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Supporting the MUSC Strategy

This project supports the overall MUSC Strategic Plan by providing improved scheduling services for classroom and meeting spaces to faculty, students, and administrators on campus.  

The current scheduling software, Synchronize, is a personal scheduler that has been adapted to scheduling room events.  Synchronize has no reporting capabilities and limited search capabilities.  It is currently being used to schedule university central classroom spaces through the Office of Enrollment Services and by a limited number of other staff on campus to schedule other spaces.  With the Synchronize client access software tool viewers can look at date and time to retrieve all rooms scheduled at that time.  This is a very limited search.  Viewers must know what room they are looking for and the individual responsible for scheduling the space is not readily identifiable.

The project goal is to provide improved scheduling capabilities for classes, meetings and special events.  Initially, the implementation would replace only existing services.  Phase 2 would incorporate a Web interface.  And Phase 3 would be a rollout to the university as a whole in order to provide a central resource to find and search for available meeting spaces.

Goals and Objectives

· Replace an outdated system designed to schedule events with one that is designed to schedule spaces.

· Provide a web interface for improved viewing of available spaces.

· Provide improved contact information on schedulers of various spaces.

· Provide policies to guide the use of Astra Scheduler.

· Provide a central venue for searching available meeting spaces within the academic institution.

· Provide improved search capabilities including time, date, and space characteristics.

Current Environment

The Office of Enrollment Services is currently using a personal appointment scheduler, Synchronize, for central classroom scheduling for the academic enterprise.  Synchronize has had several limitations in its application as a room scheduling tool on campus.  Limited lookup capabilities and no web interface make it difficult for those wishing to locate an available room and to determine who to contact about availability.  This limited access has encouraged hoarding of conference rooms and meeting spaces by various departments.  There are no reporting tools to support understanding utilization of resources or required reporting to state agencies.

Support for Synchronize has been discontinued.  

Astra Scheduler was purchased three years ago.  Funding for implementation training and consultant services were not included in the initial expenditure.  Annual maintenance fees for Astra Scheduler have been paid by the Office of Enrollment Services since its purchase.  Budget cuts and staff reductions over the past several years have precluded investing in vendor training and/or the time and staffing resources necessary to complete installation, testing, populating of data fields, and the development of training materials necessary to roll out this software program.

Assumptions

It is assumed in this proposal that existing financial and personnel support would continue for server and software management through OCIO-IS.   Server replacement due to obsolescence or failure are not addressed in this proposal.  

It is assumed that administrative support for policies presented to appropriate committees and councils will be considered and supported in order to provide comprehensive services.

It is assumed that rooms presently assigned through the Deans of the colleges and by other entities on campus would be retained by those colleges and entities unless changes were requested through processes already approved and in place. 

Issues

Ongoing support for initiated projects including staff training (both short- and long-term) are a necessary part of the ongoing development of services and the ability of services to change to meet changing needs as the university changes.

MUSC has operated in an environment that has not encouraged broad sharing of resources by all entities on campus.  Central classroom services were initiated years ago in an effort to provide a core of rooms to meet instructional needs for all colleges.  Conversely, no central resource has been initiated to provide spaces for faculty, administrative, training, or other types of meetings.  Spaces have been assigned at the administrative and departmental level for offices to use as they deem appropriate.  This has encouraged decentralized thinking – “departmental ownership” rather than “university ownership.”  As needs have continued to grow additional spaces have been added and control of space has become part of the university culture.

The need to have spaces that service primary needs within close proximity to departments is not being questioned here.  What is being questioned is practices that discourage public knowledge that the rooms exist, and overbooking of spaces by a department to prevent access by others on campus.

For a central resource to be effective in displaying what rooms might be available a cultural change will need to take place.  Even though there is no change in “ownership” proposed in this plan, there is a change in how administration considers space utilization.  It will be necessary for central administrators to convey this cultural change to those reporting to them so that “control of a space” does not mean that it is not part of the university and might not be considered by others for use.  

A part of this plan is to establish policies to give appropriate “rights and privileges” to current primary users to foster their understanding that they will still have first priority in using a space even though it would be centrally available to be viewed.

Risks

Failure to support training of staff once the project is implemented will impede the ability to integrate changes into the system to meet the changing needs of the colleges and the university. 

