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Electronic Data
Collection Tools

Save time and effort, and improve data accuracy, by collecting
data from academic departments electronically

Collecting timetabling information is a complicated, time consuming task that is difficult to administer and often leads to
inaccuracies in timetabling.  One institution has estimated that they spend 50 person-days simply taking information from
paper forms and entering it into Syllabus Plus.

Problems with paper-based data collection
• Ambiguity – It is difficult to produce a proforma that everyone would understand.  Timetablers spend much of

their  time checking what departments have asked for and correcting requests for inappropriate resources

• Handwriting – Poor handwriting means interpretation of information becomes more difficult.

• Improvisation – Some departments might adapt the official form and create its own version, thus introducing more
margin for error

• Repetition – If a course has multiple parts then multiple forms need filling in, leading to duplication of effort.

• Re-submission – Alterations to courses that have already been submitted once can get out of step in the data entry
process, which can even result in the alterations being undone

• Unpredictability – The completion of data entry cannot be accurately predicted due to forms being incrementally
submitted over time.

• Double the likelihood of errors – Errors can be made when filling in the form and again when manually copying
data from the form into Syllabus Plus.

Scientia can solve these problems by developing a customised electronic data collection tool.  This can be accessed by the
people who hold the timetabling knowledge to enable information to be collected from them quickly and accurately.

Advantages of an Electronic Data Collection Method
• Formatting – All the information is formatted to rules defined by the timetablers, resulting in “cleaner” data.

• Consistency – By standardising forms, you will be able to make sure that everyone enters the same data, in the
format that you require.

• Options – With the use of populated drop-down lists and simple “tick box” options a user is only presented with a
limited list of valid options.  This also reduces the amount of duplication of data entry, as the user only needs to
click on an entry (e.g. a module name) in a list instead of writing the module code by hand

• Audit Trail – It is possible to have an audit trail of what information was created, when, and by whom

• It’s electronic! – Once collected, the data can be transferred directly to Syllabus Plus using Agents or COM.
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“It saved us probably months of time and enabled us to achieve
deadlines we could not have achieved with manual entry.  It
proved a very cost effective investment.”
Hywel Nash, Head of the Student Information Unit, University of
Glamorgan
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Scientia Solution
Scientia can create a bespoke data collection tool, accessible via database forms or web pages.  These forms are user
definable, from the look and feel through to the data collected and how it is collected.

By creating a personalised Electronic Data Collection Tool it is possible to collect as much or as little information as
required, regardless of whether you use Syllabus Plus Timetabler or the more advanced Syllabus Plus Course Planner.

Data to populate the drop-down lists in the collection forms (e.g. names of Modules, Staff, Rooms, Suitabilities) is taken
directly from a Syllabus Plus image and kept up-to-date.

Course Planner users: Activity Template Specification

• A departmental user can logon to a database, be presented with only their courses and enter Activity Template
information, which defines the teaching delivery method of the course

• This Activity Template information would then be transferred to Syllabus Plus and be used to generate the
appropriate number of Activities

• After Activity generation the database would be refreshed and departmental users can then logon again to apply
any further amendments to the individual Activity occurrences, such as staffing and room details.

User interface

Following the import of timetable information (e.g. acitivities, modules, rooms, staff, student sets, suitabilities, named
availabilities) to the data collection tool, users would logon to the web data collection application.

They then work their way through each
module amending information such as days,
times, preferred rooms, staff and student
groups.  As the forms are completely user
definable, only the relevant information is
presented as visible or editable.  Keeping the
forms as simple as possible helps reduce the
amount of errors made.

The options are presented using
drop down lists, allowing users to
only make valid choices.

Once the departmental users have
entered their requests, the data is
transferred to Syllabus Plus and
activities can be scheduled by the
Central Timetable Office.  Data
can be reviewed and changed by
the departmental users via the
web-based forms as often as is
required; the Coordinator simply
needs to refresh the database with
up-to-date information from
Syllabus Plus.

Datasheet
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Edit activity
details page

View activity list page

Course selection page
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Administration Forms

A very simple user administration form is used to set usernames,
passwords and department.

The system allows the setting up of user access at a basic level.  Users
can represent one or more departments.  This means that they will
ONLY be able to see data that is relevant to those departments.

Benefits
If departmental staff only need to input timetable requests, they do
not need to learn how to use all the complex functionality in Syllabus
Plus.  The web forms are easy to use with the minimum of training.

The forms can be customised to suit your own institution’s terminol-
ogy instead of Syllabus Plus terminology (for example instead of
‘Module’ you can use the term ‘Course’).

The use of drop-down lists leads to greater consistency of naming
conventions and prevents unorthodox requests (e.g. for non-standard
start times or durations).

The forms can be pre-filtered by department, so the user can easily
navigate their way around the forms and only see their own
department’s data.

Entry of data by those “in the know” about the delivery of courses
results in a higher quality of data.

There is more efficient use of staff time, both in academic departments and in the central administration (less time spent on data
validation, and a shorter timespan between provision of data and production of the timetable).

The increase in data quality means that the traditional ‘tidy-up’ process between circulation of the timetable and the start of
teaching can be considerably reduced.

Technologies
Scientia consultants have employed a number of different technologies to write the data collection forms, depending on the
requirements of the institution.

