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Introduction

This Report details evaluation activities and conclusions from the second year/phase of the eLib AGORA Project, i.e. January 1st 1999 – March 10th 2000. It covers

· Evaluation of the progress of the Project

· Evaluation of the performance of the AGORA system

· Evaluation of the organisational and educational impact of the Project

Because of the stage of development of the project during the period under review the concentration of this report is on the first two of these aspects, but comments on the third are also included.

The overall objective of AGORA is:


To explore issues of distributed, mixed media information management based on an open standards-based platform. This objective includes developing the scalability, enabling infrastructure and change-management tools for successful widespread dissemination and implementation throughout the community.

Evaluation activity focuses not only on this Project objective, but also on:

· The contribution which AGORA makes to the achievement of eLib hybrid library, eLib Programme, JISC, HEFCs and community objectives;

· The organisational, managerial and user impacts of AGORA both within higher education in the UK and, potentially, across other sectors and beyond the UK itself.

Contribution to eLib and beyond

The ‘hybrid library’ strand of eLib is intended to be integrative and to contribute significantly to the development of libraries which offer a seamless approach to multi-format resource access. AGORA is designed to investigate the provision of the systems needed to enable this objective to be achieved by enabling multiple local and remote resources to be managed and accessed from a single, robust user interface. This design objective has not been challenged by the first two year’s work or by evaluation of that activity, and it is notable that there is a growing consensus in the community around these concepts. AGORA has a major role to play in testing and realising this concept. Looking at phase 3 eLib as a whole, it is not unreasonable to suggest that AGORA is on track to be one of the most useful projects both in terms of generally-applicable learning and in terms of understanding of the complex systems needed to support managed access to heterogeneous, networked resources. As part of the dissemination of this learning, involvement in further development of the Models Information Architecture has been a useful focus for members of the team.

Presentations of AGORA have demonstrated a keen interest in its approach by the community, and as a ‘product’ starts to become available it is expected that the contribution to eLib, and wider contributions, will be a focus of attention. It will be useful to monitor the take-up of AGORA’s learning and experience among projects funded under the JISC 5/99 Call for Proposals, since in design terms AGORA is well-suited to applications focussed on the use of ICTs in learning and teaching.

Process Issues

Staffing and team building

Staffing has been fairly stable during the period with no major problems created by loss of staff. Rosemary Russell went on maternity leave and her input was missed, but Bridget Robinson was able to take over her duties with only minor delays.

Meetings with the library associates, notably the lengthy and very full meeting held I April and the two day evaluation training event held in November, have ensured their full participation in the project and ensured that they are aware of the requirements on them.

Project Management Methodology

The attempt to use the PRINCE2 methodology was documented in last year’s evaluation report. During the current period this methodology was modified, although a number of features and some of the terminology were retained. The mismatch between a formal methodology such as PRINCE2 and the requirements of a JISC Programme office were, on the face of it, somewhat surprising. We would suggest that it would be useful for JISC to commission some work on formal project management methodologies to avoid similar situations arising in the future.

Process Management

The key document for the Project is the Requirements Catalogue, since this defines in considerable detail the functionality required. It is also a major deliverable to the Programme and has been extremely well-received by the community. This should be regarded as a major achievement.

Delays in Release 1 availability and installation are referred to in Section 4. In terms of process management these delays were well managed at project level with appropriate decisions made to minimise the overall impacts on the project. However, in terms of process evaluation, it is pertinent to suggest that timescales for implementation of release 1 products need to be timetabled more realistically.

Communications

The Project has generally managed to communicate between members well, and the monthly ‘Bulletin’ produced by the UKOLN partner is an example of good practice, not least because it reaches ‘passive’ members of the audience where a web site requires an active visit.

Communication has been improved in response to first year concerns although there remain some issues to be addressed.

· There was something of an hiatus in monthly bulletins (between 21st October 1999 and 7th February 2000) due to staff changes. Although information was exchanged within the project by email during this period, it was unfortunate that the ‘state-of-the-nation’ bi-monthly summaries were delayed during this crucial period;

· The BSCW (Basic Support for Collaborative Work) conferencing system was in use during the year, and in response to last year’s evaluation report a training session for associates was held in April. UKOLN also redesigned the workspace to make it easier to use. However the system was still not used consistently for all documents and some were duplicated within it. Most documents were in fact circulated as email attachments and there is some concern that as a result it was not always clear which was the definitive version.

