Building a Virtual Research Environment for the Humanities

Report of the User Requirements Survey

September 2006
Project Manager: Ruth Kirkham - ruth.kirkham@humanities.ox.ac.uk 
Technical Officer: John Pybus - john.pybus@humanities.ox.ac.uk 
Principal Investigators:

Prof Alan K Bowman

Dr Charles Crowther

Dr Michael Fraser

Requirements Consultant:

Dr Marina Jirotka

1. Executive Summary

‘Building a Virtual Research Environment for the Humanities’ is an 18 month JISC funded project designed to scope the technical needs of humanities researchers at Oxford University. The core aims of the project are to understand the needs of the humanities community, build a number of demonstrators that might address those needs and in the final stages to assess the effectiveness of these tools and to make recommendations as to what should be incorporated into a Humanities VRE. The project seeks to inform both the future of humanities research at Oxford and those of the wider research community supported by the JISC.
1.1. Key Outcomes
The survey highlighted the need for a simple to use, easy to access interface which underpins all stages of the research life-cycle, highlighting the need for tools and services to support:

· Research administration; 

· Resource discovery;

· Data creation, use and analysis;

· Collaboration and communication;

· Publication, curation and preservation
Research administration: Interviewees want seamless access to information about events, including conferences, lectures and seminars; research and researcher interests of individuals within the institution and beyond; and information regarding grants and funding opportunities, all of the above accessible in one, easy to navigate place. 
Resource discovery: Interviewees wish to make the process of finding resources and research material more efficient by linking datasets and databases so that they can be cross searched with a single search term and the results returned to personal area for future reference.
Data creation, use and analysis: Interviewees want a secure area in which they can store material such as saved searches, images and texts; create notes and annotations and use tools to enhance, manipulate and compare items. 
Collaboration and communication: Interviewees want tools to enable them to work collaboratively on documents, to share material with collaborators and to view material simultaneously with colleagues wherever they might be based. At the same time interviewees want to communicate either through video conferencing or real time chat facilities and to enable a collaborator to point/highlight and annotate items throughout the discussion.
Publication, curation and preservation: Interviewees wish to store, publish and archive their work both on personal web pages for open access or in a more secure area for academic material. Interviewees want to be sure that their work and the work of those around them is preserved and made available both within Oxford and externally to promote the division and its work.
21.
Executive Summary


21.1.
Key Outcomes


32.
Introduction


32.1.
The Humanities Division at Oxford


43.
Methodology:


43.1.
Methodology Overview


53.2.
Unstructured Interviews


53.3.
Semi-structured Interviews


63.4.
Focus Group


63.5.
Limitations of study


63.6.
Analysis of Findings


73.7.
Dissemination within and outside Oxford


74.
Findings:


74.1.
User Expectations


84.2.
Generic VRE functionality


84.2.1.   Potential types of generic functionality


94.2.2.  Tools and services to address the need for generic functionality


104.2.3.  Actual and perceived difficulties in providing generic functionality


104.3. Cross searching, collaboration and communication


114.3.1.   Cross searching and linking databases and datasets


114.3.2.   Collating research and annotations


124.3.3.   Support for Collaborative work


134.3.4.   Communication support


144.3.5.   Services to address collaboration, cross searching and communication


154.4.
Archiving, repositories and dissemination


165.
User Scenarios


165.1.
Existing User scenarios


175.2.
VRE services to benefit users


195.3.
Projected User scenarios


216.
Acknowledgements


21Appendices


21Relationship between tools and services requested by individuals and the faculty they represent:




2.  Introduction
This document presents the outcomes of the User Requirements Survey carried out by the ‘Building a Virtual Research Environment for the Humanities’ project. The aims of the survey were to build on a preliminary survey of ICT use in research projects within the Humanities Division of Oxford University carried out in summer 2004 and to scope the technical needs and requirements of researchers across the division in order to establish where electronic research tools would be useful both for researchers at Oxford and in a wider context. The outcomes of the survey are currently being used to build a number of demonstrators, or prototypes designed to show how a VRE will eventually accommodate different kinds of tools, information sources and research activities across the spectrum of research represented in the Division. 

2.1. The Humanities Division at Oxford
The Humanities Division is one of the five academic divisions of the University of Oxford and is made up of the following twelve faculties:
American Institute, Rothermere  

Classics Faculty 

English Language and Literature   

History Faculty 

Linguistics & Phonetics 

Medieval and Modern Languages Faculty 

Music Faculty  

Oriental Studies Faculty 

Philosophy Faculty   

Ruskin School of Drawing and Fine Art   

Theology Faculty   

Voltaire Foundation 
The division also enjoys an important association with the Ashmolean Museum.
3. Methodology:
3.1. Methodology Overview
Largely the choice of interviewee has come through word of mouth and from recommendations born out of the initial survey carried out in summer 2004. At each interview the individual/s are asked to name others both within their own faculty and within the division who might provide valuable contributions, or who would not be averse to being part of the interview process.   

