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1 Introduction 

This document is part of the Sonia Zen series.  Sonia Zen documents aim to provide practical, step by step 

guidance in the use of Sonia.  Each document is intended to be self-contained, concentrating on a small 

number of processes or skills.   

 

This document examines the Workflow feature introduced in Sonia 2018 Q1.   

 

It is assumed that the reader is familiar with using Sonia. 

 

2 What is Workflow in Sonia? 

In Sonia terms, workflow is a way of automating a series of tasks that you - as a placement officer – would 
normally perform. 
 
Some examples of simple workflows: 
 

Concept Detail 

Giving a “pack of forms” to 
a student 

You might have 2 or 3 forms that you want to assign to students in a 
placement group.  You could create a workflow that: 

 Assigns form A, Form B, form C 

 Sends the student an email informing them 

Send a reminder email to 
a group of students 2 
weeks after start of 
placement 

 

 Wait for 2 weeks after placement request start date… then 

 Send an email. 

When a student joins a 
placement group send 
them a welcome email 

Keep track of when students join a placement group. 

 When they are added to a placement group, send them an email 
 

You have 3 Forms that 
students need to complete 
in sequence 

 Assign Form A to the student 

 Completing the first form sets student Check “A” 

 When Check A is passed, assign Form B 

 Completing this new form sets student check “B” 

 When Check B is passed, assign Form C  

Once placements are 
finalised, contact all site 
mentors 

 

 When placements are finailised 

 Give each mentor a form with the student’s information 

 Send an email to each mentor. 
 

 
 

In this release of Sonia, workflows consist of a series of steps that are sequentially processed.  Next we 
will look at creating a simple workflow. 
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3 Your first workflow 

The scenario for our first workflow is to send our students an email message when they have passed all of 

their mandatory checks. 

3.1 Create a New Workflow 

 

 

From the Sonia main screen, click the Workflows button on the ribbon to open a new Workflow window.  

Click “New” on the workflow window’s ribbon. 

 

I have named this workflow “Good student” and given it a description.  As workflows can have quite 

complex and subtle purposes, you would be wise to name and describe your workflows appropriately.  

Avoid names like “My workflow” or “Workflow 7”. 

 

At this point we are designing the workflow.  Later we will see how you attach and assign the workflow to 

the person it concerns.  
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3.2 Add the first step to the workflow 

 

 

The next stage is to add the steps to the workflow.  To do this, click the Design button – just as you would 

to design a Sonia Form. 

 

Next we want this workflow to wait for the student to complete all of their mandatory checks.  In workflow, 

this is known as a Condition.  Until a condition is passed, the workflow will wait patiently and not proceed 

any further.  Later in this document we will expand on what conditions you can include in workflows. 

 

 Click the Append Condition button (1) 

 Set the name of the condition – we used “Are Checks done” 

 Set the condition we are waiting to meet – in this case “All student mandatory checks are met” 

 

Save your workflow. 

 

The next step in the workflow will only occur once the “Are Checks done” condition is met. 
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3.3 Add the second step to the workflow 

The second and last step is to send an email to the student.  This is done using the “Append action” 

button: 

 

 

 

 Click Append action (1) 

 A new action is added to the workflow 

 Set the details of the action (3) 

o We set the name to “Send student congratulations” 

o The Action type is “Communicate” 

o The target role is the student 

 

Workflow actions are where things are “done”.  In the first release of workflow, there are three main 

actions: 

1. Assign a form 

2. Assign a workflow 

3. Communicate 

Detailed descriptions of these options will appear later in this document. Please note that “Make me a 

coffee” is not implemented in this release. 

 

To then detail the content of the email that will be sent to the “role”  eg the student, click the pencil 

icon/button next to the Role (3). 
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This will pop up a familiar Sonia bulk-email form: 

 

 

 

Since we chose this communication to be to the role of Student, the email form contains email template 

choices for students (1) and student-related placeholders (2). 

 

Construct the email you would like sent to students and click Ok.  Note the checkbox (3) “Send log”.  If this 

is selected, you will receive an email every time the workflow is triggered.  The email will contain the name, 

email and success status of sending the email to the student. 

 

Save the workflow.  You have completed the design of your first workflow.  
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3.4 Testing a workflow 

Testing a workflow consists of assigning it to a small, known test group and exercising each of the 

conditions in the workflow and watching for the correct actions to occur. 

 

As the number of steps and conditions in a workflow design increases, so does the complexity of testing 

the workflow. 

 

You should always test your workflows to ensure they work the way you planned.  If your workflow does 

something unexpected, it will depend on the actions involved as to how hard it is to repair.   For example if 

your workflow assigned a form “ABC” to 1,000 students, it is relatively easy to delete the workflow and 

delete the form from those students. 

