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ESY COMPUTER COUNCIL NWICRO-FIN PILOT TEST FINDINGS

The ESY Computer Council was required by the 1983 Legislature to review the
Department evaluation of a test of microcomputer finance systems and prasent
findings to the Legislature during February 1984. This position paper is
submitted to the Legislature in response to that mandate.

MICRO-FIN Pilot Test

Pilot test districts were selected by the Department after issuing a general
invitation to all districts for their participation in the test. From the
eighteen districts responding with an expression of interest, seven were chosen
to participate after analysis of several characteristics of the applicant
district indicating an ability to meet the following criteria:

0 District processing and storage needs can be met within the
limitations of the microcomputer hardware and software. Districts
with a large number of accounts, vendors or transactions (usually
districts with 1,000 or more pupils) were eliminated while those with
a small enroliment and/or a simple account structure were considered
as test candidates.

0 Districts will have varying levels of previous microcomputer and
accounting expertise, they will have different organizational
structures and should be geographically disbursed. In order to
identify the relationship between expertise in the micro area and
1ikelihood of success in operating a stand alone system, districts
were chosed to reflect varying deqrees of expertise. Similarly,
differing administrative personnel structures of districts were
desired so that analysis could be made regarding the likelihood of
successful stand alone computing in various organization structures.
Finally, differing ESV regional membership was considered a criteria
so that as many regions as possible could gain experience with the
system and so that data regarding the impact, i1f any, of differences
in regional operations on the success of the test could be gathered.

o Districts must have access to a 48K Apple microcomputer with at least
two disk drives and a printer.

Seven districts were chosen to participate in the test. Five of these
districts; Plainview, Randolph, Brooten, Mazeopa and Nicollet, would test a
MECC developed floppy disk system, while Ortonville and Holdingford, the other
pilot districts, were designated to test a MECC developed hard disk system.
The data of two test districts, Plainview and Randolph, would be transmitted
directly to the Department on a diskette while the data of the other test
districts would be submitted to the regfon of affiliation.

The pilot test was scheduled to commence in July with data conversion and
subsequent 1ive operation of one district followed by periodic conversion
thereafter of the other districts. It- was anticipated that the pilot districts
would orrate on a parallel basis (using both the regional and the microcomputer
systems) for a while and would begin stand alone operation only after a period
of successful parallel oceration. However, the pilot test did not beqin on
schedule. due to various delays in the development process and programmina



"bugs”, the first district was not able to even beain a parallel operation
until December. The conversion of other districts was consequently delayed
until system problems could be resolved. As of this writing, two of the seven
pilot districts are fully operational, another district is getting close to
1ive operation and the remainder are waiting to begin the preliminary phases of
conversion. The hard disk software was made available to the districts testina
that version last week and the development of some components of hoth systems
have not yet been completed or tested.

As might be expected, serious evaluation problems are the result of the delayed
pilot test schedule. Following is a description of the nature of thise
problems:

0 It is unknown whether system malfunctions will appear as the volume
?f transactions and mass of data stored over a period of months
ncreases.

) Since only two districts have fully operated the floppy disk svstem,
valid conclusions regarding district staff time requirements for
operating the system and desirable district personnel expertise and
organization cannot be drawn.

[ valid conclusions regarding the required level and probable cost of
supporting districts using these options cannot be drawn.

o There is 1imited experience with the operation of the system in
districts with differenrt accounting structures and data processing
neeqds.

o Whether the system will successfully produce required year end
reports has not been fully tested.

0 The system has not been audited.

o Because the system is not fully developed, it is unknown whether all
of the system components will work.




Findings

While many aspects of the system will be impossible to evaluate until a
complete pilot test has been conducted, there are some findings that can be
presented at this time. First, we find that the system is appropriately
designed and well documented, We also know that major parts of the floppy disk
system work in four of the test districts. Although the operation has not been
smooth in those districts, "bugs" are to be expected during a pilot test of any
system and their presence does not necessarily indicate that the system will
not work. It merely indicates a need for additional correctina and testing.

Second, we find that a significant degree of district expertise in finance
accounting/data processing OR a high level of support from an organization with
that expertise will be required for successful conversion and operation in the
remaining pilot districts and any other districts converting from the mainframe
system to the MICRO-FIN system in the future. It appears that use of system

uires a significant training and conversion effort for most districts--an
effort for which the pilot districts have required outside assistance. It
should be noted that only those districts with a hich interest level and aood
probability for success were chosed to participate in this test. Therefore, we
can also predict that training, conversion and oneration problems will be even
more significant when the system is made available for expanded use.

