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Timetabling Project
Anne Mumford and Michael Earl

Learning and Teaching Committee members are asked to:

· Note and comment on progress, issues and next steps.
· Discuss and approve the Timetabling Policy which has been agreed by the Project Management Board and to advise on any further approval process required.
Background

In 2009 we started an institutional change project to move from using 22 different timetabling systems in departments to using a shared system. The complexities of our programmes and options and the scale of teaching (over 50,000 hours of pool room bookings a year) meant that our diverse systems and central manual room allocation was no longer fit for purpose and provided no flexibility to address late changes in student numbers or staff availability. The CMIS (pronounces see-miss) system from Serco Learning was purchased and implemented to enable its use for the timetable development for this year.

Michael Earl was appointed as Timetabling Manager supported by Lokesh Bhatia as (fixed term) software engineer. Anne Mumford is managing the change project and Tricia Breen the IT and implementation. Jennifer Nutkins Chairs the Project Management Board.

Progress to Date
Following a pilot involving AAE and English and Drama in semester 2 last academic year, all departments have used CMIS to enter their timetable information into CMIS for semester 1 this year. In doing this they use information drawn into CMIS from LUSI, Trent and Archibus (space data). Rather than working independently administrators have been able to see the overall timetable as it has developed and this has been particularly useful for joint programmes with a reduction in the work required in developing the timetable for these. The starting point has been the timetable structure that departments/schools feel best meets the needs of the students and we have problem-solved clashes rather than chosen to automate the timetable. We have undertaken a pilot of allocating students to groups with English and Drama in semester 2 2010/11 and for Foundation Studies for this semester. Allocating students to groups results in a massive time saving (days to minutes) but all student information needs to be in the systems to enable this – these tests were for groups independent of other departments or programmes. Some significant variations in student numbers on some modules were able to be resolved in a way that would not have been possible in the past because of the overview of all teaching and room use.
Michael Earl has supported the administrators involved in the process and organised workshops and drop-in sessions which have been very well received. Serco Learning have worked well with us on the implementation. The main issues that we have had have related to the web interface and to printing and we have had to develop in-house solutions to resolve this somewhat nearer the start of term than we would have liked.
We have, however, enabled all students and staff to have online access to their own timetable and have had good feedback on this.

Issues
The project has gone really well and there has been the development of a genuine University team led by Michael Earl, supported by Lokesh Bhatia and involving colleagues from FM, IT Services, the Academic Registry and all Schools and Departments. There has been an Implementation Group chaired by Tricia Breen which has met frequently and a Project Management Board chaired by Jennifer Nutkins which has met approximately quarterly with dates linked to key milestones. All major issues have largely been resolved through good will, flexibility and teamwork.
We want to be able to undertake more individual tailoring of the system to meet a number of aspects:

· a key deliverable is individual student timetables including all options prior to the start of the academic year which is what students expect and what very many universities provide;

· a significant saving in time will result from allocating students to groups using CMIS;

· we can use the system to tailor the timetable based on optional choices (i.e. actual choices and not theoretical choices) and would like to do this.

In order to achieve these we need to bring additional information into the system regarding optional choices at an earlier stage than happens now. At the moment optional choices are kept in most departments until after SAP and only then, when all information is known, is the data entered into LUSI once all students progress (or not). This is too late for the timetabling student fitting process which allocates students into groups to be undertaken. As CMIS takes its information from LUSI there is a problem for semester 1. There are discussions at this time regarding having a “holding area” in LUSI which makes an assumption of students in SAP progressing so that we can create a timetable and room allocations that work prior to SAP.
In some departments/schools the allocation of students to laboratory rotations are managed by technicians and we need to look at whether they should be undertaking this within CMIS.

Next Steps

Some schools/departments who wish to are going to use CMIS for group allocations for semester 2.

We need to undertake work on the web and printing interfaces and we have been decided not to use this aspect of CMIS but to undertake some development work using their programming interface. This is putting pressure on resources available to the project.

Key stakeholders have agreed that we should move forward the timing of the room allocation process in 2012 to reduce the pressure of deadlines from central services on academic schools as a result of a number of them coming at the same time. This means that this work is separated from other pressures on the same people, particularly relating to exam boards. The implications are that this requires sticking to the deadline for programme changes established last year for both submission and approval. The benefits will be a draft timetable available in July and less pressure on administrators at a time when many are able to take holiday. This draft would be amended following confirmation of actual numbers following the A level results.

Lokesh Bhatia comes to the end of his contract in March. This has been extended to July through funding from Facilities Management to enable some work to be undertaking to link CMIS to other systems including the Imago KX system and the Outlook calendar system as well as providing information regarding events and room bookings to be available in a standard way to caretaking and security staff. All systems developments of the academic timetable need to be completed by March with other developments beyond then subject to prioritisation alongside other student administration related requests. The Project Management Board will be reviewing progress on key deliverables and prioritising work still to be undertaken at its meeting on 16th December.
