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1.
Introduction

This report contains the findings of the external evaluation of Lifesign, a project funded by the Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) under Circular 5/99, Developing the DNER for Learning and Teaching. 

The evaluation was conducted by the Centre for Information Research (CIRT) at the University of Central England.  The evaluation activities were undertaken between January and March 2003.

The main aim of the evaluation was:

· To provide a self-critical awareness by the Lifesign project of its performance, progress and impact

The report provides a summative evaluation of the Lifesign project as it reaches the end of the period of funding.

2.
Background

Lifesign: networked moving images for the life sciences, is a collaboration between the Universities of Glamorgan, Southampton, Portsmouth and University of Wales Institute Cardiff (UWIC).  The project is also supported by Talis Information.

The broad aim of the Lifesign project is to develop, catalogue and evaluate the use of streaming video in learning and teaching in the life sciences.  The three key strands are:

· content development

· cataloguing 

· evaluation. 

The project aims to build on the work of the Imagination/Universities Network Pilot Project, which experimented with streaming media and highlighted the potential and also some of the problems with its use in teaching and learning. 

Lifesign’s bid was successful under Programme Area B of Circular 5/99, JISC Enhancements for Learning and Teaching.  Under Moving Images and Sound, proposals were requested for projects to “work with emerging services to evaluate the use of networked moving image and sound material for learning and teaching”.  Projects needed to address the issues and inter-relationships of content, rights ownership, delivering infrastructure and learning and teaching. 

3.
Methodology

The evaluation methods agreed for use were document analysis and interviews.  It was considered that these methods would be most appropriate to facilitate the ‘self critical awareness’ required of the evaluation.  These methods are outlined in more detail below: 

· Document analysis

Key project documents were analysed to identify the key outcomes, objectives and deliverables to provide a baseline against which to evaluate the project.  These included:

· The project proposal

· JISC tender document 

· project plan.

Other project documentation was analysed to examine performance against the milestones identified.  These documents included:

· interim reports

· internal evaluation findings

· minutes of meetings. 

Through reference to the ‘Materials Delivery Evaluation Report’, the evaluation, as far as possible took note of, and worked with the results of Lifesign’s internal evaluation process as requested in the terms of reference. 

· Interviews

In-depth interviews were conducted with all but one member of the Lifesign steering group as well as other project staff and partners.  A JISC representative was also interviewed to provide a different perspective. Interviews were conducted either by telephone or in person (a copy of the interview schedule can be found in Appendix 1). 

Both the interviews and document analysis were used to assess:

· Extent to which project aims and objectives had been achieved 

· Perceived successes and challenges

· Unforeseen opportunities and constraints

· Issues around the three key project strands of cataloguing, content development and evaluation

· Effectiveness of partnership working and liaison

· Liaison and co-ordination with other projects

· Financial management of the project

· Sustainability and future development of the project.

3.1
Constraints on the evaluation

There were a number of constraints within the context of the external evaluation.  These are outlined below and should be recognised.

· All of the existing project documentation necessary to the evaluation was not received by the evaluators at the beginning of the evaluation.  This resulted in less time to analyse documentation and more importantly meant that full document analysis had not been undertaken before the interviews were conducted.  Ideally an analysis of the documentation would have been undertaken before the interviews to allow this process to focus the questions asked at interview.

· A source of information, web usage logs, was not available at the time of conducting the evaluation.  

· The external evaluation has taken note of the internal evaluation through analysis on the ‘Materials Delivery Evaluation Report’ and interviews with the evaluation partners.  Due to the timing of the evaluation other evaluation reports were unavailable to the external evaluators.

4.
Project Objectives and Deliverables 

The objectives of the Lifesign project were set out in the project plan as:

· Compile a comprehensive collection of video resources, in association with the relevant LTSN subject centres, relevant to the practical teaching of a range of life science disciplines

· Structure and digitise the catalogue in a format appropriate for networked delivery via Metropolitan Area Networks

· Index, catalogue and compile the associated metadata for the resources in a format that can be integrated into existing library database systems

· Develop software that enables the full integration of multi-media resources in library catalogues and hybrid library systems

· Work with the Managing Agent in order to clear rights for use of all resources identified and develop a licensing framework to facilitate the continued production of related resources from within the HE sector

· Install the digital collection on two Metropolitan Area Networks (SWMAN and LENS) providing local access for up to 18 HEIs

· Evaluate the pedagogical effectiveness of streamed moving images within the life sciences and assess the impact upon current curriculum delivery

· Provide guidelines, supporting material and staff development to the Advisory Centre in order to embed the use of networked moving images within the DNER

· Develop the infrastructure necessary in order to sustain the continued development of this initiative beyond the lifespan of the project.

The project plan lists the 13 deliverables of the project as follows: 

· management reports 

· directory of resources

· technical framework for content delivery

· assigned metadata for all project resources

· software product 

· digitised moving image resources 

· approved needs analysis and evaluation methodologies

· report 

· publications, conference papers, demonstrations

· website 

· training and best practice user guides

· pedagogic evaluation report 

· right clearance documentation.

These objectives and deliverables are broken down into 10 work packages with individual objectives, deliverables and milestones.  The report will use these work packages, where appropriate, as a broad structure upon which to present the evaluation data.  It should be noted that the reported findings of the evaluation combines the data collected from both the document analysis and the interviews.  Documents are only referenced where a considerable amount of information from a single source is drawn upon.

5.
Evaluation Findings

5.1
Co-ordination with other projects

Cluster groups were established by JISC to encourage integration between related projects.  The cluster group for JISC DNER Moving Pictures and Sound was attended by a representative from Lifesign, but respondents indicated that this connection was of limited use.  It was generally considered good to make contacts but that all the projects were quite different despite looking similar on the surface.  One interviewee added that there were no actions arising from the meetings, whilst another commented: 

I don’t think it’s been driven very hard by JISC…it really is up to the projects themselves and with the best will in the world…we would recognise the need to liaise with other partners…but it’s an extra layer or an extra time requirement…it’s been more of a talking shop rather than trying to get anything concrete out of it. 

Another respondent said that Lifesign was ‘keeping a watching brief’ on the other projects but that this wasn’t a priority, whilst another comment was that the projects were all too embryonic to be of use to each other. 

As well as the cluster group meetings, Lifesign did a joint presentation with Click and Go at the ALT-C conference in Edinburgh in 2001, demonstrating a link with a project beyond the cluster group.

5.2
DNER vision

JISC Circular 5/99 states that the main objective of its Distributed National Electronic Resource(DNER) vision is ‘to stimulate the use of a collection of digital resources within all areas of the HE community’.  It adds that all 5/99 projects should be consistent with this JISC strategy and must relate to the provision of electronic resources in the context of the DNER.  The DNER vision has subsequently been repackaged by JISC as the JISC Information Environment.  However, the vision has changed in name only and the stated aim of the Information Environment is to, ‘build an online Information Environment that will offer convenient access to a comprehensive collection of scholarly and educational materials’.   
An area in which Lifesign has been effective in preparing for a DNER is standards for metadata and streaming.  The 5/99 circular states that the success of the DNER would depend on the development of services, ‘based on standards, that will enable users to identify the information they need and to access it easily in a consistent manner’.  Lifesign has followed the standards and guidelines that were given for 5/99 projects and has been aware of the need to use standards that would facilitate interoperability with other projects as part of a national resource. One respondent said that Lifesign was hopefully trying to influence what standards JISC uses, whilst another added:
Part of the project’s been to try and work towards a standard, and influence that, with a hope we’ve backed the right horses.
Many of the respondents were unsure about whether the project had been consistent with the vision.  This was mainly because they felt that JISC’s strategy was unclear, following the repackaging, and they also did not think that JISC had yet established a national resource. 

6.
Work Package 1: Project Management 

· To ensure integration across all work packages

· To ensure timely and qualitative performance of the project

· To provide timely and efficient administration and financial control of the project

· To facilitate effective communication between project partners.

