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Background

Throughout the last two and a half years, I have had to undertake several projects for my Interactive Media Production degree. Looking back at my experiences completing these it became evident that throughout all of the projects, I had very similar difficulties re-occurring. These problems all focused around the difficulty of finding high quality usable stock media, be it sound effects, video or imagery. Although certain resources were made available to me, they often either lacked in quality or could only be accessed from the university computers. This was often a problem, as media courses in general tend to allow, or in many cases require, students to work outside the bounds of the university grounds.

A second area that I noticed when looking back was the Universities promotion of collaboration on projects. Whilst being able to successfully collaborate with others on a project is an invaluable skill set to have, it is often very difficult to find people to collaborate with, especially if groups are not assigned to you. This has become extremely evident in the production of the third year major project, where several member of the Interactive Media course have struggled to find the required people to work with. As media students we are encouraged by the university to work ‘outside of the box’ and to look into methods of increasing the boundaries of a project by collaborating with other students from other courses. This again often proves to be difficult for certain students as unless they are in contact with students from other courses then communication between them is often limited to the university email system, which is not regularly checked by all students.

Over the last couple of years the Interactive Media Production course has given me the necessary knowledge and engineering techniques to be able to successfully and confidently approach a problem such as this, and so I decided that I would like to try and help resolve them by creating a project, named Medialib, that would combat both these issues at the same time.

Project Brief

Medialib is a project support resource, which is initially targeted at media students, however the nature of the project does allow for possible future migration to other fields. By initially focusing Medialib at a select target audience it allows it to grow and become a popular and important resource far more effectively by keeping a sense of a close nit community between the users. At Medialib’s core is a system, which is built for the sole purpose of assisting students with their project work. It is a place where students can go too to browse and download hundreds of high quality stock media across a wide spectrum of platforms, including images, audio, video and narratives to name but a few. It is a place where students can upload work that they have created and share that work with other users. This unique feature gives students the ability to comment on each other’s work to help improve the quality of future pieces and to download others work for use in their own projects. Medialib also gives students the ability to advertise themselves as potential collaboration partners. By giving students the ability to say what areas of expertise they have, be it 3D modelling or PHP programming, they are then able to use Medialib’s message board to advertise themselves for collaboration. The key features that Medialib provides users are:

· A vast library of stock media that is usable in other projects

· A wide range of types of media to choose from

· A place to promote their areas of expertise and their availability for project collaboration

· The ability to upload media that they have created for sharing with others

· Post and request ideas for possible projects that perhaps they lack the ability to achieve alone.

Due to the potentially huge growth in both users and storage space required and because of the dynamic nature of a project such as this, there is only one platform that the project can successfully be implemented upon, which is for it to be web based. Also by making Medialib a web application it opens up many avenues for extending the type of collaboration that is possible.

By creating Medialib I hope to increase the availability of high quality stock media that future students will be able to use to help increase the quality of their work. One of the main aims of Medialib, along with creating a huge library of stock media, is to increase cross-course collaboration on projects. Following on from some UK Universities initiatives to increase project collaboration, Medialib creates a strong basis from which not only cross-course collaboration, but also even cross-university and international collaboration can be achieved. By giving students the opportunity to collaborate with fellow students nationally and even internationally Medialib widens the spectrum of what can be achieved in the academic world. Giving students the opportunity to collaborate with others outside of their course will increase the quality of the student’s portfolios and show perspective employers that they have the ability to work efficiently with others in different fields.

Market Analysis

Having had looked for available sources of stock media throughout the first two years of my course I was aware of several Internet sites that could prove to be direct competitors of Medialib. However visiting these sites again and looking at them in more detail revealed several flaws in their design and structure. Many of the media sharing sites available lack a quality control system and so the content of these sites is often vary varied, which makes the user experience a very negative one, as they must trowel through pages of poor quality media to find what is right for them. By allowing users to register anonymously these sites are giving people the ability to upload any type of media regardless of its content or quality. Media sharing sites such as ‘YouTube’ and ‘Google Video’ allow anyone to upload media as long as they abide by the terms and conditions set out during registration. Whilst this does allow a legal fallback for the owners of the sites if illegal material is posted, it doesn’t control the quality of the content and so finding usable media often proves to be difficult. 

