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Simon Coles podcast 
 

Moderator Hello and welcome to this Jisc podcast interview.  In this series of interviews we’re 
chatting to teams from projects being funded by Jisc’s Research Data Spring project to 
find out more about what they’re developing.  Today I’m speaking to Simon from the 
University of Southampton who’s part of the team developing a project called CREAM.  
Hello Simon. 

Simon Coles Hi there. 

Moderator So could you introduce yourself first of all? 

Simon Coles My name’s Simon Coles.  I’m an Associate Professor as the University of Southampton 
and I’m based out of the Chemistry Department here. 

Moderator What do you do on the Research Data Spring project you’re working on Simon? 

Simon Coles Well I’m the notional PI, although we’re a collaborative project and most of us are equal, 
so I guess I’m the administrative lead and the figurehead, but it’s a team of people that 
work together.  I came to the Research Data Spring programme with a few ideas in 
mind and wanted to address this area, and met a bunch of people through the process 
that Jisc have been running who I collaborate with.  So we consider each other to be 
more or less equals, although I guess technically on the grant letter I’m the PI. 

Moderator Who else has been working with you on it then? 

Simon Coles So there are a number of colleagues of mine from Southampton; a couple of people 
who work as sub-contractors on the project who’ve been working in the area of 
knowledge management and digital recording of research outputs, Cerys Willoughby 
who got a PhD here or is just about to get a PhD here in Southampton and spent some 
time working at IBM prior to that, and Colin Bird who acts as our project manager if you 
like and he’s semi-retired but spent many, many years working with IBM as a 
knowledge management architect, although I can quite proudly say he’s actually a 
graduate chemist from the University of Southampton.  So there’s the home team in 
Southampton.   

 We work with a bunch of other people that we met up with through the programme so 
there’s some climate scientists, Mike Mineter and Magnus Hagdorn from Edinburgh 
and they bring the sort of natural environment and modelling of that to the party.  
There’s some people from STFC, so the Science Technology Facilities Council.  The 
STFC’s an organisation that provides large centralised facilities, so big particle 
accelerators and the likes for the UK scientific community, so they have a massive 
number of users.  Most of the people who use these facilities use them to capture very, 
very important and valuable research outputs, so there’s a whole team concerned with 
doing that and we’re engaged with those guys.   
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 So those are the sort of sciency side of things, but actually to balance out all the 
scientists we’re working with the University of the Arts London and our colleagues 
there, Iris and Thanasis, are looking into how to record what’s going through people’s 
minds, or the reasoning behind or the actions behind what artists do, both in the sort of 
written and sketched form but also in terms of sound as well.  So finally we have 
Graham Klyne who’s been involved in a number of projects over the years acting out of 
Oxford as an independent, and he is a technical whizz and is the guy who’s written the 
software which we use to do our modelling in. 

Moderator You’ve started to kind of talk a little bit about what the project’s doing, could you 
elaborate a little bit on exactly what your project’s [called 4.11] I said it’s CREAM, but 
could you explain what it’s going to do? 

Simon Coles The acronym spells out Collaborate for Research Enhancement using Active Metadata, 
which if you’re not in the know is still a little bit cryptic.  But the aim is that we’re 
looking at how various disciplines catalogue the information that they capture during 
the research generating process – how do they assign metadata, how do they index it if 
you like, so that we can kind of compare and contrast.  So hence it’s actually really very 
useful to have big facilities, chemists, climate scientists, artists, because quite 
deliberately we’re drawing on disciplines that do these things rather differently, so that 
helps in our comparing and contrasting.  So what we’re trying to do is look at how 
capturing the right kind of metadata as part of the process of doing the research can 
help you, well in a number of ways really, both through the research at the time and 
also record it for posterity if you like so that others can access and reuse it further down 
the line.  The aim is to draw out commonalities or examples of best practice so we can 
try and put together a bit of a map and say well this is how certain types of academic 
endeavour do things, and other people in other disciplines might do things rather 
differently but we’ve got a good example of how you could take these approaches.  
We’re looking to draw as much as possible on what’s already out there, but enable 
people who don’t have anything to hand to help them record what they do, to say, “Oh 
well there’s something that looks rather similar, I reckon that might work for me,” and 
have a sort of template for how they might do things.  In that way we tend to get a 
reasonable amount of standardisation, because the danger here is that every discipline 
goes off and does something subtly different from everybody else and we end up in 
rather a mess and we can’t work our way through it.  So the idea is for some examples 
of best practice and standards to kind of bubble to the surface and then for us to draw 
up a set of recommendations and say, “Well you guys have data or processes that look a 
bit like this.  This is how we would recommend you do things.” 

