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Project Overview

About The Schools Interoperability Framework Association (SIFA®)

SIFA is a unique, non-profit collaboration composed of over 350 schools, districts, states, the U.S. Department of Education, international government entities, software vendors and consultants who collectively define the rules and regulations for educational software data interoperability.  The SIF Specification enables diverse applications to interact and share data efficiently, reliably, and securely regardless of the platform hosting those applications.   SIFA has united these education technology end users and providers in an unprecedented effort to give teachers more time to do what they do best: teach.

Proposal Rationale

Rapid developments in information and communication technology (ICT) in recent years have resulted in significant changes in the way the world operates and communicates.  This shift toward an information society has had a profound impact on the education sector.   Educators experience increased societal expectations to: prepare a generation of digital citizens; develop new methods of delivering educational services; provide information to decision-makers; and harness new technologies to increase efficiency and improve effectiveness.  At the same time, forms of ICT are multiplying into an increasing array of technologies and device options for decision-makers.

Internationally, education faces the same critical challenges in deploying technology and achieving interoperability as seen in the United States. Today, many education software applications are either closed systems or systems that allow customer access only through proprietary interfaces and data formats. To a user, that lack of interoperability means:

· Applications and their data are isolated from one another

· Redundant data entry is common

· Disconnected applications increase support costs

· Data reporting is costly, inefficient and inaccurate

· Data is inaccessible to decision makers

International education policy-makers are increasingly seeking ways to measure how their decisions, including funding, impact student learning.  If each nation builds its own “system” to collect, manage and report administrative data, each will--in essence--have developed a proprietary interface just as vendors have here in the U.S.  A better tack would be to have global conversations around data identification, access and utilization and to develop sharing strategies so educators do not “reinvent the wheel” when it comes to the ability to use administrative data in support of effective educational policymaking.

SIFA Project Niche

Worldwide, there is no other organization that brings together educators, policy leaders and software developers to derive solutions for data identification, utilization and communication.   The SIF Association and its partners currently do so each day.  Currently, the Association is supporting the work of numerous international organizations, addressing data needs through the lens of both a local needs and global competitiveness.  SIFA is partnering in activities  with:  the US  Department of State , various G8  country 's  Ministers of Education,  the  Academy for Educational Development (AED),  the  United Nations Centre for Trade Facilitation and Electronic Business (UN/CEFACT), United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organizations (UNESCO) and  the  Broader Middle East and North Africa (BMENA)  Coalition.  It is also active in partnering country-specific data initiatives.  Each of these entities is grappling with data interoperability issues and is attempting to individually and collectively develop relevant solutions.   However, each entity is at a different stage in the process of conversations and implementations so sharing and resource leveraging is more critical than ever.  SIFA is involved in most of these conversations with the hope that one result is the creation of mutually developed and shared open specifications including data definitions.   This would allow local entities to address their data need s and would permit the global community to leverage interoperability for sharing data across country boundaries.

Project Goal


To develop interest in and to expand the usage of technical standards in response to the needs of the global education community. This Project will focus on the development of a “proof of concept” pilot that is scalable and can inform policy development around educational data identification, access and utilization.
Project Strategy

· To leverage the existing SIFA “international policy stakeholder group” to expand collaboration discussions around ICT, supporting the measurement of educational accountability into, for example, Nigeria or Ghana, creating a global “Community of Practice”.

· Develop a set of tools available to this “Community of Practice” composed of national and international educators.  These tools would allow for the sharing of best practices in data identification, movement, utilization and communication: all the practices that impact policy development.

· Explore international data needs and infrastructure requirements to respond to those needs.

· Develop the appropriate input cycle to create a global educational software standard and certification program. This would provide expanded value to educators and additional clarity to vendors.

Project Deliverables

Collaboration

· SIFA currently has agreements in places with government agencies in the United Kingdom, the European Union, and Australia.  The project would leverage SIFA’s current Memorandums of Understandingwitwit with these agencies to establish a global Community of Practice.

· Establish a MOU with a respected entity in, for example, Nigeria or Ghana, replicating established agreements for a pilot activity with agreed upon parameters and outcomes. 

· Identify and recruit other relevant partners (i.e. NGO’s) to bring value to the project.

