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Purpose of Document

As part of the discussion based around UKLeaP development, it was suggested that it may be useful for HEIs to specify a number of sets of questions pertinent to the courses that they offer. These questions could be used to structure a personal statement of an applicant, making the application to the university more relevant to the institution and course being applied for. A prototype of how this may work has been written by the University of Nottingham technical staff and can be viewed at http://conp.ebrey.net/. This document explains how that site works, and how it may be applied in a wider context.

1. Structure
The idea consists of 2 parts: the service hosted by the HEI and the “client” hosted by the PDP application. The server/HEI side hosts the web service itself and an underlying database. This database contains one table which holds an XML document for each course code. The XML document contains each of the questions the institution would like to ask applicants for that course. Appendix 1 shows an example of this XML.
The “client” side resides with whichever PDP application wishes to use the structured personal statements. For the prototype, this involves another database table to hold user id, institution id, course id, question id and answer.

The data dictionary below, Figure 1, shows both of the database tables which, for the purpose of this prototype, were held on the same server.
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Figure 1: Data dictionary for prototype database
2. Implementation

All of the code discussed here is available at http://conp.ebrey.net/code.zip.

2.1 Server

The web service written for the prototype is written in PHP. This is not mandatory as any language capable of handling XML/SOAP can be used. The service exposes a single method (in this instance called getCEP($par)) which takes a course code as an argument and returns the XML containing the questions for that course code. Currently there is no error handling for invalid course codes etc.

2.2 Client

The client side is again written in PHP and, once again, this is not mandatory. In the prototype getquestions.php acts as the interface for the web service. The buildform.php file calls upon getquestions.php to return the XML provided by the web service. The XML is then parsed as the HTML form is built. Responses are stored in the client-side database table as previously discussed.
3. The Bigger Picture

The prototype would scale rather well. However there are a few modifications which would be necessary for wide-scale use. The biggest issue is the location of the web service. In this instance it is hard-coded and easily controllable. However, if HEIs across the UK were to implement their own services, as is the suggestion here, the location of each institution’s web service would need to be published in some form of central store. This would be an ideal application of WSDL – the Web Service Definition Language. Some central body (UCAS, for example) would host a WSDL service which each HEI could automatically (via a web service) add to/update with the locations of their own services.
There would also need to be some consideration of the stability of the questions. Should the course entry profile for a course change over time, as might be expected, answers given before the change might not correlate to the current questions. Some modifications would therefore need to be made to cope with any changes in the data over time.

4. Conclusion

This brief prototype demonstrates that, with careful consideration, it is possible to implement widespread structured personal statements that are controlled by the course entry profiles of courses in HEIs. Further thought is needed about how the answers to these questions would be incorporated into the UKLeaP schema; this should, however, be a matter of detail.
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