Third, we find that provision of the necessary accounting and data processing
support cannot effectively be accomplished by adding responsibilities to the
functional responsibilities of existing Department emplovees. Sianificant
amounts of travel and in-district assistance time has been required to date in
"ringing up" the districts currently operating the system. While it is
eossible that the remaining pilot districts can be successfully brought
on-1ine” with the assistance of Department staff, any expansion of that
responsibility to additional districts will require dedicated staff, regional
staff assistance or some combination of both if major conversion delays are to
be avoided.

Finally, we find that concerns reqarding data loss operating error and/or
diskette failure are valid. One of the two districts currently piloting the
system did erase a diskette during the course of its conversion. Fortunately,
the district was able to recover without major problems because MECC had a copy
of the data erased by the district. However, that may not be the case with
future errors. It should be noted that though the system suggests and prompts
making a "back-up" disk, it does not so require.




Recommendations

The ESY Computer Council has reviewed the successes and the problems associated
with the 1imited pilot test of the microcomputer finance systems. Based on
that review, the ESV Computer Council rakes the following recommendations to
the 1984 Legislature:

1.

2.

3.

5.

Testing of the MECC developed microcomputer finance system should
continue until December 1, 1984.

Pending completion of the pilot test on December 1, 1984, district
use of the test system should be 1imited to test districts. However,
by July 1, 1984, additional districts shall be allowed by the
Department to participate in an expanded pulot test. Test district
selection criteria shall be limited to hardware, software and support
Timitations.

On or before July 1, 1984, ESY regions desiring to participate in the
pilot test should provide written notice to the Department of their
intent to assume responsibility for the training, conversion and
operational support of pilot test districts. ESV regions filing a
notice of intent to participate in the pilot test will assume the
responsibility of providing training, conversion, operational and
other support to their membher districts designated as additional
pilot sites. An ESV region may, at its discretion, provide support
to a non-member district if that district's regfon of affiliation did
not file a notice of intent to the Department.

The Department shall provide training and assistance to ESV reaions
participating in the pilot test.

Districts participating in the pilot test shall be responsible for
their proportionate share ~ regional 1iabilities existing on July 1,
1984, After July 1, 1984, . * test districts shall be required to
pay for services received, resources consumed and their share of
regional 1iability existing on July 1, 1984, In no event shall that
part of a district's annual fee dedicated to payment of past regional
1iability exceed the amount the district would have paid as fees if
that district had continued receiving mainframe services.

By December 1, 1984, the Departwent, participating ESV regions and
pilot test districts shall evaluate the pilot test. The ESY Computer
Council will present findinas to the Legislature by January 15, 198§,
The findings shall contain:

- an analysis of district, state and reaional costs associated
with operation of the system,

- recommendations for the maintenance of the system,

- alternatives, their costs and recommendations for the orovision
of support to users,

- recommendations regardina requirements for district use of the
system, and

- an analysis of the desirability of limiting the number of
systems allowed.




These recommendations are made to solve specific problems noted by the
districts, state and regions during the course of the Timited tasting to date.
From the district perspective, the recommendations, 1f adopted, will allow
participation of every district that has expressed a desire to use the
microcomputer system to date. The districts that do not desire to use the
system or cannot use it would also benefit from the recommendation--they will
not be required tc assume the current cost or past reafonal liabilities of
pilot district support. Furthermore, all districts will benefit from the
knowledge gained during a complete pilot test. Without adequate testina,
districts will not have the facts necessary to predict whether use of the
system will meet their financial, processing and reporting needs.

Regions will also benefit from adoption of these recommendations. In the
absence of training by the Department and experience working with MICRN-FIN
districts, regional decisions regarding whether to offer the service, hiring
staff and service fees are, at bhest, quess work. It should also be noted that
without a change to thoroughly analyze the benefits and detriments of the
system, regions will have difficulty predictina how many of their member
districts will eventually choose to use the alternative if it is given final
approval. That prediction is important for reaional plannina purposes and will
influence decisions now pending regarding hardware and staff acauisition.

Finally, state interests in receipt of accurate, uniform, and timely data will
be protected while the state continues to conduct the pilot test and plan for
the best method of transferrina the district data to the state.



Recommended Legislation

Whether or not statute change is necessary to authorize the participation of
additional districts in the MICRO-FIN pilot tests is debatable. It could be
argued that the Department has the administrative authority to conduct a pilot
test of any system without specific legislation governing the operation of such
a test. However, to clarify district, regional and state responsibilities
during the completion of the current (and possible future) pilot tests, the
following statutory changes are recommended.

