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Overcoming barriers to the adoption and use of technology in the sector: The use of Electronic Signatures in Further Education Enrolment Procedures 
Institution: Gower College Swansea



Introduction

The purpose of this project was to integrate the use of electronic signatures into College processes and procedures.  Specifically, the project sought to rationalise the student funding and bus pass procedures by embedding technology into the workflow.  Currently, the College enrols approximately 4,400 full time students per year, of which 3,000 claim a bus pass and based on 2014 – 2015 figures, approximately 2,500 claim Educational Maintenance (EMA) Allowance or Welsh Government Learning Grant (WGLG).  This activity amounts to an annual total of 5,500 bus passes or EMA/WGLG funding being processed.
Previously, the workflow determined that each student application for EMA required four sheets of printed A4 paper and for WGLG applications two A4 sheets. For bus passes, which are processed and paid in full at enrolment, two A4 sheets were printed; for bus passes processed and paid for using an instalment plan four A4 sheets were printed.  This, along with other stationary and staff time had considerable resource implications; both in consumables and staffing as well as an environmental cost.  Therefore there was an institutional need to make this process more sustainable in terms of resourcing and staffing as well as our continuing commitment to sustainable developments.
The aim of the initiative was to replace all paper-based elements of the process with the use of an electronic equivalent, e.g. where students currently provide a wet signature, this will be replaced with an electronic signature; and where terms and conditions or learning agreements are printed out, both the institution and the student will be in receipt of an electronic equivalent. 

The project objectives were:
· To develop a system that captures, saves and distributes electronic signatures in line with WEFO guidance and security standards
· To improve the efficiency  of the College’s funding procedures 
· To develop a transferable workflow
· To determine agreement with external bodies such as Welsh Government and Student Funding Wales
· To improve the student experience of college enrolment procedures

The demonstrable benefits, outputs and outcomes were:
· A robustly tested technological solution for the capture and storage of electronic signatures
· A thoroughly tested workflow to implement the technology in the College’s funding procedures
· An institutional saving in terms of staffing and consumables 
· A fully trained student funding team
· An improved student experience of the funding process
· Agreement from the devolved education department within Welsh Government
 Project Activity 
The project team had identified the need to replace existing paper-based record keeping solutions with something much more efficient.  Having successfully bid for the Jisc project we were able to set aside staff time and resources to develop a solution.  In the initial stages we recognised the importance of consultation with all stakeholders, both internally and externally.  Internally, we had discussions with the College’s Information Systems Strategy Group; the Student Funding Team; and the College’s Finance Department. Concurrent to this activity contact was made with the Welsh Government funding team, RSC Wales (as was) and Student Funding Wales.  It was through these discussions that we discovered the terms and conditions we were proposing for the bus pass terms and conditions were fundamentally an internal process, meaning that we could continue with this without an external consultation.  
In terms of the funding procedure, once we had established the needs of the College and students we had to establish, with external bodies, their approval of the activity as well as ensuring all legal and audit imperatives were met.

The College-agreed development plan was shared with Welsh Government and Student Funding Wales.  We were able to meet and discuss the needs of WG and share some of their anxieties around data protection and identity security.  Once WG (Welsh Government) were satisfied with our approach approval was given to run a trial for the capture of electronic signatures for the Terms and Conditions of EMA and WGLG during the August 2014 enrolment.  For the purposes of the initial trial and as a proof of concept we decided to concentrate on our first year A Level cohort for the funding element of the project and a full cross-College approach for the bus pass element of the project.

During the 2014 enrolment period there were 20 members of staff capturing bus pass signatures across two campuses and 8 members of staff capturing signatures for funding in one campus.  By the end of the trial we had successfully captured and stored 350 signatures for EMA, 5 for WGLW and 3,000 for bus passes.

During and after the trial we sought feedback from staff and students who stated the following:

Staff Feedback
The feedback from the Student Funding Team was very positive.  Areas for improvement were identified, which primarily concerned the College’s internal processes and procedures, rather than the development of the electronic signature per se.  However, these recommendations will be implemented on the approval of a further trial. 
Student Feedback
Student feedback on the whole was very positive.  While no formal questionnaire was completed at the time, informal feedback from the Student Funding Team indicated that students had no concerns about signing electronically and showed no preference for a wet signature.  As existing processes within the College, e.g. bus pass authorisation, already use electronic signing as a means of capturing Terms and Conditions agreement, students were already au fait with this method.  Also, this method provided them with an electronic copy of their Learning Agreement, which was easier to store and more likely to be retained.
Further Developments

Following the initial pilot a number of developments were introduced, including:
· Ability to easily retrieve students’ records.  Internally, the Learning Agreement could be stored with the students’ Student Information Record.  This would ensure all the information pertaining to the student is stored in one central location.  
· Implement the use of Public Key Certificates for use by staff to ensure greater security around of the staff member acting as counter signatory. 
  
· Implement a dedicated server for the storage of all electronic signatures
· Store undelivered emails – this would enable us the identify those whose email addresses failed.  Students could then have the Terms and Conditions attached to their Student Information Record and/or sent as hard copies.
· Re-design of the graphical interface so that different user screens are more easily distinguished.