Moderator You mentioned that some of you found that you’re working in a bit of a mess cross-
discipline.  Was that what made you tackle the particular problem you’re looking at? 

Simon Coles That it’s interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary, absolutely, yeah indeed, and that’s the 
big way forward.  So that’s a rather more obvious challenge.  The slightly more subtle 
one is that not a lot of people think about recording the process of what they’re doing.  
Everyone focuses on the outputs, the end products, and how you arrive at those is often 
overlooked but how you arrive at them provides the context for those results, so it’s 
highly important.  Often you can’t even interpret results if you don’t know how they 
were generated and it can certainly be difficult to reproduce them or learn from what 
others have done.  So what we’re really trying to look at is recording of process and 
then, taking that concept one step further, we’d really like to understand how capturing 
at the point of creating can help drive and steer the process itself. 
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Moderator Was there a particular trigger project or did one of you have the idea to start to tackle 
this problem or was it something that you kind of came to collaboratively? 

Simon Coles There are a couple of trigger projects.  Ultimately we came to it collaboratively.  There 
were a couple of trigger projects.  So here in Southampton we spent a lot of time 
developing systems for general recording of research observations.  As chemists we call 
these things electronic lab notebooks and we did really try to develop things that were 
generic.  They’re more like digital research notebooks.  It’s kind of like Evernote on 
steroids and that’s what we were trying to do in Southampton, so provide a platform 
where people can record these things.  We actually came together with the guys in 
Edinburgh, the climate scientists, they’ve coined this term ‘active metadata’ or using 
metadata actively which was the idea, because in our lab notebooks here in 
Southampton we were just recording results and then kind of tagging records or 
associating metadata.  We were very aware of the fact that metadata was important 
stuff but weren’t really assigning it so much during the process of doing the work and 
hadn’t really thought about the fact that that could help us do the work.  So the guys 
from Edinburgh came up with that concept and it’s because when they do their climate 
modelling some of the answers they get inform the next step of the process if you like, 
and if you can make that more timely then the modelling process is a lot easier.   

 As it happens the guys from STFC needed to do that as well.  They have very big 
expensive equipment and if you can use it in a more efficient and timely way then 
everyone benefits and the Chancellor’s happy because the money’s being used 
appropriately for these whopping great big facilities.  This wasn’t an idea that was 
wholly cooked up in the Research Data Spring forum if you like.  We all came to this 
with pet projects or thoughts or ideas, and I guess what everybody said about this was, 
well we’re not going to get rich or fund massive amounts of research through doing this 
work - the money is reasonably paltry if you like - but it does get us all together and it 
does actually mean we talk about things in a different light and then we go back and it 
affects our own work.   

 So I’m working on a couple of other projects which are very much chemistry-focused, 
with big pharmaceutical companies on how they describe their data, and with the 
chemistry academic community as a whole on how they want to model their metadata 
and use it for communicating the results of their research outputs.  So even though it’s 
actually a fairly little programme, we’ve all sort of come to it with eyes wide open 
wanting to be involved because we see the benefit is much greater than the sum of the 
individual parts.  So we do it for love but it benefits what we get out of it in terms of 
what we do ourselves as well as the project itself.  So I think we’re doing a good job and 
getting good value for money. 