· Provide international policy makers with detailed information regarding “data status” within their countries and provide opportunities for sharing data between countries, including policy implications in the support of data systems development and utilization.

· Development of a “Data Accountability” policy draft evaluating the current policies on data access and usage including suggested policy consideration.

· Drafting of a set of White Papers addressing national data accessibility, national and local policy development and data issues, comparisons across countries, etc.

· Develop ICT tools (such as a portal containing document management, communication, and collaboration functionalities) to support the creation and ongoing collaboration of the various Communities of Practice developed within this project.

· Establish a section of the SIFA Community Site to enable this developing community and their continuing needs.  There will be sections for both nation-specific and international sharing.  This tool will allow for web based access to documents, calendars, communication tools, partner contact information, etc.

· Create geography-specific Special Interest Groups to evaluate existing data sets, determine the extent to which the existing SIF data set can be internationalized, and create new data objects where necessary to meet local or regional needs

· Mirror the governance structure used in the past allowing for the establishing of a local data community.

· Identify current technical capabilities, needed capabilities.

· Identify current data needs, future data needs and a way to migrate between the two.

· Develop processes to address localizing a standard and developing a certification profile (i.e. policies and procedures, testing, etc).

New Technologies

· Extend the existing XML data sets and infrastructure to facilitate international utilization and to create new data objects where necessary to meet local or regional needs.

· Perform a crosswalk of these data needs to the current SIF Specification.

· Develop a technical best practices document outlining the processes to “localize” the identified data needs.

· Develop an international certification program that contains common educational data needs as well as addressing the unique data needs of project participants.

· Perform a high level data model and choreography that is required to develop a “SIF Profile” specific for vendor tools. 

· Work with Open Group to develop the new Profile Certification program for, for example, Nigeria or Ghana.

· Adjust the current SIF Certification Web Site including all documentation to support the new Certification Profile.

· Establish at least one working SIF Zone to physically demonstrate SIF in action and to showcase it regionally.

· Identify the most logical site for the serving housing the Zone Integration Software (ZIS) and applications.

· Purchase the ZIS and support, if needed, the development of agents for existing or developing applications.

· Provide support for communication on the implications and successes of this pilot activity.  

· Establish an international working SIF Zone, connecting regional Zones, for the sharing of appropriate-level student information for comparison.

· Identify the most logical site for the serving housing the Zone Integration Software (ZIS) and applications.

· Purchase the ZIS and support, if needed, the development of agents for existing or developing applications.

· Provide support for communication on the implications and successes of this pilot activity.  

Technical “Blueprint”

· The final XML-based specification, available as an open technical standard free off any web site, will allow for governments and school entities to more quickly address their educational data need by being:

· Establish a clear set of agreed common definitions of data to be used by all educational stakeholders including educators, policy makers, parents, etc.

· Develop a set of recommendation for the pilot on how it can scale to include a larger audience base and also include automated vertical reporting from the local to the national level. 

· Provide a blueprint for local and international product developers to ensure interoperability and more quickly develop tools desired by schools and governments.

· Aligned to a set of tools, guidance and best practices to support successful implementation of this localized interoperable solution. 

Timeline and Funding

Pilot Nation Identified




Fall 2006

MOU Developed and Signed



Fall 2006

Community of Practice Established


Fall  2006

Community of Practice Tools Operational

Early 2007

Data Accountability Status Reports Generated

Spring 2007

Governance Structure in Place



Spring 2007

Special Interest Groups Formed



Summer 2007

Localized Data Needs Identified



Summer 2007

Gaps and Overlaps Identified



Summer 2007

Localized Data Model Developed



Winter 2008

Internationalization of the Specification


Spring 2008

International Certification Profiles



Summer 2008

Working International SIF Zone



Fall 2008

Summary

Quality education relies, in large part, on access to the information, resources, and tools to serve learners of all ages – no matter what their nationality. Many countries’ educators are just beginning the process of integrating their technology and leveraging data collection into information that teachers can use in the classroom. SIFA and its select international partners has the experience to help the rest of the world develop interoperable technology.  If we can share this knowledge, we can help them achieve their objectives without expending unnecessary money and personnel resources.  
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