At times it proved difficult to arrange interviews especially during the summer holiday period in 2005. To address the shortage the head of each faculty was contacted and asked to provide the project with 4-5 candidates whom the project might interview. A good proportion of these contacts were then asked to go forward to the focus group along with interviewees recommended by their colleagues and collaborators. 
	Faculty
	Researchers and 
members of research projects
interviewed
	Researchers

present at 

focus group


	Researchers represented on the BVREH steering committee

	American Institute, Rothermere
	0
	
	

	History
	1
	
	1

	Classics
	6
	4
	3

	English 
	4
	
	1

	Ruskin School of Drawing and Fine Art
	1
	
	

	Medieval and Modern Languages
	3
	1
	1

	Linguistics and Phonetics
	4
	
	1

	Philosophy
	2
	
	

	Oriental Studies
	3
	
	1

	Theology
	0
	
	

	Libraries
	5
	1
	

	Museums
	2
	
	

	Music


	1


	1


	

	Voltaire Foundation
	0
	
	


3.2.  Unstructured Interviews
In order to progress the initial survey of Humanities ICT needs carried out in the summer of 2004, the BVREH has visited a wide variety of research projects that currently exist within the Humanities at Oxford. Meetings with the research projects comprised unstructured interviews carried out in person with the lead individual/s on the project. The focus has been on finding out about the specifics of each project, its content, scope, technology, funding, audience and possibilities for VRE benefit and collaboration.
The purpose of these visits was to get a thorough understanding of the project, the nature of the research and the databases/collections with which the project was involved. Through unstructured interviews it has been possible to allow the course of conversation to develop naturally, allowing the interviewees to discuss their projects openly, including their strengths and weaknesses, suggest ways in which a VRE might provide benefit to their projects and to consider what they have that might be beneficial to others.

The aims of the meetings were to discover how a VRE might enable access and perhaps provide greater visibility for humanities research projects but also to gain an understanding of the projects themselves and to gain insight into the support and functionality that might be provided to them through a Virtual Research Environment. It was also the intention to discover what tools and functionality the projects might already have which would be useful both to the VRE and to each other ensuring that no duplication of effort is undertaken at any stage.

Although it is acknowledged that the face-to-face approach took a great deal of time to organise and arrange over such a diverse range of projects, it is clear that this approach has been much appreciated. One project commented that ‘it’s lovely to be asked’ and the hope is that through relatively informal meetings, excellent relations between the VRE project staff and the research projects can be built up and sustained through continued communication and collaboration. 
3.3. Semi-structured Interviews
Interviews with individual researchers were approached from a more structured starting point. The aims of these interviews were to enable the VRE team to develop a thorough understanding of the ‘research life-cycle’ within the humanities and to discover exactly how, when, and where researchers carry out their work and to analyse a ‘day in the life’ of that individual. The basic framework was to establish the interviewee’s specific research interests and to discover to what extent the following elements fit into their research and their average working day:
· Current work practice; use of/access to research materials (libraries etc), collaborative aspects, dissemination
· Current IT usage 

· Collaboration specifically using IT

· Local and external tools/processes used to carry out research

· Interaction with all aspects of university services and administration such as support for grant applications, funding etc
3.4. Focus Group

In February 2006 the BVREH organised a workshop at the Oxford Internet Institute inviting various speakers from across the university to speak to humanities researchers. At the end of the event a focus group was staged to take advantage of the mix of interdisciplinary researchers gathered together. 
Representatives of a broad range of disciplines were invited and those that attended discussed at length the interim findings of the BVREH using the following four categories as a rough guide; Discovery, Information Management, Communication and Working Collaboratively. Attendees were encouraged to consider potential tools from each of the areas by asking themselves ‘what’s the applicability of this for humanities research and for my own research?’, ‘what would the required features be if it were applicable?’ and ‘what is the minimum limitation before such a tool or service would be of use to me?’. The representatives were also asked to state honestly if they thought that any of the potential tools and ideas were not of use or at odds with their methods of research and to state why they felt that way. Further definitions of the categories are as follows:
· Discovery: 
Access to greater information about researchers and research interests along with searchable lists of conferences, lectures and seminars and centralised information regarding grants and funding
· Information Management: 
The ability to search across multiple, distributed data sets, images and text. Seamless access to and integration of resources across humanities disciplines i.e. Personal storage and the ability to make annotations and create bibliographies together with access to Institutional Repositories and Digital Paper tools
· Communication: 
Access to video conferencing/Access Grid technology; Chat Facilities and Voice over IP
· Working Collaboratively:
 Assistance in publishing online and document editing tools
3.5. Limitations of study
Although the team has been proactive in finding researchers to interview, there are still some inevitable gaps to be addressed. These gaps are both in the quantity of researchers interviewed in some faculties compared to others and that in a very small number of cases a faculty may not at this time be represented. A number of factors have contributed to this including sizeable term time and holiday commitments of researchers, along with some lack of response from faculties or individuals. Whilst the project has been lucky to find a good number of enthusiastic participants, inevitably there are researchers who are less interested and in some areas no response was received.

