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Executive summary

This paper is the outcome of a process of consultation and consideration undertaken during the period October 2002 to January 2003 within the Computing and Mathematics (CAM) programme area (the departments of Information Systems & Computer Applications, Computer Science & Software Engineering, Creative Technologies and Mathematics).

There is a multiplicity of different ways in which members of staff communicate with students and with each other. There are so many different channels that people don't know which ones are definitive and to which ones a particular message might be sent. Many of the existing channels suffer problems of accessibility and searchability. There are endemic problems of information quality.

This report recommends that CAM should focus on developing technical solutions to these problems, centring on a web-based set of virtual handbooks supplemented by a subscription-based messaging system (via email and SMS). The technologies are freely available but need investment in their application and resources made available to ensure their use.

This is a working document and changes will be made based on further discussions and comments received.

1. Background

This paper is the outcome of a process of consultation and consideration undertaken during the period October 2002 to January 2003 within the Computing and Mathematics (CAM) programme area (the departments of Information Systems & Computer Applications, Computer Science & Software Engineering, Creative Technologies and Mathematics).

The author was tasked with identifying problems associated with communication between staff and students, and making recommendations to solve these problems. As the work progressed, it became clear that many of the issues related to staff-to-student communication were also relevant to staff-to-staff and student-to-student communication.

It also became clear that the fundamental problem was not one of communication per se. In fact we have plenty of communication and most people would like to see a reduced amount of it. The problem is in fact one of knowledge management, hence the title of this report.

This report is structured as follows. Section 2 provides evidence of the perceived problems. Section 3 analyses these and identifies some common themes. Section 4 recommends solutions to them and Section 5 provides some guidance on how the recommendations might be implemented.

This is a working document and changes will be made based on further discussions and comments received.

2. Evidence of problems

Note that the views expressed in this section are not necessarily those of the author but include issues raised by staff and students during the consultation phase.

2.1. Many different ways of communicating with students

The starting point was the realisation that, in CAM, staff may potentially use in excess of 20 different ways of communicating course information
 to students (if one counts each of the different websites separately). These channels are listed in Table 1, together with some of their pros and cons.

	No.
	Channel
	Pros
	Cons

	
	Announcement in a lecture
	Direct ( provides immediate opportunity for feedback and clarification

Well targeted to students doing unit

Easy for unit lecturer to deliver
	Message doesn't reach students who are:

· absent ill

· absent without good reason

· not listening

Unless supported by a handout, students may not retain details of the message

	
	Announcement in a special meeting
	Direct ( provides immediate opportunity for feedback and clarification

Well targeted
	Message doesn't reach students who are:

· absent ill

· absent without good reason

· not listening

· don't know about the meeting

Unless supported by a handout, students may not retain details of the message

Difficult to arrange

	
	Handbook issued at induction meeting
	Direct ( provides immediate opportunity for feedback and clarification

Well targeted
	Message may not reach students who enrol late or otherwise miss the meeting

Variable information in handbooks

Much information is imprecise and subject to change

	
	Notice on a wall in Lion Gate
	Easy for admin staff to deliver
	Difficult for academic staff to deliver

Students have to enter Lion Gate to receive

Lack of space for notices

Many notices become out of date ( notice boards swept only occasionally

Some current notices removed too quickly

	
	Notice on a wall in Buckingham or Burnaby Terrace
	Easy for academic staff to deliver
	Difficult for admin staff to deliver

Students have to enter the building to receive

Lack of space for notices

Many notices become out of date ( notice boards swept only occasionally

Some current notices removed too quickly

	
	Notice on the foyer (plasma) display screen (and duplicated in Mercantile House site support office)
	Easy for admin staff to deliver

Could be made easy for academic staff to deliver

Integrated well with Faculty website
	Students have to enter foyer/support office to receive

Limited capacity, currently
displaying 7 usable cells per page

Students have to wait for multiple pages to turn over

Not all students (or staff) know that the contents of the plasma screen are accessible on the web

Old notices not removed

Some current notices removed too quickly

	
	Notice on a lecture room door
	Well targeted to students using that room
	Needs staff to go to room to deliver

No protocol for removing

	
	Notice in/near the Mercantile House lifts
	Well targeted at Mercantile House users
	Students have to enter Mercantile House to receive

Needs staff to go to Mercantile House to deliver

No protocol for removing

	
	Email to the student's University email account
	Universal ( all students (in principle) have one

Students can access it from any PC

Can be sent by anyone who knows the student's login name or HEMIS number

Email good for keeping record of conversation; allowing considered response; consistent response to similar questions
	Many students never check their University email account

Messages cannot be delivered to students whose N-drives are full

Few students know how to access their account from outside the University

Targeting individual students is relatively easy, but compiling distribution lists for a unit or course typically requires admin office help

Distribution lists produced by admin office are normally Pegasus specific

Pegasus does not display some messages correctly (breaking URLs), in particular those sent by the Student Feedback System

HEMIS number access poses problems of security (unless BCC used) with regard to examinations and exam results

No easy means of archiving

Does not reach students who join a distribution list late (for whatever reason)

Multiple copies of the message have to be stored on the University's servers

	
	Email to the student's home account
	Many students check their home email account more frequently than their University one

Students can (probably) access it from any PC

Email good for keeping record of conversation; allowing considered response; consistent response to similar questions
	Not all students have email access at home

Among current systems, only PUMS collects addresses and provides a mechanism for students to keep them up to date

No guarantee (or auditable evidence) of delivery

Targeting individual students is relatively easy, but compiling distribution lists for a unit or course requires admin office help

No easy means of archiving

Does not reach students who join a distribution list late (for whatever reason) or who fail to update their address if it changes

Multiple copies of the message have to be delivered

	
	File on the L-drive
	Shared access by all students ( does not need multiple copies

Easily accessible by staff (at least on campus)
	Not (easily) accessible from off campus

L-drive not indexed

No documents are located fewer than 3 levels from the root and many are much deeper

L-drive susceptible to directories being renamed without notice

	
	Message in WebCT or one of the other MLEs we are using
	Easily accessible by staff (who are users of WebCT)

Messages automatically archived
	Only a minority of staff and students use any MLE

Only a minority of students check in WebCT regularly

Web-based interface means you can't read unless connected to the Internet

	
	Message on the departmental answering machine (now discontinued)
	Easy for admin staff to deliver (relatively)
	Students have to phone up to receive

Only one person can receive it at a time

Difficult for academic staff to deliver

	
	Letter to pigeonholes in Lion Gate
	Easy to address (all you need to know is the student's name) 

Staff can check to see if it has been collected
	Student may not check regularly (or at all)

Letters easily stolen or mislaid

	
	Letter to the student's term-time address 
	More formal than most other channels

Usually copied in student file

Proof of delivery is possible

Student normally needs to take no special action to receive
	Students often fail to notify us of change of address

Long-winded for academic staff to get address from office

Dependent on postal system to deliver

Messages sent during vacations may not be received until start of term

Cost

	
	Letter to the student’s permanent address
	More formal than most other channels

Permanent address less likely to change than term-time address

Usually copied in student file

Proof of delivery is possible

Student normally needs to take no special action to receive
	Students often fail to notify us of change of address

Long-winded for academic staff to get address from office

Dependent on postal system to deliver

Messages sent during term may not be received until start of vacation

Cost

May be intercepted by parents

	
	Various websites, including:

Faculty

CAM (now discontinued)

University

ISCA/CSSE/CT/Maths

PUMS

DIS/DCS/CSM/SMS/SIS (now discontinued)
	Available to all students

Mainly accessible from anywhere on the Internet (except those parts that are restricted to Intranet access)

Provide means to link to further information
	Academic staff normally need to make request for change via technical support staff => often slow to update

Plethora of websites ( which one would you visit to find particular information?

