MLE
Report January to December 2004.

The Managed Learning Environment provides an electronic personalised view of information relating to the student experience at De Montfort University. Accessible at all times and from any web enabled screen the system allows students to review data that is directed their individual needs.

The report of the first year of the MLE implementation to December 2003 is available on the University site linked from page;

http://mle.dmu.ac.uk/mle-project/outcomes.html
Situation December 2003.

By the end of 2003 the Managed Learning Environment had been launched to first year students. As a result of an analysis of the first few weeks of operation particularly relating to the quality of student data and the successful routine updating of the MLE and Blackboard VLE the decision was made to roll forward the implementation. The original plan had been to implement the system between 2003 and 2006 on a rolling programme. The review confirmed that the system should be able to respond to demands for a rapid expansion of on-line systems for students.
MLE implementation – user evaluation 2003
The annual student IT survey carried out in December was the first time that users reactions to the MLE had been monitored. The survey was conducted using QuestionMark Perception, with the results available after the publication of the first MLE annual report. This report therefore contains reference to both the 2003 and 2004 surveys.

Developments in 2004.

The MLE had been launched first year students in September 2003 and extended to all students in January 2004. As part of the roll out of the services security of the system was enhanced by forcing users to change their password. Publicity on the service for year two plus students was managed to avoid all students attempting to gain first time access on the same day. Part of the process encouraged students to log onto the MLE before the first semester results were published.
Semester 1 marks

Semester 1 results were published for individual students in February 2004. Faculties were provided with the ability to manage the release of results by programme. In the end all faculties released most results on the same morning. Over 12,800 log ins were recorded in the following 24 hours with 5,100 recorded on the next day. The high initial demand meant that response times were poor for the first day although immediate remedial technical action managed the situation. Despite this student users were however positive especially those who had experienced the previous system for making results available. For them marks were now available earlier and were easier to read and interpret. 
As a result of the experience some changes were made to the delivery technology to manage the type of processing required to deliver results to high numbers of students simultaneously. Experience and follow up through faculties and with students directly indicated that over the period for the release of semester 1 marks there were also issues around forgotten passwords and students not having logged in before the results.
Semester 2 timetables for all students were released through the MLE.

Accommodation information
The Private Housing database was launched providing access to information on the availability of residential properties in the private sector. Previously only a closed database had been available to Housing Office staff during office hours. The new system is available 24 hours a day and has a search function that provides students with a guide to available accommodation through a number of criteria. It includes a built in map showing the location of properties chosen.
A publicity campaign to draw students attention to the private Housing database was undertaken in June. Feedback from users including the student union has been positive.

Assessments
QuestionMark Perception was used for assessment within faculty of Business and Law. in March. Employed in an environment where the assessment was required both in UK Associate Colleges abroad. There were some initial glitches on Leicester campus which were put right quickly. There were no problems with the assessments carried out simultaneously in India. The experience showed the importance of ensuring all staff are trained and briefed.
Shibboleth Project 

Following open competition it was confirmed that funding had been obtained from JISC to undertake a 30 month implementation of Shibboleth. Shibboleth is an authentication system that, by passing tokens across the network, allows users from one organisation to be authenticated and be given appropriate rights to access services in another organisation. It uses open source methods and common protocols. The application will have significance for all types of learning portals. It is being tested between DMU, the University of Leicester and the Leicester University Hospital Trust. The results of the work are being fed back to both the national and international community.
Semester 2 results

The results for the academic year were released through the MLE on 15th June. These provisional calculations enabled students to see unratified data provided them with time to query results and discuss these with tutors and faculty administrators. 30,000 log ins were made in the week following the release of the data to students of which 17,000 were on the first day. There were issues of performance once again but these lasted for the first 2 hours a shorter period than for semester 1 results and with a much higher number of accesses during the first day.
The availability of results on-line was an opportunity to reinforce the role of QL-e to academic staff. A simple web view of the complete student record thus enables staff to obtain on line access to data from any web enabled browser. Other changes were made to the MLE so that staff could see the information that students are able to view on the system. This view, available to all staff using their ordinary log on password does not reveal the private information and service set up that students receive or choose.
Capital investment

A bid for funding from HEFCE Capital Round 3 was successful with funding allocated from May 2004. This finance enabled the team to develop a much more rapid build up in the technical infrastructure required to support the MLE. Increased demands made on the system due to the advanced student implementation and responding to requests to deliver all results via the MLE had put a strain on the technology in place. Considerable technical skills and substantial time were invested to ensure that levels of service were appropriate.

Session 2004/5

The MLE was publicised to freshers in the 2004/5 intake by simple instructions on how to access the system. There were also launches of other new services including a replacement e-mail system. Over the period there has been consultation with faculties on preferences for communicating with students and the MLE announcements channel was made available from the start of the 2004 session with the MLE adding text. The systems continued to be developed to give faculties and central services direct text entry. This will need to be integrated within the context of the developing internal communications strategy.
Student voting

Later in the year the Student Union used an on-line voting system developed within the MLE team for them to conduct the elections for student programme representatives. Although Information Services have provided technology and support for all SU voting for a number of years the new system enables students to vote securely without the need to physically attend. The first use of the new system resulted in an increase of 400% in voting.
Student progress files
Over the last two years ISAS has been working with the University committee concerned with student progress files. During the summer period requirements for record keeping associated with student PDP records were finalised and the MLE team prepared and piloted a system for use by first year students. 