6.1
Review mechanisms

Lifesign established regular review mechanisms to ensure compliance with the project plan.  The project has effectively met the commitment to produce bi-annual reports for JISC and held regular steering group meetings, however, the proposed three times yearly project board meetings have not been strictly adhered to.  The project management indicated that this mechanism had been implemented when Portsmouth was going to be the lead site and that the directors and line managers at Glamorgan were happy to be kept up to date in a more informal manner. 

6.2
Timescale

The proposed timescale for the Lifesign project was August 2000 to December 2002, however, the end date was extended by three months to March 2003.  Some respondents attributed this extension to the loss of the original project manager and subsequent change in lead institution, whilst others highlighted the initial need to recruit staff to the project.  These two issues are discussed in more detail in the staffing section below. 

6.3
Partnership working:  roles of the partners


The evaluation explored issues around the effectiveness of partnership working and communication.  The majority of staff were happy with their role in the project and felt that it had been clearly defined.  However, some respondents expressed some minor reservations about the effectiveness of partnership working.  One respondent said that their role was clear most of the time but not all the time, whilst another comment was that some aspects of partners’ roles were more dominant than had been anticipated.  Another added that they felt that the roles, along with the work packages had been too clearly defined and fitted too neatly together.  They felt that this did not encourage integration and cross-working between partner sites and that this problem with the work packages approach was not spotted early enough in the project.  Another respondent said that the commitment and focus on their own roles was sometimes at the exclusion of having a more general overview of the purpose and context of the project.  This concern about the work package approach is also reflected in the Materials Delivery Evaluation Report, which states that the work packages:

 encouraged task isolation.  Better integration across work packages was needed, to ensure relevant partners worked more closely across work packages. 
6.4 Tension between evaluation and technical aspects 

As well as the isolation of work packages, one of the main issues throughout the project has been the inherent tension between the evaluation and technical aspects.  This tension has been recognised by all members of the project and they see it as an inevitable result of mixing two completely different sets of professionals with different agendas.  It is described by one respondent extremely, as a ‘fundamental division’ and other comments included:

We have some very committed people, people who are strong professionals and who have, and it’s good, very strong views on things and because they come from different sides of things, there are then inevitable tensions.

I suppose the two sides have got slightly different agendas anyway, trying to achieve different things.  I mean it is difficult trying to get the two sides together.

They are heavily involved in the project and their focus is one element, which sometimes makes it harder for them to appreciate the wider picture.

One respondent added that as well as having different agendas, they are also putting their professional reputations on the line and do not want them to be undermined.

As well as different expertise, having to evaluate the service while it is still in a developmental stage has also added to the tension. This issue and management of the tension is discussed further under work package nine. 

6.5
Communication

Email was the main form of communication between members of the Lifesign project and this was supplemented by regular steering group meetings, videoconferencing and some telephone contact.  The minutes indicate that other online communication tools such as Blackboard were considered, however, these were not implemented, one respondent suggesting that this was because Blackboard was not a mature and well-used tool at the start of the project.  Another respondent added that they were unsure whether it would have been beneficial in terms of communication, but acknowledged that it would have been useful as a central deposit for documentation and that it may have helped to structure some of the conversations. 

All respondents were happy with email as the main form of communication and saw it as an essential tool for a multi-site project.  They indicated that a lack of synchronicity was occasionally a problem, but appreciated that delayed responses were due to workloads and people finding time to respond. 

Communication was described by one respondent as “very healthy multi-site contact” and other positive comments included: 

There was very, very regular email dialogue and this was mainly shared with the whole group, although there was obviously some one to one communication.

I think everyone got on quite well actually, I mean there was always some areas, but on the whole they were quite a good bunch really.

I think probably as a project it’s been, I wouldn’t quite say exceptionally good, but I’d say very good…we’re used to working on these multi-site partner projects so we spent some considerable time early on…about protocols for communication.

However, one respondent indicated that communication had not been so good at the beginning of the project:

We were all quite busy running around doing things but we weren’t actually telling anybody what we were doing…I think later on in the project things became better but it did take a couple of emails doing the rounds before we actually got it together…I don’t think it was a problem, sort of one of those what’s going on moments when communication would have been better just to make sure that everyone knew what was going on.

Another respondent also indicated that there had been a slight concern that emails were being sent to the whole team, which was not always appropriate. This is reflected and was addressed in the minutes for a steering group meeting in May 2002, which state that:

The circulation list for most email correspondence must be restricted to the steering group and should be confidential to that group unless otherwise agreed. 

Talis was different to the other project partners in that it only had contact with the project members at Glamorgan. The Talis representative was satisfied with the level of this communication, but did feel one step removed from the project, saying:

We’ve been involved in other JISC projects where we’ve sat down in a room with everybody present and had a good sense of the overall project and I feel I have less of a sense of that with this project. 

The project manager added that the issue of steering group attendance was raised with Talis and there was mutual agreement that this would mostly be unnecessary. Relevant steering group minutes were circulated to the Talis representative.

6.6
Staffing

As indicated in the project proposal, the project manager was based at the University of Portsmouth and this was originally going to be the lead institution for Lifesign.  However, this responsibility and the project manager role were transferred to University of Glamorgan when the original project manager left the University of Portsmouth.  Some respondents indicated that this had contributed to the initial delay in the project and extension of the finish date, but this was refuted by the project management which suggested that the extension was due to the time taken to recruit staff to the project, including the two full-time project officers at Glamorgan and Portsmouth. 

As well as the need to recruit staff, the staffing of Lifesign has been further affected by the loss of the project officers at Glamorgan and Portsmouth who both left the project towards the end of 2002.  A replacement has been found at Portsmouth, but the responsibilities have been taken on by the project manager at Glamorgan.  The loss was a setback for the project because both project officers were very able and had formed a good working relationship. One respondent said:

That’s a usual problem about projects with people being insecure about them.  That has caused some problems because they were the two people who were full time on the project and they went a bit too early.  If you lose them very early you can probably get someone else, but we lost them at a time when it’d probably be too late to get another person.

Another respondent indicated that the staffing losses had made communication more difficult for them as one of the project officers had been their main point of contact and, again, they had built up a good working relationship.

The initial need to recruit staff and the subsequent loss of staff are common problems in project work and the majority of staff acknowledged this, however one respondent suggested that the possibility of staffing problems had not been considered fully in the risk analysis part of the project plan and added that staff changes had had bigger implications than the project realised. 

Another change in staffing was that LTSN Bioscience was originally going to be a partner in the project, but changes at LTSN meant this did not happen. However, the representative did stay on as an unpaid partner on the project. This change does not seem to have had an impact on the project and the contributions of the unpaid partner in providing an external viewpoint have been appreciated.

Another staffing issue that is common to most project work, was the part-time nature of the work for all but the two project officers at Glamorgan and Portsmouth.  Project staff felt that this meant that it was sometimes difficult to give Lifesign their full attention and that there was not always as much synchronicity as would have been liked.  One of the project officers said that it sometimes felt that other work took priority over Lifesign for the part-time staff, and that they weren’t always as ‘up to speed’ and aware of changes and developments. Other comments included:

Only working a day a week…it can be difficult sometimes to engage truly with the project when you’ve got your normal job to do.  Other people are doing their jobs but might be able at certain given times to focus on the project for quite a bit of time, and the rhythms of that are kind of disjointed.

Lots of emails have gone out and someone then has time for them and you suddenly get emails going back to emails because they haven’t been able to devote the time to it before…But you can understand it, it’s the nature of people only having this as part of their job.

[for some people] What they’re doing in Lifesign is quite closely related to what they’re doing in other areas of their careers.  But speaking personally for me, there hasn’t been such a close integration between my wider job and the project.