· Version numbering was not consistent throughout the period, with at least one comment (early in the period under review) about that issue from the Programme office.

The project team maintained excellent relationships with the other eLib phase 3 project teams, and a number of joint meetings (e.g. on collection description) were held.

Project Progress

The Project Plan was approved by the eLib office after further iterations. As noted last year, much of the delay was caused by an attempt to run AGORA under the PRINCE2 methodology and subsequently to modify this only partially. While this was a useful learning experience for consortium members, it became apparent that it would not meet the eLib programme’s requirements and a considerable rewriting was required.

It was disappointing that the delivery of Release 1 of the system was delayed since this created a number of knock-on effects and meant that installation had to proceed at a very busy time of the academic year, and the system evaluation by partners had likewise to be rescheduled. In the end the first release was installed in accordance with the revised timescale at UEA in September.

It became apparent immediately after initial installation that further work would be required, to complete the configuration. This raised a process issue in that while effort had been expended on the system development there was clearly a gap between the developers’ assumptions and the implementers expectations. Configuration and entering target data took much longer than anticipated and was not completed to a stage enabling evaluation to commence until late October.

The net result of these delays meant that in effect the project had lost approximately four months during which Release 1 evaluation should have been ongoing. While not disastrous, this clearly created a requirement for replanning and rephasing of project work. This was agreed at a Board meeting in November and, as noted above, we believe that the problem was properly managed.

Further problems were experienced with installation at the Associate sites resulting in further slippage. In the end it was decided that a fully configured server would need to be shipped to each site: we understand the reasons for this and it was appropriate within the context of the project but it raised an issue about the scalability of the product with real-world library settings. This was discussed by the Team and it was noted that (a) in real world implementations organisations would be expected to provide or implement a well-managed platform on which to mount any HLMS, while (b) the future was in Application Service Provision (ASP) where servers and support would be centralised for any system.

Compliance testing was an intensive period of work which produced a detailed report. The process proved effective and the Release 1 Compliance Testing Report is a model of its kind. [Note: compliance testing is not covered in detail in this Report for that reason.]

AGORA Users

The core users are represented by project partners who continued to work together well as a group. The Project also brings together a heterogeneous set of library partners (‘associates’) representative of the spread of institutions across the UK. The commitment of these, entirely unfunded, participants is extremely valuable and tribute should be paid to their commitment and enthusiasm. It is also worth noting the added value received by AGORA (and eLib) from the wide range of other research and development activities in which partners are involved.

Release 1 evaluation proceeded by means of an initial two-day meeting for associates at MMU, followed up by the use of a template provided to Associates by UEA/CERLIM: this was well received and produced the desired feedback.

Service Providers

AGORA has initiated a number of meetings with service providers, which appear to have been positive and in many cases have led to useful discussions of issues and useful learning for participants.

The range of suppliers involved with AGORA demonstrates both a laudable effort on the Project team’s part and the interest which suppliers have in this area. An agreement with OCLC to enable access to a range of FirstSearch databases was an important indicator of supplier interest and commitment. We noted last year that we “were surprised to find that suppliers apparently have little interest in ‘branding’ their products” – from this year’s activity, and wider discussions outside the project, we would suggest that this will in fact be a major issue. Informal feedback from one supplier indicates that it could be a reason for denying Z39.50 access to networked services and we believe that this issue needs further exploration.

Technical Issues

The Project has taken care to address sustainability, cost-effectiveness and support issues within the design of the system. Most of the technical issues would appear to focus around the following themes (a list somewhat expanded from last year’s):

· Interoperability, and in particular the problems created by different implementations of Z39.50. These issues can also be broken down into two parts:

· Differing implementations of the Z39.50 standard by systems suppliers, both in terms of the extent of implementation and compliance. A particular problem was identified with the epixtech implementation in the Dynix Classic product;

· Differing content standards, making the interpretation, sorting and de-duplication of result sets difficult. The development of the Bath profile, to which staff involved in AGORA contributed, should be especially useful as a solution to this problem.

· Collection descriptions: AGORA personnel were involved in discussions with the RIDING consortium and with UKOLN on this issue and initially adopted a simple scheme based on the M25 Web Guide list of terms. It rapidly became apparent that this approach would not be sustainable and a broader approach was therefore adopted. This usefully demonstrated the teams flexibility and willingness to learn from experience and where necessary change direction.