There of course are several media sharing sites that are available to users, which have a very high level of quality content. Sites such as ‘stockxchg’ provide users with hundreds of high quality images that can be downloaded and used. Though ‘stockxchg’ is also not without its flaws. Whilst allowing users to browse through hundreds of images, only a hand full are available to download free of charge. ‘Stockxchg’ along with several other sites such as ‘shutterstock’ and ‘gettyimages’ have a system in place whereby all of there best content is available to users at a price. Whilst this is a great incentive for the authors of the media to create quality work, it is not ideal for the student audience who would struggle to afford to purchase them.

Another major flaw that is evident in the media sharing market is that almost all of the sources available only focus and support one type of media. Sites such as ‘sonomic’ and ‘sound-effects-library’ have exclusively audio content whilst ‘gettyimages’ and ‘shutterstock’ have entirely still visuals. Having these sources focus primarily on one genre of media creates a gap in the market for a media-sharing site, such as Medialib, which spans across a wide variety of genres and professional media fields. By exploiting this gap in the market Medialib will attract the users of these existing sites as well as new users and allow them to fulfil all of their media requirements from one place.
Bournemouth University currently takes student collaboration very seriously as it not only promotes the institution as a dynamic successful working environment but it also gives students the ability to expand their social and networking skills before entering the media industry. By allowing students to collaborate across courses, the university is giving students a great opportunity to improve the quality of their work by allowing them to work alongside students who specialise in certain areas, such as sound designers or programmers. Being able to work in such a dynamic way allows students to improve dramatically in their field as they have a greater understanding of how the industry works, this in turn makes students more attractive to potential employers.

Whilst students are given this great opportunity, it is often very difficult for them to fully exploit it potential. This is mainly because the communication on a student level between the different media courses is often very poor. Having asked several students across different media courses at Bournemouth University whether they felt they could easily contact students from other courses for assistance in their work, the major consensus was that they couldn’t. (see appendix 2,a) The majority of the students felt that there lacked a certain sense of community within the media school and so communicating with other courses became more difficult than need be. “Unless you know people form other courses it can be very intimidating to approach and ask for help from students outside your course”(Catherine Hurst) These difficulties that students face in finding and contacting people to collaborate with, clearly opens up a gateway for a system to help assist students in solving these issues.

Although students admit to sometimes having difficulty locating people to collaborate with and also finding suitable material to work with for their projects, the question of whether or not, if they had a system that would assist them in these matters, would they take advantage of it, still presented itself. To answer this question I conducted a survey across the Bournemouth University Media School, giving students details of the project and asking them “If there were a website where you could go to to browse and download quality stock media across a wide variety of genres for use in your projects, upload work that you have created for others to browse and download and advertise and search for people to collaborate with across all courses in the media school, would you contribute towards its content and use it?” (see appendix 2,b) From the 107 students who responded to the survey, over 70 percent of them said that they would contribute to and use a site of this nature if it were available. With a large majority of them agreeing that a site of this nature could help the media school feel more like a large community rather than several smaller communities.

From those students who said that they would not use a facility such as this, the main concerns that they had were about possible plagiarism of work and not knowing who had downloaded and used work that the had created. “Hi, I voted no, as I would not really want to upload work that I was working on before the deadline, incase anyone who was doing their work at the last minute stole all my ideas which I had spent considerable time working on and formulating, and risk them getting awarded higher marks for skipping all the research stage and focusing on all the analysis and stuff by using what I had uploaded.  If my work was uploaded AFTER it had been submitted and marked, then I would not want it uploaded if it received a poor mark as it could be embarrassing, or if it got a good mark, id be worried about plagiarism and people copying it in the future”( 3rd year TV student)
Pre Production

