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I.  Problem Statement
The Course Threads project came about as an idea for the Townsend Center for the Humanities project on Disciplinary Innovation in Undergraduate Education funded by the Mellon Foundation. The project attempts to address a few issues in the current process of course selection.  There is a need for students to invite new ways of thinking about the architecture and relationships among courses in departments that are not only limited to their own major.  Institutes of higher education have remained attached to a grid-like departmental structure for teaching; this is in spite of how cutting-edge technology and research spans multiple different directions.  Furthermore, students at Berkeley find little coherence in their major course track (for graduation) beyond what is simply listed as recommended.  Finally, the Berkeley faculty is unaware of the intersections of courses offered by different departments.  Currently, there is a need to develop a system that can address these issues.
II. Background Information

One must recognize that nearly all research universities are struggling to deal with important disciplinary innovations. The number of changes that go on in different discipline is countless and yet the basic departmental structure of most universities remains the same as it was over a century ago.

A promising movement into this uncharted territory is being made in the form of a massive scale project known as the Consortium for Disciplinary Innovation. This Consortium is a four-year pilot project endorsed by the Mellon Foundation.  It is a response to the foundation’s challenge to humanities centers and institutes to find new ways to connect with the core missions of each institute. Along with Berkeley (of which the Townsend Center is the representative), the University of Chicago, Columbia University, and Cambridge University are known for their intense intellectual vitality, and for a willingness to reflect on the structures and procedures of academic knowledge production.

The Townsend Center has chosen to focus its effort and resources on exploring the relationship among courses and drawing upon the assistance of the faculty to help conceptualize the network of related courses.  With these connections formed, ideally, the center would be able to share the gathered data across to all interested students.  An interested student is defined to be anyone who has a course he/she has interest in mind and desires to find other courses, perhaps in other departments, that relates to said course. Another idea behind the project, is to allow students to basically craft their own curriculum by exploring certains threads in a particular area of study; this is an alternative over a student randomly choosing electives to fulfill degree requirements.  

Rather than generating countless new programs, interdisciplinary majors, or extended requirements, the aim of this project is to establish a model for cross-disciplinary education.  This can be done by shedding light on obscure “threads” that connect courses across departments and disciplines. Faculty who are interested in identifying topics or issues spanning a range of disciplines will generate these threads. Each “thread” will be comprised of a relatively robust number of courses in different departments. Examples of potential course threads are: 

“Revolution” (which might include courses in the departments of History, History of Art, Political Science, Philosophy, French, Slavic Languages and Literatures, EALC, Sociology, and Comparative Literature); 

“Media” (which might include courses on the history of recorded sound, on printmaking and the history of prints, on the new digital media, on the transition from oral to print cultures, on film and photography, etc.); 

“Popularity” (which might include courses on populist political movements, on popular culture in its many forms, on the history of popular taste in various fields, and on the spread of literature in the vernacular languages).

The possibility of following a particular thread or path of interest, once marked by the faculty, will be an option for undergraduates to choose, not a requirement. ***

III. Goals

There are several communication channels that this project hopes to benefit.  To begin with, it would facilitate communication between faculty to come up with threads and to provide a place for professors to share intellectual property.  Also, it would allow students to take not only courses that are related to the ones they have developed special interest for, but also see where their course fits into the big picture.  Often, a student is able to view a course with one perspective but providing the option to see all the relations, threads, and other courses associated with that course, unveils several new perspectives and information about the course.  

For the Course Threads project, I was hired on as the project manager in charge of mapping out the scope of the overall system for the next four years.  The goal set for the semester was to construct the foundation and prototype of the website.  In the process, we were unable to secure a team of developers in March and as a result, I volunteered to take on implementation of the prototype.  Once development started, the majority of project management was left aside until it was delegated to a team of Haas Business School students to handle.  Their enrollment in the Managing Business Transformation course required them to project manage a real-world situation in which I volunteered the Course Threads project.  Overall, the original goals of the semester remained the same, even with the minor setback of gathering manpower.  