Moderator How have you found the process so far? 

Simon Coles That’s a very interesting question because it’s really quite a different process.  This idea 
of the sort of sandpit kind of environment where people who didn’t previously work 
together have kind of come together and tackled something they wouldn’t have done 
before.  I’ve been involved in some sandpits with sort of the other research councils and 
they were a little bit more formalised.  So the Jisc approach was a little bit more relaxed.  
It worked very well.  I have to say that I probably wouldn’t have ended up working, 
certainly with the folks at University Arts London, if I hadn’t have gone through the 
Research Data Spring process, so the idea of getting disparate people together in a 
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room and letting their imagination’s run wild and cook up projects to do worked really 
quite well.  I’ve really enjoyed that and benefited from it. 

Moderator How do you think your project is going to benefit people working in research? 

Simon Coles Well by providing a set of exemplars or examples of best practice, and giving people a 
method by which they can kind of say, “Well this is what I’ve got and it looks kind of like 
that which  you have given as an example,” means a number of things actually.  So 
those who are building digital systems for researchers will have a good starting 
template and will know that other people are using the same template, so we’re all kind 
of singing from the same hymn sheet if you like, so that’s quite important.  It helps the 
developers know that they’re setting out on the right track and doing things in the way 
which others are.  Those actually doing the research work, one hopes that their work 
will be facilitated quite significantly.  As you go you are learning new directions or 
thinking about new directions that you could go in on the fly, so being able to provide 
people with those kind of new tools or flexibility to do their research is important.  Also, 
once they’ve got their final products of research, they don’t have to spend hours kind of 
uploading them to repositories and signing metadata and all that kind of stuff because 
it’s happened during the course of the process.  So their lives would be made very much 
easier because this kind of happens under the hood and provides those new 
opportunities.  Also, for those reusing data on research outputs, they know what they’re 
getting.  They know what they’re looking at.  So it really should provide a really good 
basis for sharing, reuse, reusability and reproducibility.   

Moderator Has it changed the way that you do your research? 

Simon Coles It’s beginning to change the way I think about what we should do.  I’ve been thinking a 
long time about recording process because it’s rather frustrating.  Somebody can hand 
you a bunch of files on a memory stick and you have no idea how those things came 
into being, so you’re kind of second guessing what’s gone on.  So I’ve got a long time 
been thinking about how we could better record process, by talking to others that is 
enabling me to see how we might do that.  But the really new thing that I got was this 
concept of using the metadata actively.  Rather than inscribing something on the 
tombstone of the data saying, “Here lieth the data, it was known for this period of 
time,” that kind of stuff, you’re able to actually make that metadata work for you and 
help you.  And that concept was relatively a revelation to me actually.  

 So I wouldn’t say that it’s changing the way I do my research right now, but I think it 
surely has the potential to.  I’m a little bit of an oddball in that I sort of have two 
research lives.  I do my research, my chemistry stuff, and also I like to research on how 
that chemistry information is actually used, so sort of a double-sided look on things.  So 
in terms of thinking about the research into handling chemical information, knowledge 
management, that kind of stuff, then yes, it is beginning to change my thinking, so I’ll 
surely write academic papers about using metadata actively in the near future. 

Moderator You mentioned that there’s two sides to the work that you do in some respects.  How 
has working with people in arts changed your perspective on things? 

Simon Coles That’s an interesting question.  I don’t think I’ve been going long enough for them to 
change my perspective, but I appreciate that there’s a different perspective that’s not 
science. 
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Moderator Do you think the feeling’s mutual?  Do you find that people who are working in a 
completely different discipline or a completely different area to you are seeking new 
information from you and being influenced by perhaps your more science perspective? 

Simon Coles Potentially yes.  I think we have a lot to learn from each other.  We’re still at that sort of 
early feeling the way kind of stage, so I think we’ve just got passed the, “You say 
tomato, I say tomato,” stage of the project where we’re understanding the vocabulary 
each other are using and realising when we’re saying the same thing but effectively 
mean something different or vice versa.  So I think we’re just getting beyond that stage 
and I’m hoping that, yes, we will be able to learn from each other by understanding the 
different sort of perspectives and approaches that you have coming from very radically 
different areas. 