Lack of sensible cross-links

URLs frequently change (without notice)

Information often out of date

Often multiple sites contain contradictory information

Poor searching facilities

Needs a security policy to prevent access to sensitive information by unauthorised people


Table 1 - Communication channels to students

2.2. Other communication problems concerning students

Of course the multiplicity of channels is not the only problem. Other problems identified include the following.

1. Any casual observation of students after a lecture reveals how students frequently communicate with each other ( they use mobile phones and SMS messaging! Why don't we use that as a means of communicating with them? Does the University ask students for their mobile phone numbers at enrolment? SMS messaging might be a very effective means of disseminating very short-notice information (such as lecture cancellations).

2. We sometimes operate an often very effective double standard. Some academic staff's view is that in some matters (e.g. assessment) it is the students' responsibility to find out what is wanted when, so nicely abdicating any responsibility for information dissemination! How can we be sure that the information is provided elsewhere? Whose responsibility is it to ensure that a student's question can always be answered?

3. How does a student find out definitively what units they must or can study? Do they look in HEMIS, Fred's unit database or the PSD? Or is the information recorded in the minutes of the Board of Studies, the notes of meetings of the relevant course management team, in a piece of paper held by the course leader, or in Annette's head? They may have a course handbook that says, but is that guaranteed to be up to date? Ideally, all of these sources would say the same thing, but they rarely do, and no one knows precisely what the procedure is for reconciling them.

4. Supposing that the student does find out definitively what units they can or must study, who can authorise an exception to that, or a late change of option? It sometimes seems that if a student is vocal and pushy enough then an individual exception can be made for them, but what message does that send to other students? In different cases, the exception might be granted by the course leader, director of undergraduate/postgraduate programmes, the head of department, the chair of an examination board, or even the unit lecturer. Do any of these people actually have formal authority to do so? If so, where is it written down, and how do we ensure consistency in its application? If they don't have authority, what steps are taken to police this? Is a decision made without authority a valid decision that the University is bound by?

5. Students have a problem when trying to contact a specific member of staff about course administration issues. Often they contact an inappropriate one (i.e. it would be more appropriate for them to contact another) and sometimes that is because they are ill advised by other staff (academic and admin). Frequently they simply communicate with the wrong person (I am often mistaken for Jonathan Britt, and used regularly to receive requests from HND students intended for Jennifer Hills!). Often they contact a member of staff when they are absent ( there is no consistent system for finding out whether a member of staff is on leave, off ill or away at a meeting or conference ( and many students assume that all staff are available to them at all times!

6. When students try to contact office by email (to mscit-admin), they sometimes get a "holding" message stating that the moderator is reviewing it. This does not leave a good impression of customer service.

7. How does a student rep contact those they represent? If they have to rely on a member of staff (e.g. the course leader) to relay it, do they sustain the necessary level of independence that the rep should have?

8. A frequent issue raised at staff-student meetings is how a student finds out that a lecture has been cancelled? This is a particular issue with students who wish to avoid unnecessary travel.

9. Our messages usually lack often-important properties. How does a student tell whether a message constitutes official University policy, departmental practice, the interpretation (or misinterpretation) of an individual member of staff, or a whim? Often we don't effectively distinguish between problems, proposed solutions and agreed solutions. Almost invariably when we make decisions, we do not consider when those policies/practices come into effect ( "immediately" is not always the case. Finally, are decisions permanent or temporary (i.e. subject to further review)?

10. Accessibility is often an issue. Do students with disabilities, or other access problems (such as difficulties in travelling into campus, lack of computer/phone at home), have the same opportunities as other students to receive a message? Is this fair?

11. Occasionally, students are told or led to believe that a message to them will be sent by means of one channel (which they monitor), but in the end the message is sent by another (which they don't).

12. Rarely do members of staff (both academic and administrative) know what other staff have told students. Often the only way is to find out from the students themselves. This sometimes makes us look bad.

2.3. Many different ways of communicating between staff

Members of staff were invited to submit information and opinions for this report, and they identified that communication between staff is also problematic. While many of the channels used are the same as those used to communicate with students, a number of additional channels have been identified. These are listed in Table 2 below.

	No.
	Channel
	Pros
	Cons

	13. 
	Meeting by chance in corridors and other places
	Often quick, informal and effective

Face to face is often the best way of communicating
	Harder when staff are in different buildings

	14. 
	Formal meetings 
	Inclusive

Good way of reaching consensus
	Not everyone invited attends

Sometimes, not everyone who should be there is invited

Quality of minutes is erratic

	15. 
	Informal meetings 
	Often effective

Good way of reaching consensus
	Exclusive (often only selected people invited)

Not everyone invited attends

Usually no minutes taken

	16. 
	Email to central distribution lists
	Quick means of giving the same information to a large number of people

Archived
	Central distribution lists are often out of date.

The moderation process often holds up email

	17. 
	Phone
	Quick and direct
	Typically 50% of calls are never answered ( Voicemail even worse

Occasionally phones not working

	18. 
	Calling in to people's offices
	Very quick and direct

Face to face is often the best way of communicating
	People not usually in their office unless you have an appointment

Difficult to know on a particular day if an individual is in the University or not, and if so, where


Table 2 - Communication channels between staff

Other general communication problems include:

1. CAM is a virtual organisation that doesn't easily map onto a physical presence. Particularly when relating to the rest of the University (which now just talks in terms of faculties and departments), there is a perpetual need to explain the organisation, its role and its various locations.

2. There is a feeling that ECAM is poor at taking advice from people not on it about the impact of its decisions. This is probably a reflection of a lack of consultation (real or perceived).

3. Some members of staff who are complimentary or positive about communication within CAM are less complimentary about communication at the Faculty level. Communication from the Faculty office and its staff is perceived as "all one way". Routine communication between CAM and the engineering departments is almost non-existent.

2.4. Other problems encountered by academic staff

Academic staff have a lot of reasonable complaints that their working practices are less than perfect. While no one expects all of these to be solved overnight, a list is needed in order to make a start. 

