
Going agile 
in student administration 
projects 
The view from the business side 
 



Overview 

•  5 minutes to set the scene 

•  10 minutes about the theory of agile 

•  15 minutes of the reality of agile 

•  15 minutes of discussion (or early morning tea) 





Seven years of lobbying, pleading, 
grovelling, writing business cases … 
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Student administration projects 

•  Global admissions 

•  Global enrolment 

•  Global graduation 

•  Student invoicing and debt management 

•  Program & course information management 



And then we went 
‘agile’ 





We moved from waterfall … 

Secret IT business: 

•  Plan 
•  Design 
•  Build 
•  Integrate 
•  Test 
 

AFTER 
COMES: 

 
UAT 

Communicate 
Train 

Manage                      
change 

Justify the 
spend 

BEFORE 
COMES: 
 
Requirements, 
Requirements, 
Requirements! 
 
Then 150 page 
business case 
 



But wait, we’ve 
missed an 
important process 
here … where 
does the student      

 accept? Sorry, it’s not  
in the scope 
document you 
signed in blood 
14 months ago 



To agile … 

ON THE TRAIN: 

•  Build 
•  Integrate 
•  Test 
•  UAT 
•  Showcase 
 

AFTER 
COMES: 

 
Communicate 

Train 
Manage                      
change 

Plan the next 

BEFORE 
COMES: 
 
Analysis, 
backlog, 
prioritisation 
 



… and the cult of agile 

•  New language 

•  Rituals and ceremonies 

•  More meetings 

•  More visibility, more control 



Scaled 
agile 
framework 



Basis of agile 

•  Incremental means faster delivery of software 

•  Faster delivery means the business can use it 

quicker 

•  Prioritise, develop, review 

•  Ongoing collaboration between IT and business 

owners 



Key concept: Cadence 

•  Formal ‘time-boxing’ of development activities 

•  PI (release): 12 weeks, 4 a year 

•  made up of 6 iterations (sprints) of 2 weeks 

•  Each PI has a 2-day planning session & ‘inspect 

& adapt’ 

•  Each iteration has planning & a showcase 



Key concept: 
Epics, 
features, 
stories 

Chunks of work 

•  EPICS (across PIs) 

•  FEATURES (within a PI) 

•  STORIES (within an iteration) 
  

  



FEATURE 
Enhancement to invoice 
presentation 
 
As an administrator 
I need to show 
adjustments & concessions 
on the invoice 
So that students can 
understand the 
information and make 
fewer contacts 
 

EPIC  
Improve student invoicing 
 



FEATURE 
Enhancement to invoice 
presentation 

STORY 
 

•  Display concession and HELP 
loan information 

•  Redefine charges calculation 
•  Display adjustments amount in 

Invoice Summary  
•  Display adjustments section in 

Account Statement 
• Update/review non-critical 

existing SFS SQL validation 
•  Display special characters in 

PDF 
 

EPIC  
Improve student invoicing 
 



Global Graduation squad 

Squad* 

 
A group of people who 
do the nuts-and-bolts 
technical work   
(define, build & test)  
of delivering stories 
and features. 

 

 

*a.k.a. scrum 



7000 graduate in a single ceremony, managed on a 
2001 Access database developed as a temporary 
solution by a HEW 6 staff member 



PI planning &  
delivery by the agile release train  

Feature 
backlog and 
prioritisation 
by product 

owners 

Program 
team 

analysis with 
product 
owners 

Team 
Backlog 

Squad 1 

Squad 2 

Squad 3 

Squad 4 

Product O
w

nership 

System 
Team 

Feature 
Delivery 

 
PI Planning 

Feeding the train On the train 





The reality: what works well 

•  We fix things sooner 

•  It works well when the solution is known 

•  There is transparency through showcases 

•  All squads meet with the business regularly 

•  There is much better trust 





The reality: challenges  

•  Time commitment for business owners 

•  Language excludes people 

•  It’s not really incremental 

•  ‘Product ownership’ is complicated in a 

university 

•  We haven’t got the backlog right yet 



 

“The most efficient and effective 
method of conveying information to and 
within a development team is face-to-
face conversation.” 

- Agile Manifesto Principle #6  

 



Being agile in a waterfall culture 

•  Governance of projects assumes you can 

decide deliverables 12+ months in advance 

•  Reporting is not aligned with agile cadence 

•  Delivery of business ‘benefits’ 





Managing change 

•  SAFe is about software development: our work 

is as much about process change 

•  Agile assumes product owners will have 

authority to make all decisions 

•  There is not always a single product owner 



Collaboration is better than before 



Who is driving the bus? 

•  Feature owners vs system owners vs project 

owners vs VIPs 

•  Who decides business value? 

•  What do you do with new priorities after 

priorities have been agreed? 



Is documentation over-rated? 





Once upon a time …. 



Summary 

•  It’s new 

•  It’s more work than we had imagined 

•  We haven’t got it right yet 

•  It has real potential to help us deliver on our 

student administration roadmap 



Questions and suggestions? 