Despite having other priorities linked to their ‘everyday’ jobs, the project staff were praised by the project management for their focus and commitment to the project. 
6.7
Financial management

All project staff felt that the budget had been managed effectively and were generally pleased with the financial management of the project.  The steering group meetings have been used as a mechanism to ensure full agreement on any changes in the spending and to consider applications for further money. The use of the steering group as an effective mechanism to review finances and clear changes to expenditure is evidenced in the minutes of steering group meetings.  The financial situation has also been reported to JISC in the bi-annual reports. 

A major impact on the financial aspects of the project was that the website had not been resourced adequately in the project plan.  This was because it had a more prominent role than originally anticipated and meant that the resources for the programming side had to be done retrospectively, whereas this should have been built in at the start.  The effect of the poor planning for the website is discussed in more detail under work package three.  In addition, the minutes for a meeting in July 2000 also indicate that no funds were allocated for rights clearance administration and that this would have to be considered in context of existing commitments. 

Despite these issues, the project has actually been running with a surplus due to under-spending and cost effectiveness.  An area in which the project has been cost effective is the steering group meetings.  The use of videoconferencing has saved money on travel and other expenses.  Savings have also been made on staffing, as there have been gaps in staffing and a lot of the project management was absorbed institutionally.  There was an underspend on the projected use of the Managing Agent for rights clearance and this is discussed in more detail under work package eight.  The decision to modify an existing software product also saved money.  This surplus was described by one respondent as a ‘saving grace’ in terms of helping to alleviate some of the unforeseen problems such as the website development. 

The surplus has now been reallocated for further web development, documentation on the website and new production. 

With considered reallocation of funding through steering group agreement to meet unforeseen changes in the project, the financial aspects of the project appear to have been well managed and cost-effective. 

7.

Work Package 2: Content Identification/Compilation

· To identify academic staff, working with evaluation centres, to participate in evaluation studies

· To establish criteria for the selection and processing of content

· To develop a directory of existing content and identify potential requirements for other material.

7.1
Subject scope

A change to the objectives for content identification and compilation was in subject scope.  The project proposal indicated that Lifesign would focus on developing a comprehensive set of resources for a particular aspect of the life sciences.  This was because they thought that the ‘scatter gun approach’ of previous projects had hindered widespread uptake of the materials.  The minutes highlight that a decision was made for the focus to be on laboratory techniques for 1st year undergraduates but that it was subsequently decided to ‘loosen the subject boundaries of material from laboratory techniques to the broadly defined life sciences’.  The Materials Delivery Evaluation Report adds that the decision was made when ‘it became clear that too few academics were using Lifesign resources’. This was echoed by the respondents with one saying:

I think the original view was for a tight topic…It became clear at a fairly early stage that we wouldn’t get enough academics on board if we just restricted it to that area…I suppose I would say we didn’t open the area up earlier enough and some of us identified the problems of marketing and getting academics on board earlier than others. 

The respondent added that the project was designed for the change and had anticipated that it may be necessary to broaden the subject area. 

7.2
Needs analysis and content selection strategy

A needs analysis cycle was developed by the Lifesign project as the criteria for selecting and processing content.  This cycle successfully developed a directory of potential resources, generated expressions of interest from academics and identified subject areas where content should be acquired.

Nevertheless, there were difficulties, for example, one respondent indicated that the project plan did not ‘get to grips’ with the process of needs analysis and that this needed to be picked up at the start of the project. The Report on Deliverables to the Project Board in 2001 highlighted that the content acquisition strategy was put in place because the potential existing content that had been identified was not deemed to be comprehensive and sufficiently related to academic need.  It also stated that a process was implemented to prioritise videos that could lead to case studies to avoid the risk of content identification delaying other work packages.  Further issues in developing a content strategy are discussed under the following section on a critical mass.

The expressions of interest and the objective to identify academic staff to participate in evaluation studies is discussed under work package nine, pedagogic evaluation.  

7.3
Critical mass of content

The major issue in this area has been in relation to the development of a ‘critical mass’ of content.  The Materials Delivery Evaluation Report highlights that there has been an ‘extensive debate’ about the content development and this was also mentioned by several of the project staff.  The debate concerned whether it was better to build up a critical mass of content, regardless of whether it matched identified user needs or to acquire content in direct response to identified user needs.  The Materials Delivery Evaluation Report describes these different approaches as the Needs Analysis Approach and the Content Delivery Approach.  The evaluators were concerned that the content delivery approach would not facilitate the potential of formal evaluations, whilst other project staff felt it was important to build up a significant corpus of materials to attract users.  A mixture of the two approaches was used and the report concedes that the latter approach is validated to some extent by the fact that this content was used, but adds that it did not lead to any formal evaluation.

The issue of a critical mass was mentioned by several respondents, with the majority in favour of focusing on building up the collection generally: 

It’s only when there’s a critical mass of material that academics bother to go and use it.

It’s like a kind of chicken and egg situation. Trying to hook people in, you’ve got to whet their appetite. 

I think we, maybe not very explicitly, I suppose we tended to say we need a critical mass of material in the absence of the strong interest and we probably favoured, and it was probably the right decision, to get the material there…until you’ve got a critical mass of material then people don’t really have a view.
For me this is all about content because without quality content it’s nothing.

8.
Work Package 7: Content Production

· To compile a collection of existing and new materials in digital format at a range of compression rates suitable for distribution via specified MANs and across the academic sector

· To provide a range of support materials to encourage good practice and standards for moving image production

· To provide materials in an offline format.

8.1
Materials in offline format

The objective to ‘provide materials in an offline format’ has not been achieved. The project proposal states that, ‘materials would also be made available in an offline form on CD ROM/DVD for situations where network access was limited’.  There is no mention in the documentation about this objective, fulfilment of it or decisions to change it, however, when discussing expressions of interest, one interviewee mentioned a request for the material on CD ROM and said that this was “not the purpose of the project”. 

8.2
Collection of existing resources

Lifesign has achieved its objective of compiling a significant collection of existing resources and project staff were generally pleased with the quality and quantity of resources that had been acquired.  The acquisition of several series from the BBC, including The Private Life of Plants and The Human Body was seen as a major success.  Many respondents cited the content development as one of the main successes of the project. Comments to this effect included: 

I don’t think we’re there yet but…there are academic staff who have seen an improvement in the range of content we have made available. It goes with the terrain that we haven’t got as much as ideally you would have but…I think yes we have done a reasonable job.

I think it has on the whole done very well…it’s quality material, it’s widely available, very relevant to life sciences.

There is a lot of content there now, the developers would like to have done more, or have had more earlier on, but it’s there now. 

For me this all about content because without quality content it’s nothing really so from that point of view I’m…highly impressed and satisfied with the outputs.

Without a doubt, the shining example from my point of view is the array of videos that are available online, I think that’s been very successful.

However, the Materials Delivery Evaluation Report indicates that acquiring the footage has been a difficult task and a comment from one of the respondents highlights the initial difficulties:

I was actually quite worried after the first six months…we were chipping away trying to persuade people to give us material and nothing was happening. I was thinking it was all going to go pear-shaped…then all of a sudden things started to slowly click into place. 

The difficulty in acquiring materials is discussed further under work package eight, which addresses the rights clearance process. 

There seems to be a slight difference of opinion on the amount of material available to the project.  One respondent indicated that there was too much ‘stuff’ all over the place and that it had to be narrowed down, whilst another expressed disappointment that there was not as bigger bank of suitable material as had been thought. 

8.3
Production of new material

An area where Lifesign has not achieved its objectives is in the production of new material.  Lifesign had planned to produce new materials as well as digitise existing ones, however, this has not happened for a number of reasons. 