Moderator I suppose it’s a project like this that would particularly bring those kind of people 
together?  You said that you wouldn’t normally have a lot of contact with people in very 
different disciplines to you.  Is that one of the benefits of it? 

Simon Coles Oh yeah, it is, yeah, yeah, it is enlightening.  As I say I think indirectly that’s what I was 
saying.  I realise that there are people out there who have different perspectives than 
scientists.  I work with people across all of chemistry and deep into engineering and 
materials and physical sciences, and even biological and medical sciences, but I’ve never 
really stepped over to the more social science or arts side and it is a really different way 
of looking at the world which is important.  You should stand back every once in a while 
and look at the world in a different light. 

Moderator You’ve talked a little bit about you’re kind of at the stage where you’ve kind of got a 
shared language now and you’re starting to develop your ideas.  Can you be a bit more 
specific about where you are in the project and what your next step is? 

Simon Coles Yeah, I can.  So for the first three months, so we’ve effectively got to the end of the first 
three months stage and are just starting to get into the second stage which will be 
about four months.  So in the first stage we all got together and we tried to grapple 
with, “So what have we let ourselves in for?  What does this active metadata or using 
metadata actively concept mean?”  A lot of us had only actually been talking about it in 
the same room for a couple of hours kind of thing.  So the first meetings were kind of 
interesting, there was a lot of brainstorming and working out what terms meant.  Then 
basically we threw our examples into the middle of the ring, so it was like, “Okay what 
do you do?  Give us an example of what you do, what you do, what you do, what you 
do.”  Graham Klyne, who’s one of the more computer science focused guys in the team, 
had a system that we could potentially use to model the metadata that was coming out 
of the different disciplines.  So that’s what we did in the first stage, is just took what we 
had to hand and put it into his system that started modelling metadata, and that’s 
effectively where we got to at the end of that project.   

 So now we’ve been able to sit down and analyse and say, “Right okay, so what do we 
now need to actually do in terms of developing case studies that are actually useful?” 
We’ve managed to identify those case studies and we’re just sort of embarking on the 
road to collecting the right kind of metadata to model in this system so that it’s actually 
useful.  We’ve got about five different case studies that we’re going to work up over the 
next three and a half/ four months so that we really can compare and contrast.  Once 
we’ve got them into this system that Graham uses for modelling the metadata, then 
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the comparing and contrasting can really begin, and that’s where we draw out the 
commonalities from how potentially disparate disciplines do this. 

Moderator What kind of things are you looking at? 

Simon Coles So we are looking at people doing imaging at central facilities, so that’s using particle 
accelerators to zap samples and try and directly [inaudible 21.20].  It’s a bit like you 
going to the hospital and having an x-ray but we’re doing it on very small samples and 
we can look at doing that real-time.  So these experiments take a few seconds or a 
minute or two and you want to know the results of them to help guide you how to do 
the next step of the experiment, and you’re using a £400m machine that costs tens of 
thousands of pounds a day to use, so that’s the kind of central facilities perspective.   

 We’re doing some climate modelling use case as well, and that’s literally how the results 
of one simulation of a part of the ecosystem if you like can feed into a bigger model or 
can help understand how other parts of that ecosystem interact with each other.   

 Then we’re doing one based on sound research out of the University of the Arts and 
that’s where my knowledge starts to fade a bit.  Graham has been down to the 
University Arts London and been talking to the guys there trying to understand the 
process of how they go through the process of developing new pieces and 
understanding existing pieces.  So we’ve shifted from artists on canvas, which we’ll 
come back to, to actually sound art and how that is put together and recorded and how 
we can help drive that process.  So those are the three areas that we’re immediately 
working on right now. 