2.4.1. Course and assessment related problems

19. Several members of staff have commented on the system employed in CAM for checking that assessment marks have been entered into UAMS correctly. The usual procedure is for the Admin Office to "summon" the member of staff over to Lion Gate. It is less inconvenient now that no staff are based in Mercantile House, but still it is a chore to walk over there. Conventional management theory would suggest that admin staff should bring the marks to the academics (to maximise the productive time of the more highly paid), but most people want to know, since all the data is stored in computer systems, why the entering and checking process cannot be done electronically? A further issue is that the data to be checked is not always presented in the form that makes it most easy to do so.

20. There is a clear problem with the conduct of examination boards. With the introduction of simultaneous meetings, the steady reduction in the number of staff who attend them, and the fact that the minutes of examination boards usually do not explicitly record the issues of principle that have been decided, it is becoming harder to ensure consistency in decision-making. Where this becomes apparent to students, it can cause considerable awkwardness and potential for embarrassment to us.

21. We have increasing numbers of students who are on non-standard course structures (often because the student has been with us so long the course has changed, or because someone or some committee bent the rules in attempt to "help" them). This includes students who are allowed to repeat units at non-standard times, students who are admitted to courses without meeting the proper prerequisites, and students whose extenuating circumstances are used arbitrarily in their favour. While bending over backwards to help the student is surely a good thing, there is a danger that it has become so ingrained in the culture that some staff are willing to make decisions on the fly without considering whether the "solution" does not cause us greater problems, either administrative or in maintaining academic standards.

22. How does a member of staff find out definitively which students are studying their unit? This problem has been addressed partly in recent years by the introduction of the online registry system that provides a window into information held in HEMIS. Provided the Admin Office knows, then HEMIS is updated and the online version follows whenever it is next regenerated. The main remaining problem about this is that many staff do not know that this mechanism exists and how to use it. However, it is still impossible to generate an email distribution list for a unit from this without having to do considerable editing.

23. An important issue (and one that has been perpetual as long as I have been at Portsmouth) is support for the relationship between a student and their personal tutor. The mapping from student to tutor and vice-versa is seemingly recorded in a variety of spreadsheet files that are held in frequently changing locations on the L drive. There is no system to automatically inform students and staff of changes affecting them (and despite assertions to the contrary, changes are made). But most crucially, there is no mechanism to keep personal tutors informed of factors that affect their tutees, such as decisions of Boards of Examiners, course changes, or disciplinary action. Without that sort of communication, it is no wonder that the personal tutor system is failing in its goal of engaging with students.

24. There is ongoing controversy about the use of HEMIS numbers as examination numbers. We are increasingly using HEMIS numbers to distinguish between students with similar names
 and to clarify the identity of students with names that are difficult to pronounce. We also have students identified by their HEMIS number in email lists. How can a student then have any confidence that their assessed work is being marked anonymously? It is just too easy (and necessary) for staff to know a student's number There is a fundamental flaw in the University's policies about anonymous marking, since it contradicts so many other things we do. There are also ways in which students can find out their colleagues' HEMIS numbers, so creating a flaw in our attempts to publish marks anonymously.

25. The introduction of second marking and changes to procedures about the checking of exam papers has meant that it is necessary to appoint moderators for each unit. But where is the definitive list of what units are running? Is it in HEMIS, in CMIS or, again, in some spreadsheet located in an ill-defined place on the L drive? One of the Heads reported on the difficulty they had in obtaining a list of units their department was running each semester. The units that are nominally transferred to other departments but still staffed and assessed by the department compound the problems. To fairly balance staff workloads, it would be nice to combine this information with information about the numbers of students involved, but this is currently impossible without a lot of cross-checking.

26. The perpetual complaint of those involved in timetabling is their lack of accurate information about the facilities available in classrooms and, in particular, labs. We have begun a process (in the CAM Computer Committee) to make sure that up to date information about the software and equipment in each lab is accessible on the web. We still need to ensure that our mechanisms for keeping it up to date are robust.

27. We have too many points of failure in our staffing arrangements. Often decisions can't be made because one relevant person is absent. Who makes decisions/promulgates information when the person with prime responsibility is away? Deputies (and their scope) need to be appointed. On the infrequent occasions when a deputy is appointed, that fact is not often communicated to all who need to know.

2.4.2. Problems with the University's information systems

The University's information systems are gradually improving, and now provide much better access to much better information than they did a few years ago. Student systems (HEMIS, UAMS, CEMIS, etc.) hold information on (among other things):

· enrolment details

· units studied / options

· timetable

· assessment results

· extenuating circumstances

However access to these is limited (usually to administrative staff), largely because of security concerns
. It is not only the risk that information about students might be read by inappropriate people, but also that the information can be changed in an unauthorised fashion. Systems like these need to implement a defined security policy. There are no prohibitive data protection issues (provided the University tells students who has access to their data, and there is no question that use for course management purposes is not "unfair"), but there should be extra protection for "sensitive" data.

The second issue is the lack of integration between the various systems. It ought to be possible to move from looking at a list of students taking a particular unit to see when that unit has been timetabled. From the timetable, it should be possible to obtain a list of students expected to attend a particular slot.

Thirdly, the systems appear to give staff little help for decision-making and compliance monitoring.

Other universities can do it; why can't we? The Student Portal (in development by ISO) will perhaps solve many of these problems. Equally it has the potential to create new ones where students misinterpret information held about them (or query it), or members of staff don't have access to the same information that their students do.

2.4.3. Problems of communication with other parts of the University

The communication problems that there have from time to time been with ISO seem to be improving. The setting up of the CAM Computer Operations Sub-Committee has enabled a clearer path for sharing information about academic needs and technical limitations. Also, ISO has made a couple of changes to its procedures ( for example, the issuing of job numbers by the helpdesk and the ability of staff to monitor the status of the job ( that have helped matters too.

However, there are still some issues that concern staff:

1. It is still difficult for some staff to identify the appropriate person to contact concerning a technical issue. While 90% of problems should be reported to the helpdesk, and are dealt with accordingly, there is confusion about the reporting of problems with the Faculty website or TONIC (which need to go to Mark Ferguson), the University website (which may need to go to the Web Team in Marketing, unless they are with pages that Mark or I can fix), TUD (which may require me, Fred or some unknown administrator in a far-off department to fix) and PUMS (which need to come to me), and also the discussion of future plans and intentions (which may need to be discussed with a number of people).

2. Where a technical problem affects one or more students and their assessments (or their ability to access learning materials), how is that accounted for in making academic judgements? Academics are often in the dark about whether the problem is of the student's own making or a real technical issue.

3. There is an issue concerning the prioritisation of problems. The priority attached to a problem by a member of the academic staff might not be appreciated by the ISO staff that need to solve it. This applies both at the micro level of individual helpdesk problems, and also at the macro level of the allocation of resources to site support teams and the like.