 

However if the workflow sent an email to 1,000 students by mistake, the best you can do is apologise! 

 

 

WARNING: CHECKS AT WORK 

If you are testing your workflow and it is checking for valid checks, watch out for the influence of the 

“Managed” setting on a check.  If a check is managed, it will not be passed by your workflow on just the 

check’s value – like Yes or No – it must also have a status of “Completed” – usually set in the Check 

Manager as “cleared”. 

 

 

 

For example in the image above this student has 2 managed checks (Police clearance and Immunisation). 

Even though the value of both is checked – Yes, Police clearance hasn’t been cleared in Sonia Check 

Manager. 

 

A workflow condition waiting for “Police clearance” would be blocked on this student until the not 

completed check is cleared in Check Manager. 
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3.5 Using the workflow 

As you would be aware, Sonia’s forms need to be attached to someone before they can be filled in.   

 

Similarly, workflows do nothing until they are assigned to the person they concern in a context that makes 

sense.  

 

Workflows are assigned to Students, Site contacts or Supervisors. 

 

Context 

 

When a workflow is assigned to a Sonia user, it is commonly in the context of a placement.  In fact 

workflows (and forms) contain a hierarchy of context that contains: 

 

 Placement Group 

o Placement Request 

 Placement 

 

So if a workflow is assigned to a role (say a student) in a particular context (ie the placement student is 

allocated to), the workflow knows who the “other players” for this student and can for example send an 

email to the student’s mentors. 

 

 

Workflows without Context 

 

It is possible to assign a workflow to a student, site contact or supervisor without any placement-related 

context at all.   

 

For example if you were running an internship program and before you added a student to your “potential 

placements” group you wanted the student to fill in an application form, get a police check, have a valid 

passport etc.  You could have a workflow that did all of these steps, and then assign the workflow to the 

student directly.  Once they have completed the workflow you would be in a position to add them to your 

group.   

 

Why Context is Important 

 

Here are some examples of why Context is so important. 

 If you have a workflow that assigns a student a form, the form will inherit the context of the 

workflow.  If the workflow was assigned to an Allocated student, the form will be able to have 

fields for the student’s mentor, supervisor etc.  

 If we assign a workflow to a Supervisor in the context of a placement, the workflow can include 

sending emails to the Student(s) the supervisor is supervising. 
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4 Assigning Workflows 

As discussed, workflows need to be attached to someone to actually do anything.  This process of 

attaching or assigning a workflow can be set to be done automatically when a condition is met, or manually 

by you choosing who should get the workflow. 

4.1 Assigning Workflows Manually 

4.1.1 Manual Assign With Context 

If you wish to manually assign a workflow with some level of context, you must do this within a placement 

group. 

 

This is very similar to the process of adding a form within a placement group. 

 

 

Assigning workflows in a placement group 

 

Follow these steps to assign the allocated students in a placement group a workflow: 

 Open the placement group, click the “Workflows” button on the ribbon (1) 

 Click the green + sign to the right of the grid to add a workflow 

 The dialog opens (2). Select the workflow – in the above screen “Good Student” 

 The role drop down (3) is where you pick the recipient being a student/supervisor or site contact 

 The grid (4) will show all of the recipients in this role, with their context. 

 Select the ones that should receive the workflow and click Ok. 

 

The depth of the context will depend on your choice of roles.  For example if you choose Primary Site 

Contacts, the context will include Placement Group and Placement Request, but no individual student’s 

placement. 

 

This is important to understand and consider when designing your workflows. 
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4.1.2 Manual Assign Without Context 

Manually assigning workflows outside of a placement group means the workflow won’t have any context – 

it will only be able to use conditions and actions on the person it is assigned to. 

 

To assign a workflow to  a student, supervisor or site contact is easy. 

 

 

Student window, showing new Workflow assignment. 

 

 Open the student’s (supervisor/site contact) 

 Click the Workflows button on the ribbon (1) 

 Click the “+” sign to add a new workflow (2) 

 Pick the workflow to assign to the student (3) 

 Click Ok (4) and Save the student record. 

 

Processing of the steps in the workflow will begin immediately (after the Save button has been pressed on 

the Student/Supervisor etc).  You might need to refresh the view a couple of times to see the results of the 

workflow appear.  More on this later!  
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4.1.3 Without Context – Via Search  

A very useful way to get your workflows out there in a single operation is via the Search panel on windows 

for Students, Supervisors and Site Contacts. 

 

 

On the Search panel, use the Workflows button to bulk-assign a workflow. 

 

Just search for the people who you need to receive the workflow.  For example, you might search for 

students with missing checks or who are enrolled in a specific course of subject.   

