VRA Seminar 3: Digital Strategic Plan

Presentation by Christina Updike, Visual Resources Specialist

James Madison University

Good morning colleagues!  The JMU digital strategic plan was implemented in 1997-98 with the creation of MDID (the Madison Digital Image Database).  It was not a written document, but the plan evolved out of a series of collaborations with other campus departments.  This presentation will address the strategies we used at JMU in transitioning from teaching primarily with 35mm slides to primarily with digital images.  First I’ll briefly describe what factors served as a catalyst for this change; then discuss the project’s development, key players, relationship building and actions involved in facilitating the change; followed by what lessons we learned; and how ongoing collaborations are necessary for effective transition.


To set the stage, early in 1997 discussions were held at departmental and art history meetings regarding our role in the new General Education program at JMU.  I would need to find an efficient way to provide high-quality images for teaching survey art history classes as they were incorporated into this new required curriculum.  The School would shift from teaching 6-8 sections of Survey per semester to instructing a total of 24 course sections in the next academic year.  This, coupled with the decision to change to a new Survey textbook, required me to provide many new images for teaching and student study.  My problems or issues were limited financial and staffing resources making the task of supplying the necessary slides daunting.  My plusses were the School had access to two technology classrooms where we were already using CD-ROMs and the Internet.  Digital Technology would meet the increased teaching and study needs of the larger number of students and faculty.  I presented my solution to the School Director and the art history faculty and they supported the idea, but only through collaboration, could I work to solve the problems.

There were six groups participating in the project.  First, to solve the funding issue, I applied for an internal technology grant with the art history area coordinator and the Dean of General Education (who is an art historian), to create a digital image database to support the expanded curriculum, as there was no affordable commercial products at that time.  The Center for Instructional Technology, housed in our Libraries and Educational Technologies Division, awarded the $45,000 grant to us in December 1997.  Art History faculty and I selected the content for the database, 2,000 images.  The sources included slides from the faculty’s personal collections, public domain images, and selections from the fine arts slide collection.  We were conscious of copyright issues, security and data standards. The collaborators also identified search criteria and established field names based on the VRA Core 2.0 for use in the database application.  In our MDID2 update, it allows flexible data structure (the Art and Art History collection is based on VRA Core 3.0) with cross collection searching using Dublin Core.  This first collaboration was fairly easy as I already had good relationships with the art history faculty.


Upon receiving the grant, collaboration continued with the CIT staff.  The members of the MDID creation team were the CIT Director, the Senior Programmer as project leader, the Instructional Technologist for the assessment component, the Graphic Designer for image manipulation, the Database designer, the art history area coordinator, and myself for data integrity and image quality.  Most of the CIT staff members were new to me, so I had to establish a working relationship with them.  Many meetings were held to determine the characteristics of the system and a timeline for the various working groups to complete the project.   Mid-way into the project, we realized the scanning of 2,000 slides was beyond the scope of our equipment and student staffing, so we outsourced to accomplish the task.  The MDID was designed with web-based components for faculty to create slideshows for classroom instruction and a viewer for students to study the packaged slideshows.  Separate image viewer software was designed for classroom projection.  Faculty began teaching with the new system in fall of 1998.  For the first three years of use, each semester, both faculty and student users were surveyed to gather data regarding teaching, learning, and redesign feedback.  Modifications to the system were made and the assessment results indicated positive response to its effectiveness.  The issues of training, documentation, copyright and security are coordinated with CIT staff members.  They also maintain the MDID servers, the MDID website, and the software’s further development.  I don’t have to do it alone.  


The third collaboration was spurred by the need to more efficiently add content to the system.  A funding source outside of art history was sought for the purchase of licensed image databases.  I identified AMICO (just available) and approached the Libraries and Educational Technologies Division for the funding.  It began with a discussion I had with the art liaison librarian, who is a friend and colleague I’d worked with for several years.  She helped arrange a meeting with the Dean of Libraries, the chair of the Intellectual Properties Committee and the University lawyer to emphasize that digital image collection development by the University is the best acquisition method with copyright permission attached.  My request was approved in spring 2000, and I joined the library acquisition team to acquire the licensed databases for the University.  Acquiring high-resolution images with data for inclusion in the MDID system was part of the AMICO license agreement, which the library renewed each year.  Just this past year, the Libraries division licensed ARTstor for the University.