3.6. Analysis of Findings

Analysis of the interviews and the focus group involved going through the notes and transcripts of the meetings and identifying commonalities and differences between the needs of researchers across the division. Each interview was written up using the headings detailed under ‘Semi-structured Interviews’ (above) and were compared to the others. Where possible the interviews were recorded, and when this was not possible extensive notes were taken.
3.7. Dissemination within and outside Oxford
Within Oxford the user requirements survey enables the project to approach a broad cross-section of the division, enabling individuals and research projects to find out about the BVREH project and its aims and objectives whilst providing vital input through the survey. It is acknowledged that the contacts established during the user requirements survey will not only be the potential users of a virtual environment, but that they will also populate focus groups, provide user feedback and test demonstrator tools which will engender support for the future of the project should they perceive it as a success. 

On this basis, it is vitally important that the project continues to build and maintain excellent relations within the humanities in Oxford, ensuring that the potential users of a VRE are the main focus and priority of the project at all times. To address this, all efforts are being undertaken to include, update and inform the humanities community both within and outside of Oxford on an ongoing basis. 

The BVREH website at http://bvreh.humanities.ox.ac.uk/ has been updated and includes a great deal of information about the project including project reports, Project Manager and Technical blogs as well as RSS feeds and the opportunity to sign up for project newsletters via email. Many of those already contacted, or who have expressed an interest in keeping up to date with the project have joined the mailing list and are receiving newsletters as they become available. Alongside this the project continues to keep in touch with researchers, passing on any relevant knowledge to individuals gained during the user requirements and tools surveys.
As much humanities research involves collaboration across many different institutions, dissemination and communication through presentations at conferences, meetings and workshops have been extremely important in confirming that requirements highlighted at Oxford are often complementary to the needs of humanities researchers elsewhere. Consequently, the BVREH is keen to work with solutions which form the basis of a common framework, enabling researchers to communicate effectively, share their work and collaborate across institutional boundaries.
4. Findings:
4.1. User Expectations
Overall reaction to the survey has been extremely positive, with those from within the humanities (both within Oxford and externally) often focusing on the types of generic functionality that the project might provide. This type of functionality was perceived as benefiting the humanities community as a whole and alleviated the concern that tools might be both entrenched in and born out of technology, rather than  arising from the needs of the humanities community itself.

A common request from both researchers and research projects is that a VRE should address the issue of the need for many different usernames and passwords for the wide variety of databases, email accounts, image libraries and systems that a researcher might want to access daily. A number of comments suggest that it would be preferable for the VRE automatically to recognise the rights and privileges of an individual through their ‘herald’
 username and password. This would allow the researcher to log in once and gain seamless entry to the areas in which they have rights of access.

Further support for a simplified log-in came through discussion of the VLE in which issues with “…passwords and corridors” were cited as being somewhat confusing, leading individuals to wonder “what’s the point?” These researchers commented that potential users of a humanities VRE may have relatively low technical levels and in order to avoid alienation a research environment should be as simple and easy to use as possible. 

The expectation that a research environment should be extremely user friendly and as accessible as possible is apparent from speaking with those within the community. It is recommended that the project remains informed by the developments of the Google desktop interface, where possible emulating the ease of access that Google provides to its users. Specifically, simple, effective design, the connected nature of the tools and ease of access to information are elements that a VRE would provide for researchers at the university.
4.2. Generic VRE functionality
It is clear that many of those involved in the research process would see significant benefit in part of a humanities VRE being devoted to generic functionality which would benefit researchers across all faculties of the division. Supporting the ‘Mechanism of Research’ from funding applications to the ‘bits and pieces’ such as travel grants and easy access to expenses forms is seen by some as an essential element of a VRE and has the potential to gain researchers trust in providing a useful entry point into the virtual environment. Once a user is familiar with the generic support provided it is logical to suggest that they might then want to explore and utilise other available research tools and functionality within a VRE. 

4.2.1. Potential types of generic functionality
A number of interviewees have asked for better access to information about the wide array of research and research interests that exist across the University. Various research projects pointed out that their work is often multi-disciplinary and ways of finding other researchers with similar interests leading to the possibility of collaboration was thought to be most useful. Particularly, many researchers spoke of the need for ‘…a database of people and their research interests’ and noted that it would be of particular use to ‘…know what others in the faculty are doing’.
Closely related is the suggestion that searchable lists of conferences, lectures and seminars within faculties, across the University and beyond, would be very useful enabling users to pre-select their interests and have relevant information sent to them via their inbox or to their desktop.  Ensuring that the service was both up-to-date and easily customisable was highlighted as essential elements in reassuring users that they could trust the information whilst feeling fully in control of the content that they receive. 
Each of the above services within a VRE would enable humanities researchers to be aware of the work and interests of those around them without expending a great deal of energy trawling through and finding the information for themselves. This type of service would provide benefit to all those involved in humanities research without requiring a high degree of IT literacy and would provide a fundamental basis for the individual to utilise the VRE.

In supporting the ‘mechanism of research’ there is also considerable interest from humanities researchers and research projects for an area in which individuals or groups might seek support and guidance for obtaining and applying for research grants. One individual commented;

“I warmly support the idea that the VRE can advise and support applications for research grants. This is linked to the more general need to facilitate contact and pooling of information and expertise by existing research groups - not so much by them depositing research in a central area but by there being a central directory of projects (possibly with reports) and project workers. It is important that a lot of contact be personal rather than virtual”
This comment pulls together a number of aspects of generic functionality that are acknowledged most frequently during interviews. Within Oxford there is a vast range of knowledge and expertise which cannot always be tapped by those who might benefit most. Humanities researchers do want to collaborate with one another, often across disciplines within Oxford, nationally and internationally. A Humanities VRE would be an entirely suitable place to collate, present and disseminate information which will enable researchers to make connections and become aware of new research and/or funding opportunities.

