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1 Purpose of this document 
The project has been funded by the Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) for a two-
year period as part of the Digital Repositories Programme. As part of the start-up process of 
the project we decided it would be very useful to revisit our original project application and 
background research to produce a project description that was not in ‘project speak’. There 
are 2 very good reasons for this: 
 

1. To act as a ‘reality check’ on our original proposal and to help focus our work in 
writing a project plan and reduce the chances of going off on a tangent from the main 
project aims and objectives 
 
2. To make the rationale for the project as clear as possible to ourselves and the 
partners and participants. This is needed because the project is concerned with the 
potentially difficult and complex area at the intersection of technology, education, the 
law, and digital repositories of learning materials. It is an area characterised by 
changing institutional and professional roles, rapidly developing technologies and 
strong political and commercial agendas, with some players that are often 
encountering legal constraints (and opportunities) for the first time. 

 

2 Orientation and Overview 
The project is mainly concerned with exploring the legal and associated organisational, 
cultural and technical aspects of operating an institutional digital repository of learning 
objects. The legal dimensions of e-learning particularly those affecting the sharing and reuse 
of learning materials in the form of learning objects are currently conceived of as presenting 
serious obstacles to future development, so this project is very timely. 
 
This area (and in fact e-learning in general) is strongly affected by and connected to many 
interest groups and factors that make it very difficult to examine individual elements in 
isolation. We take the view that to arrive at any meaningful solutions we need to take a 
systems approach (or a holistic view) of the problem area we are dealing with. 
 
The technical aspect of the project is very important to support the encoding of legal 
agreements in a way that can be managed by computers but we must not lose sight of the fact 
that this project is primarily about people and institutions (as is e-learning). Thus we shall be 
looking at the ways we can bring people and institutions to the point where they feel they can 
enter into legal agreements with each other. So the project will be composed of two 
complementary halves one looking at the cultural and legal issues and the other looking at the 
technical issues. 
 
 

3 Short Project Description 
This based on the original project application documents 
Project Title: TrustDR 
Consortium: University of Ulster (Lead site), UHI Millennium Institute, Athens EduServ, 
Intrallect Ltd. 
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3.1 Project Purpose 
Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) currently presents considerable difficulties to the 
development and uptake of digital repositories of learning objects. This project seeks to utilise 
the outputs of recent work sponsored by the JISC to begin creating practical Digital Rights 
Management  (DRM) systems for digital repositories of learning objects. The main aims of 
this project are to explore the cultural, legal and technical issues that must be attended to in 
order to create legal agreements that can then be incorporated into a DRM system. Note that 
“system” in the context of this project, means the combination of human and institutional 
players who create, manage and consume IP; as well as the encoding of legal information into 
metadata in human and machine readable formats that may be automatically managed. 
 
The real challenge is how the education sector can take advantage of the new digital media 
and technologies without having to pay a huge cost in terms of administration, legal fees and 
insurance? In this, the issue of trust is central. How can the education sector conduct its 
business within this environment in such a way that the various creators, publishers and 
consumers of intellectual property retain their trust? A social or economic system that has low 
levels of trust tends to have much higher running costs. In a low-trust system, expensive 
lawyers, contracts and insurance are used as a substitute for behavioural constraint. So, if trust 
reduces transaction costs in an economy how can we build and maintain it in the context of 
digital repositories? As the RoMEO project has pointed out some of the main barriers to the 
success of such repositories are not technical but legal and cultural. 
 

3.2  Project Summary 
The work of the project will be focusing on the real-world issues that people are encountering 
in creating and sharing materials in digital repositories and their associated digital content 
supply chains. 
 
The project will be interested in looking at the cultural issues that need to be addressed in 
developing DRM systems. It will be especially concerned at how to arrive at an agreed legal 
expression of rights in the form of licences and user agreements from various groups of 
stakeholders, and whether there are any common patterns that can be identified and possibly 
transferred for use elsewhere. The project will also be looking at how these expressions of 
rights can be included in rights metadata using a Digital Rights Expression Language 
(DREL). The project will examine the types of protection and functionality that rights 
metadata may help provide, now and in the near future, and its possible utilisation in different 
parts of the lifecycle of a learning object. Implementing and maintaining a DRM system 
undoubtedly involves costs and we shall be deliberately looking for ways to offset such costs 
and exploit the information gathered in the process to support and extend the service activities 
associated with learning object repositories. 
 

3.3 Project Aims 
 
The broad aims of the project might be summed up as: 
 
Seeking to understand more fully the complex problem area of rights issues in digital 
repositories of learning objects and to suggest ways of simplifying the problem area in order 
to find pragmatic solutions. 
 
In the context of our project this translates into a more specific set of aims expressed by: 
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• The main aims of this project are to explore the cultural, legal and technical issues 
that must be explored in order to create legal agreements that can then be 
incorporated into a DRM system 

 
While the project will seek to understand the cultural and institutional issues the outline of the 
practical legal and technical work required is already clear enough thanks to previous JISC 
sponsored research and this will cover the two following broad complementary strands: 
 
1. Using the Creative Commons UK licences (developed at Oxford and elsewhere) and their 
expression in Open Digital Rights Language (ODRL) rights expression language, this being 
the proposed rights and metadata solutions from the RoMEO project for e-prints, to see if 
they can be used or adapted to work in a learning object context. This work would also be 
informed by the experience of the X4L programme and the JORUM project. We shall also 
examine if we can use the JORUM licence as the basis for a common licence in a similar 
way. 
 
