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Executive Summary

The University of Bradford is not unique in its ownership or use of video-conferencing equipment; in fact many UK universities have their own VC equipment or use such equipment at neighbouring institutions.  What is unique is the social, economic and most importantly environmental benefits that can be achieved through using such technology.

The University has been operating a video-conferencing system since 2001, with use steadily increasing up to 8-12 times a week.  The need for the system originated from the School of Health Studies who maintain close links with their primary stakeholder; the NHS, who stipulated that the school must be able to communicate electronically with students on their placements.  Product research was conducted to ascertain the University’s system requirements with Learning Support Services paying for the final system costing around £11,000.
Through use the most noticeable improvement is the reduction in the necessity for both staff and student travel within the UK, Europe, Asia and beyond.  This has attributed to substantial environmental benefits – both reduced emissions and zero congestion - as a result of avoided travel, especially long haul air travel.

Other benefits of use include more productive work time as less time is wasted on travel and better home/work life balance through reduced stress levels associated with high work related travel.

Internally at the University, through the introduction of VC equipment, computer technicians have begun testing the feasibility of expanding the delivery of lectures beyond the bounds of the traditional classroom.

Overall, there are positive social, environmental and economic benefits to be gained.  However, there are some small disadvantages that need to be considered.  Frequent users at Bradford have commented that using the equipment can be very impersonal; often opportunities to network are lost, and can create an isolated work environment.

1. Background

A number of changes in higher education are creating an increased need for off-campus travel by staff, including:

Growth in distant learning and/or franchised courses, which often require staff to travel to other locations to make presentations, run tutorials or attend meetings

A move to more collaborative research and teaching patterns, which involve teams from different higher education bodies working – and therefore meeting together

An increased number of work placements by students, which require staff visits for supervision.

Bradford University’s expenditure for staff travel and associated costs is somewhere in the region of £2 million per annum.  Another larger institution in the same region has spent an average of £4.3m annually over the last 3 years.

One means of reducing travel, and its associated cost, is to use audio - or video-conferencing technologies instead. Audio-conferencing accounts for about 90% of all conferencing calls but has been little used in higher education because off-campus teaching activities are felt to require visual interaction. This can be accomplished by videoconferencing but, whilst larger HEIs have the technical capacity for this, many aren’t using it intensively in practice.

This case examines the use of videoconferencing at Bradford University, and shows areas where it can be applied and how it can be implemented in practice.

2. The Initiative

The impetus to videoconferencing at Bradford came in 2000, from the School of Health Studies. Almost all students in the School do a placement in the National Health Service (NHS). Hence, one NHS Trust – Airedale – stipulated that the School must be able to communicate electronically with students on their work placements the request was taken seriously. The School then approached the University’s Learning Support Unit to develop a response. As discussions developed, the Management Centre also became involved as it saw opportunities to support its own distance learning activities.

Tim Bentley who, as the university’s Senior Computer Officer managed the specification and implementation process, observes “when the words ‘Video-Conferencing’ are mentioned, expensive office suites with high cost high technology hardware only used by captains of industry spring to mind.  Well, our experience at Bradford has been that you can get good enough quality to allow many people to use it at a relatively low capital cost.”

The outcome was the purchase in 2001 of a Sony PCS-1600 system, at a cost of approximately £11,000.  

The specification of the system included:

ISDN-2 (two 64kb digital telephone lines which can be bonded together to give a 128kb connection – sufficient for most purposes)

ISDN-6 support upgrade (allows 384kb audio/video streams when higher quality is required)

H.323 upgrade (a protocol which allows costs to be reduced by videoconferencing through the Internet)

Multi-point connectivity unit (splitting an ISDN-6 line so that up to four different locations within the university can participate)

Sony document camera station (high resolution camera for photographing materials which are germane to the conference).

The ISDN line was installed by Telewest and the physical connections i.e. telephone sockets, were installed by the University’s cabling contractor. The videoconferencing suite is located in the University’s JB Priestley library building, which also has several satellite locations. The running cost is £90 for ISDN line rental with calls charged at Telewest’s normal digital phone line tariff.

Set Up Issues

The text box below lists the operational/set up issues of video conferencing.  Most of the points were derived from the experiences of Bradford:

· Lighting of the room must be even and surfaces not too reflective

· Décor of the video suite room should be professional but simple

· Room and facility should be protected from external sound

· ISDN 2 is acceptable but ISDN 6 is desirable for better picture/sound quality

· Internet conferencing using the H.323 protocol is the most cost effective form of conferencing, and is accessible to anyone on the JANET network which links HEIs.