 

 Pick the workflow design you wish to give them (2) 

 If you don’t want to “double up” a workflow use the checkbox (3) 

 Click Assign to give each person in the search results their own instance of the workflow 

 The workflows will begin processing their instructions immediately 

 

 

  



 

Mastering Workflow Page 14 

4.2 Assigning Workflows Automatically 

Sonia provides a way to assign a workflow automatically once a condition is met. For example you may 

want a workflow to be given to each student in a placement group, but you don’t want to have to remember 

to do it each time you add students. 

 

4.2.1 Where can this be done? 

There are two places for worklow automation: 

 The school level.  This will apply to all placements in this school. This is configured under School 

Options/Workflow 

 Placement group level.  Each placement group can have its own workflows. This is configured 

within a placement group, under Settings,  

 

 

Workflow Settings within a placement group – creating automatic assignments. 
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4.2.2 What can trigger a workflow to be assigned? 

In the initial release of Sonia workflow, the following events can automatically cause a workflow to occur 

 

Triggering Event Description 

Student added to the placement group A student gets added to the group – this can be triggered in 

the client, or by students adding themselves to the group 

online. 

Allocations finalised to students On the placement group Details tab, the checkbox “Allocations 

finalised to students” is checked and the group is Saved. 

Allocations finalised to sites On the placement group Details tab, the checkbox “Allocations 

finalised to sites” is checked and the group is Saved. 

Allocations finalised to supervisors On the placement group Details tab, the checkbox “Allocations 

finalised to supervisors” is checked and the group is Saved. 

 

 

 

An automated trigger contains the event, the target role and the name of the workflow 

 

In the future, we are likely to offer other automatic triggers such as: 

 On a particular date/time 

 When a student saves her preferences 

 When a mandatory check expires 

 When an allocation is marked “approved” 

 The first time someone signs in to the web portal 

 

We may also integrate workflows with forms so that when a Submit button is pressed on a form, it may 

trigger a workflow to be assigned to the student or her mentor. 

 

If there is a particular event, condition or trigger you would like to see implemented, please let us know. 
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5 Designing Workflows 

Designing workflows uses the same user interface metaphor as designing Sonia forms, so if you have 

worked with forms before you should feel right at home. 

5.1 The workflow window 

Workflows share similar features as many parts of Sonia.  For example you can categorise workflows or 

assign placement officers (blue people - )  to filter and find workflows throughout Sonia.  Workflows 

even have a “Follow up” flag to add reminders to do something with a workflow. 

 

Like forms, there is an option to use a password to secure the design of your workflow or lock it to only 

“School administrators”.  

  

 

 

The Design page (above) is selected from the ribbon (1).  The list of steps in the workflow are displayed in 

execution order (2). Clicking a step will show its properties (3).  Steps can be copied, deleted and moved 

using standard Sonia icon/buttons (4).  
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5.2 Actions in Detail 

Appending an action creates a new action item at the end of the workflow.  In the properties you will need 

to fill in details for the action. 

 

 

New Action Properties need to be filled in 

 

Name the step with some thought.  Later on we will see that you can watch the progress of a workflow and 

you will be able to see the name of the item the workflow is up to.   So you might start off by using “Step 1”, 

“Step 2” etc,  but you might consider naming steps by what they do:  for example “Send intro email to 

student” 

 

 

The Action field is a drop down list of the available types of action – Assign a form, Assign a workflow or 

Communicate. 

 

Future versions of Sonia workflow may add other actions to this list. 
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The Role field is a list of the recipient of this action.   Understanding the Role also means you understand 

the context (that word again!) of where the workflow will be used. 

 

For example if you choose to have an Action that will Communicate with a Mentor, it means that when you 

use this workflow you plan to assign it to a placement – an allocated student, or a mentor etc. 

 

Because the context of a placement can include a single student but potentially several mentors and 

supervisors, workflow actions that target those roles can generate multiple emails, forms etc. 
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5.2.1 Communicate 

The Communicate action will pop up an email dialog window for you to fill in the details of the 

communication to the recipient role. 

 

 

Role: Student – Communication details 

 

The email dialog will be different for different Roles – corresponding to the different Communication 

Template types you can design (Student, Site, Site Contact and Supervisor).  

 

All of the expected communications options are available – the message can be sent as an SMS or sent to 

the recipient’s mobile (in the case of Student and Supervisors with the Sonia app). 
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5.2.2 Assign form 

The Assign form action is particularly useful.  It can assign a form to the workflow’s person, or if the 

workflow has enough context it can assign a form to a role associated with the context – for example a 

student’s mentor.  

 

 

Action: Assign a form 

 

Of course if we have a full-context workflow and the student has multiple mentors, each of these will 

receive their own form if you made the target Role “Mentor”.  