Specifically, the project management component encompasses scope planning, gathering requirements from stakeholders, designing the system, interviewing users, coming up with paper models, process flow diagrams, setting up webspace/database, database design, database creation, development of all the functionality of a typical social networking site, data entry, testing, long term planning.  The development component required certain basic features including authentication system, sessions, customized profile pages (of courses, professors, threads), tracking course-course links, professor-course links, professor-thread links, thread-course links, and ability to edit inputted data.
IV. Stakeholders
The project sponsors include Anthony Cascardi (Director), Teresa Stojkov (Associate Director, and Celeste Langan (Faculty Director).  These individuals represent the Townsend Center, whose focus is on research and creative teaching initiatives at UC Berkeley.  Through the Andrew Mellon Foundation, these sponsors have secured enough grant money to fund eight groups of faculty to participate in this project.  Their roles in the project are to oversee the entire process to completion, handling logistics and financials.  At the end of the four year initiative, they will present the Mellon Foundation with the Course Threads in the form of this web-based project.
Out of a pool of four hundred professors in the College of Letters and Science, groups of four to five are able to apply to the Course Threads project with a proposed thread.  Within each faculty thread group, their primary objective is to come up with a list of courses that are relevant to one another.  Meeting monthly throughout the academic year, they gather course syllabi & information, discuss reading materials, summarize the course with keywords, in hopes of creating a grouping of related courses across departments.  These individuals create the intellectual property that forms the foundation of the Course threads website.  Reasoning behind why faculty groups were recruited to generate content comes in many folds.  Firstly, they are best suited to describe a course they teach in detail.  Secondly, having groups funded guarantees that by the end of the academic year, there will be content to input into the system.  In the worst case where no faculty are willing to participate in the system, there will be at least two new threads added to the system every year, for four years.
Currently, the target audience is the undergraduate student population at UCB.  To keep the project manageable, the faculty has elected to start off analysis on undergraduate courses and will later look into further expansion to graduate level courses.  Students will be provided a new way of viewing relationships between courses with this web application. In the end, students will have an easier time accessing courses outside of their departments as they will have confirmation from professors they recognize confirm the relationship.

The project manager for this ongoing project will be a hired graduate student at UCB responsible for continually improving the system, managing scope and phases, interface among the several different grousp of stakeholders, and communicate with the implementation teams.  He/she will be hired on as a GSR for the semester and answer to the project sponsors for direction.  For the academic year of 2007-2008, I was the project manager, lead designer, and software engineer in charge of construction the foundation of the system and initial prototype.  In the years to come, future project managers will build on this prototype, taking requests for new features the faculty deem most critical to the success of the system.
For this semester, a few students from Hass Professor Richard Huntsinger’s Managing Business Transformation class helped with the project management portion of the project since I became the implementation team.  Their work consists of project descriptions, scope, timelines, communication plans, and charts to provide perspective for the stakeholders and public audience.
V. Scope

In the initial stages of development, the project will be kept contained within the College of Letters & Science at UC Berkeley.  The initial seed project was only introduced to the handful of professors in this college so that there would be a handful of professors contributing in the first round of data input.  Once the system is more established, professors have familiarize themselves with the features, and students expressed interest in using the system, there will be further action to expand the system campus-wide to include faculty insight from all departments.  
As for funding, the project has secured enough to develop a system with eight groups of faculty which is approximately ten percent of the humanities department.  Their work will gradually permeate the system over the span of four years.  The Haas project management group has considered the possibility of securing more sponsorship from different school initiatives.  This would enable more resources, manpower, and overall an expedited project.  
VI. Design
To address the task of displaying courses and showing their relationship, the design was fairly straightforward at first.  We’d find visualization software that showed the courses as nodes in an interactive graph (The following link only works on some computers http://prefuse.org/gallery/radialgraphview/); as a user clicks on a course, the graph would adjust and show the linkages to other courses.  Unfortunately, this system would not allow for much more than just a course browsing type experience. 
Another idea that the stakeholders intercepted along the way was the possibility of a social network.  Instead of the typical network where the users are the nodes, it was logical to view courses as the nodes.  Famous social networking sites such as MySpace.com and Facebook.com use friend connections as the edges between friend nodes.  It made sense for us to allow professors to manage the links between courses and do the “connecting.”  Professors would register for the system, list courses they had information about, and create proposed threads.  These entities are represented in the system as profiles that contain information including: title, description, representative image, courses that relate to the entity, and related threads.  These information profiles make up the webpages that can be found in this web application; the social network emerges through the presentation of links to other profiles in the system, thus letting end users, namely the students, essentially browse the whole network. 
The design phase included an information flow table, several process diagrams mapping out the way things get done, and a Gantt chart attempting to plan out the four year project.  One of the most critical milestones of the project was the completion of the paper prototype in early February.  It gave the sponsors a concrete idea of which direction the project was headed.  To keep the stakeholders updated, I held a weekly meeting at the Townsend Center every Monday from 1:00pm to 2:00pm.  This enabled me to keep the sponsors updated on changes, obstacles, suggestions, problems, and progress.  Additionally, these meetings were helpful as I was able to perform contextual inquiries on the professors to find out which data were essential to both student and faculty.  It also shed light on certain priorities of the professor; the project constantly looked for extra work to eliminate on the part of the professor.  
All of the information generated was posted on the group’s wiki which can be found at the following address: http://townsendlab.pbwiki.com/Course+Threads
VII. Implementation
Implementation consists of essentially three major components: database, backend functionality, and user interface.  
Fortunately, the design of the database was not too extensive as the project sponsors had already an idea of the different entities in the system.  I had gathered the requirements for what exactly was a course, professor, and thread in the context of the system.  Below lists the attributes associated with each of the table.   