The comment also highlights the concern that a virtual environment might take away the more ‘personal’ side of research, replacing human interaction with purely ‘virtual’ interfacing. Through generic tools it is felt that a humanities VRE can both enable researchers to work collaboratively whilst creating avenues for meeting, discovering and gaining a better understanding of the work of those around them, benefiting from and contributing to a ‘pool’ of expertise.

Further examples of generic functionality discussed during interviews include the availability of individual/departmental space for papers and personal information and also a forum for aiding the recruitment process.

4.2.2. Tools and services to address the need for generic functionality
There are already a number of services, tools and software available that might begin to enable the VRE project to address the types of generic functionality detailed above
Within the Medical Sciences division, the RDS (Research Discovery Service) project, currently being developed with the support of the ACDT (Academic Computing Development Team), is addressing the need for a database of research and researchers within the division. Discussions as to the possibility of extending the service to include the humanities have been met with enthusiasm from the RDS project leaders and they hope that the service might eventually be rolled out across the university. 

Ongoing discussions with Research Services have proved that there is interest in providing more detailed information in the area of grant applications and research funding. The Research Services website and backend systems have recently been upgraded and it is felt that a collaboration to provide resources for humanities researchers through a VRE could be a viable opportunity both to promote the support available from Research Services and to give researchers the specific information that they have asked for. 
Technical information regarding existing tools and services to address the need for generic functionality within the VRE can be found in the BVREH Tools report to be published shortly.
4.2.3. Actual and perceived difficulties in providing generic functionality
There may be some difficulties, both actual and perceived; in supplying the generic functionality discussed above through a VRE. Some of these may be easier to overcome than others, however perhaps the largest obstacle is the possibility that the community may not contribute enough to the expansion of the services provided. It is clear that for a fully searchable and personalised lecture or seminar list to work it must be kept up to date at all times; if users miss an important seminar due to the lack of accurate information they will quickly decide that the service is not reliable. 

The need for accuracy, but also the importance of ensuring that researchers understand the benefits of a service such as the RDS will also be vital for its success. If the service relies on individuals adding their own research interests to the database, and there is insufficient user engagement, the service will, at best seem rather patchy.

In discussions regarding the provision of personal space within a VRE, there were differing attitudes as to the benefit to the individual researcher. One individual pointed out that he wouldn’t use the system as he couldn’t guarantee that he would be staying at Oxford. This researcher felt that it would be much better to have an independent website which would hold information and papers regardless of which institution one was affiliated to. This is an understandable concern when considering that Humanities research is clearly a national and international pursuit, not confining the individual within the bounds of a single university. Making it possible to export one’s information from the VRE to a personal website or to another institution’s VRE might begin to alleviate this fear.

4.3. Cross searching, collaboration and communication
The many and varied projects within the Humanities Division currently hold significant digitized collections including pottery, sculpture, photographs, manuscripts and more. Some of the larger projects are currently working on providing a more interactive, ‘research enabling’ experience with the premise of allowing the user not just to view the collection, but to save the images to a secure area, annotate, manipulate and compare copies, send the copy to and converse with other researchers and to return their research back to the archive, continuously growing and informing what is known about pieces within the collections. 

Whilst this functionality is not currently available within all of the projects mentioned here, it is clear that there is a genuine desire to provide collaborative and interactive tools to humanities researchers, benefiting both the research process and the projects that make the collections available. Projects currently developing this type of functionality include the Classics based Beazley Archive, the DIAMM project within the Music faculty and the Forster Project at the Pitt Rivers Museum.

A direct benefit of a Humanities VRE would be to provide smaller projects across the division with functionality that has been developed elsewhere. One project which is working on an interactive research area, commented that their work should not be repeated by other research projects or by the VRE. Discussions with many projects affirm that there is no desire for functionality to be replicated if the work has already been successfully carried out within the University. 

