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Overview

The project has run for six months, from 12th May to 24th October 2003, employing the equivalent of one full-time investigator. Our overall aims and objectives were:

· To support good records management in the UK HE and FE community

· To support  the implementation of a digital preservation strategy for the HE and FE community

· To communicate the UEA experience to the HE and FE community
· To address the entirety of record types generated, whether hard copy, digital (born-digital and digitised from other media), or hybrid

· To investigate the issues surrounding the practical implementation of the revised Study of the Records Lifecycle with reference to the Research Function

· To identify issues raised by the use of electronic media and systems in the management and administration of the University's research activity

· To identify issues raised by the use of electronic media and systems in respect of content produced by the research process

· To communicate to the HE and FE community, in a report, our experiences, findings, and proposed solutions

· To produce a workable retention schedule for the Research Function

· To communicate to the HE and FE community, in a report, our experiences in applying the Study's Functional Model and developing the Research Records Retention Schedule.

From the UEA perspective, the project is integral to an ongoing rolling programme to develop a UEA records management policy and processes to assure its implementation. We were also expected to engage with related projects already under way or scheduled for 2003. These were: 

· A programme of work to assure UEA's capacity to meet its obligations under the Freedom of Information and Data Protection Acts 

· A feasibility study of an electronic document management system (EDMS) for the Research and Business Services Division 

· Development of an e-Science Research Data Module

· Development of an Institutional  Information Strategy

The Project Team consists of:

· Deirdre Sharp, Project Leader and Curator of Archive Collections and adviser on records management matters (half-time secondment funded by UEA)

· Harbir Singh, Research Assistant, and a research postgraduate in the School of Computing Sciences, UEA (part time appointment funded by JISC).

The project was directed first by the Director of Library, Learning and IT Services (DLLITS), UEA, Jean Steward, and latterly by the Information Framework project manager, David Palmer. (The Information Framework is the internal programme under which this project falls).  Internally, the project now answers to the Information Framework Board; initially an existing ad hoc Working Party on Records Management chaired by DLLITS served as the Project Board.

The Project team has been supported within UEA by technicians and IT specialists in the Information Services Directorate (ISD), the Research Services Manager and by stakeholder nominees, in particular the Research Administrators in the Schools of Computer Sciences and History. Externally, the project team has consulted with consultants from the UK Data Archive. We have also communicated with the Arts & Humanities Data Service (AHDS), and have greatly benefited from the pooled experience of the JISC HE and FE Records Management list <university-rms@jiscmail.ac.uk>.

In order to facilitate input from already over-worked staff, we made provision in our budget for reimbursements to departments for staff time devoted to working with us. We also made provision for buying-in expertise, both from internal and external sources.

Our project plan, which can be seen on the project website, broke the project up into three workpackages: setting up the infrastructure; testing the RRS; and the electronic studies.

To underpin the collaborative effort we created a project mailing list and set up a regime of fortnightly troubleshooting meetings. We have maintained a project log, and submitted monthly internal progress reports to the Project Director. An interim report on the project was submitted to JISC at the end of August and can be viewed on the project website.

The project has been run as two interconnecting strands, one piloting the RRS and the other looking at the electronic environment, and the management and preservation of electronic research datasets in particular. The first and larger part of this report describes the electronic studies strand and the detail of the process analyses that we undertook, the second the piloting of the RRS.

Our first task was to brief the stakeholders - key personnel concerned with the Research Function at UEA - on the aims and objectives of the project, and their role within it. A briefing meeting was held on June 4th. Thereafter the two strands of the project peeled off into their respective tasks.

Our work has focussed squarely on the UEA context. The activities and processes described are specific to this university. Where we make recommendations or suggestions, they are borne out of experience here but are believed to be worth sharing more widely. We make reference to one digital data management product, DSpace. We are supporting the proposal of a UEA colleague to pilot it here for the management of research data, as well as research output; this is not an endorsement of the product.

♦♦♦

Our findings

One-to-one interviews have been critical to us in achieving our objectives. They provide the space in which to get to know departmental staff, what they do, and how they do it. We have found that structured interviews are more effective (in our case they were structured around a process analysis, the datasets questionnaire, or the RRS).

