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Operational Concepts

SchoolTalk is a web community that reflects an actual university community. Members can communicate in real time, share resources, and even locate people in the physical university space. The project concept uses a hassle-free approach towards the user to address a practical need for communication in a large academic setting. The target customers are university students, faculty, and staff. 

The top level objective is creating a secure centralized portal for academic related communication that is localized to one university. Once authenticated by the SchoolTalk website, members can interact with people based on common interests such as classes, groups, or organizations on campus. Because SchoolTalk is web-based, it can be accessed anytime anywhere without the hassle of downloading and installing a program on the local machine. SchoolTalk is designed to bridge the gap of live communication in existing university tool suites like Catalyst that usually offer simple message boards. Unlike the IRC chat system, the communication model of SchoolTalk is entirely web based and secured by restriction to valid university email account holders. Members can create groups that persist for a defined duration and join any existing groups within SchoolTalk freely. Members can also optionally specify their campus location upon starting a session so that others can locate them and talk to them in person.

SchoolTalk does not aim to unify multiple universities in a single online community. It does not store any detailed user profiles like Facebook. The goal of SchoolTalk is to create a casual and safe environment that will allow people to discuss topics of mutual academic interest.  

System Requirements
SchoolTalk will run as a website, allowing members to access the online community with just a working internet connection and a web browser.  By using a web site, members are under no obligation to download and install any software, and can access the site whenever it is convenient.  The service will be user account driven.  Registrations will be restricted to members who have a valid University email.  This is to ensure all SchoolTalk members are part of the University, and to maintain a standard of service quality.  
The service will provide several different means for members to interact with their peers.  When members log in, their groups will be displayed.  Members can enter a chatroom for a particular group to collaborate with others in real-time.  This allows members to perform activities such as conducting online study sessions, asking questions about course materials, and being able to receive immediate help and feedback from other students in their courses.  Another feature is a resources section for each group that allows members to post or download other materials that have been shared.  Members can rate and comment on the quality of the documents for the benefit of others.  Figure 1 shows the SchoolTalk user interface prototype.
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Figure 1. The chat-room interface in SchoolTalk.
Figure 2 shows the “people locator” feature that allows members to view the current campus location of other members (as long as those members have opted to publish their locations).  This allows members to extend their online collaboration to face-to-face collaboration.
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Figure 2. The people locator interface in SchoolTalk.

System and Software Architecture

At the high level, the application consists of two major components: client and server. The client component is a web browser and the server component is a web application that is hosted on a web server. The web application is also linked to a database to store user-specific or static information. Figures 3a and 3b below show the holistic view of the system.
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Figure 3a. The overall system architecture.
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Figure 3b. The overall system components.


The system will have multiple simultaneous client connections that connect to a central server. The client component is just simply the web browser, whereas the server component is composed of at least two modules. The web application that is hosted on the server services web requests by querying the database for information. For good design purposes, the web application will be divided into separate modules in order to provide isolation and extensibility. 

The implementation of the application will incorporate the Microsoft web-service standard as the model. The server system will run Windows Server along with Internet Information Service (IIS) to allow unlimited simultaneous connections. Upon a client page request, the IIS server will invoke the ASP.NET web application, which will then dynamically generate the page content based on any validation or information from the Microsoft SQL database. The backend server implementation will be done using C#. To improve the user interface (UI) quality and experience, some UI enhancement on the webpage might be done using JavaScript, CSS, and AJAX.

Lifecycle Plan

The team will be utilizing staged development combined with some aspects of evolutionary prototyping. Iterative development allows the team to have checkpoints between each stage to get user feedback and perform necessary testing. The estimated completion time of this project is approximately 8 weeks and it is divided into 3 iterations. The following is the rough schedule that contains the major tasks and milestones as well as the timeframe allocated for each work item:
	Date
	Milestone
	Tasks

	4/9 – 4/27
	Phase 1 development and testing
	Establish client, server and database connection

	4/28
	Alpha Prototype
	Checkpoint

	4/29 – 5/9
	Phase 2 development and testing
	Enable web-based chat room and begin support for people locator

	5/10
	Beta Release
	Presentation

	5/11 – 5/29
	Phase 3 development and testing
	Support people locator and allow resource/reference postings

	5/30
	Final Release
	Presentation


Within each development phase, tasks will be distributed among team members to allow parallel programming and efficient use of resources. Each small piece will be tested and integrated with its closest matching piece before it integrates with bigger components up the chain. Integration will take place piece by piece in order to reduce the risk of breaking working components. 

The estimated staff requirement is about 7 people and each will be assigned a role in the team. The role distribution and responsibilities are:

· Program Manager (1) – in charge of team logistics and communication 

· UI Designer (1) – owns the design of the webpage UI

· Tester (1) – writes and carries out test plans for each iteration

· Architect (1) – approves and revise any code architecture change

· Developer (2) – writes code 

· Technical Writer (1) – writes user or any other required documentation 

While enforcing a team structure is essential, everyone in the team will have influence on all aspects of the project. This means everyone will be a developer at some point during the development process and everyone will get a chance to suggest improvements on the architecture etc. While this might seem to defeat the purpose of assigning roles, having a dedicated person to own a particular area is absolutely essential to bringing the project to a success. Each person assigned to a particular role will have the authority to make the final decisions regarding that matter. 

Feasibility Rationale

Several different aspects lead us to believe this project can be completed successfully.  It is very important to make sure we keep good communication and organization throughout the entire project life cycle.  By doing this, we can ensure that everyone is on task and knows exactly what should be done.  We can succeed by staying customer focused and investing initial time to research, plan, and design the project.  It is also important to not be overly ambitious since it is better to focus on developing several features successfully than to have many mediocre features.

One of the risks that we have to address is working with a new group of people.  Managing 6-8 people in a team will be a challenge, especially with managing time and enforcing good communication from every person in the group.  Furthermore, some people may be unaccustomed to the languages and tools that are used to develop this project, and may need to spend some time bringing themselves up to speed.  We are assuming that everyone in the group can quickly acquire the necessary skills.  Also, we are assuming that we will obtain all the required resources and tools that will allow us to build, test, and eventually publish our service online.

We have discussed the idea of incorporating our service with the UW course database, and possibly integrating this as a module or feature of the MyUW website for students, faculty and staff.  However, due to limitations with gaining access permission to the university database, we have postponed this idea in favor of a website.  It was important to make this decision early, as this would impact the direction we would take to implement the features and develop the user interface.
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