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1. Introduction

1.1 QAA report

This identified that (para 7) . . . learning resources are adequate for the courses on offer with the exception of the University’s network which has not delivered a satisfactory performance at key times in the student calendar. Also that (para 25) . . . the University has endeavoured to gain significant advantage through their extended use of information technology; increasing dependency on this medium requires effective and reliable technology. The Developmental Engagement team noted the University is addressing this technicality that has been an issue, and recommends urgency in maintaining an effective network. Further, the DE team would encourage the University to enhance the relationship between the Information Services Organisation (ISO) and the Faculty to enable the Faculty’s specialised requirements to be better represented.

1.2 CAM Information Technology Strategy – June 2003

This document, available on the web, has provided a reference point for inputs to this paper.

1.3 Record of difficulties over recent years

There are auditable records of difficulties relating to student and staff usage of computer based systems over recent years. Judy Emms, a senior academic in Computing with the Open University, was brought in to “dummy run” preparations for the QAA visit and was critical of the set-up and predicted the QAA findings.

1.4 The way ahead

It is clear from the paragraphs 1.1, 1.2, 1.3 above that there is an ongoing problem. In spite of efforts from all sides to solve these problems, some remain. There is a clear need for a root and branch review of hardware, software and support systems needs to take us into the future.

1.5 Initial proposals

In light of the difficulties of arranging meetings of many staff at one time, Peter Hicks and Frank Margrave have spent considerable time generating the following assessment. This is simply a “vehicle for discussion” that will allow the Faculty to formulate a document for onward transmission. Inputs are now invited via HoDs, from their local working groups, also from members of both Faculty IT Committees and CAM Computer Committee in order that flesh can be put on the bones and, if necessary, the bones reformulated! The feeling is that a three year vision and associated plan is about the right model.

2. Background

2.1 Hardware

· The CAM area has a wide range of hardware on various sites. This covers the whole spectrum of “simple” to “sophisticated”. With the developments in Creative Technology more focus is coming to “high end” performance.

· The Electrical and Mechanical areas also have a range of hardware in Anglesea that cover word processing to “state of the art” industry standard software. The Electrical area also deals with significant amounts of computer hardware development and research; operating at the “cutting edge” in this area.

2.2 Software

The Faculty has to be able to educate students in the use and place of a huge range of applications software, and also some elements of systems software. At present, this is delivered through Windows Novell and Unix based systems.

2.3 Support staff

Both ISO and Faculty computer support staff work to deliver a viable service to the students and to the Faculty academic and administrative staff.

3.1 Key areas of difficulty

3.1 Erratic/poor server performance impacting on the learning experience of students. The availability of software at the point of delivery needs addressing.

3.2 “Start of the year” problems. This spans the changes made each summer to procedures/systems, through to a lack of testing of new/updated applications software in time for the semester start.

3.3 Student user accounts at start of the year. Timescales to provide these are getting better. There are plans for on-line registration, including issuing of user accounts, for October 2004.

3.4 Timetabling of computing activities. The effective forward planning of user needs to match room location needs further refinement.

3.5 Global system difficulties/downtime. These have visited the University at least once per yet recently and invite the question about the level of “built in resilience/redundancy” to University IT systems globally.

4. Associated Commentary

4.1 “Network” set-up

It is generally recognised that the network infrastructure is appropriate and robust. It delivers 100 Megabits full duplex to the desktop. The problems emanate from the servers and from the desktop configuration concepts.

4.2 Network management

It is argued by some that the concept of a “single tree” Novell netware environment and a “one size fits all” NaL approach is inappropriate for the diverse needs of students in the University. Greater resilience and responsiveness would be provided by a multi-tree environment.

4.3 Unix backbone

There are examples in other universities of moves to the utilisation of a Unix backbone, which services the client need according to logon profile. This needs considering in light of a 3 year timescale for developments. It is also argued that the “high-end” industrial standard software is better matched to delivery in the Unix environment.

4.4 Dual-system and dual-boot

In a context of considering Unix for the “high-end” applications environment, its place in a dual-system (Unix/Novell) or a dual-boot arrangement needs considering. The former is likely to be resource prohibitive but dual-boot to Unix or to Windows including Novell authentication warrants consideration.

4.5 Academic/Administrative needs

The student academic need is predominantly for “class-size” logon access to applications and to storage space, together with the facility for random student centred development work, information retrieval over the Web and report generation. The admin need is for random use of more basic applications, L, N drive and Web interfaces, and for access to corporate systems. Particularly in the Technology Faculty, there may be good reason to separate out these functions.

4.6 “Wireless” activities

For the next three years, the “wireless” technology available means that such activities will be a peripheral facility in relation to the capabilities required for many of the student activities.

4.7 Human Resources

It is recognised that some of the ideas for future developments have implications for staff needing to be trained in different technologies. This may indeed flag-up the likely future direction for some computer support, so should not be an impediment to the consideration of alternative strategies for the future.

4.8 Funding

The views of “Externals” have included surprise that computing students have not had greater exposure to “state of the art” systems (even at a level of email facilities for instance) and there is a need to carefully consider the resource needed to fund local and global upgrades. There may be a case for the education needs of Technology Faculty students to be singularly dealt with; in terms of hardware, system and applications software and systems configuration.

4.9 MLEs and Portals

The place and functionality of these in respect of student and staff support systems needs to be clearly mapped, because they could significantly impact on a three year development plan.

5. The Way Forward – a staged approach

5.1 Impact of QAA Report on Computing

This locates things at Faculty/ISO level and we will be expected to respond accordingly. The CAM Computer Committee has started work. Clearly, the present and future needs in Engineering are potentially closely linked to those in CAM, so it is sensible that their future needs within the Faculty fall into the work of this review. A significant enhancement should be the target for September 2004.

5.2 Faculty/ISO Communications

As a member of the Faculty Strategic IT Committee, the Director of ISO will receive this paper. Short-term developments at Department, Faculty and ISO levels need to be recorded, and it is suggested that the minutes of the two Faculty IT Committees are an appropriate way to formally report on the ongoing discussions and developments. Clearly, informal discussions need to be progressed between the Chair of Faculty Computer Committee and the Director of ISO.

5.3 The Faculty Needs

We have to formulate a “requirements specification” which forms the basis for a staged three year(?) plan to be discussed with ISO. It is suggested that the “bare bones” herein provide a start and that the requirements specification be progressed initially by a small Faculty working group. Once this is drafted, then the Faculty will be in a position to start discussions with ISO staff. There is a view that many of the identified difficulties of recent times could be overcome if there was a greater level of flexibility, redundancy and resilience in our computing systems. This fundamental need is a key contributor to Faculty three year planning for discussion with ISO.

5.4 A staged approach

5.4.1 The many features contained in this paper, and others to be input from Departments and ISO, should be transformed into a requirements specification. 

5.4.2 The following associated core targets should be considered:-

· Operational for September 2004:- A multi-tree Novell structure, with appropriate partitioning and redundancy inbuilt to provide greater resilience.

· Operational for September 2005:- A Unix backbone which services the client need according to logon profile.

5.4.3 The following logistical features should be identified by end May 2004:-

· Planned system upgrades and testing deadlines

· Planned software upgrades and testing deadlines

· On-line registration activities in September 2004 

· Timetabling user needs to match room location

6. Inputs from Departments and ISO

Reponses and additions to the broad-based content herein are requested by 22nd January, to be forwarded to Frank Margrave, Chair of Faculty Computer Committee.