After having researched into the target market place for Medialib I became aware that for a site of this nature to be successful then several design issues would need to be faced. One of the main concerns of perspective users was that of media security. Students felt that if they were to use this site to upload work that they had created that they would have little or no control over where their media went and what it was being used for and therefore would be unaware and vulnerable of possible plagiarism charges. To combat this, Medialib is built around a solid security system which gives students the ability to set different usage levels on all of their uploaded media. These levels range from ‘Freely accessible’, which allows users to freely download media without requesting permission, to ‘Usage Verification Required’, which forces the user to contact and get permission from the author of the media before they are given the download link for the file.

Whilst having a secure system to control access to the media files stored on the server, helps to secure users content, it doesn’t fully protect it. Many of the perspective users of the site will have excellent web knowledge and a good understanding of how websites work. This unfortunately also means that they are likely to have the knowledge of how to ‘rip’ media off of websites. There are two effective ways to combat this, firstly is to make the site text based and to not allow the media to be previewed by the user. This type of site, whilst being secure, creates a very negative user experience as users will be unaware of what they are browsing until they have downloaded the file. The second and far user-friendlier method is to secure the previews of the media on the site, this can be done by using several methods such as having images displayed as thumbnails with watermarks applied to them, and sound and video being displayed in low-resolution or as shortened versions. By doing this users are never directly exposed to the original source of the media and are therefore unable to steal useful content from the site.
//I plan to insert a paragraph about the copyright issues involved with the project however I am still researching into these.

Some of the major flaws that were evident in completing the market research were the varying levels of the quality of content in some of the media sharing sites. This was mainly due to the fact that people were allowed to post content in an almost anonymous fashion. This anonymity acts as a shield for users allowing them to easily disguise themselves from people they know and post poor quality content. To combat this and to try and control the quality of content within Medialib, access to the site will be restricted to university students only. To implement this Medialib would ideally be integrated into the university login system thus eliminating the need for a registration process. By having this restriction, users are less likely to post work that is of poor quality as their real name will be posted alongside it and users will want to show how good their work is. 

Having approached Jon Wardle, The Head of Projects at Bournemouth University’s Centre for Excellence in Media Practice, about integrating the project into the university login system I became aware of several issues with doing so. Whilst Jon agreed that this is the best way to control the quality of content, he informed me that for this to be implemented into Medialib then the site would need to be owned by the university, as using the login details outside of the university server would breach certain data protection clauses. Following on from Jon’s suggestions Medialib will be initial built with a user registration system in place until such time that it can be signed over to the university and integrated into the login system.
With the steady increase in the amount of users that the Internet has, web accessibility has become a necessity in modern web applications. Medialib is no exception to this, with a core target audience of students that have a wide range of accessible needs. To allow Medialib to be fully accessible to as many students as possible the design and structure of the site is extremely important. Following the accessibility guidelines laid out by ‘The World Wide Web Consortium’ (W3C) and by using up to date XHTML and CSS techniques, Medialib can be built in such a way that its content can be freely accessible to people with disabilities.

“Project management does not work nearly as well as it should. Projects end up costing far more than expected, they finish late, and often the finished product is not precisely what it was originally intended to be. Some projects are abandoned altogether and left to die. The ideal project goal of finishing on time, within budget, and to specifications is seldom met. Mistakes in project management affect projects large and small and are costly: overruns of time and money often reach, or exceed, 500 percent. According to survey data, around 30 percent of projects are never completed.”(P. M. Network)