4.3.1. Cross searching and linking databases and datasets
A consistent thread to come out of the user requirements survey was that researchers across the division often use and search across a broad range of disparate databases and datasets, located both within and outside the university on a regular basis. A source of frustration was the need to keep accessing each data source, one after the other, possibly logging in with new passwords, or accessing different systems and submitting the same search terms each time. One researcher suggested; ‘I want to search across all the digital datasets that are available and select [my] own personal portfolio’, another pointed out; ‘I’d like it to be seamless. So I haven’t got to type in another password, just switch on my computer and it be there.’ 
These are common suggestions which would provide clear benefit to researchers in terms of time and functionality. The provision of an area in which a broad array of datasets could be selected from and subsequently searched across would greatly reduce the amount of time taken to search each database individually. Researchers are increasingly frustrated by the amount of sources they have to access for which they might want to submit the same search term time and again. Many called for an area in which one search term might be submitted to a variety of databases at once, bringing back an extremely useful selection of results from varied sources which could then be directly accessed if relevant. The benefit to the researcher might also be seen in efficiently finding datasets that they might previously have been unaware of. Providing the functionality to enable an individual to search across the new dataset, along with others without the additional time which might have been taken to access, familiarise oneself with and possibly register for the new site would be very beneficial.
4.3.2. Collating research and annotations
Once a researcher has searched across various datasets and located relevant material it was widely suggested that it should be possible to collate this material into a private or ‘personal’ space for continued analysis and future reference. This personal space might include a mixture of saved searches, images and texts and a number of researchers suggested that it should also incorporate the ability to make and store notes together with the provision of tools allowing the researcher to make annotations directly onto the saved material. 
Researchers expressed a desire to download digital material, make annotations and perhaps print the annotations visibly integrated with the digitised document. One individual commented that if publishers were not happy for researchers to annotate over or to print a document, it might be useful to be able to save annotations to an area within the VRE and ‘whenever the digitised document is opened the ‘layer’ of saved annotations [would] also become available’.
Researchers also expressed a desire to share the annotations that they had made to a digitised document with colleagues and collaborators. The functionality to provide both ‘private’ and ‘shared’ annotations was held as being particularly desirable, humanities researchers are often keen to work alone on a document, image or text in the first instance, formulating thoughts and readings of a text or manuscript, but quite often they will then want to share their thoughts with their project team or collaborators. Providing a space in which digitised items could be saved, annotated and through which sections could be opened up for trusted access would be a significant step towards providing an effective, research-enabling environment. 
4.3.3. Support for Collaborative work 

Throughout the survey the idea of tools to support collaborative document editing became a recurrent theme. When asked how collaborative written work was carried out on a daily basis many researchers across different disciplines talked about the same process of producing a document in Word, sending it to their colleague and waiting for the document to be sent back to them before they could continue themselves. Some researchers would use email for this process and a number were using the university’s VLE as a secure place to save the document, allowing a colleague to access and edit it. For the purposes of version control, a few researchers were using the ‘track changes’ facility in Word, whilst many would highlight the additions they had made in bold or a different colour.
What became clear as researchers discussed collaborative document editing was that there was no well defined route for researchers to follow. They either used the functionality within Word, forcing users of other word processing packages to conform to this standard, emailing the document back and forth. Or created an ad hoc route in which resources, not designed for such a function can be used to save and distribute the document however it was created. Interestingly, it is clear that users across various disciplines find the same limitations with the options currently available. Attendees at the JISC VRE Programme meetings held in January and July 2006 formed a working group to discuss the requirements of collaborative document editing with representatives spanning the humanities, medical research and institutional research environments.
As referenced in the previous section, some researchers wished to take the collaborative possibilities further, desiring tools to view and manipulate images and texts which they might store in a personalised or ‘virtual’ workspace. Support for the ability to work collaboratively with others regardless of their location, sharing the same view of an image or object and annotating and pointing to items of interest was seen as a benefit across a number of disciplines which work with images, historical objects, manuscripts and digitised texts. One researcher commented:
‘you need to be able to look at a document together, to have the same view… if you’re sharing with someone else, the ability to actually draw and point and write and interact with the document is good’
The need for tools to support collaborative work in this way is characterised by the fact that the physical objects of research are often in widely dispersed locations, as are the researchers themselves. Whilst in many cases researchers can already view digitised images of ancient documents, music manuscripts, pottery, sculptures etc, there is an emerging desire to enable interactive participation by researchers who might work in dispersed environments, or interdisciplinary groups, providing the tools to enable them to work in different countries on the same material simultaneously forming a ‘virtual gathering’ without being unnecessarily constrained by time, money or travel.
4.3.4. Communication support
Support for communication tools was also evident in the findings of the survey, though there were very different ideas as to what form these tools should take. Interviewees most interested in the provision of a personal or ‘virtual’ workspace, those that envisage an area to store, manipulate and annotate a personal collection saw great benefit in incorporated communication facilities through which they might share their thoughts and ideas whilst having real time discussions and meetings. These researchers were most likely to appreciate the benefit of Access Grid technologies, video conferencing and to some extent chat facilities.
Researchers who work in distributed teams working collaboratively on written documents and publications were often more inclined to see the benefit of chat or Voice over IP technologies. One researcher working with a colleague in the US on a joint publication was greatly impressed with an IRC Chat meeting that she had recently had. New to the technology, she felt it was useful to be able to see when her colleague was online and available to talk. On a few occasions when the notion of ‘chat’ facilities came up interviewees seemed somewhat put off by the inherent meaning of the word ‘chat’. ‘…you don’t want to chat! You have to get on with your work.’ was one reaction. But others saw the benefit not only in real-time communication but also in that it would be useful to ‘track what has been said in a Chat meeting through an archiving system’, to be able to keep an ongoing and comprehensive log of a conversation and its elements that may otherwise get lost in a telephone call. 
Those more interested in a video conferencing solution also had reservations even though they could see the overall benefit of having access to such facilities. A number of interviewees suggested that they would be very interested in finding out about and utilising the Access Grid, but felt concerned that their colleagues in other countries and other institutions might not have access to the same tools and equally importantly that they may not have the IT personnel to support them effectively. It was strongly felt that any solution would have to be very simple to use and that all parties would need good access to the technology.