Moderator Great, thank you.  And what next?  Once you’ve run the case studies and you’ve started 
to work them up with the process that you’ve got in place now, what’s the next stage?  
Are you stopping them at that point or will they continue to use your methodologies 
and you’ll let them run?  At what point do you call closure to it? 

Simon Coles Well it’s a modelling process, so I’d hope at the end of this three months we’ve kind of 
put closure to the fact that we’ve kind of analysed what’s come out of that process, got 
it into a system where we can compare it with other processes.  So at that stage I guess 
we would put closure on that as a use case or a case study.  We’re going to write those 
case studies up and have a sort of framework to write them up within so that each one 
is comparable and well documented, and only when we get to that stage will we know 
whether we’ve got three, four, five case studies that are all the same, drawing on new 
things or bringing new things to the party, and whether they’ll act as good exemplars of 
ways of doing things.  So that’s where we expect to be at the end of this second phase 
and then, with good luck and a following wind, hopefully we’ll get a third phase funding 
where we’ll be able to draw in the much wider community and say, “Well look, we’ve 
got these case studies.  What do you do?  Does it look like any of these?” and we’ll have 
a much better idea of how we can model these things.  We should be able to do it fairly 
quickly and we’ll have a framework within which we can do it. 

Moderator So how will you know that the whole project’s been a success overall do you think? 

Simon Coles Well ultimately we would actually … So this platform that Graham Klyne has developed 
is called Analyst and the idea is that you could actually say, “Well this is the metadata 
that I collect.  This is the kind of process.  This is how the metadata is all related,” and it 



 

 
7 

 

 

essentially gives you a model scheme.  A measure of success would be that people not 
involved with the CREAM project directly would be able to use this platform, plug their 
metadata into it and say, “Oh this is the scheme of my metadata,” and then kind of look 
up against our case studies and say, “Oh it looks like that and this is how these guys go 
about things.”  So our success indicators I think would be people being able to use that 
analyst system.  It is being developed as we speak if you like.  It was a prototypical idea 
when we started this project and it’s being developed as a result of going through the 
Research Data Spring process.  Hopefully it’ll be usable out the other side, so our 
success indicators would be that people would be using it and beginning to adopt our 
recommendations or being able to see where the best practice for their kind of data is. 

Moderator Great, thank you.  You’ve been involved with the project for a little while now.  From its 
inception you’ve kind of been rolled up in all of it.  If I was to ask you to bring it all 
together in just three words how would you describe it? 

Simon Coles Right I’m going to use a bit of alliteration.  Metadata means more. 

Moderator Is that printed on t-shirts anywhere? 

Simon Coles No, but it could be. 

Moderator It has to be doesn’t it? 

Simon Coles That is a little bit kind of off the fly.  I did get an email from Colin Bird, who’s the project 
manager [at UCC 26.51] and that was his suggestion.  So that is a strapline that we 
could definitely use.  Our sort of strapline, although it’s perhaps slightly longer than a 
normal strapline, is that CREAM makes your research more effective, agile and timely. 

Moderator If I can ask you a really silly question, if your project was an animal what do you think it 
would be? 

Simon Coles That’s actually quite fun.  I like that one.  It’s an octopus because we want our tentacles 
to reach far and wide into all sorts of different nooks and crannies if you like, but it’s a 
slippery creature to get hold of. 

Moderator And has anything become like the really hated thing that nobody wants to do, or is that 
podcasts? 

Simon Coles I have to say that I think, yeah I’m normally the one that’s pushed into the limelight.  I’m 
kind of used to being told to get out there and talk.  We’ve got plenty of different 
characters in the team, but mostly they’re a good set of technical backroom guys and 
I’m just the idiot at the front of the ship. 

Moderator A self-deprecating close to our interview with Simon Coles from the CREAM project 
that’s part of Jisc’s Research Data Spring project.  If you’d like to find out more about 
the project all the information is on Jisc’s website.  Just look for Research Data Spring to 
find the project pages. 

[ENDS] 


