

OUCS embodies the themes of quality, reliability and dynamic development. This review of 2010 summarises and celebrates the continuing achievements by OUCS staff in delivering high-quality reliable services, supporting the Information Technology needs of the collegiate University as cost-effectively as possible, and adjusting to new demands. During the year, substantial projects were implemented successfully, exciting new opportunities emerged and the role of OUCS in the collegiate University continued to expand. At the same time, the quality of the core services on which everyone who works or studies in the University depends was sustained and improved; the backbone network was available to users more than 99.999% of the time.
This review is in eight sections, each of which offers a glimpse into the essence of OUCS. Each section is designed as a stand-alone snapshot of the contribution that OUCS makes to the collegiate University.
A particular highlight of the year was bringing Nexus – the University-wide email and calendaring system, with a documentation facility designed for effective collaborative working – into full production; across the University there are now more than 35,000 active accounts. Another example was making lectures, presentations, tutorials and other University content accessible to the world through the University podcasting service and iTunesU; the latter successful service has expanded so there are now between 75,000 and 100,000 downloads of University material every week.
The year also saw imaginative innovation that will lead to exciting new services and resources for Oxford. For example, a new University Shared Data Centre (USDC) has been built as part of the new Oxford Molecular Pathology Institute; it was handed over to OUCS at the end of the year, and will be commissioned in mid-2011. It is a state-of-the-art facility designed to be as energy efficient as possible in order to reduce power usage and to minimise greenhouse gas emissions. The USDC will ensure capacity, resilience and energy efficiency for mission-critical ICT services; it will provide shared infrastructure services for divisions, departments and colleges that require server or application hosting facilities; and it will provide an interface to a Higher Education cloud. A further example of an important new development is the Information Security Best Practice project that works in collaboration with local IT staff to ensure our devolved Information Technology environment is as secure as possible.
I hope you find this record of the highlights of the year stimulating. OUCS strives to serve the collegiate University in a way that is not only reliable and cost-effective, but also innovative and inspirational. As you read this review you may have thoughts about ways OUCS can meet your needs even better in the future; I would be delighted to receive your feedback and guidance.

Professor Paul W. Jeffreys

OUCS is the main IT provider across the University of Oxford. In collaboration with other central IT providers and local IT staff in colleges, departments and faculties, OUCS delivers IT to all students and staff throughout the collegiate University. The devolved nature of the University, with almost twice as many local IT staff as central staff, offers unique opportunities for innovation, as well as challenges in the effective delivery, cost effectiveness and co-ordination of IT.
In 2010, significant areas of IT delivery included expansion of the wireless network across Oxford, substantial upgrading to the new VoIP telephone system, and the impressive achievement of migration to the new email, calendaring and collaboration service – Nexus.
‘Nexus: ‘A central point or point of convergence; a focus; a meeting-place.’ (OED)’

Nexus is the University’s new suite of software applications which combines an email and calendaring system with a documentation and collaboration service designed for effective group working. It has been developed specifically for the complexities of the Oxford devolved environment, and includes a global address list which gives users access to the email address of everyone who works or studies at the University. The facility to collaborate online by sharing documents, discussions and managed workflow enables the co-ordination of research group activities, project management and the efficient support of committees. Nexus has been delivered in response to a consultation carried out during the preparation of the ICT Strategic Plan which identified an integrated service of this kind as the highest priority for the collegiate University.
During 2010, OUCS successfully migrated nearly 45,000 Herald accounts to Nexus. This involved commissioning substantial hardware across two sites, extensive testing, and the development of clear, accessible guidance materials to ensure the process was as problem-free as possible. The migration was achieved in close collaboration with IT staff across the University. The engagement of local staff was essential since they have a better understanding of their users and could therefore identify the most convenient time to migrate them to Nexus.
Delivering a new service for the collegiate University, with technology OUCS had not previously supported on this scale, on schedule and within budget was a substantial technical and logistical achievement for the department. The smooth migration of so many diverse users from across the University demonstrates the considerable planning and project management skills of OUCS staff.

Comprehensive wireless coverage across University premises was the second highest IT requirement voiced by staff and students during the ICT Strategic Plan consultation, as well as needed by the many visitors to the University. OUCS is addressing this requirement through the three-year OWL (Oxford Wireless LAN) Phase 2 project which is due to be completed in July 2011.
The devolved nature of the University means that each department, faculty and college decides for itself whether to provide wireless networking and then calls on OUCS to supply the supporting infrastructure. During the last year, the provision of access points was increased to 600 and now covers public areas such as meeting rooms, libraries, lecture rooms and reception areas across the University and beyond. The OWL architecture ensures that users have a coherent service – with the same authentication – as they move from one area to another. Not only is this unified provision more convenient for users than a piecemeal approach, it also substantially reduces operational overheads.