3. The Process

Tim Bentley managed the videoconferencing procurement and implementation. The initial specification involved regular meetings with colleagues from the Management and Health School, Lecture Room Services and Ancillary Services, as well as other staff from the Computer Centre itself.

A variety of systems were considered, ranging from ultra low-cost PC solutions to dedicated VC suites. Product demonstrations were arranged, which were very helpful in helping participants to think through what they wanted, and convincing them that quality was acceptable.

Tim Bentley stated, “No serious cost analysis was performed beyond checking and comparing product pricing information, and the capital costs of the connection mediums and the terminal equipment”.

The final system was approved and paid for by the Director of Learning Support Services, Dr S.J Houghton.  The system was not purchased through the University’s Purchasing Office because, in the words of Louisa Tejeda, purchasing manager “in our view this was a rare purchase, of products which are in a competitively priced market, and not over the University’s purchasing threshold.”

The videoconferencing facility is promoted internally via the Learning Support Services website and a monthly staff briefing magazine. Booking of the system is done through Tim Bentley. The location used depends on the size of the party using the system. When the system was first introduced staff used it 2-3 times a month but, with recent publicity, this has increased to 8-12 times a month. Bradford colleagues initiate approximately 70% of conferences. Ironically, relatively few users have come from the Health Services area even though this provided the initial driver for the technology to be adopted! 

4. The Benefits

According to Tim Bentley, “although the most obvious benefit of videoconferencing is travel reduction – which we’ve achieved – it can also create additional benefits. These include expanding the delivery of lectures beyond the bounds of the traditional classroom and providing better services to students.”

Travel Benefits of Videoconferencing

All travel based on fossil fuel – as most is today - creates emissions of carbon dioxide – which contribute to global warming – and pollutants such as nitrogen oxides. The greatest emissions per kilometre are created by air travel, which is the only feasible option for medium-long distance from the UK, and the most practical for short-haul travel to the Continent from northern England. In total, air traffic already contributes around 3.5% of the man-made global warming effect. This figure could grow to 15% by the year 2050, if air travel continues to grow at current rates.
One example of how videoconferencing can avoid the need for air travel is provided by Damian Ward, a Lecturer in Bradford’s School of Management. The School delivers an MBA course to students at the Management Development Institute Singapore (MDIS). During 2002 Damien had to deliver a presentation to prospective students about the benefits of doing an MBA. But, he notes “because of other commitments and timing, I could not travel to Singapore when our partner institution wanted me to.  By using the videoconferencing equipment, I was able to deliver my presentation to students in the Singapore Hilton, keeping the partner institution happy. I didn’t even have to leave the campus let alone travel overseas”.

A return flight to Singapore from the UK is approximately 13,500 miles. A long haul flight of this distance will produce somewhere in the region of 2.5 tonnes
 of CO2 or the equivalent of 13.5 route master double-decker buses
 filled with CO2. Whilst a single videoconference will not prevent a flight from happening, in aggregate videoconferencing can reduce total demand and therefore the number of flights scheduled.

Financial savings can also be achieved through reduced travel. In all, total expenditure to the University for Damian’s trip would have been in the region of £1,200 alone for business flights and hotel stay.

Other Benefits of Videoconferencing

Another example of videoconferencing benefit is provided by the HEEPI project itself. In March 2003 a meeting about its waste measurement activities was conducted remotely rather than face-to face. For participant, Jay Roach at the University of Gloucestershire, “the exercise avoided an eight hour journey for a two to three hour meeting. A meeting would also have meant leaving Cheltenham on a very early train and getting home late. So videoconferencing not only saved us time and money, it also avoided disruption to my family life”. The HEEPI co-director, Dr. Peter Hopkinson, also found that “we had just as productive meeting as if we had been in the same room. Whilst you need some face-to-face contact to establish and maintain personal relationships – it’s hard to videoconference when everyone is a stranger to the others – sometimes conferences can be better because they’re more planned, and people have all the materials they need to hand”.    
Other uses of the Bradford videoconferencing suite have included:

Students virtually attending interviews in Europe

Consultation with HEFCE about policy issues, for example, on Lifelong Education and Development

Providing information for potential students - an admissions tutor was on hand to talk to A-level students on the morning of their results at a college in Halifax.