	Course
	Professor
	Thread

	Course ID
	Professor ID
	Thread ID

	Number
	First Name
	Name

	Title
	Last Name
	Description

	Description
	Email
	Courses Associated

	Times Offered
	Department Affiliations
	Professors Associated

	Units
	Password
	Image

	Image
	Image
	

	Professors Associated
	
	

	Threads associated
	
	


After some research, I found out that the Information Services and Technology at UC Berkeley offer different hosting plans for domains, web space, and databases.  Different pricing plans can be found at: 

Detailed information about the different pricing plans of web hosting can be found at: http://ist.berkeley.edu/services/tam/infrastructure.html#webhosting
After a bit of discussion, the group settled on the CalWeb Pro Unix plan ( $210 setup fee + $30/month with Basic MySQL Service: $26/month) which met our needs given the current scope of the project.  Further expansion and upgrade of the system would be taken care by IST at a small cost.   

Once the database was created, I worked on creating the back and front end of the website.  These pages were built with a combination of PHP and HTML.  The site was designed to handle three types of users: new professors, existing professors, and students.  To accommodate new and existing users, I had to learn how to implement a login system.  With the use of sessions, this feature of the website was made possible.  Another feature of the website that I had never dealt with was handling images.  Uploading the image to the server, finding its address, and resizing it to an appropriate proportion for the website were very time-consuming.  After a few weeks of intense coding, these features were brought to fruition.  
Several other features of the website include keyword search of courses, linking courses to one another and displaying the linkages, providing professors with the ability to edit course information, create courses, create threads, and request participation into an existing thread.  
Originally, I was the project manager and intended on coordinating with the hired implementation team.  Due to unexpected difficulties with hiring, I offered to begin the development of the prototype.  A personal goal was to complete it before the end of the semester.  In terms of priority, I left the aesthetic, user interface portion of the website as my last worry.  Hence, the current prototype has the functionality of a social networking website; it just doesn’t have the well-formed, nice graphics one would find at a typical, finished site as the effort put into this sector was kept to a minimum.  

VIII. Features 
The Mellon Foundation sponsored this project in hopes of having it completed by the end of four years.  Stakeholders have until the end of the 2010-2011 academic year to complete this system.  The goal set for this semester was to complete a basic prototype that handled the first round of data provided by the first course threads group.   However, in every project, stakeholders generate many ideas as they browse the system.   It is infeasible to complete features as they come in from stakeholders but this does not also mean that they can be disregarded.  The compromise takes the form of a feature list to be implemented by future generations of the project.  Requests apply to every part of the webpage and below are a list of features and their descriptions.

	Feature
	Description of Feature

	Syllabus
	Come up with a way to handle course syllabi uploaded by the professor and to display it on the course profile page. They come in many different formats and all require special attention.  The unlikely alternative is to build a universal form that would generate the syllabus.

	Tag Cloud
	A cloud with keywords of the course/thread, providing easy access to different searchable keywords.

	Advanced Search
	Using advanced searching techniques to find courses/threads and to even consider relevance

	Reading List
	Like the syllabus feature, providing visibility of this document would help the student greatly.

	Student Comment/Feedback 
	To allow users who browse the course/thread profile to comment on their experience or questions about the course.

	External Links
	The specific request was for conferences and other ongoing events to be posted on the homepage of the Course Threads homepage.

	Auto-registration
	Perhaps toy with the idea of being able to register for courses with this system or to somehow link up to Tele-BEARS.

	bspace
	bspace is a similar system without the social network.  Come up with ways to download information to save data entry overhead.

	Detailed Courses Selection
	When a professor lists a course, he/she may be interested in the actual professor teaching the course and possibly content.  Allow professors to view detailed information while they try to list out their courses gives them a better sense of what they are connecting. Basically, provide more information than just number & title when professors are adding a course to the system.