The PDP recording system was released in November. The original plan had been to provide the initial service, a student view, in October. Progress had however been ahead of schedule and by waiting until November the first version was able to include a staff view of the record and links to mentees information a feature originally planned for 2005. This did reveal amendments were required to tutor / tutee data that had not been used until then, but these were carried out quickly.

End user feedback

In December the Library Service and Information Services and Systems released student surveys through the MLE using Questionmark Perception. A good response was received to both.
Associate College students

During the year there were meetings with Associate College staff. The MLE is a service to all DMU students on or off DMU campuses. Consultation with Associate College staff has proved valuable in engaging these students and discussions are under way on how the MLE may be integrated with college communications strategies.

In late 2004 a new requirement was made of the MLE and the underlying student data system, to provide storage and the release of indicative marks. The needs of faculties vary and specifications were discussed in late December to implement release through the MLE in February 2005.
Issues
Service performance

Overall the technology supporting the MLE has operated with very few problems. Availability over the period has been xx.xx%. The times of concern were the release of results for semester 1 and the preliminary results in June. On both occasions the system response times were below acceptable levels for periods. In the first instance this was over the first day and in June during the first morning. Some problems in the first semester were caused by users not following instructions, but systems designers have to accept that this is inherent in a large group of users. The systems were sustained in these periods by the skill of the MLE team nursing the equipment through and balancing demands. This is not a sustainable situation and the group will continue to work on solutions. One of these may be to stagger the provision of results of 48 hours rather than all faculties releasing them simultaneously

.
Link to the Blackboard VLE.
A link between the MLE and Blackboard was provided by the company and worked in the first release. However the version of the Blackboard VLE provided to DMU included a radical rewrite of the underlying software. Although the fixes issued in the first few weeks of operation broke this link the decision was made to load these in December 2004 in order to solve some Blackboard issues that were hindering staff users in particular. Re-establishing the link was problematic with solutions followed by further changes that again caused linking problems.  Greater demand for MLE and VLE than anticipated in the original plans made testing complex and sensitive. Time spent on emerging applications such as PDP and indicative marks have taken resources away from resolving the problem. Communications with BlackBoard have not been ideal. The plan is now to set time aside in first quarter of 2005 to develop and implement a rugged system that will work through upgrades.
Staff access. 
Some staff have been frustrated by an inability to see a students MLE page. A facility was created in the period to enable staff to log on and see the general information available for students through own staff log in. Staff are able to view student information by registering as a user of the student data system QL-e. Some staff feel however that they should be able to view the personal links and other data that students set up for their personal use including the files that are currently theirs for private educational use and the book marks that they select for their personal MLE view. There are similar demands in respect of Blackboard information. A consistent policy on the use of management information in this area and the revealing of individual use is required. The matter has been referred to the Chair of the Learning and Teaching Committee.
Student progress files

The provision of records to support student progress files is in the early stages of development. Basic system functions for students and staff were made available in November. Feedback from users will guide further development. Awareness raising among staff is a key need.

Positioning of MLE and VLE.

There are features in the MLE and VLE that can be used for the same purpose e.g contacting student groups. The range of communication systems available to the organisation is now becoming rich. Use of the MLE, VLE and e-mail together with improvements to SMS will provide new opportunities but bring with them the need to take a strategic view of communications to ensure that messages are accurate, consistent, timely and do not overload recipients. There has been consultation with faculties and the Student Union on communication protocols and some modes of operation have been agreed temporarily while further discussions take place. We need to avoid moving to particular solutions because they are advantageous short term while creating longer term problems. The internal communications strategy will need to be the foundation for development. 

Student surveys 2003/4 results

The surveys for 2003 and 2004 indicate the impact of the MLE on students. The questions seeking feedback on the MLE in 2003 were answered by 73 respondents while in 2004 759 recorded comments.

The results of the analysis based on the satisfaction rating used in the student survey were

I have found it helpful

2003
 70% 

2004
84%

The system was easy to use

2003
83%

2004
90%

There was enough support provided to use the system

2003
70%

2004
86%

The MLE scored highest of all IT services for satisfaction in 2004. It also showed the greatest rise in satisfaction, comparing 2003 with 2004. The time and resources employed during the research phase and during the development of new services has been an investment resulting in the very high level of satisfaction with ease of use.

Developments for 2005.

The current project targets are;
· Student handbooks – prepare for session 2005.
· Finance information – Fees and debits
· Student Exam time table – Taking data provided by Academic Registry
· Personal development planning – Upgrading the service
· Users updating their own personal information 
· Student staff communications – Faculty announcements channel
· Technology refresh

· Links to e-mail – through an integrated communications channel on the MLE.

· Careers database

· Regulations – New versions
· Transfer data – To optimise the data transfers between the student data system and the MLE 
· Expand the provision of QuestionMark Perception services and support to meet demands

· Provide more links to general DMU social information
· Students’ view of their pre-enrolled module choices

· Award Classification view.