OUCS continues to upgrade old analogue telephones to the new VoIP (Voice over Internet Protocol) service as part of an ongoing plan to move to a modern, feature-rich telephone provision. VoIP offers additional features, since it integrates network technologies with telephony, and it reduces call costs – in fact where remote callers have access to an Internet connection, calls are free.
Basic VoIP handsets have four-line display screens which add functionality by showing the calling number and providing prompts to help with call transfer, conferencing calling and callback.
In 2009-10, there were 3,925,306 incoming and 4,154,054 outgoing calls between the University and the outside world, as well as 9,524,064 internal calls around the network.
All new VoIP telephones are configured to use voicemail by default. The University telephone directory is available from handsets and can be used as a look-up of internal numbers; further programming work is being undertaken to incorporate a VoIP extension within the Nexus Contacts database so that users can dial a Nexus contact from their desktop handset.
Voice cables in the roads across Oxford carried over 1.7 million calls in the last year.
OUCS has overall responsibility for operating, developing and supporting the University’s primary computing infrastructure and services. These include the network backbone and its external connections; central email (Nexus), web, news and backup servers; and other core University-wide support services, such as access management, security and anti-virus support. In order for the University of Oxford to compete with the world’s best universities, a resilient, robust and reliable infrastructure is essential. This is delivered by OUCS in collaboration with other central IT providers and local IT staff.

From Begbroke north of Oxford to Osney in the west, the ring road to the south and Headington in the east, the network that serves the University delivers a service 24 hours a day, every day of the year. This is one of the largest private networks in the UK and it is the essential connectivity on which all other infrastructure services at the University are built, so it is crucially important that it is reliable and effective. To ensure that the network has inbuilt resilience, OUCS has developed a double-star configuration to replicate routes and power supplies. If, for instance, a digger were to cut through a cable somewhere in the main network, there are alternative cabling routes that can bypass the break point.

The University Shared Data Centre (USDC), which has been built in the basement of the new Oxford Molecular Pathology Institute site over the last three years, is due to be fitted out as a provider of shared infrastructure services from mid-2011. It will offer users across the University the possibility of an energy-efficient, purpose-built secure facility which provides cost-effective storage and servers. Together with the existing Data Centre in OUCS, these facilities will provide crucial dual-site resilience to ensure ‘failover’ for key services: if one site becomes unavailable, the other can maintain continuity. This is a key element in the OUCS resilience provision.
The overall vision is for the USDC to provide a shared facility for colleges, faculties and departments, as well as for central ICT service providers and mission-critical services. It will offer a suite of shared services, including ‘virtual’ servers, standards-based rack hosting, co-location facilities and managed services. Rather than needing their own physical server or data storage, with all the accompanying servicing and resilience issues, departments, faculties and colleges will be able to deliver services from ‘virtual’ infrastructure housed within the USDC. There will be a number of options from simply hosting hardware in the USDC; operating the service on virtualised servers; through to OUCS delivering a fully managed service for the local unit. Furthermore, it is anticipated that consideration will be given, case-by-case, as to whether or not a particular requirement would be best met through the use of external cloud compute and datastorage services.
‘The new Shared Data Centre offers the collegiate University a remarkable opportunity to run some of its own IT services, or have IT services operated and managed from a state-of-the-art location designed and built to deliver services that are power-efficient, reliable and cost effective.’ (William James, Professor of Virology at the Sir William Dunn School of Pathology)
OUCS endeavours to achieve a secure IT environment for the University of Oxford. It monitors the network, identifies vulnerabilities, provides secure methods for authentication and authorisation, and collaborates with local IT staff to ensure appropriate IT security policies are in place. Over the last year, the Information Security Best Practice project has been launched; it has already developed a series of draft policies which are designed to promote the best possible security across the entire network.
Almost everyone who works or studies at the University is supported – directly or indirectly – by the Hierarchical File Server (HFS). It either directly backs up their desktop or laptop, or it provides a backup service for their departmental or college server, so it is integral to business continuity and disaster recovery provision across the University.
OUCS is on the front line in the challenge of managing an escalating volume of data. The HFS provides central, large-scale facilities to secure copies of digital information; it is the long-term file-storage service for the University’s valuable digital assets, such as the output of data-intensive research and major digitisation projects.
HFS users described the service as: ‘like water from a tap – always there’ and the ‘life-saving advice’ as ‘awesome’.
The HFS is subject to consistent demands to grow in order to meet the escalating number of client users (central and local IT services, research projects, departments, colleges, staff and researchers) who need to secure an increasing amount of data against loss, corruption or physical disaster. To control this rapid growth, OUCS policy is to secure only the data that need to be protected; this means operating a proactive policy to ensure that data files are not unnecessarily backed up and that redundant pieces of data are removed efficiently. Despite this, the total volume of data backed up during 2010 was double that of the previous year; not only are more files being stored, the files are getting bigger year by year. A project currently underway will lay foundations for the future by re-designing the HFS so that it is able to manage the annual doubling in demand.

