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This project plan is the starting point for students to 1) to express a preference for a project and 2) to 
use as information at the start of a project. It is also an annex to the contract. 
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1 Introduction 

This section describes the client, the client-organization and working area. 

Educate-it is a university-wide programme of Utrecht University supported by and supportive of 
teachers and students. It helps teachers enhance and future-proof their courses. Besides assisting 
teachers to (re)design their courses by incorporating the teaching methods and ideas of blended 
learning, Educate-it also offers practical and technical support for IT tools that have proved their 
educational value. Educate-it works on an evidence-informed basis. 

Besides supporting students and teachers, Educate-it also investigates and performs experiments 
with technical innovations in education. For example, last year it supported amongst others 
experiments with using VR in teaching, and the development of new teaching spaces such as the 
Teaching and Learning Lab. 

2 Goal of the project 

This section describes the purpose of the software or the game in general terms. It includes the 
global requirements of the software or game and describes the interesting points of the project. 

The goal of this project is to develop a virtual teaching assistant. Utrecht University has developed 
several online courses in its Life-long-learning platform based on Elevate. These online courses 
provide discussion forums for their students. In these forums, students ask questions about 
organizational matters and about the content of a course, and they interact socially with their 
fellow students. The forums are moderated by a moderator, who monitors the questions and 
progress of the students, and regularly contacts students to give feedback on their progress, to 
discuss previous activities, or to introduce coming activities. The goal of this project is to 
automatize part of the moderator functionality for these courses.  

2.1 What is the functionality of the software system or game? 

Brief description of the functionality of the system. The students are responsible for the final 
technical design of the software or game, and develop this design in cooperation with the 
customer.  The main lines and boundary conditions should be defined in advance by the client. 
Specific requirements for a project (e.g. hardware platform, programming language, development 
framework, specific non-functional requirements etc.) if any, need to be specified in advance. 

The goal is to develop a server-side component that runs alongside an instance of an online course. 
The component monitors the activity of students in the forums of an online course, and performs 
much of the work a moderator would usually do.  

The input of the component is a description of a course, containing information about registered 
students and activities, and possibly also data from previous runs of the course. Using this input the 
component monitors the course, and responds to some of the questions asked by students (dates by 
which activities have to be performed, for example), and sometimes takes action for students with 
particular characteristics, such as inactivity for a while.  



2.2 Deliverables 

In addition to a prototype of the software or game, there may be additional deliverables. This may 
include documentation, results from research or test sessions. It is recommended to install the 
software on the computer of the client. If desired, the students can help with this action during the 
course of the project, that needs to be specified beforehand. 

The deliverables of this project are: 
- a prototype server-side monitoring component (the `monitor’) 
- a prototype component that calculates input for the above component based on a description of a 
course, containing information about registered students and activities, and data from previous 
runs of the course (the `configurer’) 
- descriptions of the input format for the configurer 

2.3 Application area 

What is application area of the software/game? In which area does the client want to use it? 

The monitor software is used in educational settings at any level: life-long-learning, blended 
learning, MOOCs, etc.  

2.4 Related work 

Are there already applications and games that are similar to the intended project results? Examples, 
impressions, screenshot, illustrations can help to give direction to the design of the software. 

There is quite a lot of related work, see for example: 
- Jill Watson Doesn’t Care if You’re Pregnant: Grounding AI Ethics in Empirical Studies, by Bobbie 
Eicher, Lalith Polepeddi, Ashok Goel (which can be used in MOOCs, and needs a lot of previous data) 
- Chatbots and digital assistants – getting started in FE and HE, by Paul Hopkins and 
Richard Maccabee  
 
At a slightly larger distance is coaching software/apps that monitor the behavior of people, and 
take actions based on this behavior.  
 
I have more scientific literature on the topic. 

2.5 Boundary conditions 

What are boundary conditions? What should be taken into account while creating the software or 
game?  For example, the setting in which the game is played or software is used, or the preferred 
development platform. 

Student data is subject to privacy issues. We can start developing with anonymized data, but in 
production data will not be anonymous 

2.6 Why is the project interesting? 



What makes this an interesting project? What is the impact on the users? What is the impact on 
society? What would make this game or application a success? 

This project is interesting for several reasons 
- virtual teaching assistants are a hot topic in general 
- the application area is an area with which students are familiar 
- Utrecht University (Educate-it) is very interested in experimenting with virtual teaching assistants 
- there is a clear interest in this technology from various partners: the company Elevate, but also 
Ricoh wants to get involved 
- the project offers the possibility to experiment with several natural language processing 
technologies 

2.7 Why is the project interesting for the students? 

Why is this an interesting project for students?   
 
See above. 

3 Use 
3.1 User- or player perspective 

What will the software or game do for the user, what will the user learn from the game or software, 
how does it assist the user in his/her work? In which situation or setting will the software/game be 
used?  

There are users at two levels: 
- students will interact with the monitor component based on questions they ask/remarks they 
make, based on their activities and performance, and based on the schedule of the course 
- teachers will feed the configurer component with information about a course, and possibly data 
from one or more previous runs 

Possibly we will want the teacher to be able to adapt the interaction in the monitor, and then we 
would need ways to intervene in the monitor. 

3.2 System input 

This section describes the input for the software or the game in general terms.  

The monitor gets input generated by the configurer before it runs, and from an Elevate course (built 
upon Moodle) while it runs. 

3.3 System output 

This section describes the output for the software or the game in general terms.  

The configurer produces input for the monitor. The monitor produces messages to students, either 
in a forum of a course, or through email. 



3.4  User behavior 

This describes what the user or player should be doing while using the game or software. What will 
be the player or user experience? What information will the user obtain?  What is undesirable user 
behavior? 

A user is studying a particular course in an on-line learning environment, performs learning 
activities, and interacts with other students in the course.  

3.5 Visualization and artwork 

How will the user experience the software or game? What does he or she see? In what style is this 
presented? 

Is there a need for artwork by MBO game artists? Is this 2D or 3D work? Which style? Artist-work 
needs to be specified beforehand 

No artwork is required. 

4 Requirements 

What are the materials needed for developing the software or the game? This includes data, models, 
software modules, documentation etc.  Are these available now? If not, how is it ensured that they 
are available at the start of the project? 

4.1 Domain knowledge and information supplied by the client 

What should the students learn from the client about the working area or company from the client?  

Students need to know how moderators interact with students in a course. 

4.2 Materials supplied by the client 

General purpose hardware or software are available at the university. This section describes 
specific hardware or software. What are the materials needed for the project that the client is going 
to deliver? 

No specific hardware or software is needed. 

4.3 Data and examples supplied by the client 

Which data from the client is necessary for the project? Is this available? Are there example 
scenarios that have to be used in the project? If yes, when is their description available?  

Students will need access to: 
- the kind of data available in a course 



- the format of this data 
- the Elevate software 

4.4 Test environment 

Where should the result be tested? What client facilities/test persons are available for this 
purpose? 

The result should be tested on a machine on which an Elevate course runs. Testing might also be 
done on simulated data. 

5 Administrative 
5.1 Contact person 

Who will cooperate with the project team, will take decisions together with the team and will 
responsible for delivering the specific materials for the development? 

Johan Jeuring, Jan Haarhuis, and somebody from Elevate. 

5.2 Project duration 

What is the start date and end date of the project? (projects run from the beginning of September 
until end of January or from the beginning of February until the end of June) 

September 2019 – January 2020. 
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