The cultural issue of “ownership” could dramatically impact this project.  Failure of the administration to change the culture will limit the number of spaces that can be viewed.  If all of the available spaces can’t be viewed, it will encourage returning to hoarding of rooms.  This will make the search tool in this software of little value.  This could cripple the value of this project and reduce an advanced room scheduling tool with advanced search and utilization reporting capabilities to a glorified event scheduler.  This will only be overcome by only allowing one room scheduling software package to be used on campus and to require all spaces be scheduled using this software.

Future Environment

Software

Astra Scheduler was purchased three years ago.  Several factors influenced the decision to purchase this software product.  Interface capabilities with Colleague, the student information system database, presented an opportunity to use course activation data currently in Colleague to support the classroom scheduling effort.  Centralized data collection would support accurate information on classroom utilization, room characteristics, and even the number of rooms available for meetings, conferences, and classroom use.  With the reporting tools available within this software application, collected information could be reported to better understand utilization and improve reporting to the Commission on Higher Education and other state agencies.

Diversified scheduling capabilities associated with Astra Scheduler will allow rooms that are currently being scheduled on a desk calendar in a administrative assistant’s office to continue to scheduled by that individual but also to be viewed by others for possible usage.  This is a capability that does not exist at present. 

As a central resource for the university, this proposal recommends that the annual maintenance and staff training costs be funded centrally.

Hardware

Astra Scheduler is currently being supported in a test environment by OCIO-IS resources.  Support in a production environment would continue to be supported by this central resource.  

Impact

By encouraging participation in a central pool, we would be discouraging hoarding of rooms and the inefficiencies in utilization related to this practice.  Policies supporting centralized availability of resources would need to be encouraged on all levels to promote a cultural shift from hoarding and hiding resources, to making resources that individual departments would continue to manage and schedule available in a central pool.  

Enrollment Services has no desire, nor are we staffed, to support scheduling of all rooms, but by being able to view most or all rooms in a web interface, users across campus would be enabled in their process of finding a location for a meeting site.  Currently, the classroom scheduler in Enrollment Services maintains a list of known conference rooms and who schedules these spaces.  She passes this reference information to callers looking for a room to meet in if no centrally scheduled space is available.  Astra Scheduler will provide that information in the web interface.

 Phase 1

There is a time constraint that needs to be addressed in initiating Phase 1 of this project.  Rooms in the Library building renovation and rooms in the new College of Health Professions building will be coming online for scheduling in June 2005.  With this in mind, the Office of Enrollment Services will fund Phase 1 of the project out of FY2004-2005 funds.  This will allow the project to move forward and meet the critical scheduling needs without waiting on the approval of this proposal.

Phase 1 of this software implementation includes the following processes.

· Contracting with the software vendor for training of two staff to determine strategies related to best interface and implementation processes.

· Ongoing conference calls and possible onsite visit by the vendor to support rapid implementation.

· Funding half-time administrative assistant to provide relief to classroom scheduler to be engaged in this project half-time and still maintain services.

· Resolution of data downloads and uploads to Colleague, the student information database.

· Implemention to production server.

· Expand room use policies and seek administrative support and approval.

· Develop training materials.

· Bringing existing schedulers involved in classroom scheduling online.

Phase 2

This proposal supports the position that as a central resource, funding should come from central university administrative funding.  With this in mind, funding for Phase 2 and 3, and ongoing support is requested from central resources.

Phase 2 of this software implementation includes the following processes.

· Document problems identified by current schedulers and develop solutions.

· Modify training materials to reflect these solutions.

· Test Web Client.

· Set up e-mail notification tools.

· Identify broader group of individuals seeking rooms through current room viewing access (currently those using RoomView in Synchronize).

· Implement Web Client in the production environment.

· Develop training module for Astra Web Client.

Phase 3

Phase 3 will incorporate further review of work completed thus far and initiating improvements to processes that have been enacted so that services can be expanded campus-wide.  

Phase 3 of this software implementation includes the following processes.

· Document problems identified by current schedulers and viewers and develop solutions.

· Present training sessions to this broader group of users/viewers.

· Determine which stock and custom reports are necessary to support utilization reporting.

· Develop system audit reports.
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Ongoing
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Vendor Services




$7,600


Travel expenses




 1,000

Personnel


Half-time release



Phase 1




$8,000
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 4,000

Software maintenance


Vendor








$4,000

Conference and travel


Astra Scheduler Users Group





 2,500


Datatel Users Group






 2,500

Expense totals






$28,600
$9,000

Phase I expenses paid by Enrollment Services

($16,600)

Maintenance fee Phase 1 paid by Enrollment Services


($4,000)

Remaining project fees




$12,000
$9,000