M.S. 121.935, Subd. 1 (b): Respond within 15 calendar days to requests
from the Department for district information provided to the region for

state reporting of information based on data eTements 1n the data element
aicfionary.

M.S. 121.935, Subd. 6: Regional management information centers may charge
fees to affiliated districts. A-distriet-which-submits-finaneial
transactions-to-the-center-in-summary-form-pursuant-10-MyS+-131,036,
subdivision-1;-er-which-uses-an-appreved-alternative-management
information-system-pursuant-to-seetion-121+936;-subdivisions-2-¢e-4;-may
apply-to-the-commissioner-1n-set-the-fee-if-the-district-and-the-center
eannet-agree-on-a-feer--The-commissioner-shali-issue-an-erder-setting-the
feey-whigh-shall-be-bindina-on-both-the-center-and-district. for the cost
of services provided to the district and the district's proportiona

share of outstanding reqional debt. 1In no event shall the annual Tee of a
district aF‘E?dpaEino gn a state pilot test of an alternative financial
n the absence o 0

X
stric e p st.

M.S. 121.936, Subd. 1 (b) (2): The district shall use the ESV-IS finance
subsystem through the center of affiliation to process every detailed
transaction of the district.

Notwi thstanding the foregoinay-a-district-with-3,000-0r-fewer-pupils-in
average-daily-membership-as-defined-in-section-124.12,-subdivigion-2,-niay
sMt-%ts-linuul-tnnuctsoas-:c-ntn-iou—pmncu?-tn-n-uy-tgn
$f-before-July-1;-1980y-the-planned-fom-of-the-distrigt-s-submissien-of
$8s-transactions-and-the-conformance-of-the-distrigt s-fFinangial-aceounting
and-reporting-system-to-the-untform-Finanetal-aceounting-and-reportine
s§andards-adepted-by-the-state-board-pursuani-to-sestions-121,99-20-121,92
are-approved-by-the-following-teami--the-director-of-schoal-financial -manage-
ment-in-the-depariment-of-educationy-and-the-direcior-of-maniqement-informa--
tion-cervices-and-the-coordinator-for-the-ASV-15-fFinance-subsysiom-for-the
Minnesota-educational-computing-consortiume a district mav process and
submit its financial transactions to a reaion or the state In summary Torm
1T 1t operates an approved alternative system or participates in a s*aﬁ

ed p110t test of an alternative 'Jﬁ

approved pilo rnative cystem.

M.S. 121.936, Subd. 1 (c): The provisions of this subdivision shall not
be construed to prohibit a district from purchasing services other than
those described in clause (b) from a center other than the center with
which it is affiliated pursuant to clause (b). Districts operating an
approved alternative system or participating in 2 state approved pilot
serv;ces gm any re gon ;; % re =on o= l:gg;slgﬂi %s no:. O;Ee!r
alternati E& rt 1

rnative sys Supoort services.




In addition to the foregoing, language to specifically authorize the expansion
of the pilot test to an unlimited number of districts could be enacted as
follows:

1983 Session Laws, Chapter 314, Article 7, Section 45: The Department of
Education shall continue a pﬂot test of m‘lcrocmputer-based financial

reporting systems during the 1984-1985 school year in-we-ta-eiqht all
districts reaquesting to participate in the Es%s and able to meet ~—

hardware, SoTtware and support 1imitations of the test system use during
WLN_-you. € alternative reporting system must comply
with Minnesota Statutes, sections 121.90 to 121.917.

The school districts selected as pilot sites shall operate parallel
reporting systems until such time that the department certifies that the
alternative system meets the reporting requirements. The systems to be
tested shall include one developed by the Minnesota educational computing
consortium and at least one other available system recommended for testing
by the ESV computer council, in consultation with the department. The
alternative reoorting systems operated by school districts selected as
pilot sites shall be exempt from the requirements in Minnesota Statutes,
section 121.936, subdivision 1, clause (b) (2), for the 1983.1984
1984-1985 school year.

The department shall evaluate the pilot systems. The evaluation shall
include recommendations on the feasibility and efficiency of reporting
directly to the department, reporting to the department through the
regional management information centers, or by other methods. The ESV
computer council shall review the evaluation of the pilot systems and
report its findings to the house education and appropriations committees
and senate education and finance committees by February-18;-1084,

January 15, 1985. The report shall include: an analysis of district
state and regional costs associated with operation of the systems;
recommendations for maintenance of the s sgeTs alternatives, th i

y H 2 eir costs
and recommendations tor e provision of support to users; and an analyvsis
T ( umber o n v .

cost of the evaluation sha e pa y the partment o ucation.
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