Lifesign Steering Group

Minutes of the Meeting of 10th May, 2002, held at University of Glamorgan

Attendees: Jeremy Atkinson (chair), Andrew Dalgleish, Kate Lloyd Jones, Kerry Shephard, William Garrison, John Mahoney, Richard Hackett, Gabriel Jezierski, Greg Newton-Ingham.

1. Apologies for absence.

Roger Ottewill, Karen Fill, Gayle Calverley.

2. Minutes of the videoconference of 5th February 2002.

Approved. It was agreed that, where appropriate, more detailed minutes would be useful.

3. Matters arising.

Action points and matters arising to be covered under other agenda items, except:

5. Biannual report:  The late submission of the report to the Programme Manager was noted. It was agreed that we should endeavour to submit the next report on schedule (i.e. end July) and that preparation should begin now.                                                                                              AD/All

6.Meeting reports: KS has provided a written report on his experience of the MPS Cluster Group. Noted that collaborative activity is being encouraged by JISC, especially in areas such as metadata (e.g. possible shared interest with HOTBED).

7. Possible future bids: RH reported that the IWF bid submitted by Portsmouth was “borderline case” for EU funding.

8. Internet Streaming Media Alliance: GN-I reported on discussions about MPEG4 standardisation. It was noted that JISC may join the ISMA as a full partner.

4. i. Progress Report: Content
BBC contract (Human Body, Life of Plants, etc) has been signed, and licence paid. It is estimated that the content will be online by late July or early August. Noted that licence conditions do not permit downloading.                                                                                                                            JM
ViewTech content has been encoded and is now online.

It was agreed to include issues about continuation of contracts and long-term rights issues on the agenda of the next meeting as an aspect of exit strategy. We will need to draft guidance about re-use of materials and may need to liaise with JISC.

Wellcome Trust – no further information about outstanding issues (e.g. indemnity insurance) which are being handled under the Mother Licence. GN-I to investigate.                                            GN-I          

JM to re-circulate Wellcome Trust content to seek expressions of interest.                         JM

Back Pain video: AD had circulated the application proposal and agreed to proceed on the basis of the estimated costs (budget allocations to be split between ‘rights clearance’ and ‘new production’). Southampton colleagues are involved in ongoing consideration of how best to embed it in the teaching programme. Noted that detailed documentation of the re-engineering process would be a valuable project outcome.

New production – GN-I suggested that the Shotlist process for identifying relevant titles could be used by Lifesign as a starting point for identifying relevant content. He will provide us with an analysis of the Shotlist feedback in the hope that it will highlight areas of gaps in content that will still be of interest to the wider community and areas covered in current Shotlist videos that need updating.                                                                                                            GN-I
 KS noted that, despite a possible interest in physiotherapy applications at Southampton,  there were now severe difficulties with the timescale in terms of being able to evaluate new production.

It was reported that there were several existing areas of interest/fields of activity at Portsmouth including Nanotechnology, Molecular Biology and Laboratory Techniques.  It was agreed to match these against the analysis of requirements from the Shotlist feedback. It was acknowledged that material on Laboratory techniques was likely to be of wide and continuing interest to the community. RH commented that shared funding with Portsmouth was a possibility for some of these applications.

JM/WG confirmed that, in general, Workpackages 2, 7 and 8 are on track.

ii Progress Report: Server Development

WG reported on the migration to an array of 5 servers providing increased capacity and reliability (offers the potential for the delivery of over 1000 simultaneous streams). Access control based on reverse DNS lookup had been error-prone and had caused difficulties for users. A database of IP addresses has now been developed (an important “hidden” outcome of the project). Off campus users would be able to access IP restricted material via their home institution’s dial-in facility (should they have one).

Evaluators expressed dissatisfaction with the stability of access of video streams. It was noted that the development work associated with this disruption had now been largely completed. There is a convention for naming HE-restricted and non-HE-restricted URLs. Web server development work will result in a more stable approach by which URLs from the website will query the database to retrieve the valid stream address at any given time.