OUCS is the hub at the centre of Oxford’s IT ‘ecosystem’ and brings coherence to the devolved infrastructure through the way it works with local staff. Close collaboration is essential in order to achieve the benefits of flexible local support which is underpinned by the provision of reliable OUCS infrastructure and services. This interrelationship is critical to the functioning of the University.
(Networked Systems Management Service)
NSMS is a team within OUCS that works with departments, colleges and associated institutions across the University to deliver professional chargeable services flexibly and effectively. While OUCS delivers corporate services for the whole University, NSMS complements this by offering bespoke services where specific needs are identified.
NSMS offers a wide range of services including:
NSMS set up, configured and continues to manage the virtual infrastructure used by BSP and the ICT ST to provide virtualised services for the collegiate University.
NSMS manages 21 firewalls for a range of colleges and departments and provides Mac support for the OUCS lecture theatres and the Botanic Gardens, amongst others.
work in colleges, departments and other University institutions such as museums and libraries.
Local IT staff are able to respond quickly and flexibly to the IT needs in their college, department or faculty because they have built relationships and developed specialised local knowledge. In many cases, such as the Nexus email and calendaring service, OUCS builds and commissions the service, while local IT staff work with users in its implementation.
OUCS delivered a framework to build University-wide wireless facilities and is implementing wireless functionality in public spaces, while local IT staff deliver wireless within their units.
The close partnership between OUCS and local IT staff is crucial to the coherence of the IT ‘ecosystem’ at Oxford. This is fostered through IT Support Staff Services (ITS3) within OUCS, where IT staff across the University exchange best practice and organise shared events and training courses.
The ICT Forum (ICTF) provides a framework for the more than 600 IT staff in the University to work as a cohesive and supportive professional body. It promotes a culture of collective responsibility and the full involvement of IT staff in both the strategic development and day-to-day running of IT in the collegiate University.
The ICT Support Team provides desktop IT support services to UAS, the Bodleian Libraries and OUCS. ICT ST is responsible for a common, consistent computing environment that is responsive to the core needs and priorities of the three departments.
The Bodleian Libraries work with OUCS on a range of data management projects and training programmes for researchers.
University Administration and Services
OUCS collaborates closely with departments within UAS to ensure their enterprise services are delivered effectively, in particular with respect to authentication and authorisation. One example is single sign-on which allows users to access a range of services from different sources within the University without the need to sign on many times or use separate passwords.
(Business Services and Projects) delivers, hosts and supports business systems to the central University Administration (UAS)
BSP is responsible for delivering business-critical services to UAS, many of which are underpinned by OUCS infrastructure. Clearly, close collaboration between the two departments is crucial to the University.
OUCS provides tools for the management of research data and for collaboration between researchers, while Research Services provide the administrative support for Oxford’s researchers. Through the EIDCSR project (see Support section), the two departments worked together – and with the Bodleian Libraries and others – to create the Research Data Management website and to draft policy for the management of research data generated within the University.
The Research Skills Toolkit website offers a selection of IT tools and online services to help researchers in their work. It complements a series of live events run jointly by OUCS, the Bodleian Libraries and the University’s Career Service.
The Alumni email project will provide all students leaving the University with an Oxford alumni email address for life. OUCS recognised that the best solution would be to deliver this using an outsourced (and totally free) service provided by Microsoft – ‘Live@edu’ – and worked closely with the Alumni Office to agree the contractual details.
Emma Potts is the head of student administration at Oxford, and testifies to the organisational payback of investment in single sign-on.
‘It has been of considerable benefit to staff and students using student systems across the University. Single sign-on has enhanced not only their experience of using these systems (in using the same credentials that they use for other applications) but it has also reduced significantly the number of enquiries from users. We estimate that the reduction in enquiries from students alone has amounted to a 0.5 FTE staff saving.’ (Access Unlimited, Access Protected: Improving and extending service delivery through federated access management, JISC)

The mission of OUCS is to provide high-quality and cost-effective IT services that meet the needs of the University and its members. In order to fulfil this mission, OUCS listens to the needs of users, gives accurate specifications of the services provided, and puts in place effective governance to ensure that requirements are met within an agreed financial framework and according to University priorities.

