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1. Summary 

To exploit the innovation demonstrated by two students in the School of Mathematics and improve 
the student experience by developing their web-based course selection tool into a university-wide 
supported service.  The vision for Path was not just to validate a student’s choices, but guide them 
to making better and more balanced choices to build the degree programme that’s best for them.   
 
This project contributes directly to The University of Edinburgh’s strategic goal of providing 
Excellence in Education:  the provision of course information and structures through Path supports 
the key transitions that students go through; provides Personal Tutors and other staff with the 
information and tools to enhance the support provided to students, and overall forms part of the 
programme of activity seeking to enhance the student experience.  The process of producing the 
Path system demonstrates Excellence in Innovation, taking a system that was developed by two 
students in one school and developing it into a University-wide system.  The process is analogous to 
starting with the in-house equivalent of a start-up company and providing the venture capital it 
needed to develop a fully-fledged system. 
 

2. ABOUT THE EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

The University of Edinburgh has a very wide curriculum and offers an enormous choice which is 
fantastically flexible but has complex rules around which courses (modules) are eligible for which 
degree programme.  Before Path, information about courses was available via the University’s 
Degree Regulations and Programmes of Study (DRPS) system.  This is a legalistic system modelled on 
a paper-based original system and was primarily designed to satisfy university regulations rather 
than supporting students in their course selection. 
 
Using a modern web-based presentation, Path showed which courses depended on others as 
prerequisites and took information about the user’s past courses to show which future courses were 
open to them.  Path enhanced this official information with moderated feedback about each course 
from students who had taken that course.  Integration with timetabling enables the student to 
check for clashes.  Enhanced functionality proving popular amongst students is the topics function.  
In use within Physics and Mathematics, this functionality enables the student to browse the course 
catalogue and filter by topics such as nuclear and particle or quantum physics aiding a degree 
programme to be built within fields of interest. 
 
This was the starting point: an innovative prototype that had demonstrated its utility within just 
one of the University’s 22 schools.  This development was an innovative process for the University.  
A working prototype is not the same as a robust, scalable and centrally supported service and the 
development of this service involved some risk-taking from the management in supporting the idea 
and paying the salary of the two developers.  The initiative faced resistance and concern around a 
number of areas: using an IT system developed by students instead of professional developers, 
allowing students to give feedback on courses that was accessible by other students and reluctance 
to show data which may have been out of date or otherwise lacking in quality.  However, the risk 
has paid off. 
 
Phase 1 extended the initial Path prototype from the School of Mathematics to the School of 
Engineering Science and the School of Physics and Astronomy.  This involved changing the system to 
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support multiple schools, which was an essential step on the journey of supporting schools across 
the university.  It also demonstrated that the system had benefits beyond its original school.   
Having proven the capability of the system in phase one, the second phase transformed this nascent 
service into a fully-fledged service under the wings of Student Systems.  The system was migrated 
onto the university’s corporate infrastructure, providing a resilient dual-site capability. The 
program itself was rewritten to take its data from corporate data feeds providing a more robust 
interface.    
 
The result of this project is a service which is available to students across the university. Usage of 
the service has expanded with 20 of the University’s 22 Schools now fully engaged with Path.  Path 
has been accessed by 11,500 unique users (9700 students, 1800 staff) with 100,000 sessions since 
the full service was launched in July 2014.   
 
Path was a huge improvement in student information systems and its authors had shown great 
initiative and innovation in developing it. The success of this process sets an example for future 
initiatives.  Information Services and Student Systems will be open to adopting similarly innovative 
systems in the future.  We are considering sponsoring a competition for student projects in this 
vein. 
 
“Path has been a tremendous development on a number of fronts:  it is a student-led initiative 
which has grown to have a positive impact across our student community; it has greatly enhanced 
the way we present our course information to students and as a result has improved the quality of 
the information we publish; it has provided tools which support both students and Personal Tutors 
navigate key transitional stages; and has been an excellent example of colleagues working in 
partnership to enhance the student experience.”  Professor Ian Pirie, Assistant Principal 
(Learning & Teaching). 
 
Further Development 

The Path tool is an exploratory tool.  Choices from students can be saved and printed but do not 
feed into more advanced workflows.  Path is being developed to enable students to send their 
proposed course choices to the Personal Tutor ahead of their first meeting to aid discussion.  This 
enhancement will be introduced for the 2015/16 academic year.    
 
Opportunities arisen from the success of Path are to integrate the course evaluation information 
from Evasys with Path as this is a quality approved process.  Integrate data to support 
undergraduate students from the Key Information Set (KIS) to provide guidance about course 
choice.  Have an open version of Path which supports conversion. 
 

The system has hugely improved the student experience by helping students to predict the impact 
of their course selection and by providing feedback on courses.  The system has reduced the 
reputational risk to the institution by removing problems of students finding too late that they were 
ineligible for their desired courses.  Other benefits include student feedback was almost uniformly 
positive, staff learned about how students regard their courses and made changes, the quality of 
programme and course information has improved markedly. 
 
Path was written for University of Edinburgh deployment but is written with open source software 
therefore could be used by other institutions with modification.  Path can be accessed via 
https://path.is.ed.ac.uk/; please follow the instructions to create an EASE friends account. 

 
Example student feedback:  "... I wish that I could have used Path when I was in first and second 
year to choose my outside courses more carefully, using the student reviews and the prerequisites 
features. As it is, I hope to benefit from it choosing my courses for fourth year!"  
 
“Good for letting students know about courses from a student perspective, needs to be advertised 
more.  Helpful and clear, would like to be able to see timetable clashes.” 
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