The minutes of the steering group meetings indicate that the issue of new production was raised at several meetings and videoconferences and that potential titles were circulated to be matched against expressions of interest. The minutes for May 2002 express concern about timescales in terms of being able to evaluate new production, whilst the bi-annual report of February 2002 states that the timescale for new production is too tight and that the money is likely to be reallocated to acquiring more content.  It also states that this is partly due to insufficient interest from academics.  This is echoed by a comment from one of the project staff who said: 

I think there were too many issues involved, one of them being the people who were going to produce the videos were too busy…But also, we worked on the stipulation that we would only produce videos if we thought that there was an evaluated application that would come from them and the limitation of not having enough potential academics on board restricted that. 
As well as insufficient interest from academics, project staff also attributed the lack of new production to disagreement between project staff about the content of these new videos.  Several respondents expressed their disappointment that no new material had been produced. 

One disappointment was that they did not produce any new materials, this was an area of huge debate. This did not happen but could have done if the need had been identified at a much, much earlier stage of the project. 

It would probably be a bit of a failing…I can understand reasons why, but I think there was budget for it and it sort of didn’t happen, which was quite disappointing in some ways. 

I’d written various outlines for programmes about things like DNA etc…some of the others were not for it because they were saying that there was no demand and why should we make something when there is no actual demand…you can’t argue with. There was a consensus of opinion and we were very much on a limb.

Our initial aim of producing videos wasn’t actually met at all during the project because we couldn’t actually decide as a group. The group couldn’t agree on what sort of programmes should be made. 

Work is now underway to produce a support video on how to use streaming media before the end of the project, but no other new video production is planned. 

8.4
User support materials
The Lifesign website states that online user support is an important deliverable for the project.  The website provides effective links to several user guides, which address the embedding of streaming video and its use to support teaching and learning.  There is also a help section under the catalogue section of the website, but this is not very visible to users.  The links to these pages are not working, meaning that the evaluation has been unable to assess their effectiveness.  The website provides email addresses and contact numbers for people wanting more information about video streaming, but these are not promoted as an online user support system. 

This appears to be an area where Lifesign has not fully achieved its objective and a couple of respondents indicated that the user support was insufficient. The problems may be linked to the poor use of the website for information, as discussed under work package three.  However, the project could have done more to provide users with an effective help system, especially given the access problems that the project has encountered.  A support video on how to use streaming media is now in production. 

9.
Work Package 8: Rights Clearance

· To ensure that all moving image resources delivered by the project have been cleared through negotiations with rights holders.

The project plan indicates that the process of clearing material to be used in the project would be done in collaboration with the Managing Agent and Advisory Service (MAAS), which is responsible for the acquisition of moving pictures and sound for delivery to the UK higher and further education community.  However, an unavoidable problem in the initial stages of the Lifesign project was that JISC had not yet appointed the managing agent. This meant that it was unclear what role they would play in the project and how the funding for this area of the project would work. 

Once the managing agent had been established, it became clear that it may not be able to licence all the content within the timeframe of Lifesign.  It also became clear that the MAAS contract was quite restrictive and not wholly relevant to the needs of the Lifesign project.  An example of this is that the licences were being negotiated for a 10-year period, which was not needed by Lifesign as a two-year project.  The problems with the contract terms are highlighted in the minutes for July 2001, which state that ‘there would be times where bilateral agreements between Lifesign and a content provider would be more fruitful’.  As a result, Lifesign decided to establish its own licensing contract to use with video owners and was successful in doing this with help and advice from MAAS.

Development of the rights clearance process and acquiring the rights to materials was seen as one of the main successes by some of the respondents.  The Materials Delivery Evaluation Report states that the work on rights clearance is “clearly breaking new ground” and almost all respondents saw one of the biggest successes as acquiring the rights to the BBC material.  This was described by one respondent as a ‘major coup’. Other comments included:

The managing agent were very impressed with the rates we negotiated for BBC and for the type of contract and highly recommended that we should go ahead and do the deal so for me, no one had ever done anything with the BBC before I think it just sort of says to people out there in the community hey look what  can be done with these programmes.
The surprise I suppose has been the willingness of some of the rights holders to be as positive in terms of their working with the project as they have been. It’s a very, very positive thing…it says something perhaps about the visibility of the project…it might be partly to do with length of time because the managing agent is negotiating for 10 years whereas this is a relatively short time. 

Despite the successes, it is clear that the rights clearance process has been a challenge at times and the evaluation report describes the rights clearance as having been a ‘significant difficulty’ and that there was ‘careful and painstaking negotiation’.  An agreement with the EBS Trust in July 2001 to stream the Shotlist biology collection is described in the report as a ‘significant breakthrough’.  This struggle is recognised by one of the respondents who said:  

I think the grey areas came from the fact that it wasn’t that easy to get material licensed and the problems we didn’t anticipate with the contract that sort of perhaps stifled us for a while we had to take stock and make a new direction for this to go in with getting some content.

The evaluation report also states that the project ‘has had to cope with far more rights clearance issues and problems than it had anticipated’. 

10.
Work Package 3: Network/ Equipment 
Development

· To establish video streaming capabilities at agreed partner sites

· To design and specify server requirements to provide robustness and reliability

· To install and upgrade servers

· To ensure all evaluation sites have appropriate software.

10.1
Access to video streams

Lifesign has exceeded its aims and objectives in terms of providing wider access to the streams than planned.  The original intention was to provide access on two Metropolitan Area Networks (SWMAN and LENS), giving local access for up to 18 higher education institutions.  However, the service is available to all HE and FE institutions nationwide and some streams, depending on licensing rights, are available globally.  The initial decision to limit the service to two MANs was linked to concerns about bandwidth and rights clearance, but these concerns proved to be unfounded.  In this respect, Lifesign has gone far beyond the original remit and aims and objectives of the project.

10.2
Technology

In terms of technological development, the Lifesign project has successfully developed the network and the servers needed to stream the videos as well as the tools to assign the URLs for access through VLEs and other applications.  The minutes for May 2002 note that the migration to five servers instead of dependency on one dedicated server had increased capacity and reliability and resulted in a more robust service. 

The majority of project staff saw the technological achievements as one of the main successes of the Lifesign project, with one highlighting that it had been two years ahead of anybody else involved in streaming in education.  The most recent success is the development of a virtual editing tool, which enables users to choose the segment of a stream that they want to use and get a URL for this.  Again, this is a significant technical breakthrough in streaming media. 

Other respondents added that Lifesign had succeeded in demonstrating that the technology is mature and can be used in teaching and learning and that it had met its objective of expanding and developing the technology. Another positive comment was:

We’ve done a great deal with not a lot of money from the point of view of servers, from the point of view of the computer interface…successes for me are actually seeing it there, watching it work and looking at the quality.

10.3
Access problems

However, perhaps as is to be expected, the project has also experienced some technical problems.  These have not necessarily been with the servers, which have been quite stable, as indicated in the Materials Delivery Evaluation Report.  The major problems have been linked to the need to control access to some streams to comply with licensing restrictions. 

A decision was made to base the restrictions on IP addresses, meaning that only computers with IP addresses registered to higher education institutions could access the streams.  However, this was a problem for students wanting to access the streams off-campus, a likely scenario for many students in the life sciences.  A solution was to use a remote dial-up facility, however, this is not ideal as not all computers have this facility, meaning that access was effectively restricted. 

The implementation of this authorisation and authentication process also meant that changes were made to the URLs for streams, affecting access to them through the VLEs such as Blackboard.  These access problems were a major barrier to the evaluation process and the effects of these access problems will be discussed in more detail under work package nine. 

Many respondents saw the access problems as one of the least successful areas of the project.  Several indicated that the project had opted for the wrong access restriction system and that a passworded system would have been better. One comment was: 

I would say probably if we were to go down this road again, we might have looked at a different sort of access system, a more Athens-based…IP numbers are restrictive in their nature and also difficult to maintain accurately.

The Materials Delivery Evaluation Report is very critical of the technical side of the project and particularly the access problems.  It indicates that insufficient attention was given to the impact that changes would have on users and states that, ‘technical issues encountered need to be better considered, aligned and integrated specifically with evaluation and user needs in mind’, adding that, ‘This needed to happen from the very start of the project ie much earlier than it inevitably did’. This issue of not fully considering the needs of the evaluation and the users is linked to the problems of the service being in a developmental stage. This is discussed in more detail later in the report.