· Develop a document repository to store other information (e.g. appointment letters, absence notes etc, to explain learner absence, so they don’t miss out on payment for EMA), to mitigate the need for paper files at a later date

[bookmark: _GoBack]Outcomes 
The pilot has demonstrated a robust and reliable workflow for the use of Electronic signatures within both EMA and WGLG processes and procedures.  The use of electronic signatures eliminated to need for multiple paper printouts of the students’ Terms and Conditions and therefore enabled a huge saving in resources.  For the purpose of the 2014 trial, we have collated 350 e-signature Learning Agreements and 5 WGLG Learning Agreements.  

The Learning Agreements have successfully been stored electronically in alphabetical order by student ID in the College system and electronically signed Learning Agreements have been successfully sent to students with email addresses.  The College systems produced reports which contained all the information required to enter the Learning Agreement on to the Student Finance Wales database, without the need for a hard copy of the Learning Agreement.

An important outcome of this activity has been the establishment of working relationships with stakeholders across the sector.  We now have much closer working relationships with both Welsh Government and Student Funding Wales.  Welsh Government has approved a further trial for the 2015 enrolment period and Student Funding Wales are in conversation with Welsh Government to identify where they might benefit from the outcomes of this trial.  
Evidence of change & impact 
The project has made measurable and demonstrable savings in terms of both staff time and physical resources.  We have saved:
· 5,500 sheets of paper
· 2,500 poly pockets  
· 200 staff hours to process and file documentation
Additionally, this activity has brought about institutional change in its process and procedures, which has the full backing from the College’s Senior Management Group and Information Systems Group.  This in turn has facilitated a College-wide re-think in terms of the use of electronic signatures and technologies to make other further practices more efficient. 
Lessons 
Generally, all areas of the project worked well and to plan.  Original timescales set proved to be realistic and achievable and all outcomes have been met or surpassed.  The main area for improvement would be to ensure better communication of the project, its aim, objectives and purpose across all areas and levels of the College.  There were occasions where communication between senior manager and staff was delayed, and while these issues were dealt with quickly, they were avoidable.
Sustainability 
The wider implications for this work are considerable and widespread.  Establishing a robust and secure technological solution for capturing electronic signatures will help to inform the wider community and funding bodies.  There is significant potential within Work-Based Learning sector funded through WG, to make their processes more efficient.  

This work will be dissemintated to wider funding bodies such as DfES and Welsh European Funding Office (WEFO).  In addition, we have already disseminated to the Jisc Wales Technical Conference; National Training Federation Wales – Operational Management group and Student Funding Northern Ireland Annual Conference and have been invited back next year to feedback on the second trial.  We also, expect to publicise our work via the Colleges Wales networks: particularly MIS, Finance Directors and the Student Services Managers networks in Wales; and via any comparative groups in England through the Association of Colleges.  

With the support of Jisc and Jisc Wales we hope to disseminate further with a view to informing policy makers.  Our successful relationships established with WG with strengthen these dissemination activities and start to facilitate change. 

The workflow we have demonstrated is a very flexible model which is very easily scalable and modifiable across much larger institutions than our own.  We have demonstrated successfully a model that replaces a very resource intensive institutional procedure with a much more flexible and effective model which could easily be applied across a variety of processes and institutions.  While the technology developed is by no means a finished, polished, ‘out of the box’ solution; one of the major successes of the project has been working with Welsh Government and Student Funding Wales, in agreeing a change of practice.  Also, the interest shown in this work from Northern Ireland Funding Team, the Partnership Network and WG is an encouraging indicator that there is a will to change.   However, for the College to continue more in-depth work in facilitating a large scale sector change beyond the terms of the project, there may be a financial implication which the current climate in Further Education cannot sustain.

Project Support 
The project has been able to access a variety of external support which has contributed to its success.  Without the support from the Welsh Government’s Student Funding Department we would not have had the authorisation to run the first funding pilot.  Working with them ensured that pertinent questions around identity fraud and audit were identified which helped to ensure that all our legal responsibilities were met.
We also benefitted from support and advice from RSC Wales / Jisc Wales; in particular Jon Agland: Subject Specialist – Network Technologies and Infrastructure, and Alyson Dacey: Head of Jisc Wales.  Jon Agland was able to advise and help implement security measures, e.g. Public Key Certificates, which will now be implemented during the 2015 enrolment trial.
Alyson Dacey has been invaluable in helping the project with its dissemination activities and will continue to help us make contacts across the sector and beyond so that we can inform interested parties in the work we have done.   The project team has enjoyed a really positive and helpful working with Jisc and would encourage any institution, when undertaking technological activity, to access the support from Jisc.
Final thoughts 
Aside from the funding obtained from Jisc, working closely with Jisc experts has been crucial to the success of this project.  While we are fortunate to have highly specialist developers within the College, having colleagues from Jisc as critical friends and advisors has been extremely beneficial.  
Throughout this work, we have been encouraged by the interest taken across the FE   sector and their interest in taking this pilot further.  We have already been given the go-ahead from Welsh Government for a second pilot for 2015 enrolment and for this will be extended across all College campuses and cohorts.  Student Funding Wales and Student Funding NI are extremely interested in this. Particularly, Student Funding Wales are looking to roll this out sector-wide in Wales, with DfES approval. 
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