· Terminology and the lack of agreed controlled vocabularies: discussions took place between AGORA and RIDING on this issue and a suitable, pragmatic approach was agreed.

· Authentication continues to be a major issue, especially as the development path for ATHENS was unclear during much of the year. The involvement by many of the partners in the EC PRIDE project provided an interesting gloss on these issues.

· The user interface, which raises a large range of issues, not all of them technical. User acceptance of any system is greatly affected by the interface and it will be necessary for considerable attention to be paid to this issue. Such work goes well beyond the scope of the present project.

Visibility and Dissemination

Dissemination activities are reported elsewhere and summarised in the Appendix. The number of presentations and papers featuring AGORA has been laudable and has helped generate interest across the community. A particularly useful piece of dissemination was the publishing of the Release 1 specification as a public deliverable. The challenge now will be to translate the interest generated in AGORA into active development and exploitation across the UK HE community and beyond. Future dissemination activity will need to include active demonstrations of the AGORA software and opportunities for discussion and advice for interested parties.

Interim Conclusions

AGORA has set itself a four-fold focus:

· Provision of a user framework

· Provision of an administrative framework

· Provision of supplier interfaces

· Communication and dissemination of experience and learning

From the perspective of the second year’s activities it would appear that useful progress is being made on all these fronts, and that integration of these foci is not being ignored. While there are lessons to be learned, as we have indicated, the project is well on course to achieving its objectives.

Some specific issues and conclusions can be noted at this stage:

· Installation and implementation of the complex suites of software for systems such as AGORA is inevitably complex, requiring considerable technical expertise, but libraries may not have access to all the expertise they need. The solution adopted in order to allow release 1 of Agora to be implemented was entirely appropriate for a project but points towards the kind of difficulties which libraries may experience when installing complex systems which require a high level of technical expertise.

· The management of local systems operating in complex networked environments is undoubtedly going to be an issue of increasing concern. The example of the problem encountered with the epixtech Dynix Classic product exemplifies the difficulties where maintenance effort is distributed among multiple vendors so that interoperability issues cannot readily be addressed by the local site. It is well-known that interoperability-oriented standards and protocols vary widely in their implementation and this causes difficulties – hence the development of the Bath Profile for Z39.50.

· The project will need to consider carefully the compliance testing of Release 2.

· The project’s concern over the mismatch between JISC’s requirements and a standard project management methodology should be highlighted with JISC with the suggestion that effort be expended on clarifying JISC requirements for projects and on identifying the reasons for this mismatch.

· The BSCW conferencing system needs to be used on a regular basis for users to develop familiarity. The concept is very useful, but it’s sporadic use by project partners only for AGORA means that sufficient familiarity does not accrue.

· The user interface issue is crucial, but while AGORA can undertake some work in this area it is a matter that needs to be addressed by drawing together the learning across eLib and beyond, and which will need to be a focus of work in future programmes. In particular, while AGORA is addressing many functionality issues, other areas - such as usability and perceived aesthetics - are not really within scope if resources are to focus on the project’s core aims.
Appendix A - Dissemination Highlights 99/00

· MODELS Meeting Sept. 99

· Institutional Web Managers Conference – Sept 99

· British Council Seminar – Loughbrough - Nov 99

· Presentation to LIDDAS Staff - Nov 99

· Collection level Description Meeting - Feb 00

· Libtech 2000 - (March) Greg Newton-Ingham presented an overview of Hybrid Libraries and a demonstration of Agora

· UCISA - User Support Conference 3/4/00 Presentation by Verity Brack entitled "The eLib programme - what next?" - this included an overview of Agora - progress and achievements to date.

· Russell, Rosemary & David Palmer “The Agora hybrid library project”,  ANGLES : Newsletter of the Anglian Libraries Information Exchange Scheme – Spring 2000

· Attendance at CLUMPS meeting Glasgow – April 00

· WWW9  -(May)  Amsterdam - Brian Kelly from UKOLN included information about Agora in his poster session - "Approaches to Indexing in the UK Higher Education Communities."

· Robinson, Bridget, David Palmer & Rosemary Russell, “Agora : from information maze to market” Ariadne, Issue 24 – June 00
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