Respondents acknowledged that there had been some technology problems and one said that it had taken the technical partners time to understand what was required.  A few respondents also indicated that the problems had not been helped by a lack of understanding of the technical problems and complexities by all project staff.  One respondent suggested that there were perceived problems about things such as bandwidth and whether the technology side was achievable, which were unfounded.  The technical partners also acknowledged that they could have communicated some of the technical problems better.  However, one respondent said that although there had been debates, the issues had been resolved and had led to a greater understanding on both sides, saying, “lessons have been learnt all round”. 

10.4
Website development

The problem in the project plan of the website not being fully considered and resourced has already been briefly mentioned in the section on financial management.  The website is barely mentioned in the work packages, except as being one of the 13 deliverables.  This was a major flaw in the planning of the project. The lack of a web development strategy was described by one respondent as a ‘big mistake’ and another respondent added: 

the website really developed in a sort of ad hoc way rather than a planned way, if you read the project plan, there isn’t mention of the purpose of the website. 

Because it had not been fully considered, the website had to go through several early development phases, which caused disruption to early users of the service and the evaluators. 

As well as not being planned properly, one respondent indicated that there was some initial confusion over which institution would host the website.  The minutes of the first Lifesign meeting in July 2000 indicate that the website will be the responsibility of the lead institution, however, the minutes of October 2000 state that the project website will be hosted and administered by the University of Portsmouth and would incorporate access to the streaming servers as well as information about the project.  Responsibility for the creation of project information was assigned to Glamorgan who would have the ability to upload documentation remotely, although in reality this was not achieved. 

Despite these initial problems, the website has been successfully developed in providing access to the video streams.  However, it has been less successful in its objective to provide information and documentation about the project.  The focus has been on the video streams and this has been to the detriment of the provision of information about the project.  

The information available on the website about the Lifesign project is limited and is not up to date.  An example of this is the minutes for the steering group meetings, with the most recent being from October 2001.  A couple of respondents indicated that it was essential for the focus to be on the streams, but also acknowledged that the website should have done more in terms of being a deposit for project documentation.  This is recognised in the Materials Delivery Evaluation Report, which states that, ‘it certainly could have been improved to become a better promotional resource’.  

A problem, linked to the lack of information, was that the website was hosted by Portsmouth, meaning that it could only be modified by the host site, with the intention to give Glamorgan editorial capability not being achieved.  This may have led to delays in information being updated and one respondent said that there had been a ‘logjam’ in getting information onto the site and expressed frustration that they had wanted to put more things on the website but had been unable to. 

Respondents recognised the need for the website to be improved and made more dynamic, with one saying that it was ‘not as good as it should be’. Another acknowledged the importance of improving the informational side of the website in terms of the legacy of the Lifesign project.  This was addressed in a steering group meeting in July 2002 with the minutes stating that there was a general agreement on the need to reorganise and expand the website to raise the profile of the project documentation and deliverables.  Website development is one of the areas, which has been allocated funds from the budget surplus. 

11.
Work Packages 4 & 5: Metadata: Research & 
Cataloguing Resources

Work Package 4 objectives:

· To review standards and practices of resource description

· To report on appropriate metadata structures and content for moving image resources and related material

· To advise on and receive information about metadata issues with appropriate national services.

Work Package 5 objectives:

· To create the structure and content of metadata for all Lifesign project materials

· To identify user needs and behaviour in searching for moving image resources in a teaching and learning context

· To identify and assign suitable indexing terms to assist resource discovery and retrieval.

The project documentation indicates that a lot of work has gone into researching the issue of metadata and exploring the most appropriate and effective systems and standards for the Lifesign project. 

Following the extensive research, Lifesign has also achieved the objective of creating the metadata, with all of the videos catalogued on paper.   However, this has not been integrated into the catalogue on the project website or any software as originally planned.  The issue of software development will be addressed under work package six. 

The unexpectedly sophisticated development of the website and an initial need to get some basic metadata on the website meant that some basic metadata was inputted by the technical team.  However, this has not yet been updated with the standards-based metadata, meaning that there are no standards or consistency to it.  One respondent acknowledged that there were different understandings of what was meant by metadata, depending on the background of the project staff and this is highlighted by a comment from one of the technical team who said:

I think if I’d known what I know today, we would have done the metadata in a different format, making it more searchable…but I think with what we had we did pretty good.

Like the website, the metadata database has been held on an institutional network at Portsmouth.  This has been a problem in that the cataloguing team has been unable to access this and modifications have had to be passed on to Portsmouth. 

Several of the respondents were disappointed that the metadata that was produced has not been used in a meaningful way, with one respondent stating that it was frustrating that it was ready to go but had not been used.  Another said that they wished there had been more interaction on this issue between Portsmouth and Glamorgan once a basic cataloguing system was developed at Portsmouth. 

All respondents acknowledge the need for the metadata to be integrated and this is highlighted in the minutes of a videoconference in July 2002, with a further action being ‘integration of some standards-based metadata into the Lifesign database’.  It is unclear whether this action has taken place. 

The objective to ‘identify user needs and behaviour in searching for moving image resources in a teaching and learning context’ has not been achieved by Lifesign.  The minutes for a meeting in August 2001 highlight the intention to develop metadata with a variety of levels of description and mix of standards for this purpose, but the minutes for a videoconference in February 2002 state that the objective of evaluating search and retrieval with users is at risk of non-delivery. 

12.
Work Package 6: Metadata: Software 
Development

· To develop software that enables the full integration of multimedia  resources in library catalogues and hybrid library systems.

Work package six has been a problem area for the Lifesign project, and could be considered as the main area where it has not achieved what it set out to do.  Lifesign originally envisaged video streams being accessed through library OPACs, with software being developed to integrate the metadata records for the streams into the catalogues.  The minutes for the meeting in October 2000 describe the ideal as ‘seamless identification of and access to related material in any format’. 

There have been some serious delays in this work package and the minutes of a meeting in February 2002 indicated that it was at significant risk, whilst minutes for a meeting in May 2002 highlight a decision to modify an existing software development instead of creating new software.  The work package was redrafted to reflect tighter timescales and revised deliverables and the minutes for a meeting in October 2002 state that a revised milestone is: 

to develop a prototype database structure based on metadata standards. The aim will be to integrate this into a more general catalogue search interface. 

Respondents attributed the difficulties with software development to a range of reasons.  The software partner was undergoing a period of changes and refocusing, which meant that Lifesign was not a priority.  One respondent also indicated that the software development may have been over-ambitious adding: 

It was a fairly smallish part of the project…as time went on it became clear that their involvement was not going to be as intensive as we all thought.

The difficulty of focusing on Lifesign was also acknowledged by the software partner, but they added that they had not been pushed hard by the Lifesign project until recently.  This is acknowledged by one of the respondents who said that the need to get a software solution became less pressing because of the successful development of the website as an access point to the streams. This meant the role became more theoretical and: 

looking at some of the technical issues in a more theoretical way in terms of metadata rather than being the need to have something that users could actually use. 

Project staff recognised that Lifesign has not achieved what it would have liked in this area, for example: 

That was a bit slow getting off the ground to start with…my own view is that it hasn’t progressed as much as I would have hoped, because from the evaluation point of view…the uptake of this resource could be introduced if there were mechanisms in place, in other words, searchable facilites on library catalogues for them to access the material straightaway.

We haven’t achieved as much as perhaps we could have done.

In hindsight, the main drawback was probably things like…and getting the software for the metadata. 
Despite the problems and delays, the work with Talis is ongoing and a revised schedule of development work has been agreed.  This will involve the customisation of resource management software to provide a metadata editing tool, incorporating appropriate Dublin Core and IMS elements assigned to video streams and video segments.  The outcomes will be a report on the technical issues, as well as the potential to interoperate with other catalogues and repositories. 

