

 
Kim Shiflette
Industry Research and Development Analyst
United Student Aid Funds
10475 Crosspoint Blvd., Suite 230
Indianapolis, IN, 46256
Michael Sessa

Executive Director, PESC

One Dupont Circle NW 

Suite 520 

Washington DC  20036

June 23, 2005
Re: Letter of Intent

Dear Michael Sessa:
I am pleased to submit this letter to notify PESC that the NCHELP Committee intends to work collaboratively with the higher education community to develop a Data Transport Standard (DTS).

A high-level description of the proposed standard is as follows:

We intend to develop and eventually submit for approval a national standard protocol for the real time communication of any data between any system platform utilizing well recognized internet standards within the higher education community.  This can be used both real-time and batch data processing.
Please see the attached Business Case which discusses the historical overview, justification, description of the planned collaboration, and other information.  

I am excited and pleased to be a part of this initiative and look forward to our continuing collaboration in pursuit of higher education standards.

Sincerely,

Kim Shiflette
The Business Case for the development of a PESC Standard for a Data Transport Standard (DTS) for the Higher Education Community
Background: Below is a high level synopsis of the current state of “data transport” in the higher education community that led to the formation of this project:

· With the advent of Common Record XML processes and it’s ability to easily format real-time requests, the community needs a standard way to send real-time information.  
· Currently organization are using various commercial or proprietary methods to support real time processes

· Organizations must support multiple methods for communicating in a real time manner in order to remain competitive and reactive to customer needs.

· FSA is evaluating its needs to standardize transport across all business applications as part of their Data Strategy Framework.

· Financial Aid Management Systems (FAMS) vendors and schools have expressed an interest in the development of a common transport process for both batch and real-time requests that could be used for all business processes with all trading partners (ex. Transcripts, Common Record,   Admissions, etc.). 

· Several FAMS vendors are currently evaluating their various methods of exchanging data across all business applications and are exploring the adoption of a single process for exchanging data.  

· The current standards utilized by the Higher Education industry do not support the needs of all users and require the support of multiple transport solutions.  
· Due to the size of most XML documents, e-mail is no longer a practical solution for transporting data.  
· Additionally, timeliness, manageability and sequence of the data are all current issues being experienced with e-mail transmissions.  

· FTP requires technical knowledge and support to be adequately implemented and maintained. 
· FTP is not feasible for the real time processing. 
· Many smaller institutions do not have the ability to implement or support FTP transport solutions.  

Data Transport Standard Description:

Data Transport Standard (DTS) is a web service that enables entities to send and respond to any type of request (inquiry, report, transaction,), between or with dot Net or JAVA platforms, utilizing SOAP.  DTS is a result of a PESC initiative to create a standard method to exchange data within the Higher Education arena, regardless of the business process.  It is a recommended replacement for PGP (e-mail) and industry wide solution for real-time or immediate requests, and offers a single solution to transport and adjunct or replacement for FTP.   

Web services are based on request-response patterns.  These request-response behavioral patterns occur in a synchronous (uninterrupted) mode.  DTS uses the request-response behavioral pattern within a SOAP format.  
SOAP, Simple Object Access Protocol, is widely accepted and open industry standard for formatting messages.  The SOAP format consists of three key components – Header, Body and Faults;  
· The Header contains routing or address information, 
· The body contains the actual message or payload, 
· SOAP Faults are messages returned if an error is identified in the Header or Body.    
The workgroup is finalizing the DTS Technical Specification and “Reference” implementations.  This will provide information on coding and software requirements, as well as proposed uses within the industry.  The workgroup is planning the development of reference implementations for Apache, IIS, and Netscape web servers.  Generic reference implementations have been created and tested for use in the JAVA and .NET environments.  The reference implementations are available to the general business community from PESC to assist in the development of site specific programs.  Of course, work will still be needed by each to link this layer to their business application.  But having the reference implementations completed at least in prototype form, should make the effort much more manageable. 

Data Transport Standard Benefits:

· The benefits to adopting a SOAP transport protocol are speed, extensibility and standards conformance, tool integration and simplicity.  

· Support batch, real-time, and near real-time requests. 

· Single transport method for all business application (payload insensitive).  

· No need to analyze payload to determine type and destination.

· Can accommodate a variation of technical platforms (among schools, servicers, lenders, FAMS, guarantors and FSA). 

· Highly secure – automatic encryption.

· Supports large payloads.

· Guaranteed delivery.

· No distribution royalties (no cost to the user that wants to utilize the protocol)

· Uses open standards.

· Can be used both for internal and external communications of any kind.

Participants: The group is composed of representatives from Lenders, Schools, FAMS vendors, Guarantor and FSA representing a wide variety of business processes within their organizations.  

Summary: The current landscape of the industry offers a unique opportunity for the higher education community to promote a common data transport standard.  Many in the higher education industry are either looking to develop a transport process (FAMS vendor and schools) or streamline and consolidate transport by the adoption or creation of new transport process (FAMS vendors and FSA).  The industry can be proactive and develop a standard that can meet the needs of multiple business sectors within our industry.  Or it can be reactive, as each sector develops its own solutions for data transport.  Since we all share a common points of interaction, the schools and FAMS vendors, the Data Transport workgroup was formed to develop a common solution for data transport with representation from each of the major players in the education industry.
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