4. Fortunately, the frequency of network infrastructure problems is low, but because of the way ISO centralises the management of many of its facilities, there is a greater risk that a problem will have wide-reaching consequences. It means that all workstations are enforced to be idle when the network is inoperative. There are moves afoot to enable machines in lecture rooms to operate standalone during these times, but that ability also needs to be available on staff office machines, and arguably even in student labs.

5. What exactly are our "mission critical" systems? Can we operate effectively as a centre for higher education if HEMIS is down? What about the University or Faculty web servers? What about email systems? What about PUMS?

6. A lot of shared documents are stored on the L drive. This causes a variety of problems:

a) a document is never likely to be found fewer than 3 steps away from the root (e.g. L:\Technology\Dept\Staff)

b) ownership and access rights to directories on the drive is not clear, and not used effectively to enforce any security policy

c) nothing on the drive is indexed (though perversely it can be searched, albeit slowly, whereas most of our websites can't be searched at all)

d) the location of important documents changes frequently as directories are moved or renamed (without notice or control)

e) accessing the L drive via FTP from home is nowhere near as convenient and easy as accessing it via Windows within the University

7. The University search engine is notoriously bad at finding things. This is partly because information you would expect to find on the web is not in fact there, and partly because it is held on servers that are not searched by the engine. It might reasonably be expected that a student might search for the following phrases and be successful in finding the definitive reference material, but an experiment shows otherwise.

	Search phrase
	Results

	computing duty tutor 
	Nothing found at all

	computer science course structure
	Returned a page containing statistics of the number of searches in the Library's exam database!

	semester 1 exam timetable
	Returned a page about the IWLP and a page which contained a link to the semester 2 (!) exam timetable in the School of Social, Historical and Literary Studies


8. In the past year, the Faculty has moved web servers and the University has adopted a Content Management System. In both cases the moves were mismanaged in terms of the redirection of old addresses to new ones. In both cases, ad hoc solutions have been adopted that could and should have been part of the implementation plan.

2.4.4. Miscellaneous gripes

28. University policies are not explained very well. Two examples cited are to do with business cards. Why can't staff have personal website addresses on their cards?
 Why does the back of the card have to be purple (and hence you can’t write on it)?

29. Many members of staff are still receiving mail from within University addressed to Milton!

30. The information held in the University phonebook is accurate with respect to some members of staff. In some cases, the fact of an individual's promotion has been ignored for several years. The phonebook carries the instruction: "if any personal details are incorrect please contact your departmental telephone co-ordinator … to authorise the amendment". This would be fine if only anyone knew who his or her departmental telephone co-ordinator was!

31. Requests for action by colleagues are often unacknowledged. Action when taken is often not confirmed.

32. Some staff complain about the lack of selectivity in the information sent out by email ( too many messages are sent to "all" when they could instead be sent to a more select list of recipients. Other staff complain that they don't get told enough ( notification of important decisions are not being sent to all staff.

33. Who is responsible for what? The responsibilities list doesn't delineate duties ( it leaves out many roles. Where does an individual's authority emanate from (is it delegated from their head of department)? Few jobs/committees have terms of reference, and many of those that do are so broad (e.g. HoD, FHTP) that they are impossible to do all of them!

34. What quality of service are we aiming for? How quickly after a request should an acknowledgement be sent? How quickly should a decision be made? How much slower should things be done during vacation than during term time? What sanctions should there be for not meeting targets?

35. Professionalism ( we're an IS/ICT/CS department, but we don't practice what we preach/teach. 

36. We need to retain a customer focus. We have a large number of customers (students). They all lead busy lives (they are not full-time students any more) and we need to acknowledge that.

37. Lack of strategy. There is no University information strategy (merely a bit of an IT strategy). There is little co-ordination between University/Faculty/Departmental initiatives. There is a lack of project management experience among those entrusted with new developments. There is no evaluation of the comparative risk of doing or not doing some action.

38. We suffer a lack of co-ordination of research. We had someone attend a conference without knowing a colleague's poster was on display. Many staff see a need for whiteboards for off-the-cuff discussions.

3. Common themes

Analysis of the long list of problems described in section 2 above shows a number of common themes.

39. Centralisation versus distribution. A key dichotomy that keeps arising is centralisation versus distribution. We see that centralisation is currently the dominant trend in the evolution of many of our decision-making processes, and in the way in which certain resources (e.g. the University's computing equipment) tends to be managed. On the other hand, we see distribution in the way we increasingly expect students to manage their own learning. Should knowledge managers be forced to store their information in a central repository or keep it under their own direction? Fortunately modern networking systems (especially the web) make it relatively easy to switch back and forward between these two styles of control.

40. Openness versus closedness. Is it desirable for people to be able to look at information beyond their immediate area? In MI5 the answer is probably not. In an academic environment the answer is a firm yes, within reasonable limits. A case in point here would be to ensure that all staff were able (if they wanted to) to see messages sent to students by their colleagues.

41. Courtesy/voluntary versus duty. Should staff (and students) be made to do things a particular way (and if so, how?) or should they do it voluntarily, in the spirit of collegiate working? As one member of staff said, "We rely a lot on niceness to get things done".

42. Any single person in the programme area is likely to be a member of what can be termed multiple indistinct communities of practice. As an example, the group of people that an individual interacts with for their teaching is often quite different from the group they interact with for course administration, and yet another group for research or other activities. This means that we can't simply compartmentalise people by one single attribute (though the separation of CAM into four departments did just that!) ( we need more sophisticated structures.

43. Concentration versus redundancy. There is a managerial tendency (often associated with centralisation, discussed above) to concentrate resources in a single place. This often creates single points of failure, thereby increasing risk. Redundancy can be a good thing since the slack it creates is your reserve in times of trouble and stress. However, duplication can also lead to inconsistency. We need to bear both in mind.

44. Push versus pull. Should you have to ask someone for their information (pull) or should they send it to you unasked for (push)? There is a middle course. They push the information to some neutral place from where you can look for it and pull it.

45. Retention. It is useful, having received a message containing information to be able to go back and read it again or check details. Is that why the N drive is filling up with people hoarding loads of email messages?

46. Timing of decisions (changes in policy). Too often we make decisions about policy at the last minute, because the need is urgent. Would we have to make (or remake) fewer decisions if we planned them well in advance and allowed more time for thinking about them?

47. When do decisions come into effect, and whom do they apply to? Often there is confusion about whether a decision affects current students, or is to be applied in the future. Every decision should record its effect.

48. Paper versus electronic. It is a gross generalisation, but the Admin Office uses paper whereas everybody else prefers information in electronic format. Is this a result of a lack of training or a lack of confidence in new technologies? Are the right tools not available to everyone who needs them? We have noticed that some staff (both admin and academic) are often unable or unwilling to self-train (e.g. from online tutorials).

49. How we design new systems. We keep devising new paper-based systems, when perhaps we should be taking advantage of our technology and expertise to construct electronic ones.