It is true that many media projects that are undertaken are unsuccessful. This can be caused by several different factors however the main area that projects fail in is effective project planning. For any type of Interactive Media Project to be a successful one, it is paramount that before the start of production all risks are properly analysed. Knowing about the major types of risks that occur, or that are likely to occur, in greater frequency is important in helping those who are part of the production team to prepare for and to try and avoid them. “Knowing the incidents that are most likely to result in the greatest amount of loss and/or destruction or other undesirable outcomes in your organization so that you can devote more attention and resources to such incidents should they occur is essential. To say this another way, certain kinds of incidents are potentially much more catastrophic than others and thus merit considerably more advance planning and preparation for incident response. This is where at least some level of risk analysis can greatly help incident response efforts.”(Dr Eugene Schultz) By completing a risk analysis before the start of production I was able to pinpoint flaws in my production plan and devise methods of tackling these issues before they occurred. (see appendix 3) For example whilst planning the production of Medialib I became aware of the importance of good page layout design in creating a good user experience. To help combat this I contacted two designers to collaborate with, to assist me in creating a user friendlier site.(see appendix 5)

Another key to the successful planning of a project is time management. Time factor is often overlooked or miscalculated in project management and this is the main reason that project budgets are exceeded and the project runs into trouble. For the time planning of a project to be successful a risk analysis is essential, by creating this the project can be broken down into a number of tasks that have to be performed and by using the risk analysis these tasks can be prioritised efficiently. Having this information at the start of production allows a time schedule to be created that can list, in order, all the tasks that need to be completed, assign a duration to each of these and allocate them the required resources. This schedule is essential in the smooth running of a project as it allows all members of a team to keep track of their progress and realise what stage of production they should be at. By using these methods a project lifecycle was created for the Medialib project which would help assist in its smooth production.(see appendix 4)
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Appendix

Appendix 1

Project Synopsis

Medialib is the missing link in the production of high quality academic media projects and products. At Medialib’s core is a system, which is built for the sole purpose of assisting students with their project work. It is a place where students can go too to browse and download hundreds of high quality stock media across a wide spectrum of platforms, including images, audio, video and narratives to name but a few. Medialib is a place where students can upload work that they have created and share that work with other users. This unique feature gives students the ability to comment on each other’s work to help improve the quality of future pieces and to download others work for use in their own projects. Another of Medialib’s great features is its ability to allow students to advertise themselves as potential collaboration partners. By giving students the ability to say what areas of expertise they have, be it 3D modelling or PHP programming, they are then able to use Medialib’s message board to advertise themselves for collaboration.

One of the main aims of Medialib, along with creating a huge library of stock media, is to increase cross-course collaboration on projects. Following on from UK Universities initiatives to increase cross-course collaboration, Medialib creates a strong base from which not only cross-course collaboration, but even cross-university and international collaboration can be achieved. By giving students the opportunity to collaborate with fellow students nationally and even internationally Medialib widens the spectrum of what can be achieved in the academic world. Giving students the opportunity to collaborate with others outside of their course will in turn will increase the quality of the student’s portfolios and show perspective employers that they have the ability to work efficiently with others in different fields.

By allowing students to upload work that the have created, comment on other peoples work and ask for assistance in certain areas from fellow students, Medialib gives students the opportunity to dramatically increase the quality of their work and that of their team working skills.

At Medialib we take the security of students work very seriously and understand that by giving students the opportunity to upload and share work and to download work that others have created, we are opening up the opportunities for people to plagiarise work. To combat this, Medialib is built around a solid royalty system which gives students the ability to set different usage levels on all of their uploaded media. These levels range from ‘Royalty Free’, which gives people complete free usage of the media, to ‘Ask before use’, which forces the user to contact and get permission from the author of the media before they are given the download link for the file. To secure the site against people being able to simply rip content off it, the media will be displayed as thumbnails with watermarks applied to them, low-resolution videos or shortened versions of sound or animation. Using these methods will prevent people from ripping the media off the site if the artist has requested they are to be contact before use.

Appendix 2a

Community Survey

Number of students questioned from selective courses

	BATV
	10
	BAIMP
	17

	BASW
	15
	BACVA
	7

	MASW
	1
	MATV
	4

	BAIM
	2
	BACOM
	8

	
	
	
	

	
	
	Total:
	64


How easily do you feel you can contact students from other courses in the media school for help on projects?