We learned very quickly that we had to go to our stakeholders and carry out the groundwork on their territory.  We also learned that it can take a significant amount of time to identify the right people. Rarely is one person able to provide the complete picture.

The principal driver of the research function at UEA, from strategy development down, is the RAE. School research administrators whom we interviewed perceived the value of the RRS as an aid to the management of information needed for the RAE. Conversely, the high rating given to publication was cited by researchers as a factor in their giving a low priority to the fate of primary data.

Concerning the electronic studies

The picture is not as gloomy as we anticipated. There are already a number of community-wide repositories in existence with which datasets can be deposited, subject to quality review, and from whence expert advice is available. Examples are the UK Data Archive, the Arts and Humanities Data Service (AHDS), and the Natural Environmental Research Council's GANE programme. In the pipeline is a JISC e-Curation advisory service. 

We found widespread concern that criteria for evaluating datasets for long-term retention should be established; not everything is worthy of retention. A peer-review procedure would be welcomed.

There is rarely an obligation on projects to store of research datasets, which has resulted in a lack of experience in storing research datasets for long term access. Our interviewees indicated that the availability of guidelines for structuring research datasets for long term storage and/or suitable institutional support for the storage of research data would influence the level of interest in preservation. 

The ad hoc nature of research results in the absence of a lack of common practise, regarding both the generation and storage of research datasets. Standards already exist, but mediation is needed at institutional level if adherence to them is to be assured. It was pointed out to us that there would be a need for training if a departmental or institutional data preservation strategy were adopted. 

Preserving research datasets is not everywhere perceived to be a significant research activity; the effort and cost were judged not to be commensurate with the benefits. Even if datasets were stored, the level of likely demand at the micro level of research was questioned. 

Researchers fear losing ownership of their data if it is stored in an institutional or-extra-mural repository. They are also concerned that security may be inadequate to meet confidentiality obligations. Nevertheless, we recommend that the first option for preserving a dataset should be a reputable community repository. At institutional level we feel that storage provision should primarily be either within the framework of a distributed resource, or for the short-term, or for micro-level data. 

More critical for the institution, we suggest, is adequate IT support for ongoing research. For example, we found that many datasets surveyed are subsets imported from extra-mural repositories either for analysis or to serve as research tools. Over the period of a research project there may be a resulting short-term need for substantial computing power. 

The need was expressed for a system capable of storing research output in electronic form (this will be taken forward in the UEA Storage Area Network project).

Metadata storage problems were anticipated for some datatypes, for example electron micrographs.

The was a strong awareness of data preservation and re-use issues in the School of Medicine, where the researchers have perhaps had rather more experience in these areas. Data management was seen to be an important aspect of medical research projects. This school drew attention to problems in logging changes to datasets, due to the lack of a standard procedure. 

Interviewees took the opportunity to raise the issue of existing non-electronic data, pointing out that for some datasets this was desirable (this is being taken up post-project on behalf of one collection of research data).

Concerning the piloting of the RRS

Our experience confirms the validity of the statement in the preamble to the RRS that "The schedule applies to all types of document and all media". 

We suspect that implementing a Functional Activity Model demands more preparatory work than a records management system based on organisational structure. 

With a functional model, where responsibility for records is often distributed, it is essential to identify clearly at each location the person or unit responsible for the management of a given set of records.

We find that implementation of the RRS is better effected function-by-function rather than department-by-department.

We will deploy departmental-level schedules throughout for the Research function, and adopt the same approach for Teaching. For other functions, we will judge each according to need. We see the advantages of departmental schedules as focussing the attention of local record-keepers (who will not be records management professionals), encouraging in them a sense of ownership, and demonstrating to the flexibility of the RRS.

We have recommended preparation and permanent retention of a synopsis of each project, using the UK Data Archive description as a model.

Concerning process analysis

Process analysis has been critical to us in achieving our objectives.

It was relatively easier to identify activities in RSO, where personnel were wholly focussed on research administration. In schools, research diversity and decentralised functioning task was more difficult. Other difficulties faced included absence of members of faculty involved in research on leave, or busy organising a national conference, all the diversions associated with the start of a new academic year.
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BIC 

Business Innovation Centre

BIO

School of Biological Sciences

CMP

School of Computer Studies

CN

Confirmation Notice
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Electronic Document Management System
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HIS

School of History
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