With the added digital resources, a demand for more wired classrooms arose.  Teams were formed of art historians, CIT staff and myself to demonstrate the effectiveness of MDID to administrators to emphasize the need for more and better-equipped technology classrooms.  These demonstrations were given to Deans, VPs, the Board of Visitors, the JMU President, and the department of Media Resources.  As a result, funding came from Media Resources for equipment upgrades and two additional tech classrooms for our building.  Having a long standing rapport with the Media Resources personnel was helpful in this relationship building.  Back in the 70’s I had taken a class “Repair and Maintenance of Slide Projectors” with one of the technicians when I started my job at JMU.  Now they regularly call me to participate in projector demonstrations as they consider new equipment for our technology classrooms.

The fifth collaboration is with the Offices of Computing Support.  They are responsible for installing and maintaining the MDID software in all the technology classrooms.  Coordinating services with IT is necessary to ensure that the data transfer of images is quick, smooth and reliable.  Our software engineer helps me communicate our need for caching images and coordinating our software with computer back-ups and clean-up procedures on the tech classrooms computers.  This is a vital collaboration to ensure effective use of the teaching system.  Building faculty confidence in the new technology with this reliability factor has resulted in the increased usage of digital over analog images.


Lastly, after presenting the MDID project at numerous regional and national conferences from 1999-2001, outside administrators and instructional technology personnel contacted us seeking advice and expressing interest in obtaining our system.  Those requests led to discussions on our campus to determine who owned the intellectual property of our system and who else might be able to license it.  We met with the University lawyer and Deans to write an IP Disclosure Statement and License, which evolved into MDID being made available as a free download in October 2001 and within the first year of its availability there were more than 400 downloads from the U.S. and other countries, with 23 institutions implementing the system.  

Here are some of the lessons I learned in this process.  Education about technology and its integration into the teaching and learning process is critical for all project stakeholders.  There is a technology learning curve for faculty and a content learning curve for technology developers.  After articulating clearly how art historians use images in teaching, the programmers designed the effective system.  Implementation of an instructional system involves not only instructional technologists and faculty, but also providers and supporters of the institution’s technological infrastructure.  With the MDID, involvement of tech classroom managers and media specialists came later.  Inclusion of them at the onset of the project would have provided a smoother road for ongoing development.  We were scrambling that first semester to obtain better digital projectors.


What are the keys to ongoing success?  Firstly, communications with all project participants in the form of focus groups and meetings.  As more faculty from across the campus and students use the system, it shows the administration that new technology is worth the investment of time and resources.  Moreover, instructional design is a dynamic process that requires regular evaluation of objectives and redesign of the instructional product.  In 2003, JMU was awarded a grant of $50,000 from the Andrew Mellon Foundation to support further development of the system and establish collaboration between MDID2 and the ARTstor image database initiative, which included our participation in their beta test.  MDID2 was beta tested on our campus during spring semester 2004 and its new features were based on input from all the stakeholders.  It is very exciting to see the results.  Late this summer, JMU released this second version to the public under an open source license. The new MDID supports multiple image collections and custom catalog structures. I serve as the administrator of the Art and Art History collection, which includes collection development, image and data preparation, and record uploads using XML data import tools and image file management tools. This added flexibility, along with the growing presence of high quality LCD projectors and network connections in the classroom, is quickly expanding the use of the MDID to disciplines outside of Art and Art History.  Faculty actively participate in system content development and manage their own personal images in the “My Images” portion of the software.  Where possible the integration from licensed databases, commercial companies, and non-profit image libraries such as Allan Kohl’s AICT project, provides the most efficient means of development.  New content will come from other sources as MDID2 supports other collections.  The Madison Art Collection has been digitized and I worked with the new Director on her data structure.  Continued collaboration must occur with classroom media services and computing support to ensure appropriate infrastructure for the system.  And this last one, which is crucial to the impact on teaching and learning, is image quality and data integrity.

As you can see on this PowerPoint slide, our digital strategic plan evolved over the years to a cohesive network of collaborations that supports and sustains our successful invention, the MDID, for our campus use, as well as a growing community of other educational institutions.  