In discussing the potential draw-backs and benefits of the Access Grid in particular, there was wide concern that a researcher’s process of working might be significantly disrupted if it were necessary to have to book and then to physically visit the Access Grid node every time a meeting was to be held. A number of researchers pointed out that they often need to have primary resources such as books, manuscripts, texts and notes around them when meeting with colleagues and felt that it would be impossible to transport everything they needed to an Access Grid room. Equally, as Oxford is such a distributed university with departments, divisions and colleges scattered across the city, the obstacles to transporting one’s research materials to an Access Grid node seem even greater. As above, researchers were also concerned about the level of technical support available to them and one individual who had some experience of Access Grid commented:
‘…somebody next to the mic would be shouting and somebody at the back really quiet. The images were poor; it was hardly the experience that we're led to believe the Access Grid can deliver.’

However others did see the long term benefits of the evolving technology, one researcher suggested:
‘…something like the Access Grid would, in time become normal, like email or the telephone’ 
The drawbacks of the Access Grid environment in its current form seem to prevent popular take-up of the technology amongst humanities researchers. But the notion of video conferencing and the suggestion that ‘something like’ the Access Grid would become normal and indeed would be useful to the collaborative process was a widely held belief. One interviewee could clearly see the benefit of a hands-free environment ‘preferably at one’s desk with books and notes etc at hand’, enabling him to hold meetings with colleagues whilst surrounded by all of his research notes and materials. Others envisaged using video conferencing within the ‘virtual workspace’ (mentioned previously), fully integrating interactive and collaborative tools with face to face communication across the ‘Grid’ or web.
4.3.5. Services to address collaboration, cross searching and communication
In order to support the collaborative aspects of researchers’ work it will be important to coherently pull together virtual ‘workspaces’ such as those described above with communication tools and access to the distributed datasets and databases discussed previously. The culmination of these services should come together as one researcher stated, to:

‘…mediate the flow of work through the research cycle, from the capture of primary data through decipherment, initial analysis and identification of comparanda, discussion and review with colleagues and collaborators, to reintegration of acquired knowledge and its application to new primary data.’
Through a VRE it would be plausible, where possible, to pool resources, making databases, communication and annotation tools openly available to all, benefiting researchers by providing a consistent interface to commonly desired functionality. During the requirements gathering survey the following key elements of a ‘Virtual Workspace’ were identified by researchers as those most needed to support their work successfully enabling them to:

· Search across multiple, distributed data sets, images and text

· Select, store and organise items from the above, in a ‘personal workspace’

· Add annotations to these items to store personal thoughts and responses  

· Support collaboration by allowing multiple researchers in separate locations to share a common view of the workspace, in conjunction with real time communication via Chat, VoIP or desktop integration with AccessGrid

· Allow a collaborator to comment, point/highlight, discuss and annotate the items in the shared workspace
By way of supporting these needs, the VRE would be in a strong position to provide resources which would either be wholly applicable or at least in part useful to a diverse group of researchers across the different faculties of the division. It would be feasible to adapt existing services, build new components as necessary and to pull together tools which would enable a broad range of researchers to:
· Access high-quality images and images of documents in remote locations which have not been hitherto available to him or her

· Reassemble individual documents and images which have been fragmented and dispersed and, as far as possible to reconstruct their original context 

· Compare and collate related documents or corpora of texts

· Access all the bibliographical and other research tools necessary for understanding the document

· Use sophisticated IT tools and applications which allow the user to manipulate texts and images, in particular to enhance the images of damaged, abraded and otherwise illegible texts to the point where they can be read

· Communicate with other researchers virtually, in an environment which allows direct consultation and interaction between documents and scholars

· Collate and publish drafts of texts which can be linked to images of original documents and made widely available to scholars and the general public where appropriate

· Enhance the environment by contributing his or her own tools, knowledge and data for use by other scholars (subject to normal constraints of copyright, intellectual property etc.)

4.4. Archiving, repositories and dissemination
Many interviewees felt that there should be enhanced support for storing, publishing and archiving their work either on faculty web pages for open access or in a more secure area for their academic material. A number of interviewees felt that there was no ongoing support if they created their own web page and that it was a bit ‘hit and miss’ as to whether their faculty provided personal web space for researchers. One individual pointed out that the web could be used to good effect to ‘create a virtual community’, but currently many researchers have little or no information about themselves and their work on the web. 
Whilst some of these issues are very similar to those mentioned in section 4.2.1 of this report (Potential types of generic functionality), the survey showed that there is a further desire for researchers to have the option of putting material and publications onto their own personal space within the their faculty website and/or the VRE. Services addressing the more generic requirements could then draw supplementary information from these personal spaces as they are updated. 
Concerns were also raised regarding the transient nature of websites and resources which might be cited in a researcher’s work only to disappear, or to be edited or altered at some stage in the future. Some researchers felt reticent to use electronic journals, resources and some electronic formats as they might disappear over time, or the formats might not be readable in ten or twenty years time. One individual pointed out that humanities researchers are very different to those within the sciences where the emphasis is on publishing research quickly, with the likelihood that new research will take precedence within a relatively short period of time. The nature of humanities research makes it much more likely to be relevant over a broader timeframe and so the provenance of the citations and the longevity of the format are of great concern to the humanities researcher. Within the survey there was support both from library sources and academic researchers for more sites to be archived at regular intervals in order that provenance of a citation is not lost 
A number of times individuals asked about institutional repositories, or the subject of repositories came up in interviews. Although many researchers were unaware of the university’s current standing on the issue, many were interested by the idea that an institutional repository might be available in the future to store and archive their research material and felt that a humanities-based VRE should provide them with an uncomplicated entry point into such a system. Benefits of a repository were seen to be in promoting the divisions research material both to those within Oxford and externally. Equally a number of researchers felt that a repository would be beneficial to those researchers moving between universities and to those who might want to track an individual’s work.
5. User Scenarios
5.1. Existing User scenarios