50. We tend to produce stopgaps rather than proper solutions.

51. Access control. Who is allowed to read some particular piece of information; who is allowed to write (modify) it? Is the control provided by human systems or by technology? Who manages the control system ( adding new users, deleting leavers, etc.? Who determines policy? Who assigns people to roles?

52. Operations versus development. In abstract terms, we do two main things:

a) we operate established mechanisms (e.g. courses); and

b) we develop new mechanisms

We need to distinguish between them ( perhaps to the extent of having different teams of people working on each.

53. Macro-management versus micro-management. Are HoDs solving big or small problems? What duties and responsibilities are delegated? Are HoDs delegating the right things?

54. Information versus consultation. What are our formal mechanisms for consultation/decision-making/complaint resolution? Can we distinguish between making a policy and proposing a policy? Often people with strong views on a subject are not able to get involved in the making of decisions about it, because management tends to select the people to debate an issue, and to exclude those who might be "difficult" or, as one senior colleague put it, "show repeated failure to engage with reality". Fundamentally we are not "collegiate" in the sense that most academics would traditionally define it.

55. When people work in teams, there is a distinction to be made between pooling (sending a message to any member of the team, often sharing the destinations out equally) versus hunting (trying to send the message to the first person in the team, and to the second if they're not available, etc.) versus distribution (sending it to all members of the team). It should be possible to discern which of these styles a team wishes to operate in. The technology should then support it.

56. Formal versus informal mechanisms. Informal mechanisms should not be discouraged, and should be recognised in the formal mechanisms.

57. What is definitive? There is wariness about assuming that any fact is true. This may be a good thing, or it may betray a lack of trust in the source, or a recognition that things change often. The mark of an "old hand" in CAM is that they always check the facts with someone who they expect is more "in the know" than them. How would a new student / member of staff know that?

58. Much messaging is correcting previous miscommunication.

59. Indexing and searching. Very little of our information is indexed or searchable. Search mechanisms provide the most flexibility, but indexing mechanisms add value because of the structure they apply to the information.

60. Customer Relationship Management. We need to be seen to be responsive to our customers (students, placement companies, project clients, etc.). We also need to audit the nature of that relationship for QAA purposes. The same applies to our relationships with external examiners, accrediting bodies and the like.

61. Staff systems versus student-based systems. We need to encourage:

· more integration of existing systems

· a common Faculty/University-wide approach

· systems that talk directly to the student

· wider staff access (including from home, where appropriate)

4. Recommendations

The recommendations given in this section derive from my:

· observations of the communication and knowledge management practices of CAM in particular and the University as a whole;

· knowledge or impressions of communication and knowledge management practices elsewhere;

· interpretation and analysis of the communication problems drawn to my attention by colleagues and students during the course of this work;

· technical knowledge of the systems and techniques available;

· experience of developing information systems;

· experience of managing groups of people;

· judgement regarding the appropriateness of the technologies and methods available.

Based on these factors, I have attempted to draw up a list of recommendations that are sufficiently broad as to encourage agreement about their applicability and provide opportunity for more detailed discussion about their implementation. I have not attempted to justify them rigorously since it is my belief that most of them are fairly obvious, and many others are consequential on earlier ones. If I am mistaken in that belief, I am more than happy to discuss or explain them.

4.1. Fundamentals

We all know that we live in an "information society" where the conduct of our daily lives and certainly our jobs relies on our easy and rapid access to a wide range of information.

As far as the Computing and Maths programme area is concerned, its staff and students must be able to find out what they need to do to perform their roles effectively and efficiently.

Recommendation 1: Affirm that information is crucial to the success of our courses and research.  Establish as our aim to develop fully integrated information systems that cover all aspects of our course and research management. Get ISO, Registry, RDS and others on board with this concept.

We must also recognise that the solutions to our problems lie in the technology that we consider ourselves expert in.

Recommendation 2: We must practice what we preach about information systems. We need to implement technology to assist us in solving our problems, unless it is clearly inappropriate to do so.

We must also set a number of (preferably objective) criteria by which we can measure the success of our initiatives. Without them, we will not know what it is we are setting out to achieve. Possible goals might be:

62. Reducing the time spent by staff on course management matters, especially responding to enquiries.

63. Increasing conformance by our students with course requirements.

Recommendation 3: Establish criteria for measuring the success of initiatives.

4.2. Tacit versus explicit knowledge

I said in the introduction that it was obvious from an early point in the process that this was not really a communication problem as much as one of knowledge management (KM).

There are two types of knowledge:

· Explicit ( documented information

· Tacit ( know-how and learning embedded in people's minds

I would estimate that currently approximately 80% of the collective knowledge in CAM about course management issues and procedures is tacit. Probably this is because the departments still exhibit many attributes that evolved during the time when it was just a small group of staff and students. We have never been a group of people whose first response to something new is to write it down in an organised way.

However, a number of factors mean that the old way of working is no longer appropriate:

· The total number of students has risen from a couple of hundred to well over a thousand ( more if one counts the ones on distance learning or franchise courses.

· Each year we have to introduce hundreds of new students to our ways of working.

· The number of staff has risen from 20 or so to 80 or 90 (including academic and administrative staff).

· Each year we have to induct several new staff.

· The volume of regulations and procedures we inherit from the University and outside sources is ever increasing.

· The Faculty's new initiatives in distance learning (target 75% ODL) mean that an ever-reducing proportion of our students will be seen by face-to-face  (and often even not one-to-one) contact.

· The spoken word is not always the most effective form of communication with people whose first language is not English.

· Although the problem of working on split sites has reduced since most staff moved out of Mercantile House, it is still not possible to rely on bumping into colleagues in a corridor as a means of communication.

· The new quality and access agendas require us to document more and more of our activities.

I think it's reasonable to say that we have too much tacit knowledge and too little explicit, and that we should aim to redress the balance.

Recommendation 4: Promote the conversion of tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge.

To achieve this, I believe we need to do three fundamental things:

· standardise ways of setting down collective knowledge; and

· mechanise ways of making knowledge easy to find

· control more rigorously the way in which we communicate that knowledge to students and colleagues

Recommendation 5: Set up an Information Standards Steering Group (ISSG) that is responsible for setting and policing standards for knowledge management. The Group should be a mix of senior staff and those with interests (both managerial and technical) in developing better mechanisms. Enthusiasm for the task should be the main criteria for membership.

4.3. Channel consolidation

We have too many communication channels and we need to reduce those to a manageable number. We need to provide auditable means to ensure that those channels convey all relevant information.

Recommendation 6: We need to focus on two or three channels of communication. Those channels should convey all information about course and research management issues. (Additional channels may be used if appropriate, but not to the exclusion of the principal channels.)

4.4. Virtual handbooks

The knowledge about course management issues and procedures, and about the other activities of the departments such as research, needs to be structured into a readily recognisable form. The metaphor that I think is best to adopt is that of a handbook, which a user (staff or student) might refer to in order to acquire some information or knowledge.