An effective dialogue underpins the way OUCS meets the needs of the collegiate University and understands the issues that users face in their day-to-day work and study. This interaction is mainly achieved through the various committees where OUCS staff meet representatives of the divisions, colleges, departments and students. The committees appoint working groups where OUCS develops close links with key users and other IT staff, and there is collaboration on projects, strategy and implementation (for example, the Nexus implementation - see ‘Delivery’ section).
OUCS offers representatives to attend college, divisional, departmental and faculty IT committees. This opens a dialogue about IT issues and enables OUCS to understand needs and concerns across the University.
The Head of Department and other OUCS senior management are members of, or attend, a number of University committees, in particular the ICT sub-committee of the Planning and Resource Allocation Committee (PICT). This is the key committee that is responsible for the governance of IT within the University and ensures that OUCS delivers appropriate, resilient, cost-effective services. PICT sets the strategic priorities for OUCS and is responsible for the delivery of the IT development programme.
An initial request from the Mathematical, Physical and Life Sciences (MPLS) division’s Doctoral Training Centre led to a collaboration between OUCS, MPLS and the Social Sciences Division, funded through PICT, which resulted in a new course enrolment system for graduate students in those divisions.
The Head of Department and other members of OUCS senior management also attend the OUCS Management Committee which oversees OUCS activities, particularly its service delivery. As with PICT, each division is represented and can therefore influence the strategic direction taken by OUCS.
OUCS is regularly called upon to undertake IT reviews of departments and colleges in acknowledgement of its expertise and understanding of the computing environment. Over the last year, following a request by the Humanities division, OUCS conducted a review of the IT requirements of the division and its faculties. The report made 26 recommendations which, when implemented, will result in improved delivery of IT within the division.
OUCS also listens to users by undertaking questionnaires and surveys, including the Freshers’ Survey at the beginning of each academic year, regular questionnaires about training courses and services, and case studies about, for instance, the uses of technology to assist teaching and learning.

OUCS maintains a full set of Service Level Descriptions (SLDs) for all its services, together with an SLD for the department as a whole. Each SLD outlines the service provided, OUCS’s responsibilities (hours of service, targets, resilience, support, training), the client’s responsibilities (‘client’ is defined separately for each service, but usually means either the individual user or a department/faculty) and any ‘premium’ services (i.e. chargeable services beyond the free provision). The SLDs act as points of reference for the discussion of changes and for units to operate complementary local services. They are reviewed annually by the OUCS Management Committee.
The most significant consultation with users over recent years was undertaken over a six-month period with the purpose of guiding the overall direction of IT provision. The key issues addressed were concerned with:
The consultation resulted in the ICT Strategic Plan which established priorities for investment and which were further refined by PICT into four top priorities: a University-wide email/calendaring service; roll-out of wireless; a shared data centre; and increased resilience for networks. All of these OUCS has delivered.
The first principle underlying the development of the ICT Strategic Plan is ‘the prioritization and development of ICT services driven by Oxford’s teaching, learning, research, and administrative requirements, whilst ensuring that the provision of ICT services is both flexible and responsive as requirements change’
http://www.ict.ox.ac.uk/strategy/plan/plan.xml.ID=executive_summary
The Terms of Reference for PICT include the requirement to:

The ‘business’ of the University is to teach and to undertake research. In addition to delivering the core computing infrastructure on which the collegiate University depends, OUCS has a vital role in supporting and underpinning this ‘business’. In order to achieve this, OUCS staff work closely with teachers and researchers to understand and anticipate their needs, develop innovative supporting technology and to offer IT training to students and staff.
The Learning Technologies Group (LTG) within OUCS supports teaching and learning by providing a wide range of training courses and workshops; it also provides key services across the University, including the podcasting of teaching materials and delivering the virtual learning environment – WebLearn.
In 2009-10 the IT Learning Programme worked with over 20 departments across all divisions of the University to provide targeted IT skills for their students. The most popular courses covered creating presentations and academic posters, citation management and statistics. The departments include: Clinical Embryology, Pathology, Materials, Centre for the Environment, Area Studies, Human Science, Said Business School, Anthropology and Physics.