The following are a number of user scenarios which go some way to representing the range of humanities researchers that have been interviewed by the project. The groups into which the scenarios have been organised loosely cover:
· Researchers who believe themselves to be non-technical
· Researchers who work internationally and collaboratively and are just discovering the benefits of technology
· Researchers who are technically minded and have significant involvement in digital projects
· Researchers actively seeking collaborations across subject and institutional boundaries
The scenarios are not intended to be representative of specific individuals; instead it is intended that each scenario give a sense of the common research issues which often arise within each of the above groupings. 

Prof. John Black 
John Black is a member of the Modern Languages faculty and specialises in 18th Century German. He mainly uses primary sources and spends a great deal of time in the library. He admits to using his computer as a ‘glorified typewriter’ and besides word processing, John only uses his computer for email and searching Google.
In recent years John has used the internet to find out about more ephemeral material including articles by journalists and lesser known authors, which in the past he may have missed. He finds signing up to email lists an annoyance due to the sheer amount of unwanted information that results. However he does find one list of particular interest and continues to subscribe to it. John is particularly keen to find out further information about grants and potential sources of funding, a concern which is common to most humanities researchers.
Dr Sheila Green 
Sheila Green currently works on a research project in a university library, cataloguing medieval 

manuscripts using local xml tools. She uses bibliographic tools and word processing packages extensively and is keen to be able to share her work easily and quickly with her colleagues and collaborators. 

Sheila works collaboratively with many researchers across the world, often co-writing books and papers with other scholars in her field. Typically she uses email and the telephone to communicate with collaborators, although recently she experienced an IRC Chat meeting which she found particularly useful. Sheila is interested in the idea of the Access Grid and even more so a personalized access grid, enabling her to stay at her own desk rather than carry books, notes and equipment to the university’s Access Grid Node. However, even if this were possible Sheila is concerned that her colleagues in other institutions may not have access to the same technology. 
Dr Simon Brown 
Simon Brown is a researcher within the Classics faculty specialising in ancient Greek inscriptions. He has been involved with many digitization projects, enabling resources to be made openly available for study. The use of IT is a significant part of the way in which his group is working and both Simon and his team actively seek new tools and IT services.

Simon often collaborates with other experts across the world and appreciates the benefits of 

technology in assisting with this. Simon is part of a small team who got together some years ago to scan and digitize an important demotic papyrus. Once digitized the team were able to group together around a computer screen to see what benefits digitization might bring. Far from the barely legible original, the images on the screen made the ‘script come to life’ and the team were able to make readings and suggestions freely. 
An early adopter of ICT in the humanities, Simon wants the tools to be able to work with digitised content, and to communicate easily with researchers across the world. Like Sheila Green though, he is concerned that his colleagues don’t have the same familiarity with ICT and although he actively seeks the latest tools, he tends to find relatively little of use at this time.
Prof. Mary White 
Mary White is a lecturer and artist in the Fine Art department. Her work is heavily influenced by science and electronics. She uses the internet and various software and graphic design tools, including Photoshop I-Movie and Macromedia Director extensively in her work. 
Mary is keen to work with others across subject and institutional boundaries and wants to know what researchers are doing elsewhere and how she might work with them. With this in mind she is keen on the notion of an ‘ideas pool’ where artists and interested parties can advertise their ideas and interests to one another. Equally she is keen to have access to information about other humanities researchers which would enable her to search across subject and (if possible) institutional boundaries to find researchers working in fields which interest her to progress her work.
5.2. VRE services to benefit users 
Based on the four user scenarios, the following table details some assumptions as to what tools and services might be of benefit to each of the individual researchers.  The table highlights both generic and more specific functionality which might play a part in a VRE based in the humanities. Beyond the table there is a ‘Blue Skies’ projection as to how the researchers’ might carry out their work once these and other complimentary systems are in place.
	