There is a question as to how many handbooks there should be?

· One: containing all our knowledge.

· Two: one for staff and one for students.

· Several: one per course or course-year.

· Many: one per user, tailored to their needs. This is a tempting goal, but perhaps one we should evolve towards rather than deliver at the start.

Clearly, where there is more than one handbook, some sections will no doubt be shared. It is important however that information not be duplicated since that may lead to inconsistency when one copy is changed but not another.

Recommendation 7: Establish a Student Virtual Handbook and a Staff Virtual Handbook as the repositories for knowledge of course and research management issues and procedures. Look to make these individually tailored in the future. The ISSG should be responsible for defining the structure of handbooks.

Clearly, TONIC is in a small way a starting point for a staff handbook, but currently TONIC contains a very small proportion of the total information we use.

4.5. Handbook contents

The handbooks should address in full detail all issues concerned with:

· course structures and requirements (largely contained in the PSDs)

· unit information (largely already contained in TUD and HEMIS)

· timetable (for classes and examinations)

· lab facilities (and how to access them and where to go for help in using them)

· policy and procedures on such matters as:

· assessments

· results

· extenuating circumstances

· special needs

· course management structures and processes for decision making

· research groups

· research management policies and procedures

· agenda/notes/minutes of all meetings

· procedures for making changes to the above

Undoubtedly, many other things will spring to mind as this is developed.

4.6. Information quality

Information quality is a term that encompasses a number of different attributes, including accuracy and currency. Information comes to be regarded as accurate and current only if people are regularly reading it and causing it to be updated it if it ceases to be an accurate reflection of reality.

Recommendation 8: The relevant handbook must be regarded as the definitive document for any issue. Staff and students must be able to rely on its contents.  A culture must be engendered that "if it's not in the handbook, then it ain't so!" Changes to University or external policy must be reflected in the handbook (though this will probably be best achieved by providing cross references to it).

4.7. Formatting and delivering the knowledge

I think there is little doubt that the technologies to deliver the handbooks are those associated with the Internet and mobile communications.

· HTTP is the easiest to use and most flexible protocol for requesting information over the Internet, whatever format it is ultimately presented in. WAP is the equivalent for access via a mobile phone.

· HTML allows documents to be structured and linked. While Microsoft Word and Adobe PDF are alternatives that have advantages for material that is intended to be printed, they are more difficult to search, and much more difficult to produce consistently.

· XML, ultimately, will be used for the exchange of structured information. Future applications are more likely to exchange information with other applications, and won't be bound by the need of the human reader to have information presented in a textual form.

Recommendation 9: Internet and mobile technologies should be used to format and deliver the handbooks.

4.8. Accessing the knowledge

Once the decision has been taken to use Internet technologies, it is a small step to conclude that access to the handbooks should be via web portals.

The characteristics of the portals should be:

· They each have a URL that is as short as possible, easily remembered and unchanging.

· Different portals for each virtual handbook may be appropriate.

· Each portal should allow free text searching (a la Google) of the entire body of knowledge and provide a structured representation of its contents (i.e. an index). 

· Access through the portal should be restricted to current staff and students (and perhaps applicants). Password authentication is probably the easiest way to achieve this. There are two primary reasons to restrict access in this way: firstly by identifying users, the portal can be individualised to their requirements; and secondly to protect our "commercial" interests in our courses and research by denying unauthorised access.

· A WAP version of a portal would facilitate mobile access.

Recommendation 10: Set up one or more web portals as the access points to the virtual handbooks.

The L drive is of very limited use and its use needs to be deprecated.

Recommendation 11: Use of the L drive for information dissemination should be prohibited. All information should be stored on the web.

Staff and students need to be able to access the handbooks (and other parts of the University Intranet) from home and elsewhere. This is especially important now that many people have broadband connections in their homes and don't use the University's dial-up facilities.

Recommendation 12: All University web portals should have a single password mechanism. There should be no general restriction on where on the Internet access can be from. The Intranet should be defined as the people who use it, not as where they are located or who their network provider is.

We make no recommendation either for or against the use of a managed learning environment (such as WebCT) for the implementation of the web portal(s), or for or against developing one ourselves from scratch.

Recommendation 13: The key factor in determining what approach to take in the implementation of the web portals is that they are able to integrate well with other systems.

4.9. Knowledge attributes

Whatever technology is used, and whatever formats the information is presented in, there are a number of issues about how knowledge is managed and controlled. These include meta-information about the information ( attributes recording how it is created and updated and the processes that are undertaken to propose and agree changes to it.

In our context, the sort of information that it is important to record includes:

· The identity of the author(s) and/or authority, such as a committee or course management team, that is responsible for the content. This is the person or persons to whom requests for any change should be made.

· Applicability (e.g. what groups of students need to read it)

· The date when information was created/updated. A full revision history may form part of this.

· The date when the decision was made that is reflected in any change.

· The date when any change comes into effect.

· The date when the applicability of the information expires or becomes irrelevant.

Recommendation 14: All sections of the virtual handbooks should be tagged with the sort of information specified above.

4.10. Responsibility for upkeep

It is important that responsibility for the content of the handbook be tied very closely to the responsibility for making changes to the policies and processes defined within it. There are two possible ways of achieving this:

64. The responsible person (e.g. Chair/Secretary of the relevant committee, or a course leader) is only put in that position if they have the necessary skill to do whatever is needed to make the change to the handbook.

65. The responsible person can delegate the action of making the change to someone else, but must ensure that it is done in a timely manner.

Recommendation 15: The authority responsible for the information change must be closely associated with the process for updating the handbook.

4.11. Change control

A crucial aspect of knowledge management is how changes to knowledge are made. The process, whether it be formal or informal, normally includes a proposal, a decision, and a communication of that decision to those affected.

What we propose is that changes to policies should only be done through the appropriate handbook(s). This means in effect that any proposed change to a policy or practice should be framed as a change to the relevant handbook section. This will normally be a change to the content of some particular element, but might occasionally result in the creation of a new element or the deletion of an existing one.

Where possible, a change management system should be used to record requests for changes, the decision whether or not to make the change, and the fact that the change (if agreed) has been implemented. Software to do this is available free of charge. Using such a system could at best considerably reduce the amount of emails sent, and should at worst result in a similar number being sent, but with the advantage of them being more structured.

Recommendation 16: Implement a change management system for all sections of the virtual handbooks.

4.12. The nature of email messages

A corollary of the knowledge management policy outlined above is that it is no longer necessary or appropriate to disseminate course or research management information by means of bulk email messages.

Bulk email messages may therefore be reserved for:

· notifying relevant people of noteworthy changes to a handbook section

· reminding people of handbook sections

In both cases, it should be the normal practice to refer the recipient of the email to the relevant section (by giving its URL) rather than duplicating the text in the message. However, this should not prohibit the inclusion of urgent information in the body of a message.