Since the launch of iTunesU in October 2008, podcasting activities have flourished, gathering material from across the collegiate University. The LTG received external funding for OpenSpires, a project to instigate and document the process of publishing some of that material as open content. This project involved working closely with 25 departments to formalise a sustainable legal and content workflow that enabled more than 150 academics to release their teaching content to a global audience under a Creative Commons licence for educational re-use.
‘We believe the active engagement in the course is due to three factors: deep interest in the subject, engaging teaching methods, and the WebLearn virtual learning environment.’
Dr Amanda Burls, Department of Primary Health Care

In July 2009 OUCS began the two-year process of transferring to a new version of WebLearn. Many departments and colleges (including some of the biggest users) have moved their material onto the new site and there has been a significant increase in the uptake of WebLearn training courses.
WebLearn offers storage for course resources and provides a number of tools which are popular with staff and students. These include:
WebLearn is a wonderful system with many features which benefit both teaching and the management of students’ work. It is easy and fun to use. The most important thing is that you must stretch the imagination and try to explore the facilities to expand your teaching.’
(Shio-yun Kan, a lecturer in Chinese Language)
‘Using the drop-box facility in WebLearn was perfect as a simple and secure way of allowing Exam Board Administrators to transfer the Results Spreadsheet to the Examinations team in Student Administration. It took one morning to set up. People in departments have told us that this change to the process (they were using memory sticks before) was a huge improvement.’
Victoria Clark, Change and Process Manager, Student Administration, Academic Administration Division

The IT Learning Programme (ITLP) is led by a team of experienced teachers who work to ensure that the course programme reflects the needs of the University and meets the requirements of staff and students. Over the last year, 225 different courses were offered, spread over a total of 660 individual sessions; a further 24 closed courses were delivered for the four academic divisions and Bodleian libraries, totalling 147 hours of teaching to 555 participants. In addition, ITLP offers advice and guidance on the use of educational technology and media by academics, and contributes expertise in lecture room design and other teaching-related matters across the University.
Vice Chancellor, Professor Andrew Hamilton, has highlighted ‘Oxford’s unwavering commitment to remain a global centre of outstanding teaching and research’ and that ‘academic pre-eminence for us rests on twin pillars – teaching and research.’
(Response to Browne Enquiry, October 2010)
The Research Technologies Service (RTS) is a centre of expertise which offers technical support for research projects and develops research infrastructure. RTS collaborates with researchers and represents the University on projects that are at the forefront of digital technologies; it contributes to supporting research through the provision of research-related IT services across the academic divisions.
Over the last academic year, the RTS has continued to develop an integrated research project advice and assistance facility which offers support under four research categories:
Increasingly, universities are taking responsibility for the provision of services to store, curate, disseminate, re-use and preserve research outputs. The management of research data presents special challenges; data are complex and heterogeneous and vary significantly in different disciplines. OUCS has used external funding to develop research data management capability through a number of projects, including:
This project has addressed various aspects of the research data lifecycle from both the perspectives of two collaborating research groups in Oxford – the CardioMechano-Electric Feedback Group and the Computational Biology Group – and from the perspective of the University itself, the latter through the development of research data management policy and support.
This is a collaborative project between Oxford’s Humanities division and service providers (OUCS, Bodleian Libraries and the Humanities Research Support Team) to address the requirements of researchers for the more effective management of data. The project is particularly concerned with the simple and effective creation of online databases for typical data-types within the Humanities and the provision of training throughout the academic career.
Both projects are collaborations between research communities and service providers (the Bodleian Libraries and Research Services) and co-ordinated by OUCS.
‘OUCS provide many things that we take for granted including fast connection speeds, a highly responsive help desk, and excellent training courses, but the thing that has most impressed me is the superb advice I have received on the digital elements of research projects I have been involved in.’
(Dr Ian Archer, Fellow and Tutor in Modern History)