13.
Work Package 9: Pedagogic Evaluation


· To evaluate the pedagogical effectiveness of streamed video within a number of taught units in the life sciences

· To assess the impact of streamed video on current curriculum delivery within participating institutions on two MANs

· Contribute to the wider debate on the use of streaming video to support learning and teaching in UK life sciences.

Lifesign has achieved its objectives in terms of producing case studies of evaluated application of streaming media in teaching and learning.  It has also produced the Materials Delivery Evaluation Report and the Pedagogic Evaluation Report is on schedule to be completed in March.  However, the evaluation aspect of the Lifesign project has encountered several problems and barriers.  Project staff’s opinions vary on how successful the evaluation has been. 

13.1
Academics’ involvement in evaluations

A major barrier to the evaluation process has been the difficulty in getting academics to agree to participate in an evaluation case study.  Although, there was a reasonable number of expressions of interest that were followed up, only a limited number led to case studies, with the majority of academics wanting to use the resources independently.  This meant that there were fewer case studies than would ideally have been liked.

All respondents acknowledged that the evaluation was affected by the difficulty in engaging academics, with academic staff being naturally resistant and seeing it as a critical assessment of their teaching skills.  One respondent said: 

I know that it gets used a lot but actually getting it assessed…is a different thing…actually getting them on board…people sort of go a bit cold at that stage there are a number of reasons why that hasn’t been particularly easy, although there have been some successes. 

Respondents also added that this was not a reflection on the success of the Lifesign project, but an issue for the wider academic community.  One said:  

There is a defence mechanism at work here and this would apply to any aspect of educational research.

Another added that this problem had been anticipated by the project and said: 

I think we’d anticipated how difficult it would be to get academics to let us be involved in their evaluation.  We already had that experience. What I hadn’t anticipated would be the lack of awareness of that issue in the context of that group.

Once academics were on board, the case studies were still a difficult and frustrating process at times as the academics required a lot of chasing.  Again, this was anticipated as a natural part of the evaluation process.  One respondent said: 

It is one of the stresses and strains involved in dealing with academics…they do often require a lot of chasing and it can get very frustrating.

A couple of respondents acknowledged that it may have been possible to get more case studies if academics were engaged as partners in the project, and one said they would consider this if they were to do the project again. However, another added that they did not think that this would have been possible in the circumstances that the project was operating in.

13.2
Ethics clearance

Another barrier to the evaluation process has been the issue of ethics and the need to check with universities’ ethics committees that there were no ethical concerns about the materials or the way they were going to be used. This meant that it was not possible to fully test the success of one teaching method against another as this was seen to be experimenting with students’ learning.  Although members of the Lifesign project were aware of the issues, their implication and the extent to which they influenced the project were not fully anticipated. The issues are also not yet fully recognised by much of the educational research community. However, it was seen as an important learning process for the project and one respondent said:

[It] had really raised the profile of this for me enormously and I’m now very conscious of it in relation to really any information gathering exercise that’s involving using students as a research subject… But it has been part of the process of each application. I think we’ve found solutions.

13.3
Access problems

As has already been mentioned, the major barrier for the evaluators was access problems in relation to the IP address system and implementation of this.  The minutes of several steering group meetings indicate the effects of this on the evaluation, whilst the problems are fully discussed in the Materials Delivery Evaluation Report.  Evaluators felt that the access difficulties undermined their reputation and the rapport with the academics that was necessary for the case studies to be successful.  It also affected the confidence that academics had in the service.  The evaluation report states: 

Where Lifesign resources and services did not match the expectations of the academic, this confidence rapidly diminished.

This is echoed in a formally minuted statement in the steering group meeting of May 2002, which states that: 

lack of confidence and loss of reputation will be difficult to rectify within the timescale of Lifesign.

Other project staff have also recognised the impact of access problems on the use and evaluation of Lifesign’s resources and comments included:

These students were part-timers and all practising nurses…they want to use it at home, but they can’t that’s a big problem.

Certainly here it has thwarted the number of evaluations we could do, because from our point of view, the value of the materials is if it can be accessed wherever…so from that point of view there’s been a strong tension…it has to be that the stuff is available from anywhere so that’s been a real big problem. 

13.4
Tension between development and delivery

The tension between the technical and evaluation aspects of the project has already been mentioned under work package one and a factor in this was the difficulty of trying to evaluate a service that is still under development. Because Lifesign was developing a service from scratch, but also trying to evaluate its use at the same time, the evaluators were having to evaluate something that was constantly changing and not a stable service.  This led to the access problems which have already been mentioned.  The evaluators argued that they needed almost complete stability of the resources to conduct an effective evaluation, but at the same time there was also a need to acquire resources and develop the website.

Project staff recognised this problem of development versus delivery and added that it was an unavoidable problem for this kind of project work.  One respondent described this as the ‘usual bridging between the technical and learning side’, whilst other comments included:

These are not compatible…that is the main tension that comes through again and again and I think that is just part of the learning of the project and we can’t overcome it.

There’s been a fundamental tension throughout about trying to separate out having a prototype system and a production but we all acknowledge that whilst this is the ideal world, the project never had the funding in the first place to set out to do that.

Tension between this kind of development project that is learning lessons at the leading edge of technology and education access issues are part and parcel of that.  Tension between that and it being a service delivery project have always been there. 

The project management admitted that it could perhaps have been stronger and dealt with the tensions better, but also added that:

We can’t actually win, because whichever way you go, you’re not going to be pleasing the other person. 

They also added that they had expected the tension and one respondent said:

We did this deliberately…this whole area is something that goes across a number of different sectors if it’s going to work properly…it’s about trying to bring together these different perspectives in a positive way and we have been partly successful in doing that. 

However, the evaluators feel that the project has become too technology-driven, despite the original focus being on the need to evaluate the use of networked moving images in the life sciences.  One respondent described the IP address restriction scheme as a: 

technology-driven solution…that did not take into account the needs of the users.

Whilst another added:

Personally, I think that the evaluation theme should have been more involved in all our decision making than it actually turned out to be. 

Despite the tension, the Materials Delivery Evaluation Report and the minutes of the steering group meetings indicate that the project has worked consistently to achieve a separation between development and delivery services and solutions to the problems.  Many of the project staff also said that the debates were a sign of a healthy project and had led to increased understanding on all sides.

13.5
Timescale of evaluation

Another issue in terms of the evaluation is whether there has been enough time in the project to be able to develop the services and fully evaluate their impact.  One respondent suggested that the project would need to last another two years for the evaluation to be successful, whilst another added that some of the impacts of the service will only be fully clear in five years time. Another respondent emphasises this point, saying: 

I think you really have to think in terms of the long haul for these things in order that they become the norm…I’d be saying we needed a continuation project, which allows for this monitoring over the longer period.

13.6
Case studies

The project staff have mixed opinions about how successful the case studies have been.  Some respondents indicated that the evaluation had not met its expectations, with one respondent saying that the case studies had not been based on the best uses of the streaming.  This was echoed by another member of project staff who said: 

We’ve got a couple of case studies where it’s been incorporated successfully. But they would be the exception, it would be fair to say, rather than the general case.

However, others said that it had done well in getting evaluated applications of the use of streaming video in natural settings and one respondent said: 

I think the major benefit has been evaluated applications where we’ve actually managed to encourage staff to use the tools in a way that is evaluatable, so we’ve got some very serious data. 

13.7
Impact and usage

Impact and usage of the Lifesign video streams has been difficult to assess. There have been 44 recorded expressions of interest in the Lifesign project, but as already mentioned, the majority of these have not led to evaluations, meaning that their usage of the streams is difficult to assess.  The usage logs from the website should indicate how widely used the site has been, but these were not available internally to project partners in time for them to work with them.  The Materials Delivery Evaluation Report highlights that the service has been used and appreciated as far away as Fiji and the URLs for Lifesign streams have been given to students in lectures or on handouts.  However, it is difficult to assess this impact without the involvement and co-operation of academic staff.