5.2.3 Assign Workflow 

This action forces another workflow to be initiated.  The current workflow continues along (unless this was 

the last step).   The newly spawned workflow will inherit the context of the workflow it came from.   

 

 

Action: Assign a workflow 

 

You can assign a workflow to any role in the context of the spawning workflow.  So a workflow on an 

allocated student could kick off a workflow to the supervisor(s) of that student. 
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In the following screen shot we can see an example of this.   

 

 

 

We can see the workflow has six steps: 

1. Wait until 2 days before the placement starts 

2. Send the student an email 

3. Spawn a different student workflow that does “other things” 

4. Spawn a workflow to the Supervisors of the student.  This other workflow might send emails to 

the supervisors, give them forms to fill in etc. 

5. Wait until a day before the end of placement 

6. Spawn a workflow called “Request Report” and assign it to the mentor(s) of the student.  This 

might assign assessment forms or send emails! 

 

(Wow! Take Friday off – you’ve finished your tasks early!  Is there a workflow action to answer the phone?)  

 

Before you rush off to build workflows to automate your job, check the following section on workflow 

conditions. 
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5.3 Conditions in Detail 

In the Workflow designer (below), Conditions are shown as dark grey panels in the list of steps. 

 

 

A Workflow Condition step in the Designer. 

 

Conditions are basically like traffic lights for your workflow.  A workflow will wait at this step until the 

specific condition is met.  As soon as the condition is met, the workflow goes to the next step in the flow. 

 

Conditions can have a Name (like all workflow steps).  As a hint, make the name reflect the purpose of the  

condition.  For example the step about might be named “Wait for 2 days before placement”.    

 

When you are looking at the list of workflows in action, you will usually find them waiting on a condition – 

so naming the condition steps with meaningful names helps you interpret this information. 

 

 

The “Next step” column shows the name of the Condition where the workflow is waiting 

 

For date-based conditions Sonia provides an “offset” option.  This makes it easy for a workflow to wait on a 

condition step until a week after placement – or a day before preferencing opens.  
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5.3.1 Conditions list 

 

What Conditions are available in workflows?   In this initial release they can be basically divided into two 

types: 

 Check conditions 

 Dates in and around Placement Groups 

 

Note that the Offset feature is only available for Date-related conditions 

 

Condition Comment 

All student mandatory checks met  

All supervisor mandatory checks met  

Student check met You need to specify the check you are waiting for 

Supervisor check met Specify the supervisor check 

  

Date based conditions  

Placement Starts / Ends These are the dates a student is on placement 

Placement Group Start / End dates The date range of the placement group 

  

Key Event based conditions These all relate to the “Key Events” on a placement 

group’s Details page 

Ignore all checks Open / Closed  

Preferences Open / Closed  

Review Open / Closed  

Self-selected reviewers Open / Closed This is for the 2017 Q4 feature – for Form peer 

reviewing 

Sites can add interviews Open / Closed  

Sites can create advertisements Open / Closed  

Students can allocate themselves Open / Closed  

Students can join placement group Open / Closed  

Students select interviews Open / Closed  
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5.3.2 Using the Offset 

Using the offset for date-based conditions is easy.  Just clock the “clock” icon in the offset field.  

 

 

Click the clock! 

 

The time picker will pop up: 

 

Choose your offset 

 

The Before and After buttons control if the target time is before or after the condition field we are waiting 

on. 
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6 Questions 

Q: Do you have branching or conditional steps in a workflow? 

A: OK, so you want to perhaps only send an email if a student has not met a check… otherwise skip over 

the email. 

 

No.  In this initial release of Workflow branching conditions are not supported. 

 

Q: How many steps can be in a workflow? 

A: How many fingers and toes do you have?   We haven’t set a limit. 

 

Q: My workflow has stopped and I don’t know why? 

A:  There is a Log generated for each workflow instance and it might help identify the issue: 

 

 

Go to the Assignments tab of the workflow, select the workflow recipient that is causing the grief and click 

the “Log” button to the right (see above).  A grid will pop up – look in the Error column.  In the case above 

“No targets found” is Sonia’s way of saying it was supposed to send an email to a mentor, but the student 

didn’t have one. 

 

Q: If I have assigned a workflow to a group of students and then I change the design of the workflow, will 

the students get the changes? 

A: The short answer is YES. Like forms, workflows are dynamic – they are reevaluated if you modify them.  

 

So a simple example of a workflow that had 2 steps: 

1. Wait for THIS check 

2. Send an email 

 

If you had some students stuck on step 1 and you modified the workflow – perhaps changing the email 

message in step 2 or adding some more steps… then when the condition is met, the workflow will do the 

modified steps. 

 

But once a workflow step has been done – it won’t be redone – you can’t change the email once it has 

been sent for example.  