OUCS serves as a bridge between central IT services and the departments, faculties, colleges and other units across the collegiate University. OUCS staff collaborate closely with local IT staff to deliver cost-effective services, and to provide substantial support for them and their users. OUCS’s commitment to co-ordinating an overall IT infrastructure for Oxford makes it uniquely placed to ensure value in IT. It can do this by identifying where economy of scale and the sharing of services can result in the delivery of better quality, more cost-effective and – where feasible – cheaper services.
At a time when the wider political agenda is about cutting spending and the Higher Education sector is under particular pressure to reduce costs, OUCS’s role is of key significance for the University. A number of shared services were commissioned and delivered in the last academic year, including Nexus, Mobile Oxford and WebEx; furthermore, the University Shared Data Centre facility has been built and will come into operation in 2011.
Nexus – the new suite of applications (including email and calendaring) that has been rolled out across the University (see the ‘Delivery’ section) – creates value in several respects. The consolidation it provides cuts costs per email user account by up to half, the shared environment means that regular tasks are handled more efficiently, and the added functionality of Nexus enables users to do more in less time.
Podcasting and iTunesU create value through their role of showcasing the excellence of Oxford and by using external investment to create new resources which serve both internal and external audiences (for further details, see the ‘Innovation’ section). Students, in particular, benefit, and a valuable store of lectures, presentations and talks is being developed.
Security – the Oxford University Computer Emergency Response Team ensures the security of the University network by identifying compromised or potentially compromised systems and preventing malicious network traffic. The Information Security Best Practice team provides policies on information security, shares best practice and is developing an Information Security Toolkit. These activities create value by minimising security breaches across the collegiate University.
The Hierarchical File Server (HFS) provides data backup and long-term archive services to postgraduates and staff. The HFS adds value by protecting and archiving data reliably and cost effectively (see the ‘Reliability’ section).
The new ‘state-of-the-art’ University Shared Data Centre (USDC) is a significant investment for the University. A specialist company was commissioned to ensure the data centre was designed to be as power-efficient and ‘green’ as possible; it will use a virtual infrastructure which will support at least 15 virtual machines per physical server. The USDC brings value in terms of benefits through cost savings, energy reduction and the sharing of services. The investment will lead to significant savings for the collegiate University (see ‘Sustainability’ section for further details).
Mobile Oxford creates value by delivering a service that is highly regarded by students and which is likely to be increasingly popular with a growing range of users. Mobile services are becoming essential for a modern university.
The Freshers’ Survey (2010) found that 71% of new students surveyed have some kind of Internet-enabled mobile phone.
Mobile Oxford has been designed to operate on most mobile devices and gives value through its wide accessibility and by enabling students to be more efficient; for example, it provides exam results release notifications and the mobile library search gives book availability across all Oxford libraries.
The ECAR Study of Undergraduate Students and Information Technology, 2010 – which is a quantitative survey of 37,000 respondents – found that nearly two-thirds of students carry an internet-enabled mobile device. The report comments: ‘There is no doubt that mobile technology will continue its dramatic expansion as a consumer technology and will experience widespread adoption and usage among our students’ (p.22).
OUCS promotes the development of shared IT services that can cut costs, reduce power consumption and increase efficiency; reducing replication is key to achieving this.
By owning – rather than renting – its vast network of ducts and cabling, the University saves millions of pounds every year. This is another clear example of how previous investment gives substantial long-term savings.
OUCS is responsible for the management of the Microsoft Campus Agreement, as well as numerous other University-wide licence agreements; this software management and ability to bulk-buy brings significant savings for the University.
Because OUCS provides support and expertise, units across the University are able to reduce investment in delivering standard IT services such as email, which allows IT staff to focus on value-added local support and specialist systems. The collaboration between local and central IT staff is of benefit to the whole University, and adds value by spreading expertise widely and effectively.
The OUCS Learning Technologies Group (LTG) offers a wide range of courses which are tailored to the University’s needs in a way that is not possible from other bodies, particularly at the low costs achieved. Value is delivered by courses being specific to the circumstances the participants will encounter, with the result that the trained staff are more productive.
As an alternative to individual departments running their own IT projects on a piecemeal basis, OUCS has the capacity to manage IT developments across the whole University. Not only does this ensure a cohesive and uninterrupted service provision, it also means costs are kept to a minimum through the co-ordination of effort and skilled project management.
Looking ahead, there are many opportunities for increasing value through further consolidation. The USDC will be made available to service providers across the collegiate University to host their equipment or – even better – to run their services on the virtual infrastructure. The roll-out of SharePoint will enable users to be far more efficient in their document creation, management and storage.
The 2006-2010 ICT Strategic Plan recommended that an IT Architecture group should be formed to agree and mandate standard platforms for the central IT units. When this is taken forward, it will be a key development which will ensure greater levels of interoperation.

The emphasis throughout this Review has been on how OUCS listens to users in order to understand their needs and how it collaborates with other IT providers to deliver IT services across the collegiate University. In order to serve users effectively, it is also important that OUCS is aware of developing technologies and able to anticipate new requirements. OUCS has a key role in identifying the innovation that can benefit the University and introducing new developments in a way that is both accessible and in tune with the culture of Oxford. Innovative projects bring external funding and help the University maintain a reputation as a leader in education and research across the world.