KS expressed the view that development work should be kept separate from servers delivering content that was being actively used by students, and that it had been previously agreed that back-up streams would be available for specified content. 

This issue also raised questions about support for institutional implementations of streaming in learning materials, and the extent to which individual academics and/or support staff were competent edit URLs, etc.

Nevertheless, the view expressed by GN-I and others was that the strategy of spreading demand across servers (rather than dependency on a dedicated server) did result in a more robust service. It was noted that there is an intrinsic conflict of interest between interests of the user and the rights owner and that one outcome of the project will be to document how this was handled (including the compromises on service delivery).

Noted that the WP3 milestone “review technical requirements in light of evaluation” is due 6/02.   

KS reported that KF is keen to evaluate web log data . Portsmouth are starting to look at the logs but some software development work is required to parse the data to make it easier to interpret.    KS/WG

RH stated that WG had committed a lot of institutional time to server development work (i.e. over and above that funded by Lifesign). This in turn raises issues in the longer term for other HEIs about the extent to which successful implementations of streaming are dependent on local staffing and organisational factors (need to report on this).

iii Progress Report: Evaluation

KS reported that several applications are producing evaluation data and that WP9 milestone “evaluate materials delivery” is on track.

KS said around 30 Expressions of Interest had been received but most do not yield evaluatable data – academics are generally reluctant to get involved in evaluation.

A single comprehensive list of EoIs and applications that are being evaluated is required.   AD/GJ/KS

KS commented that part of the evaluation report would examine to what extent academics continue to use links to content in the next academic year. (In terms of continuation issues, it was noted that EDINA will host the initial material procured via the MAAS).

GJ had tabled a written progress report which documents the appointment of Ian Kerton as a temporary Evaluation Officer, liaison with University of Glamorgan academic staff with whom AD had held initial meetings, and expressions of interest at UWIC.

GJ commented on the interest expressed by academic colleagues in segmenting streams and using metadata relating to segmented parts. This also raised issues about varying levels of expertise (e.g. in editing ASX files) and differential levels of institutional support.

Ethical issues: noted that it is necessary to get ethical clearance for certain applications (as had been done at Southampton for health care streaming).  Aspects of evaluation involve “experimenting” on students, and the handling of evidence about the learning quality relies on professionalism of academic staff and educational developers.  There is also a requirement for students to be able to access (note the ethical dimension of pedagogic reliance) and understand the content of a course which is examinable – with the potential for student appeals if they have been disadvantaged.

For certain streaming applications being planned with staff at the School of Care Sciences in Glamorgan, JA and AD will liaise with the Chair of the Ethics Committee of that Department. JA/AD

5. Pedagogic reliance on streaming media

It was agreed to take this agenda item at this point in the meeting in the light of it having been raised in the context of ethical issues relating to evaluation and academic delivery.

The instability of links to certain streams had caused disruption. KS emphasised the dependency on consistent access to streams for students, and for the academic credibility of evaluation planning. KS referred to the minutes of our October meeting: “For any videos specified by the evaluators (including the currently used Staying Alive) alternative links will be provided to a back-up file.” WG suggested that the back-up file approach had been a temporary solution. The advice from GN-I was that the multiple server strategy, which is now in place, provided the most reliable approach to accessing streams. Nevertheless, KS’s preference is for a separate server to host specified “ring-fenced” files which would provide consistent access as a contingency against future developmental changes.

It was stated that the current links to streams should now be stable from the users’ viewpoint.

KS made the following statement that he asked to be formally minuted.