Recommendation 17: Bulk email should not normally be used to disseminate information; rather it should be used only for references to information.

Bulk email messages about course and research management issues really should be transitory ( in other words, the recipients should be able to delete them, confident that:

· for a certain period of time (perhaps one year), an archive can be consulted to review the message (or confirm that it was sent)

· the definite reference for any information contained in the email is the appropriate section of a virtual handbook

· in cases where the contents of an email appear to be in conflict with the contents of a section of a virtual handbook, the handbook is definitive, not the email

Recommendation 18: Bulk email should be regarded as transitory and deletable.

4.13. Mailing lists

When all knowledge is embodied in an online handbook, and accessible to all, it should be possible, and it certainly should be desirable, to arrange to send the emails described above only to people who want them. This can be implemented by a series of subscription lists – perhaps associated with specific sections of a handbook. When a section is updated, those people who are subscribed to it should be the only ones notified. The process of notifying such changes should be partially automated.

One can debate the merits or otherwise of whether subscribing to a particular list should be voluntary or compulsory – e.g. should all 2nd year Computing students be on the CMP2 list? What is clear is that while it is possible to send messages to all and sundry, one cannot force anyone to read a message ("take a horse to water…"!). Better is to provide an easy means to subscribe and unsubscribe, with the choice being left to the subscriber as to what sorts of messages they want to receive. Users should be free to subscribe to lists that they might not obviously be associated with ( the subscribers to a list wishing to be notified of changes to a unit might include staff who teach pre or post-requisite units and students who merely wish to "sit in" on lectures without being formally enrolled on it.

An exception to the voluntary subscription policy may be where "official notices" (e.g. changes to regulations or policy) need to be officially communicated to all students.

Recommendation 19: Mailing lists should exist for notifications. Subscription should be open, and normally voluntary, except for "official notices".

Email is only one channel for sending messages like this. Another obvious one is SMS/MMS text messaging.

Recommendation 20: The subscription service should support other communication channels (such as SMS/MMS).

Clearly, use of these mailing lists should be restricted to people who have the authority to make changes to the handbook. This needs to be interpreted broadly, so that, for example, the person supposed to give a cancelled lecture has the authority to notify people via the appropriate mailing list, not just the timetabler.

Recommendation 21: Only authorised people should be able to send messages to these mailing lists.

It is useful for people who are not subscribed to a list to occasionally be able to see what messages have been sent. 

Recommendation 22: Messages should be archived (for a while).

It should be possible for subscribers to specify such attributes as:

· which email/SMS address(es) messages should be sent to

· what format the message should be in

· whether messages should be sent immediately, or periodically in digest form

· what categories of information should be sent

Recommendation 23: Users should be able to control how messages are sent to them

As an example, take the case of a lecture being cancelled because a member of staff is ill. This results in some sort of annotation being made to a section of a handbook associated with timetabling (conceptually if not physically). This should result in an alert being sent to people who have subscribed to a mailing list associated with that section.

4.14. Attributes of a message

When emails are sent, there are a number of qualitative issues concerning their structure and content. A message needs to identify whether it:

· Is urgent or routine

· Is important or trivial

· Becomes irrelevant (expires) after a time (e.g. news) or is enduring (e.g. reference material)

· Whether action by the recipient(s) is mandatory, desirable, permissible or not required.

· Needs a response (and if so, the importance, urgency, etc. of the response)

· Needs its receipt to be acknowledged

· Needs to be retained for future reference

Recommendation 24: The above attributes should be discernable in messages that are sent, but with regard to keeping the message short and to the point.

4.15. Auditing

If we need students (or staff for that matter) to do something, there needs to be an auditable trail that shows that we told them that.

Recommendation 25: There needs to be an audit trail for all notices.

Notes/minutes of all meetings should be available in the appropriate handbook.

If a Board or Committee makes a decision, there should be a reference in the minutes to the place in the appropriate handbook where the decision was implemented. Likewise there should be reference back from the handbook to the minutes of the meeting where the decision was made.

Recommendation 26: Decisions and the implementation should be cross-referenced between the handbook and the minutes/notes of the appropriate Board/Committee.

4.16. Complaint/issue management (for both students and staff)

A change management system could also be used to implement a complaints system for students, and if necessary for staff. This is part of what is often referred to as customer relationship management. Since a complaint can normally be framed as a request for a change to something, its features map well onto the necessary aspects of a complaints procedure, viz.:

· Complaints, decisions, responses and actions need to be recorded for auditing purposes.

· A well-defined procedure for dealing with complaints needs to exist.

· Upholding or denying a complaint, or modifying its terms by negotiation, is similar to the process of agreeing or denying or amending a change request.

· Access to the complaint and its status in the process needs to be possible for all people who might be involved with dealing with it or the customer.

Recommendation 27: A change management system should be used to implement a complaints/issue management system.

4.17. Tools and training support

It is a crucial aspect of the successful implementation of these proposals that:

66. appropriate tools should be used to make the creation, amendment and quality control of information as easy and automatic as possible

67. staff (and perhaps students) who are responsible for the content of the handbooks must be given appropriate training in the use of the system

68. technical help must be available to support staff and students who need to use the systems

Recommendation 28: Tools and training need to be made available.

Students need to be informed of the location of the virtual handbook(s) and how to access them. They also need educating in what is meant by "definitive" in the context of this information, how it is changed, how they can raise issues concerned with it, and, most importantly, what their responsibilities are towards it.

Recommendation 29: Students need to be educated about the virtual handbook(s).

4.18. Role-specific email addresses

The heads of department have successfully trialed the implementation of role-specific email addresses (e.g. hod.isca). Using roles rather than names clearly makes the documentation and standardisation of processes much easier. This should be extended to all course and research management roles. For example, a Computing student wishing to contact their course leader should be able to do so via a message to cl-cmp@port.ac.uk.

Recommendation 30: Role-specific addresses should be used for all course and research management emails.

This also makes it easier to manage pooling, hunting or distributing of messages.

4.19. Issues involving the rest of the University

There is still the issue of using HEMIS student numbers both to identify students and to anonymise their assessments. It would probably be better for the University to create an "examination number" that was exclusively used for the latter purpose, and to use the HEMIS number (together with the network login name which could be the same) only to identify students.

Recommendation 31: The University should be asked to review the use of HEMIS numbers as examination identifiers.

There is an issue in connection with HEMIS about when does a unit become a new unit? At the moment, a new HEMIS unit code is assigned whenever an element of a unit changes that would reflect the way it is presented in a student's transcript. This is not well known, and is causing some problems in the interactions between HEMIS and the unit database.

Recommendation 32: The University should be asked to review the allocation of codes to units.

There is an issue about how the academic priority can and should be attached to a request to ISO.

Recommendation 33: The University should be asked to establish a standard way of identifying the academic priority of problems reported to ISO.

4.20. Further development of corporate systems

Access to, and integration of, existing corporate systems needs to be improved. Several members of staff in CAM are in a good position to advise on future developments in this area. There needs to be good liaison with the rest of the University on the developments made by the ISSG.