The highly successful Oxford on iTunesU service, run by OUCS, completed its second year in October 2010, by which time there had been six million downloads and the service had collected more hours of material than any other UK university; four of its podcasts were in the global top ten, including Marianne Talbot’s The Nature of Arguments which was in first position. Through a partnership with Apple, the Oxford podcasts have reached a huge audience and raised the profile of the University across the world.
By the end of 2010, the Oxford on iTunesU channel achieved:
The Admissions Office was the first to grasp the potential of podcasting; it exploited this medium to give a valuable insight into life at Oxford for those thinking of applying to study at the University. Since then it has been taken up by departments and individual academics to provide podcasts on material as diverse as quantum mechanics and English literature. Some of the most popular titles include: War and Finance, Probability Amplitudes and Quantum States and Building a Business: Entrepreneurship and the Ideal Business Plan. The service gives current students and staff access to colleagues’ work, whilst also reaching out to potential applicants, the general public and Oxford’s global alumni audience.
Through the OUCS Open Spires project, Oxford podcasts are available as Open Educational Resources (OER) so that other universities, colleges and schools can use the online lectures in their own lessons at no cost. This gives high visibility to the material, with links back to the individual academics and departments involved. By the end of 2010 there were over 700 OER podcasts freely available to the general public.
OpenSpires was funded under JISC’s and the Higher Educational Academy’s Open Educational Resources Pilot Programme in response to the Government’s drive for the UK to become one of the leading centres of online higher education in the world: ‘the UK must have a core of open access learning resources organised in a coherent way to support on-line and blended learning by all higher education institutions and to make it more widely available in non-HE environments’ (Professor Sir Ron Cooke in On-line Innovation in Higher Education).
Shakespeare’s First Folio is now available to download – at no charge – as Oxford becomes one of the first universities to add ePubs to iTunesU. Six plays by Shakespeare’s contemporaries are also available, including John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi.
‘It’s great to have released free ePubs of both First Folio Shakespeare plays and lesser known works. I hope this material will be enjoyed as widely as possible.’ (Dr Emma Smith, Lecturer in English Literature at Oxford, whose lectures on iTunesU have been particularly popular)

Oxford University is a world leader in the provision of mobile information services. The Mobile Oxford team has worked with the Oxford Libraries Information System, Oxford University Exam Schools and the OUCS podcasting team within the University, and – beyond the University – with the Department for Transport, National Rail, Oxfordshire County Council, ACIS Live, the Oxfordshire bus operators, the BBC and many others, in order to bring this service to life over the past year.
OUCS secured three JISC research grants to develop Mobile Oxford. The focus of the design has been on sustainability and preparation for extensive future expansion; the interface is constantly being improved using the latest technologies. Mobile Oxford is leading the way among UK universities by making use of an authoritative geolocation database of University buildings and facilities; this allows it to provide powerful location-based services which work regardless of what kind of device is used.
Mobile Oxford won the 2010 UCISA Award for Excellence.
http://www.ucisa.ac.uk/members/awards/excellence.aspx
It was also a finalist in both the Learning without Frontiers Innovation Awards and the UN World Summit Awards for Mobile Content.
The minutes of the May 2010 Planning and Resource Allocation Committee ICT Sub-committee (PICT) indicate that Mobile Oxford is ‘firmly expected to show a strong growth in demand’ and an application for funding was approved with a note that: ‘there was very strong support from the student representative on the basis of the invaluable support it gave to disabled students. PICT confirmed that the relatively modest investment should be made to ensure that Oxford was able to compete with the leading universities in the world.’
There is a strong drive from Government to develop ‘Shared Services’ in order to achieve higher-quality and more cost-effective service delivery. This sharing can take a variety of forms, ranging from services shared within one university to those shared across the whole of Higher Education (HE), and it uses virtual infrastructures or ‘cloud’ technology. OUCS has already developed several shared-service initiatives, including negotiating with Microsoft to outsource email services for alumni which will start in 2011.
A key OUCS project is the University Shared Data Centre (USDC; see the ‘Reliability’ and ‘Sustainability’ sections) which – from 2011 – will provide the collegiate University with a range of options for service delivery. The USDC is designed to be a cost-effective shared location which offers a range of services, including hosting hardware, various services operated from virtual servers, delivery of fully managed services and delivery of services from a private cloud.
Cloud computing is Internet-based computing where shared resources, software and information are provided on demand. OUCS has submitted a bid for external funding to develop a hybrid computing cloud for Oxford. This major project will enable departments and colleges to run their own applications on the Oxford cloud (‘software as a service’) which will extend seamlessly into a very much larger HE cloud when there is demand. The first step of the project is a ‘database as a service’ that is designed for researchers to create their own user-configurable databases.
‘Of the three developments considered here [mobile internet devices and social networks] cloud computing is likely to have both the most rapid uptake and the most far-ranging impact, partially because it is driven by the remarkable growth in mobility.’ (The ECAR Study of Undergraduate Students and Information Technology, 2010, p.23)