“Evaluated applications of the use of Lifesign resources to support student learning have been running at the University of Southampton since October 2002. Following early instability of the hyperlinks to Lifesign resources (provided by Portsmouth, during a period of important server development), it was agreed at Lifesign’s October 2002 meeting that “For any videos specified by the Evaluators (including the currently used Staying Alive) alternative links will be provided to a back-up file”. In effect we agreed that resources under development should be separated from those that underpin an ongoing evaluated application, for the duration of the development. Despite this agreement the hyperlinks did not remain stable and they were changed in line with ongoing development of Lifesign’s servers. Students who tried to access these resources failed to do so. As the hyperlinks were embedded in Word documents in a VLE they were not accessible to the Evaluator and could not be easily changed. These events almost certainly influenced the confidence of academic staff, and students, in Lifesign and in the Evaluator. They severely undermined the confidence of the Evaluator in the Lifesign Project and its partners. It is not sufficient to say that the new, multi-server arrangement will be more stable and better than supplying streams via one ‘ring-fenced’ server. Of course it will, in the future. The damage has already been done; and this despite us discussing the problem and agreeing a solution in October. Lack of confidence and loss of reputation will be difficult to rectify within the timescale of Lifesign.”
The following actions were agreed:

A form of words defining the level of service reliability would be drafted with a view to being publicised on the website.                                                                                                          AD/JA

Publicity about any future planned changes to URLs should also be communicated in this way.

Portsmouth would provide an automatic forwarding script for any streams pointing at the ‘video2’ server.                                                                                                                                               WG

Portsmouth and Southampton to liaise over the consistency of the ‘Staying Alive’ link.           WG/KS

The final server changes will be implemented in the summer to minimise further academic disruption.

There will then be no further development work – the project will prioritise evaluation and dissemination activities.

There will be stable access during the final evaluation phase of September – December.

The various ‘fault lines’ of pedagogic reliance/server development/access control need to be documented in the final report.        

4. (con.) iv. Progress Report: Cataloguing and Software development

AD reported that discussions with Talis had resulted in a proposal to develop an existing resource management software product called TalisList. The intention is to engage a consultant to develop a bespoke version of the software which will reflect the particular data structures that KLJ has been creating for Lifesign streams (and segments of streams).  The outcome will be a report on the ways in which Lifesign has influenced the software development, rather than being able to roll-out the software itself. It will also be important to store metadata in formats that will facilitate its export to other hosts in future.

Quality assurance of metadata: It was agreed that KLJ should be directly involved in interviewing academic staff about the usefulness of metadata. She and AD will liaise with KS and GJ about how this can form part of the evaluation planning.                                              AD/KLJ/KS/GJ

v. Progress Report: Dissemination

 JM and AD reported on a recent presentation at the Society of Experimental Biologists conference.

GN-I advised that there is now a need to define and separate out parts of our product that can clearly be marketed with a Lifesign logo. It is time to raise the profile of solid deliverables that are not institutionally based.

5.           Web Development

       Portsmouth colleagues proposed two enhancements to the website – a virtual editing system which would provide an interface for storing personalised playlists; and auto-detection of codex and line connection quality. 

GN-I advised that transferable deliverables that could be made available to all of HE as part of a continuation strategy should be given priority. Spending money on new production would be preferable at this stage. It was also argued that some solidity in the web-based product was important during the final dissemination phase. JA concurred with this view, and there was insufficient support for the web development proposals.

It was agreed that AD would provide a financial overview to identify areas of underspending where money could be potentially be vired to various developments, including new make.                                          AD  

Costed proposals for all developments, including new production are required.                                   All 

7.
Communication Issues

Agreed that the circulation list for most e-mail correspondence must be restricted to the Steering Group, and should be confidential to that group unless otherwise agreed.

8. Ring Fencing of Resources for Evaluation

See previous minute 5, regarding the need for continuity of access to specified resources for upon which evaluation and learning outcomes are dependent.

9. Project Evaluation

It was agreed that JA will contact Peter Brophy to discuss his possible involvement as an external evaluator of the project as a whole.                                                                JA
Noted that some early contact with the evaluator would be beneficial, rather than having him come in’cold’ towards the end.

10. Date of Next Meeting

Agreed to hold a videoconference in July.