Recommendation 34: CAM staff should be more involved in the design and development of corporate systems.

The missing link in our corporate information systems is a system to record the course management interaction between staff and students. It should be possible for a personal tutor, course leader or head of department to be able to find out from their desk the sort of information that is typically held in a student's file or elsewhere in the admin office. This includes:

· assessment results and decisions made by exam boards resulting from them (the basic data for this is already recorded in HEMIS or UAMS but not qualitative information)

· notes on a student's history ( course and unit changes, repeated units, resits, etc.

· records of coursework submission and examination attendance

· records of the progress and outcomes of disciplinary action, or other action taken against the student by finance, the library, etc.

· details of special needs and the arrangements made to provide them

· details of extenuating circumstances affecting a student and decisions relating to them

· notes of advice given to a student by members of staff

Recommendation 35: Develop a Student and Unit Management System (SUMS) to hold all the information relating to interactions with students.

4.21. Other recommendations

Recommendation 36: Student representatives should have access to our systems to enable them to communicate with the students they represent.

Recommendation 37: Minutes of examination boards should explicitly identify decisions of principle.

Recommendation 38: There needs to be clear guidelines about who can approve exceptions to policy, the bounds of such discretion, and how such decisions are recorded.

5. Implementation plan

Clearly the recommendations set out above cannot be implemented overnight. This section is intended to provide some advice on how they can be achieved.

69. The aim of a fully integrated information system for all our course and research management will probably take about 5 years to achieve.

70. The machinery to implement standards can be established almost immediately.

71. Using one of the existing websites, we should be able to clean up its existing structure , identify it as a "handbook", and devise a framework for where other information (still to be made explicit) will fit in.

72. Once the framework is established, a timetable for producing the contents can be devised.

73. Trials of a change management system can begin shortly. I suggest we trial it on relatively small projects at first.

74. A system for implementing the subscription lists needs to be acquired or developed.

75. The system has got to be introduced with a light touch. Staff need to be sold on the strategic vision.

76. It has got to make staff's life easier. There have got to be short-term wins as well as long-term ones.

77. Priorities need to be established.

78. Criteria for success (or for determining when we give up and do something else) must be established early on.
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Appendix A ( Summary list of recommendations

17Recommendation 1:
Affirm that information is crucial to the success of our courses and research.  Establish as our aim to develop fully integrated information systems that cover all aspects of our course and research management. Get ISO, Registry, RDS and others on board with this concept.


17Recommendation 2:
We must practice what we preach about information systems. We need to implement technology to assist us in solving our problems, unless it is clearly inappropriate to do so.


18Recommendation 3:
Establish criteria for measuring the success of initiatives.


18Recommendation 4:
Promote the conversion of tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge.


19Recommendation 5:
Set up an Information Standards Steering Group (ISSG) that is responsible for setting and policing standards for knowledge management. The Group should be a mix of senior staff and those with interests (both managerial and technical) in developing better mechanisms. Enthusiasm for the task should be the main criteria for membership.


19Recommendation 6:
We need to focus on two or three channels of communication. Those channels should convey all information about course and research management issues. (Additional channels may be used if appropriate, but not to the exclusion of the principal channels.)


19Recommendation 7:
Establish a Student Virtual Handbook and a Staff Virtual Handbook as the repositories for knowledge of course and research management issues and procedures. Look to make these individually tailored in the future. The ISSG should be responsible for defining the structure of handbooks.


20Recommendation 8:
The relevant handbook must be regarded as the definitive document for any issue. Staff and students must be able to rely on its contents.  A culture must be engendered that "if it's not in the handbook, then it ain't so!" Changes to University or external policy must be reflected in the handbook (though this will probably be best achieved by providing cross references to it).


20Recommendation 9:
Internet and mobile technologies should be used to format and deliver the handbooks.


21Recommendation 10:
Set up one or more web portals as the access points to the virtual handbooks.


21Recommendation 11:
Use of the L drive for information dissemination should be prohibited. All information should be stored on the web.


21Recommendation 12:
All University web portals should have a single password mechanism. There should be no general restriction on where on the Internet access can be from. The Intranet should be defined as the people who use it, not as where they are located or who their network provider is.


21Recommendation 13:
The key factor in determining what approach to take in the implementation of the web portals is that they are able to integrate well with other systems.


22Recommendation 14:
All sections of the virtual handbooks should be tagged with the sort of information specified above.


22Recommendation 15:
The authority responsible for the information change must be closely associated with the process for updating the handbook.


22Recommendation 16:
Implement a change management system for all sections of the virtual handbooks.


22Recommendation 17:
Bulk email should not normally be used to disseminate information; rather it should be used only for references to information.


23Recommendation 18:
Bulk email should be regarded as transitory and deletable.


23Recommendation 19:
Mailing lists should exist for notifications. Subscription should be open, and normally voluntary, except for "official notices".


23Recommendation 20:
The subscription service should support other communication channels (such as SMS/MMS).


23Recommendation 21:
Only authorised people should be able to send messages to these mailing lists.


23Recommendation 22:
Messages should be archived (for a while).


24Recommendation 23:
Users should be able to control how messages are sent to them


24Recommendation 24:
The above attributes should be discernable in messages that are sent, but with regard to keeping the message short and to the point.


24Recommendation 25:
There needs to be an audit trail for all notices.


24Recommendation 26:
Decisions and the implementation should be cross-referenced between the handbook and the minutes/notes of the appropriate Board/Committee.


25Recommendation 27:
A change management system should be used to implement a complaints/issue management system.


25Recommendation 28:
Tools and training need to be made available.


25Recommendation 29:
Students need to be educated about the virtual handbook(s).


25Recommendation 30:
Role-specific addresses should be used for all course and research management emails.


25Recommendation 31:
The University should be asked to review the use of HEMIS numbers as examination identifiers.


26Recommendation 32:
The University should be asked to review the allocation of codes to units.


26Recommendation 33:
The University should be asked to establish a standard way of identifying the academic priority of problems reported to ISO.


26Recommendation 34:
CAM staff should be more involved in the design and development of corporate systems.


26Recommendation 35:
Develop a Student and Unit Management System (SUMS) to hold all the information relating to interactions with students.


26Recommendation 36:
Student representatives should have access to our systems to enable them to communicate with the students they represent.


26Recommendation 37:
Minutes of examination boards should explicitly identify decisions of principle.


26Recommendation 38:
There needs to be clear guidelines about who can approve exceptions to policy, the bounds of such discretion, and how such decisions are recorded.




� By course information we mean to include all information pertaining to the students' interaction with the department, so this will include information about the units the students study and the events (timetabled or otherwise) that they need to be aware of.


� Though sadly they often have similar HEMIS numbers as well!


� Access to HEMIS provides write access to the records of every student in the University.


� They can! Jane fought and won this battle some time ago.