Microsoft Access projects - The first data collection tools were written in Microsoft Access or VBA.  The underlying database can
be anything that communicates with Syllabus Plus via the COM technology, e.g. Access or MySQL.

Web-based projects - Scientia has also written a number of web-based projects in institutions’ preferred technologies such as ASP,
PHP or JSP.  The advantages of web-based data collection tools are:

• They can be customised to suit your requirements
• They can be accessed off-site if required, and can be authenticated (Firewall permitting)

• They can handle more concurrent users than Access

• Microsoft Access does not have to be installed onto client PCs

• Users do not have to be familiar with Microsoft Access; they just go to a specified URL.
Data Collection Product – an application for collection of delivery requirement data will be the first product to come out of
Scientia’s ’Project Tango’ stable during 2005. The Tango applications are written using Microsoft’s .NET technology and are
designed to provide a suite of web-based and thin-client applications that can be server-deployed, facilitating easy distribution to
multiple users throughout the institution.

Case Studies
Scientia has undertaken numerous projects for institutions who required additional help to speed up the collection of timetabling
requirements.

Trinity and All Saints College (University of Leeds), used an application to assist in the task of collecting
timetabling data from academic departments as an alternative to paper-based forms.

“The Access front end designed for us by Scientia has proved a great success. It saved a great deal of time both for
myself and the members of staff who have to supply me with module data. The information I have received is
more accurate, and in the format I require. The application has been on the whole well received, with staff
getting the information to me quickly and perhaps most importantly willingly! Overall I would highly recom-

mend the use of an Access front end”  Philip Jones, Administrative Assistant (Timetabling), TASC

Administration Form
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Scientia Ltd (Head Office)
St John’s Innovation Centre
Cowley Road
Cambridge
CB4 0WS
United Kingdom

Tel: +44 (0)1223 421221 - Sales
Tel: +44 (0)1223 421331 - Support
Fax: +44 (0)1223 421218
Email: sales@scientia.com
Email: support@scientia.com
Web: www.scientia.com/uk

Cyon Canada Inc
1243 Islington Avenue
Suite 704
Toronto
Ontario
M8X 1Y9
Canada

Tel: +1 416 2348357
Tel: +1 888 9006084 (toll free)
Fax: +1 416 2345384
Email: sales@cyoncanada.com
Web: www.cyoncanada.com

Offices

Scientia (the Netherlands)
Fruitstraat 28b
9741 AP Groningen
The Netherlands

Tel: +31 (0)50 5797443
Fax: +31 (0)50 5797441
Email: salesnl@scientia.com
Web: www.scientia.com/nl

The University of Glamorgan decided to abandon semesters and return to year
long teaching, which necessitated the restructuring of all its courses.  The
timescale and deadlines were tight, and efficient data collection and verification
critical.  They required a simple solution that would be easy for academic
departments to get to grips with.

“The thought of a major paper chasing exercise followed by a major data entry
and verification exercise was both daunting and frightening. Consultation with Scientia
provided an excellent solution based on their previous experience in this area. It saved us
probably months of time and enabled us to achieve deadlines we could not have achieved with
manual entry.  It proved a very cost effective investment.”  Hywel Nash, Head of the Student
Information Unit, University of Glamorgan

Reading College commissioned Scientia to write a web-
based data collection application to collect data for their
2004-2005 academic  year. In the past, departmental

timetabling representatives entered information directly into Syllabus Plus, but this led to
variations in naming conventions and had a negative effect on data quality.  It was decided
that web-based forms, with picklists to minimise errors, would address these concerns.  The
application was written in ASP, to Reading College’s specification.

Syllabus Plus is pre-populated with Course information from their Unit-E Student Record
System and this is made available via picklists within the Web Data Collector. Each user
represents a department and when they log-in they see only the courses relating to their
department.  There are sections for entering activities, days and times, and attaching them to
multiple Student Groups.  Courses are associated with a blocking system so it is not possible
for the user to enter an invalid day and time.

 “Scientia undertook the design to our specification, and were helpful about adding changes to
the design after we went live. It is simple for me to set up and coordinate the user rights.
Departmental users said that the web forms were simple to use and greatly improved the
speed of data entry as well as the quality of the data.”  Amanda Sullivan, Timetable Coordina-
tor, Reading College.

Further Information
A web-based data collection tool package typically includes:

• Site visit
• Specification stage
• Delivery and testing period
• 90 day warranty
• Optional annual maintenance

• Installation and user training day.

For the Administrator:

• Form for transferring data between Syllabus Plus and collection tool

• Form to administer users.

For the User:

• Logon form
• Teaching delivery collection form

• Activity resourcing and scheduling form.

If you would be interested in finding out more about the above case studies, or would like to
arrange a detailed specification of your own institution’s requirements, please contact your
local office.

Scientia GmbH
Hansaring 61
50670
Köln
Germany

Tel: +49 (0)221 1612177
Fax: +49 (0)221 1612100
Email: info@scientia.de
Web: www.scientia.de

Cyon Pty Ltd
Suite 703
83 Mount St
North Sydney
NSW 2060
Australia

Tel: +61 (0)2 9929 9292
Fax: +61 (0)2 9929 9294
Email: sales@cyon.com.au
Web: www.cyon.com.au
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