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Outcomes from assessment strand sessions

Introduction
The assessment strand was one of the smaller sessions.  The following individuals participated in the sessions:

Niall Barr, APIS (ELF), University of Strathclyde
John Bell, Ufi LearnDirect Ltd

Clive Church (co-chair), CETIS FE Forum Coordinator, Newark and Sherwood College (day 2 only)

Gustav Delius, Serving Maths (DeL), University of York

Christopher Douce, ASAP (DeL), Kingston University

Sam Easterby-Smith (co-chair), CETIS Standards Implementation Support Officer, Bolton Institute (day 1 only)

David Livingstone, ASAP (DeL), Kingston University

Richard McKenna, DeL Programme Manager, JISC (day 1 morning only)

Niall Sclater, University of Strathclyde
Robert Sherratt, ISIS (ELF) and ASSIS (DeL), University of Hull

Rowin Young (co-chair), CETIS Assessment SIG Coordinator, University of Strathclyde

The assessment domain is relatively mature, and participants had a clearly defined idea of how their systems fit into the ELF as well as understanding of how the systems will work together in practice.  The projects are eager to collaborate on developing appropriate protocols for the interoperation of services and are setting up a meeting to work on this.  They intend to present their interoperability work to the next CETIS Assessment SIG meeting which will be held in January 2005.

Problems with specifications
The IMS Question and Test Interoperability (QTI) specification v2.0 was released in public draft in June 2004 with the final release being due in late 2004.  This full revision has streamlined the specification and clarified a number of ambiguities as well as correcting errors and addressing issues raised by implementers.  It now concentrates only on items, with assessments and sections being out of scope together with results reporting.  This has enabled projects such as ASSIS to integrate assessment and sequencing services for the construction of assessments using IMS QTI v2.0 and IMS Simple Sequencing (SS) v1.0, an approach more suited to service orientation.  It was noted that IMS SS is an extremely complex specification, and may therefore have a limited target audience.
The Open Knowledge Initiative’s Assessment and Grading Open Service Interface Definitions (OSIDs) were not popular as they were regarded as being too abstracted from the present requirements of the projects.

The ELF projects had experienced some problems with the use of Java and WSDL.

Technical interoperability issues
Because of the mature nature of the QTI specification and the willingness of projects to work together from the beginning there were no significant issues.
Implementation issues
It was recognised that most projects would want to use some of the common services, but it was felt that there was a conflict between utilising a ‘generic’ common service produced for ELF or producing one which was best for the individual tool.  Projects may end up writing an interface for the framework tool itself.
Missing areas from ELF
Common services
The ELF includes a ‘format conversion’ service, which in the case of the Serving Maths project is necessary for the rendering of equations as graphics and for converting one type of image to another.  A brokerage service is therefore necessary for an assessment delivery system to find the necessary tool for any given task, taking into account browser capabilities and user preferences.

Learning domain services
The ASAP project is developing a tool for the automated assessment of computer code, and incorporates a plagiarism service which is missing from the ELF.  There was some debate as to whether this was part of the marking process, but it was agreed that it functions as a distinct service which would need to interface with the marking and grading services.

A further requirement is the development of a remote question protocol or dispatch server which would facilitate communication between user-agents (e.g. Moodle or a portlet), question engines (e.g. APIS, Serving Maths, ASAP, Oghma), scoring and rendering systems, item banks and other resources.  With this developed, such dispatch servers (at the user-agent layer) will become possible, providing a unified way to choreograph the location, rendering and marking of assessments conforming to a variety of source standards.
There was some confusion over the current definition of the reporting service, which at present states that the service ‘provides standardised institutional (performance) data to outside agencies’.  Within the assessment domain reporting also refers to the transferral of results to students, staff and records systems, which should be addressed by the framework.
Conflicting specifications or work
It was recognised that there was considerable overlap between projects over the need for a remote question protocol, which could result in duplication of work and divergent developments.  The projects have agreed to work together on this to produce a protocol which will adequately address all project requirements.  All the projects recognised the value of sharing work and were eager to do so.
Conclusion
This meeting was very successful in demonstrating the synergy possible within the JISC eLearning Programme.  Projects are already working together effectively and there is good communication within the group.  The session was most useful as an opportunity to discuss practical issues and agree further collaboration.

ASSIS is an excellent example of the incremental nature of outcomes potential within the ELF and DeL programmes as it is a DeL project which explicitly builds on the work done by the APIS and ISIS ELF projects in implementing IMS QTI and SS.  