	Generic Services
	Collaborative/Cross Searching /Communication Services

	John Black

	· Database of researchers and research interests
· Centralised information regarding grants and funding

· Searchable lists of conferences and seminars
	

	Sheila Green

	
	· Communication tools e.g. Video conferencing/ Access Grid technology and chat facilities
· The ability to search across multiple, distributed data sets, images and text 
· The ability to work collaboratively on documents with version control and secure area to store documents

	Simon Brown

	· Database of researchers and research interests

· Centralised information regarding grants and funding


	· Communication tools e.g. Video conferencing/ Access Grid technology and chat facilities
· Tools to save texts/images, view, share and annotate private collection
· The ability to search across multiple, distributed data sets, images and text


	Mary White

	· Database of researchers and research interests

· Centralised information regarding grants and funding


	· The ability to search across multiple, distributed data sets, images and text


5.3. Projected User scenarios

Intended as an illustration only, the following scenarios describe the potential working practices of each of the four researchers once a fully established VRE is operational at Oxford in the humanities division.
John Black 

John Black has an idea for a new avenue of research and is keen to find out about sources of funding available to him. It has been brought to his attention that there is another researcher at Oxford working in a related field and John Black would like to find out more about this individual and their work. At his computer, the professor accesses the Research Discovery Service, and refines his search to the humanities division at Oxford, quickly finding what he wants. The service provides details of the related work and although similar in some ways the research is quite different in its aims. Using the contact information supplied, John picks up the telephone and arranges to meet the other researcher to introduce himself and to discuss any common ground over a coffee. 

After coffee John is keen to get to a five o’clock seminar being held at the Modern Languages Faculty. He was informed of the seminar by an email earlier in the day. The email had been generated by the university’s centralized conference and seminar facility, populated by each of the divisions including the humanities. Some time ago John had entered his research interests into the system and he now receives relevant notification of events straight to his inbox. 
Sheila Green 

Sheila Green is currently working on a new book with another scholar based in the US. As she begins to think about the structure of a new chapter Sheila opens a Skype window to see if her collaborator is online. Seeing that he is, Sheila puts on her headset and calls her colleague in the US, after a brief chat she accesses the VRE and opens the document on which she has been working, her colleague does the same and soon they can both see the same view. Talking through their Skype headsets and editing the document in real-time the two collaborators quickly thrash out a sensible structure for the next chapter of the book.

Later that day, Sheila is back in her office. Using the university wireless network, she uses her laptop to search the libraries digital catalogue for images to include in a presentation that she is to give next week at a conference about her research. As the catalogue is linked to related digital resources across all of the humanities disciplines she is able to jump seamlessly between the images, text archives and databases without leaving the library.
Moving into the library itself, Mary begins to think about the new book and the work she undertook that morning. Addressing some of the questions that arose, Sheila refers to a number of reference books which she takes from the shelves and brings back to a communal desk. Using her digital pen, Sheila jots down relevant points and draws a couple of sketchy diagrams for consideration later. Once back at her desk, Mary plugs the pen into its cradle which is directly linked to her laptop. As it contains sketches, she downloads the file as an image rather than having her words translated into text, once saved her notes are easily accessible for the next meeting about the book.
Simon Brown 
Simon Brown is using the ‘Virtual Workspace for the Study of Ancient Documents’ to note down some personal thoughts and ideas about a particularly damaged text which he recently digitized and has now enhanced within the workspace. His widely dispersed team have arranged a meeting later in the week in which they’ll get together within the virtual space and make readings of the text and offer ideas which they have had privately working in the same manner as Simon is today. As Simon notes down his thoughts and readings he saves a copy of the digitized document with his annotations in his personal section of the workspace, cross referencing his notes with earlier research work.
Later that week Simon meets with his team and they begin to discuss their thoughts and readings of the text, at times referring to images of similar published documents, accessed from scattered collections across the world. Within the workspace, Simon selects a section of the text, zooms in and points to some marks which had previously been undecipherable. Using a pointer and knowing that his colleagues can see the exact same view, he suggests a new reading speaking over his Skype headset and referring to his personal notes, which he has not made available to the others.
Mary White 
For a forthcoming exhibition, Mary has an idea for an installation piece in which individuals would be asked to interact with a computer providing seemingly random information about their day so far. Mary hopes that the installation would build up a body of information over the day, which could eventually be compiled into a much larger map containing the routes and timelines of everybody who visited the exhibition that day, providing a visual snap shot of activity. 
Using the Research Discovery Service, Mary starts to identify possible collaborators around the university. She is keen to enlist some programming expertise and feels that her project could have scope for expansion and be of interest to the Social Sciences. Similarly, Mary is keen to find a source of funding to enable her to carry out further research and consults the centralised database, provided by Research Services and accessed through the Humanities VRE. Here she finds a number of AHRC and Arts Council grants that might suit her needs, along with advice and support on how to put together her application and where she can get further support for her application within the university.       

For a lecture later in the week Mary searches across a wide range of datasets containing history of art images through the VRE. Able to enter just one search term and then to select which datasets to search, Mary quickly returns a page of relevant sources, which she saves in her personal area of the VRE for future reference. Once saved, Mary downloads a number of images and selects those most useful for the coming lecture. She then easily sends these from the VRE to the VLE, to enable her students to view the images prior to the lecture.
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User Requirements Survey – Relationship between tools and services requested by individuals and the faculty they represent:
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� Herald is Oxford University's email system.  Login to the web interface uses a Single Sign On system based on webauth with an "Oxford username". Most users refer to the system as their "herald" username.





PAGE  
20