IX. Handoff

To help the transition of new management of the project to the next generation, several documents will be included in the handoff-package.  Firstly, all technical information including contacts of help will be documented.  This may include usernames and passwords of the web space and database logins.  Secondly, a document describing the types of webpages currently in existence would be beneficial.  It would be a high level description of each type of website in place.  Finally, the documents concerning the four year plan will also prove useful as they attempt to describe in detail which phase the project should be in at any given time.   Overall, there will be enough documentation to bring the new project team up to speed with the project and its current progress.  
X. Conclusion
To launch the project, there will be an initial seeding of data from the two thread groups for this academic year. The cultural forms and cities group have gathered course information and are ready to input the information into the system.  The prototype stage is complete with the input of data into the system.  Though there may not be comprehensive training of professors on how to use the system, there will at least be useable data that has been accruing for the last academic year.  
To publicize this project, the Townsend Center can include the website address in its annual email out to the professors requesting applications.  It would be in the best interest of the stakeholders to hold off on showing the system to the public until all of the features have undergone extensive performance, load, and user testing.  The most appropriate time for this would be at the end of the 2008-2009 academic year when there will be four groups worth of thread data in the system.  At that point, the system will also have more visibility amongst the academic community as well as fewer bugs in the backend code.  

XI. References

*** http://townsendcenter.berkeley.edu/innovationproject.shtml
XII. Appendices
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Priority Matrix
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[image: image6.emf]WHAT   WHO/TARGET   PURPOSE   WHEN/FREQUENCY   TYPE/METHOD(S)  

Status Reports   All  stakeholders *   Update  s takeholders   on  p rogress of   the p roject .   Monthly.     Distribute electronically   and  post via web .     Project   Temp late : Status  Report  

Team Meetings   Entire Project Team.   Individual meetings  for sub - teams   like  developers or faculty  as appropriate .   To review detailed plans (tasks,  assignments, and action items).   Weekly for entire team.  Weekly or  bi - weekly for sub - teams   as  appropriate.   Meeting   P roject  Template : Detailed  Plan  

Sponsor Meetings     Sponsor (s)   and  Project Manager   Update Sponsor ( s )   on status and  discuss critical issues.  Seek approval  for changes to Project Plan.   B iweekly and also  a s needed when  issues cannot b e resolved   o r changes  need to be made to Project Plan.   Meeting  

Project   Risk   Review      Project Manager ,  select stakeholders,  and possibly  Sponsor(s) if  necessary.   Review status reports, issues, and  risks.  To identify and communicate  poten tial risks and iss ues that may  a ffect the schedule, budget, or  deliverables.   Monthly     Meeting / Report   Project  Template : Risk  assessment report  

Post Project Review     Project Manager , key  stakeholders, and  sponsor(s).   Identify improvement plans, lessons  learned, what worked an d what  could have gone better.  Review  accomplishments.   End of Project   or end of major phase   Meeting /Report     

Presentations to  Special Interest  Groups     Examples:   Faculty, Students   To  train them on the use of the  website to select classes.       Upon project completion   Presentation /Demonstration  

* Stakeholders are Project Sponsor , Project Manager, developers and faculty    


	IS
	IS NOT

	A social network
	A database of all courses at UCB

	An exploratory site
	Run by its primary users

	A place to browse threads developed by professors
	Meant to duplicate information from other sites

	A platform to obtain advise and suggestions on course selection
	A place to register for courses

	Targeted at undergraduate students of UC Berkeley
	Targeted at graduate level students

	 
	Responsible for helping students fulfill major requirements


Responsibility Matrix

	Task/Stakeholder
	Sponsor
	PM
	Faculty
	Developers
	Users/customers

	Design
	A
	E
	C
	E
	C

	Prototyping
	A
	E
	C
	E
	C

	Development
	I
	I
	I
	E
	_

	Testing
	I
	I
	E
	E
	E

	Deployment
	A
	E
	E
	C
	I

	Training
	I
	E
	E
	_
	E


A=approve, C=consult, E=execute, I=inform

C
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Risk Analysis

	Description
	Probability
	Impact
	Strategy

	Poor faculty participation
	L to M
	H
	Plan to use content from b-space and interview professors to discern connections;

Contingency of $25,000 for award money 

	Change in project manager
	H
	H
	Document progress and lessons learned after each milestone

	Weak engagement from student developers
	M
	M
	Work with academic affairs to apply project towards academic credits

	50% of tasks are on critical path
	n/a
	L
	Add resources and time 


Critical Success Factors

	Success Factor
	Drivers
	Metrics

	Content
	Faculty Participation

System Design
	Number of course threads created

	Adoption
	Marketing

System Design
	Number of visitors

	Persistence of Use
	System Design

Alternatives (Tele-BEARS)
	Number of visitors over time

	Customer/Student Satisfaction
	System Design

Content
	% click through to Tele-BEARS
User Feedback


Communication Plan
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