An awareness of the limitations of the Earth’s resources underpins the way OUCS delivers IT projects and initiatives across the collegiate University. There are two key approaches: one is to minimise the resources that are used to develop and operate IT systems; the other is to find ways of using IT tools to reduce the amount of energy used in activities throughout the University. OUCS is investing now in initiatives that range from shifting individual attitudes and behaviour to big projects that deliver substantial long-term benefits, both in energy reduction and in significant financial savings.
OUCS collaborates with local IT staff to implement green desktop computing initiatives and with the Estates Department to spread messages relating to the University’s sustainability targets, for instance during the recent 10:10 climate change campaign workshops.
Through the green desktop computing initiative, OUCS supports colleges, departments, museums and other units to implement a robust approach to power management using the following five steps:
In 2010, OUCS supported more than 25 departments, colleges and museums to deploy Wake-on-LAN and power management monitoring facilities; this is not only beneficial to the environment, it also makes significant savings to the University’s electricity bill. Many users have been reluctant to switch off computers at the end of the day for a variety of reasons, including the need to back up computers overnight. Wake-on-LAN addresses this by enabling computers to be switched on remotely when needed. It is estimated that over the last year approximately Ł51,000 and 230,000 kg CO2eq. have been saved through this initiative.
A typical desktop computer and monitor will consume approximately 920 kilowatt hours (kWh) of electricity if left on all year, but only a little more than a fifth of that (190 kWh) if powered down overnight, at weekends and during holidays. Turning off just one computer after work gives an annual saving of about 390 kg CO2eq and Ł80 in electricity costs.

The concept behind the development of the University Shared Data Centre (USDC) was to create a shared resource, available to all departments, faculties and colleges, which would make a significant contribution to the University’s long-term commitment to sustainability. A report was commissioned from a nationally recognised team of experts in order to ensure that the USDC would operate at the highest level of energy efficiency and cost-effectiveness.
When the USDC comes into use in 2011 it will conserve energy through ‘state-of-the-art’ technology and optimal design. Measures incorporated into the design include:
(There is more information about the services offered by the University Shared Data Centre in the ‘Reliability’ section of this Review.)

Meetings, interviews and conferences are an essential part of University business, but can require people to travel long distances – sometimes across the world – which is a drain on both time and energy resources. During 2010, OUCS ran a pilot project which is now established as a full service. This is WebEx – a web conferencing and collaboration service that allows participants to speak to each other and see each other using webcams while sharing presentations, applications or their entire desktop. WebEx has been used effectively for interactive meetings and for admissions interviews; this has reduced the need for travel, so saving time and benefiting the environment.
The University estimates that up to 90 per cent of its carbon footprint is due to electricity consumption and that as much as 55 per cent of this is directly controlled by end users. This is focusing attention on the attitudes and behaviour of individuals and on the need to improve monitoring and make the results easily accessible.
OUCS is developing a project – entitled Open to Change – which will require collaborating with academic, commercial and NGO partners to design ICT systems that support behaviour change initiatives. The project will use internet tools to involve individuals and collect accurate data so that people who take action for the environment can see the tangible benefits of their efforts. This kind of project, focused on the impact of each individual, is likely to be a key area for the next phase of development towards sustainability.

Local IT staff provide the first line of support in units across the collegiate University and this is complemented by the OUCS Help Centre which provides further support in person, on the phone and by email to students and staff.
Services offered by the Help Centre include:
‘The various teams I interact with @ OUCS invariably operate at the top of their game – it’s one of the great things about being ITSS @ Oxford!’ (Colin Connolly, one the IT Support Staff in IMSU in the Medical Sciences Division)
‘I used your helpdesk at the beginning of term. I brought my laptop in; it had a variety of problems; [someone] on the helpdesk gave me about two hours of her time, and was wholly patient, generous, non-patronising, and kind. This was an amazing service.’
‘I just wanted to say thank you for the wonderful service I received today while trying to fix my laptop - Jackie, Richard, Denise and Jason all helped to get my system going.’
‘What a wonderful service! Thank you very much.’ (postgraduate student)
‘The various people at the help desk are always patient and friendly. Furthermore, they have resolved every single one of my computer problems and do not seem to be fazed by the panicked voice at the other end of the line.’
‘I would like to pass on my thanks to Simon and Jonathan on the help desk last Friday night . . . They were absolutely wonderful in dealing with my problem swiftly and professionally. As someone who had not used the help desk before, I was really impressed.’
‘I’ve always found the OUCS help desk incredibly courteous and useful when trying to administer maillists - whenever there have been any problems they’ve dropped everything to make sure it got fixed as soon as possible.’ (David Barclay, President of the Student Union)
‘Let me also take this opportunity to thank you again for your all your assistance in these snowy days: there can’t be many institutions serving their clients so well so close to Christmas as OUCS has done.’
‘I don’t know how much feedback you and your team get back over there, but I’d like to say the help service team is brilliant!’ (Barbara Young, ITSS for St. Hugh’s)
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