. The project will also attempt to share methods with the HE emerging technology community to enable others to undertake similar work, and if appropriate other institutions user-centric design results will be fed into our final design selection process (as well as Cambridge-based results).

The subsequent work will focus on iterations of design, development, test and evaluation.  Software tools and widgets will be developed within Sakai and will be tested in-house as well as with real users in usability/utility assessing user testing.  Additional tools will be delivered at each stage so that at the end of the project a wide suite of tools designed to support learning are available to all our staff and students, who can select the tools most useful to them. 

4. Project Outputs

•
An institution-wide demonstrator of social networking affordances adapted for academic purposes (e.g. promoting peer-to-peer learning, full integration of ePortfolio, etc.). 

•
A web resource detailing the development requirements for others to implement a similar 

environment. 

•
Contributions to the Apache Shindig codebase and to the Sakai project under an open source licence. 

•
Svn repository of code artefacts generated during the project with appropriate open source licence (eg Apache2). Expected to include OpenSocial applications that can be run by other institutions experimenting with using external social networks. 

•
Presentations at programme meetings and (if permitted) JISC 2009 and 2010 annual conferences to demonstrate the concept and its implementation. Presentations at other meetings and up to 4 workshops (subject to demand) to help others in the JISC community to implement Shindig. 

•
Continued development and communication beyond the project. 

5. Project Outcomes

This project will hugely enhance the social networking features of a major open source VLE (Sakai) and  will deliver stronger teaching and learning capabilities to students and faculty using this around the world. 

We will add to the body of knowledge relating to user-centric design practice in UK HE, especially as regards emerging technologies such as social networking and other Web2 and new media systems. 

We will share our experiences and learning about how social applications can support teaching and learning in a campus based HEI.
6. Stakeholder Analysis

	Stakeholder
	Interest / stake
	Importance

	Students
	Interest: Move from institution-centred to individual-centred 
provision of learning support, enhanced opportunities for peer 
learning. 
Stake: Engagement in user centred design and testing 

	High. 

	Academic staff
	Interest: Improvements to teaching support infrastructure and 
more flexible communications with students 
Stake: Engagement in user centred design and testing 
	High

	CARET
	Interest: Improved support for Teaching and Learning 
Stake: Providing developer resource, evaluation, and project management. 

	High

	JISC and the e-framework
	Interest: Evaluation of Institutional Demonstrator addressing “institutional concerns” for ICT and social networking in higher 
education. Plausible ‘front-end’ for eFramework services. 
Stake: Participation in workshops and other face-to-face 
discussions  

	High

	University of Cambridge
	Interest: Promoting continuous improvement of learning and 
teaching. Better alumni engagement. 
Stake: Institutional contribution to the project. 
	High

	Alumni
	Interest: Means to continue social networks beyond University 
Stake: Effort of participation in engagement/evaluation activities. 
	Medium

	UK HEIs considering the implications of social networking
	Interest: Access to demonstrator project and implementation 
support for an institutional, academic version of social 
networking. Reduced risk of adoption and exposure to a new model. 
Stake: participation in workshops 

	Medium

	Apache Shindig project
	Interest: Education use case, interface technology contributed 
by CARET, expanded adoption 
Stake: Cost and effort of collaboration and interaction.
	Low


7. Risk Analysis

	Risk
	Probability

(1-5)
	Severity

(1-5)
	Score

(P x S)
	Action to Prevent/Manage Risk

	Recruitment delays arising from other JISC projects being awarded
	1
	3
	3
	This project is taking resourcing priority and we have a strong set of qualified staff in house already engaged with the project. In addition, Tjhien Liao has joined CARET to work on this project as a user experience specialist 

	Unexpected delays or change of direction of Shindig project
	2
	5
	10
	This is believed to be low probability as the project has as its goal to implement the published OpenSocial and Gadget specifications. Some sites are already running in production and are unlikely to want big changes in direction. However, in an extreme worst case, we have the skills to fork the code and the Sakai project has the skills to maintain such a fork. 