	Very Easily
	6

	Fairly Easily
	16

	Not Sure
	9

	Fairly Difficult
	29

	Very Difficult
	4


Do you feel that the courses throughout the media school are very segmented or do you feel that there is a good sense of community between them?

	Very Segmented
	34

	Fairly Segmented
	16

	Not Sure
	6

	Low level of community
	8

	High level of community
	0


Appendix 2b

Project Survey

Question Posed

I'm currently at the start of production for a new university resource website  and would like to know if you as a student would use the site.

The idea of the site is to create a place where students can offer each other help with  their projects by allowing them to:

· Post requests for certain skills for collaboration

· Upload media that they have created for sharing, for example a student may write a great script  that they are willing to post online for another student to download and use.

· Browse a vast library of downloadable stock media

One of the key areas of this site is to have students upload work that they have created, such as  sounds, video, narratives, web templates, flash animations etc, that they are willing to share with  other students.

Please could you answer the following question so that I can get an idea as to how many people  would be willing to contribute to this site.

Would you as a student be willing to upload work that you have created to  a web site, to share with others and would you take advantage of a project resource such as this if available?

Results

	YES
	76

	NO
	31

	
	

	
Total:
	107


Comments

“Hi, I voted no, as I would not really want to upload work that I was working on before the deadline, in case anyone who was doing their work at the last minute stole all my ideas which I had spent considerable time working on and formulating, and risk them getting awarded higher marks for skipping all the research stage and focusing on all the analysis and stuff by using what I had uploaded.  If my work was uploaded AFTER it had been submitted and marked, then I would not want it uploaded if it received a poor mark as it could be embarrassing, or if it got a good mark, id be worried about plagiarism and people copying it in the future.

Its good idea in theory but I’m not sure if it would work in practice, in my opinion.

Hope that helps you understand why I voted no.”

Appendix 3

Risk Analysis

Integration with university login details check with university to see if possible
Solution: Due to data protection clauses I am unable to have the university login details and so am unable to implement them into the site. Once the site is completed I may be able to transfer it to one of the university servers and have the university integrate it into the login system.

Design an effective method of securing the content of the site

Solution: Use PHP to add watermarks and crop images on the fly, thus allowing images to be protected from being ripped from the site. Again use PHP to read the length of videos and adjust this value to 30% of the original, thus making the player only play the first 30% of the file.

Design an effective user friendly designed site

Solution: Contact and collaborate with designers to assist in the production of the project.

Database structure needs to be normalized and structurally sound.

Solution: Plan out the structure of the database early on. Make sure that all tables are normalized and optimized.

Design an effective way of streaming and downloading the uploaded media

Solution: Video will be streamed direct from the server; users will have the ability to follow a download link for all media regardless of its royalty. However if the media is protected then the user will be sent to a form to request a download link from the author rather than the file.

Designing site for different sized screens, to give the ability to view via PDA, Mobile and PC

Solution: Produce several different style sheets that can be applied to the site depending on the screen resolution of the user.

Design a way to select a subject area to request support in, which is linked to university courses
Solution: Create a table in the database that links several subject areas to specific courses. Give users the ability to add subject areas to their selected course. This will help keep the information on courses up to date.

Appendix 4

Project Lifecycle
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Appendix 5

Designers and Initial Design Work

Collaborators

Gareth Leeding

Job Title: 

Site Designer

Time Frame: 

Deadline for first design 18/12/06

Brief Given:
To come up with several designs for the home page of the site. One of which will be used as a template for me to design the other pages with. 

Status:

Initial designs were received on time however I have chosen not to use them for the site.

Hendrix Bauyon

Job Title: 

Design Assistance

Time Frame:

Deadline for all design work 01/04/07

Brief Given:
To assist will the design of all of the pages throughout the site. Including page layout and element designs and creation.

Status:

Design elements have been implemented into the look of the site
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