The latter event not only demonstrated the university’s technical abilities but also created recruitment benefits. As Dr Roger Ash, Head of Admissions and Schools and Colleges Liaison at the University, observes “by providing ‘on the spot’ advice and – in many cases – offers, we were able to secture more students. We’ll be extending the scheme in future because vidoeconferencing enables the University to contact many students at a time (clearing) when it cannot afford to have central admissions staff attending events external to the campus.  It also enables students from many schools to be contacted - a situation that would not be realisable if staff were required to visit individual schools”.

Potential Disadvantages of Videoconferencing

Of course, videoconferencing is not a universal panacea. Phil Thomas, of Bradford’s School of Health Studies, observes that he was recently due to deliver an academic paper to a conference of mental health service users and professionals in New Zealand, but could not attend due to time constraints. This reduced costs and travel impacts but “had the draw back that I was unable to network and the whole procedure felt slightly impersonal”.

Dr Geoff Layer, School of Life Long Education uses the videoconferencing suite at least monthly to correspond with HEFCE, DFES and other UK universities.  He commented, “Although using the VC equipment allows me to be more productive and schedule more meetings, a definite disadvantage is the lost work time on train journeys”.

In order to overcome the potential drawbacks of videoconferencing, meetings often require an experienced chairperson.  Current technology doesn’t although for a free flow of dialogue, so attendees have to be invited/prompted to speak or wait their turn to do so.  

When discussing specific issues a more detailed structured agenda is also helpful.  Specific questions that require input before the meeting can help people structure their response and thoughts for the meeting.  See Appendix One for further information of videoconferencing protocol.

5. Key Learning Points

Videoconferencing can provide many benefits, including:

Reduced environmental impacts and costs of travel

More effective use of staff time

New educational opportunities, such as easier collaboration with international partners or better services to prospective or placement students. 

Better work life balance and reduced travel-related stress for individuals who dislike high levels of work related travel. 

However, there are some small disadvantages that need to be considered.  Many frequent users state that VC equipment can be very impersonal, and opportunities to network are lost, creating an isolated work environment.

Further Technical Information

Tim Bentley

Senior Computer Officer

University of Bradford

t.a.bentley@bradford.ac.uk
Appendix One

During A Session

Take time to establish a dialogue between both sites. This can be done by:

Panning the cameras around the sites to give a visual overview.

Introducing the participants.

Explaining the aim of the session.

Delivering your presentation:

Speak clearly and maintain a constant volume.

Explain clearly each new area of the presentation.

Summarise regularly, and pause often for questions.

Balance the time you spend explaining with the time your audience has to think about what you have said.

A Practical Guide to Videoconferencing

When in a discussion, allow for the audio time delay.

Avoid excessive movement.

Clearly indicate when you have finished talking and when you are expecting a reply.

Give your audience time to examine and reflect on any graphics you use.

Avoid moving graphics once they have been positioned.

After a Session

Allow time for reflection.

Encourage audience feedback

Find out what worked well, and what did not.

Listen to suggestions.

Work towards the ideal of involving everyone in all aspects of the presentation.
Source: A Practical Guide to Videoconferencing, Learning and Teaching Scotland
http://www.svtc.org.uk/resources/scet/video/video.pdf
HEEPI is a project funded under the Good Management Practice initiative of the Higher Education Funding Council. It involves a partnership of four universities - Bradford (the project leaders), Gloucestershire, Leeds Metropolitan and UMIST - together with the Yorkshire Universities Association and the Joint Procurement Policy and Strategy Group. It also has close links with the Association of University Directors of Estates. The project began in September 2001 and will run until August 2003. It aims to improve the environmental performance of higher education institutions by a) stimulating environmental benchmarking, for example by collecting energy and water data for individual buildings and b) by developing the capacity of staff with environment-related responsibilities to achieve positive environmental change within their institutions (through workshops, best practice case studies and other means). See � HYPERLINK "http://www.heepi.org.uk/" �www.heepi.org.uk� or contact the project officer Adam van Winsum at� HYPERLINK "mailto:a.vanwinsum@Bradford.ac.uk" �� � HYPERLINK "mailto:a.vanwinsum@bradford.ac.uk" �a.vanwinsum@bradford.ac.uk� for more information








� Conversions calculated using http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/envrp/gas/10.htm#foot4


� Calculated using http://www.energy-efficiency.gov.uk/document/factfigs/reckoner/index.htm
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