	Difficulty establishing desired user experience with users
	3
	4
	12
	We have experience that is reasonably successful in this area (enhanced by Tjhien and Laura) and we are seeking to enhance it with the FlowInteractive mentoring. In the worst case, we would continue to iterate with users beyond the project end date as additional institutional contribution.  

	Failure to engage others in the community
	2
	4
	8
	We have already approached the sakai community and had enthusiastic support for the concept at the July 2008 annual conference in Paris. We are prepared to invest significant effort in communicating the outcomes of the project and feel it will only be some new, as yet unknown, offering that would cause this outcme. Worst case, Cambridge would still sustain for at least 3 years. 


8. Standards

At this stage there are no particular standards relevant to this project, but we will use best practices for open source development and code reuse, selecting existing modules/systems/standards for integration where appropriate. 
9. Technical Development

We will use best practices for open source development, and will use design processes which involve end users throughout the process, from requirements gathering to user testing and installation and acceptance.   
10. Intellectual Property Rights

All project outputs will be made available using the OSI-approved Apache 2.0 licence or as part of Sakai. Apache Shindig code is already distributed using Apache2. Documents will be distributed under a Creative Commons (Attribution) Licence. 
Project Resources

11. Project Partners

The project will be delivered by CARET, using Flow Interactive as a paid consultant. No other partners are involved and no issues are anticipated in this area. 

12. Project Management

The project will be managed in accordance with the JISC project management guidelines. The project manager will spend approximately 0.4FTE time on the project. 

The rapid development cycles and close user engagement at all stages (which must be timetabled in advance) will encourage the project to stay on schedule.
13. Programme Support

 No specific programme support is anticipated, although we hope to use the programme meetings and other tools as one method to disseminate our results with the wider HEI community. 

14. Budget

Attached
Detailed Project Planning

15. Workpackages

attached
16. Evaluation Plan

Since this project will lead to a number of iterations of social software releases, integrated with our production VLE deployment, real users will be in contact with the outcomes for prolonged periods at various stages through the project. 

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

	After each code deployment
	Success of the software in meeting a user need
	Is the software intuitive or are manuals required? Is the software useful to users, do they engage with it repeatedly or lose interest?
	User testing (observing real users as they interact with the tools); questionnaire sent out to users electronically 
	Users report that the tools are of use to them on an ongoing basis; users are observed to be able to use tools without great confusion or recourse to documentation or other assistance

	Mar-April 2010
	Success of the tools in assisting teaching/learning
	Have the tools removed a problem or issue which restricted learning or apparent learning? Have the tools enabled new learning interactions which the students or teachers view as useful? Have the tools supported collaborative  learning experiences which could not have happened without these tools, or which were not so easily accomplished with existing tools?
	User research (a blend of workshop, questionnaire, and other research methods) to investigate real world experiences with the tools; online questionnaire to assess what users report about their experiences
	Users report problems are now removed, or new learning experiences are accessible. And/or these things are observed in practice of daily lives of users. 


17. Quality Plan

The final outputs of the project will be testing against the existing production quality plan that manages the production environment for CamTools (VLE/VRE). As such the implementation will undergo continuous build and deployment, peer code review followed by a QA process resulting in a number of release candidates, resulting in a final build ready for production deployment. Prior to that the implementation will use agile software lifecycle techniques with frequent releases and constant unit testing. We make use of nightly builds to deliver daily updates to prototypes and in build unit tests to ensure that code conforms to specification on every build. 