Many respondents believe that the independent use of the Lifesign facilities has been very high, with students likely to be directed there by their lecturers, or even finding the resource themselves.  However, others believe that the impact cannot be assessed accurately without at least the data from the usage logs. 

14.
Work Package 10: Dissemination


· To raise awareness of streamed video and Lifesign amongst key stakeholders

· To establish links with enthusiastic ‘champions’ of the use of networked video in teaching and learning

· To monitor changing practice in the wider community

· To assist users in making informed choices about embedding moving image resources in life sciences curricula

· Contribute to the wider debate on the use of streaming video to support learning and teaching in the UK’s life sciences.

The discussion under work package three has already highlighted that the website could have done more as a promotional tool for the project.  However, dissemination has also included leaflets, journal articles and conference presentations. 

The Lifesign project has been quite successful in terms of dissemination with an extensive bibliography of journal articles and conference presentations. Several respondents saw dissemination as a strength of the project, with one indicating that the publications had helped the project to get out to conferences and forge links with other projects.  Another said they were pleased with the dissemination of the case studies and added: 

In terms of academic output, instances where academic staff and others can actually go to the literature and see what was done, how well was it done…there’s a really solid output there.

Another interviewee added that there was still some dissemination to do on the cataloguing side of the project and that this had been delayed by the loss of the project officer, adding, ‘she’s left and we have to concentrate on other things’.  However, others were less pleased with the dissemination and one respondent suggested that Lifesign had missed targets in terms of publicity and cited it as one of the areas where the project had ‘fallen down’.  

Despite the mixed opinions, the Lifesign project has achieved the objectives of work package 10.  It has been effective in raising the profile of streaming video and the project itself and has disseminated findings to the wider academic community.  

15.
Future

All project staff highlighted that the Lifesign project has done some groundbreaking work, but they also recognised that streaming video and its use in learning and teaching is a relatively new area with lots of potential for further research and development. 

Respondents did see the project as being sustainable, with one respondent saying that it would benefit from more time to develop.  Others added that it would need to evolve and not just remain in its present form, with suggestions including a wider range of topics, more evaluation of its pedagogic effectiveness and further development of the editing tools.  They acknowledged that this would be dependent on funding, but stated the importance of continuing to make the website and, where possible, the streams, available as a showcase for the project and a model of good practice. 

Staff were unsure whether the Lifesign project would continue and also recognised the potential for different aspects to be explored and developed independently.  Possible integration with newly developing JISC services such as JORUM+ and Education Media Online were also mentioned.

16.
Conclusions

The evaluation, based on the self-critical awareness by the Lifesign project, draws the following conclusions, listed under some broad headings. 

16.1
Project management

Project staff were generally pleased with the way that the project had been managed.  The bi-annual reports to JISC and the regular steering group meetings have worked effectively as project review mechanisms. 

The financial management of the project has also been good and, again, the interim reports and meetings have been effective mechanisms for reporting and making decisions on the finances.  To the extent that the evaluation can ascertain, Lifesign is providing value for money and has been cost-effective in its use of the allocated budget.  Savings have been made on things such as staffing and the use of video conferencing and a surplus in the budget has been put to effective use to cover unexpected events. 

Lifesign has experienced some of the staffing difficulties that are usual in project work, such as loss of staff and the part-time nature of the work, and these have contributed to a slight delay in the start of the project, an extended finish date for the project and some subsequent slippage.  The part-time nature of the work for the majority of project staff has only been a minor problem for the project and is common to most project work. 

16.2
Partnership working

Overall, the partnership approach has worked well and communication between staff has been good.  All staff were generally satisfied with the types and level of communication and there have been no problems related to it being a multi-site project. 

The major problem in the partnership approach taken has been tensions between the evaluation and technical aspects.  There has not always been a common understanding about the priorities and purposes of the project and this is due to their different expertise and focus on different areas of the project.  The significant differences between these two strands of the project has been a constant issue throughout the project and has not been helped by the work package approach, which may have encouraged task isolation instead of further integration.  However, the difficulty was anticipated, has been managed relatively well and has had a minimal impact on overall outcomes and deliverables. 

16.3
Content Development

The Lifesign project has succeeded in identifying and acquiring a significant collection of videos relevant to the life sciences, although there was an initial need to widen the subject scope of the project to the broad life sciences. 

Strategies and processes were developed to identify potential material, however, a major issue has been over development of a critical mass of content, and whether the project should favour a needs analysis delivery approach or a content delivery approach.  Although Lifesign successfully used a combination of the two methods, this issue was perhaps not addressed early enough in the project or fully resolved. 

Lifesign did not fulfil its objective to produce new materials to cover gaps in coverage due to insufficient interest from academics, limited time and disagreement between project staff. 

16.4
Rights clearance

Rights clearance has been a successful element of the project.  The establishment of an independent contract and the acquisition of quality materials such as those from the BBC were groundbreaking.  It has been a challenge for the project and difficult at times, but Lifesign has effectively raised and addressed many of the issues and the project’s work should inform further developments in the use of streaming media in education.  

16.5
Technology

The Lifesign project has successfully developed the technology needed to access and stream the videos via the internet.  The technology work has been groundbreaking, with the project doing baseline work that no one else was doing at the time. This has moved the streaming video field forward significantly.  The move from delivery over two MANs to nationwide availability was also a significant development.  

However, the IP address access system developed to comply with licensing restrictions for some streams has been a major problem.  Difficulties in accessing the videos off-campus and changes to URLs indicate that a password-based access system may have been more suitable.  The Lifesign project has highlighted the issues linked to having to limit access to streams, but some of these issues remain unresolved and have not been addressed fully. 

These technical problems were also a major barrier to the evaluation and highlight the difficulty the project has faced with evaluating a service that is still under development.  The need for separation between a service under development and the service being provided to users was not fully resolved, but Lifesign was continually working towards this.  However, at times, not enough consideration was given to the users and the effects of the technology on the evaluation process.  This again reflects the inherent tension between the evaluation and technical aspects. 

16.6
Website

Overall, the development of the website has been successful and exceeded the anticipated role, despite insufficient planning in the early stages of the project.  It has developed effectively in providing access to the video streams, but this has been to the detriment of providing information about the project. Lifesign has recognised the need to update and improve the information about the project and this work is currently underway. 

Despite the need for more information, the website has successfully provided a focus point for the project and has enabled potential users to explore the possibilities of streaming video. 

16.7
Cataloguing and software development

The evaluation concludes that this is the area where Lifesign has been least successful in meeting its aims and objectives.  The project fully met its commitments to research the issue of metadata standards and developing the metadata for the acquired video streams.  However, this metadata has not been put to effective further use, although work with Talis is ongoing. 

The objective to develop a software tool to integrate the metadata into library OPACs has not been fulfilled for a variety of reasons and the objective was reformulated to reflect the delays.  The project has recognised the importance of integrating the metadata into the website catalogue, but no actions have yet been taken. 

Lifesign has successfully raised and addressed the issues involved in developing the metadata for the streams, but has not progressed in putting this metadata to effective use in either the website catalogue or a software tool.  Further work is still needed in this area and the work with Talis is ongoing. 

16.8
Evaluation

An aspect of the project which has not developed as far as had been hoped is the evaluated case studies.  There have been less evaluated applications than had been anticipated.  However, the difficulty in getting academics to participate in the evaluation is not necessarily a reflection of the success of the Lifesign project, but an issue for the wider academic community.  The success of the case studies was also affected by the access problems.  The case studies that were completed were generally considered to be of value, although the evaluation would have benefited from a longer timescale as the real impact of this product will not be clear for a few more years. 