	Output
	Software deliverables into institutional VLE

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

(if applicable)

	At each software release 
	Software is suitably stable, reliable, meeting specifications
	CARET standard production quality plan including user testing, load testing
	Passes CARET production testing (after development iterations if required)
	Ian Boston and Nicolaas Maathjis
	


	Output
	User-centric design and research processes 

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

(if applicable)

	Jan-June 2009
	CARET team able to carry out the full user research and user-centric design process without external assistance to deliver a successful product design
	After training during the undergraduate phase, CARET staff to work standalone on postgraduate and staff user research and user-centric design, with oversight from Flow Interactive to confirm methods are sound
	Flow Interactive confirm that the methods used were appropriate and were correctly performed
	Harriet Truscott
	


18. Dissemination Plan

We will create a workspace within CAMTOOLS for the dissemination of project materials and make these materials available via during the project. We will use open-source development practice of publishing (releasing) early and often, and we will support a project Blog for general interest users and our code will be released through Shindig and Sakai as appropriate. We will respond to feature requests and bug reports as resources permit. 

As suggested by early work on the JISC-EGRET project concerning institutional adoption of IT 
innovation, this project will model its governance on existing structures for large institutional IT 
deployments, but at a smaller scale. The project will form a small project board, chaired by a senior member of the University and will form a steering group of interested parties to ensure stakeholder engagement. The steering group will include members of the University’s Information Strategy Working Group. The project board will be expected to meet 4 or 5 times during the project. The steering group will set its own agenda and may choose to meet more frequently. The time commitments of senior members of the University represents a considerable institutional contribution, but it is not costed in the Budget due to the vagaries of estimation. 

We expect the primary communication vehicle to be a series of workshops that are 
designed to brief others who are interested in following this path on the technical and organisational issues they will face. The workshops (up to 4 according to demand) will cover getting started with Gadgets and OpenSocial Applications, integration with existing services, accessibility and internationalisation, user engagement, and adaptation of social networking to academic purposes. It is likely that at least one will be organised in conjunction with the programme and at least one through the JISC-CETIS Enterprise SIG. We anticipate considerable interest from related Institutional Innovation projects, such as the EdSpace project, and hope to find opportunities to incorporate elements of other Institutional Innovation projects through their experimentation with OpenSocial applications as facilitated in the workshops. 
	Timing
	Dissemination Activity
	Audience
	Purpose
	Key Message

	Oct08 – Apr 2010
	Set up and regularly blog project progress
	Other JISC projects working in this area, HE IT staff, synthesis and support teams
	Share the goals and progress of the project, along with findings about requirements plus institutional and technical issues. Share project outputs (documents and source code)
	What the project is doing, how it is doing it. Successes and failures so others can learn from them and implement them in their own institutions. How other HEIs might engage with user research and user-centric design in this area

	As appropriate during project
	Attend JISC programme meetings and other appropriate JISC meetings, and provide workshop/presentation content about project
	Other JISC projects and people interested in the work of JISC, synthesis and support teams
	Spread awareness of project. Share the goals and progress of the project, along with findings about requirements plus institutional and technical issues.
	What the project is doing, how it is doing it. How to find out more for those who are interested

	Jan 2010-Apr 2010
	Blog, mailing list postings, sharing at programme events and Sakai events and other appropriate workshops
	Those engaged in emerging technology development especially that relating to HE
	Share user-centric research and design methodologies, enabling others to undertake similar work at their own HEI and potentially to feed results back to our project to allow our designs to consider needs external to Cambridge (if different)
	How to undertake user research and to perform some basic user-centric design work to identify emerging technology features of use to populations within HE


19. Exit and Sustainability Plans

Sustainability is almost guaranteed by a combination of factors: (i) this will be a full institutional 
deployment in summer 2010 and will form part of the main institutional infrastructure at the University of Cambridge, (ii) the Apache Shindig code and our contributions to it will be in production use at a number of sites (including iGoogle) and a number of organisations have already expressed interest in adopting our gadget interface and (iii) the code will form part of Sakai 3.0 and will be supported by over 100 deploying institutions. 
Appendixes
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Appendix B. Workpackages

Page 1 of 11
Document title: e-Admin of Teaching project plan
Last updated: 19/1/09
Page 9 of 10
Document title: JISC academic networking project plan
Last updated: 19/1/09