16.9
Take-up/Impact of service

The full impact and usage of the Lifesign resources has been difficult to ascertain.  The case studies indicate that academic staff and students have been impressed with the service and the potential of streaming video in teaching and learning.  However, the usage logs from the website were not available to the project partners in time for them to work with them and therefore conclusions cannot be drawn on independent use of and interest in the resources. 

The Lifesign project has been promoted with leaflets and conference presentations and its findings have been successfully disseminated to the wider academic community with a good range of journal articles. 

16.10 Standards and interoperability
The Lifesign project has followed the standards and guidelines provided by JISC for 5/99 projects and has made a conscious effort to use metadata and streaming standards which would facilitate potential interoperability or integration with other projects as part of a national resource, as envisaged by JISC.  Rapid technological advancements and initial uncertainty over the standards that would be used by JISC mean that Lifesign’s standards may now have been superseded. This is recognised by JISC, which plans to spend money on updating projects’ metadata to ensure interoperability.  

16.11 General comments

The Lifesign project was an ambitious project, but it has been successful in achieving the majority of its aims and objectives.  It has moved the field forward significantly and has done some groundbreaking work, which is transferable and of benefit to the wider academic community.  It has raised and addressed many of the issues, challenges and potential benefits of the use of streaming video in learning and teaching.  Lifesign has also successfully raised the profile of streaming video from a position of relative ignorance in 2000 when very few people were aware of the technology and even fewer were using it in teaching and learning, building up a core of users and interest that was not there before. 

17.
Recommendations

The following outlines the recommendations arising from the external evaluation.  These are presented under the following categories:

· Recommendations regardless of future funding

· Recommendations if further funding is granted

· Recommendations to link with JISC initiatives

It should be noted that an exit strategy has been submitted to JISC by Lifesign, which includes a continuation bid to use the project underspend to maintain and further develop some aspects of the project. The following recommendations were made by the external evaluators before seeing the exit strategy, but they are in general agreement, with the overarching recommendation from the external evaluation being that further funding be sought from JISC to continue the Lifesign work.

17.1
Recommendations regardless of future funding

· The learning outcomes of the project (such as those to be documented in the pedagogic evaluation report and the final project report) should be shared as widely as possible within the academic community.  There are a number of areas in which the work of Lifesign has made a contribution to the knowledge base concerning the use of streaming video in teaching and learning.  These transferable lessons, including benefits and challenges, should be disseminated widely and include:

· technology and access

· metadata 

· evaluation

· JISC should consider how best to ensure that other academic institutions draw on this work.  For example the newly formed JISC Marketing and Awareness unit might be the vehicle to do this.

· JISC should review the findings and experiences of the Lifesign project and consider what place the use of video streaming in teaching and learning might play in its overall strategy.  

· The availability of the Lifesign user support materials, including the video on how to use video streaming should be promoted to academic institutions.

· Work should be undertaken to develop and update the content provided on the website about the aims and objectives of the project and its findings as one way of providing legacy information. 

· The streams which are licensed to Lifesign beyond March 2003 should remain available through the website, until the licences expire.  Streams that have been provided at no cost should remain available. 

17.2
Recommendations:  if further funding is granted

· Clearly the streaming of moving pictures and sound is a relatively new technology and one which is changing rapidly.  There is therefore much potential for further research and development in this area.  Case studies indicate that the video streams provided by the Lifesign project  were of value to academic staff and students.  The evaluation recommends that the project seeks further funding to continue work in this area.  This may involve setting up Lifesign as a service. 

· Details of a future bid for funding should consider the extent to which the following are taken into account:

Project management

· Any further development of the Lifesign project would benefit from a comprehensive review of the purpose and priorities of the service as well as a review and restatement of each partner’s role, expectations and involvement with the project.  This will be vital in alleviating some of the potential tensions.  The structure of work packages should be reconsidered to facilitate more sharing and understanding between different partners.

Content development

· Further work should be undertaken to devise a procurement strategy for materials to facilitate identification and acquisition of further materials.  This will involve more clarification on the criteria for selection and the extent to which a needs analysis approach or content delivery approach is adopted

· The project should seek to extend the current licences.  The possibility of further co-ordination with the managing agent and the transferral from an independent short-term Lifesign licence to a MAAS 10-year licence should be explored. 

· The subject scope of Lifesign should be re-examined.  There is potential for further expansion in the life sciences or expansion into related subject areas in the broader sciences. 

· New materials should be produced to meet expressions of interest and identified gaps in coverage. 

Cataloguing

· Development of a software tool and integration into library OPACs is essential to reach a wider audience.  Work on this aspect should be completed

· Integration of the standards-based metadata into the website and further development of the catalogue and search facility provided on the website is needed.

Technology

· Future work should include further development of tools such as the virtual editing tool to enable academics to customise video streams to suit their needs

· Work is needed to explore the most appropriate system of restricting access to streams.  This may involve consideration of using a password system instead of restriction by IP address.

· Separation between the service being delivered to users and the service under development is essential in preventing further problems with access to the streams

· More comprehensive online and offline user support is needed

Evaluation

· Further evaluation of the use of video streaming in teaching and learning should be undertaken.  There is clearly a need for more research into user behaviour.  Means of increasing the cooperation and involvement of academic staff in this process should be developed.  This might include seconding individual staff to the project or partnering academic departments to ensure comprehensively evaluated applications of the use of video streams in teaching and learning.

· Evaluation should be conducted over a longer period in order to ascertain more fully the issues involved in streaming video in teaching and learning over the long term and the evolving use of the video streams.

· Further evaluation work should take into account the development of new technologies such as the development of a tool to edit the video streams 

Promotion and dissemination

· Awareness of future research and developments should be raised. Other means of promotion should be explored, such as closer links with university libraries and media services, and links from university library OPACs and websites.  This may help to promote the service directly to students and benefit their independent and self-selective learning.

· Promoting use of the service and transferable lessons learned should be shared with FE institutions to follow JISC’s widening remit. 

17.3
Recommendations to link with JISC initiatives

· Project documentation and materials should be made available for repository in JORUM+, which is providing a Provisional Collecting Repository for learning materials from the 5/99 projects, with the aim of establishing a basis for a JISC Learning Materials Repository. 

Lifesign should also explore the possibilities of co-ordination or integration with MAAS and the development of the Education Media Online service. 

18.
Appendix 1

Lifesign Project Evaluation

Interview questions

1.
Why did you first become involved in the Lifesign project?

Did you have any initial reservations about getting involved in the project?

2.
What is your role/the role of your organisation in the Lifesign project?

Has your role changed during the course of the project? If so, how?

3.
Do you think that the roles of all the partners are clearly defined? If not, please explain why

4.
How much/what type of contact do you have with the other partners? (is this adequate in your opinion?)

5.
Has Lifesign drawn on the experiences of or co-ordinated with similar projects? (eg Click and Go Video, Handing on Tradition in an Electronic Age and TRILT)

6. 
To what extent do you think the project has met its aims and objectives to date? 

Did the work of the project remain consistent with the DNER vision?

7. 
Have the aims and objectives changed during the course of the project? Are you satisfied with the outputs to date?

8. 
What have been the main benefits/impact of the project for academic staff and students? 

Within partner regions (MANs)

Within wider academic community

9. 
Have you encountered any problems and how have these been addressed or might be addressed?

10. 
Do you consider that the project has provided value for money?

Has it kept within budget? Does it, or could it provide economic benefits to the UK academic community?

11. 
What have been the most successful aspects of the project?

What factors helped to account for the success in each case?

12. 
How has the success of the project been measured?

Have you had any feedback from staff, students, partners?

13. 
What have been the least successful aspects of the project?


What factors helped to account for the lack of success in each case?

14. 
How do you see the Lifesign project developing in the future? Are there 


issues around sustainability?

15. 
How do you see the wider academic community best being able to take advantage of the achievements of the Lifesign project? 

16. 
Do you intend to continue to be involved in the Lifesign project? Why (not)? 
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