2. Taking a common six-stage DRM system model as a guide for creating different DRM 
systems. This model was developed in the Digital Rights Management Report written by 
Intrallect Ltd., and commissioned by the JISC. 
 

3.4 Project Contexts 
This proposal shall examine the following contexts: 
1. Repositories - local and external (actors - rights holders, repository administrators, 
managers, depositors, subscribers, other users) 
2. Digital Content (actors - rights holders, institutional managers, academics, learners, other 
potential users) 
3. Institutions (actors – rights holders, managers, library, academics, learners, managers of 
VLE systems, managers of corporate websites) 
 
By looking at these kinds of practical contexts, the project will be seeking to describe the 
kinds of interplays and tensions between the various actors and their associated business 
processes. This is essential to start to be able to propose workable solutions. This ‘grounding’ 
in a practical context should also be valuable in providing guidance and information (case 
studies, use cases, generic agreements etc) for dissemination to inform work going on 
elsewhere in developing the future architecture of digital repositories.  
 

3.5 Project Work Scenarios 
The work of the project will be grounded in 3 practical scenarios that will be concerned with 
developing DRM systems: 
 
1. record and analyse practical steps to implement a DRM system within the UHI partnership 
and within the University of Ulster for the use of a closed institutional repository of learning 
materials in the form of learning objects.  
 
2. examining how two institutional repositories (the UHI and the University of Ulster) can 
share their collections of learning objects while applying conditions on access.  
 
3. explore sharing content between different types of digital repositories such as images, e-
prints, and learning designs and other content providers to investigate what can be done at the 
moment and what needs further development. We shall do this work with project participants 
– who will be contributing a small amount of materials and some time for consultation and 
discussion. 
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3.6 Project Objectives 
The objectives of the project are to carry out analysis work in the practical scenarios and 
contexts described above. This analysis work will be guided by the project aims and has two 
complementary strands that correspond to the two main divisions of a DRM system as 
identified in the JISC Digital Rights Management Report namely Policy Creation and Policy 
Projection. 
 
Stand 1 DRM Policy Creation looks at the legal requirements and current practice in the use 
of digital and non-digital domains. This part also looks at arriving at a general set of policy 
statements, administration procedures, user agreements and licences that different players can 
sign up to.  
 
Stand 2 DRM Policy Projection examines the use and management of rights information in 
digital form encoded in rights metadata and is particularly interested for looking at ways to 
justify and offset the costs involved. 
 
The consortium will, in Stand 1, undertake benchmark activities within the consortium and 
with participants, relating to existing business processes and digital content / repository usage. 
This work will inform Strand 2, which will explore in detail the interplays, tensions and 
potential DRM opportunities that exist across the associated stakeholder groups. The two 
parts of the project will operate in parallel. 
 

3.7 Project Outputs 
The consortium recognises that the issues relating to this proposal are both complex and inter-
related across technical, legal, cultural and business domains. The consortium believes it has 
the necessary experience and context to explore these interdependencies and to provide the 
sector with insightful outputs. These will fall into three main categories and will be deposited 
into the JORUM repository: 
 

1. Use Cases 
2. Case Studies 
3. Exemplars, Generic Policies, and Procedures that illustrate potential approaches 
and solutions to the use cases developed 

 
The specification and context of these outputs will be developed during the initial phases of 
the project to ensure a “best fit” with sector needs.  

3.7.1 Use Cases 
• Including using the Digital Rights Management Report to identify gaps 
• Identify System Requirements (social and technical) for DRM implementation 

 

3.7.2 Case Studies and Training Materials 
Identify and specify work that was done to make DRM possible: 
• Advocacy 
• Policy development 
• Administration tools 
• Education, training materials 
• Licence development, adaptation and distribution 
• Consultation 
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• DREL development and choices 
• Systems development 
• Rights metadata and profiles 
• Identification of Use cases needed (other than those? included in the DRM study) 
• Mapping the legal landscape of Digital Repositories (a first iteration) that aims to 

present a more accessible and coherent picture of the field in terms of – Actors and 
their needs, situations, and requirements, legal context, social context, current 
practice and future ambitions. This could help scope further work 

• Infrastructure issues – institutional and national 
• Individual case studies (technical, legal, social) 

 

3.7.3 Exemplars, Generic Policies and Procedures 
• Policy and admin development examples and tools 
• User agreements 
• Licences for reuse 
• Metadata profiles 
• Consortia agreements 

 
 

3.8 Project Outcomes 
For relevant parts of the community the outcomes of a successful project would include some 
or all of the following: 
 

• An awareness of the rights issues involved in learning objects and digital repositories 
• A greater sense of empowerment when dealing with rights issues generally 
• Being able to negotiate with rights holders more effectively 
• Advocacy for dealing with rights issues in learning object repositories 
• Able to manage digital content in a more sustainable manner 
• Greater awareness of how a repository of learning objects may fit into the work of an 

institution 
• A re-evaluation of the role of content in teaching 
• Understanding the concept of the lifecycle of a digital asset 
• Taking a more long term and strategic attitude to the management of digital teaching 

and learning materials 
• A more realistic understanding of the costs, benefits and risks of operating a digital 

repository of learning objects 
• Increased sharing and collaboration between repositories 
• Greater sharing of learning materials in the educational and training sectors 
• Rights holders feeling more confidence and trust in learning object repositories 
• Able to identify and control the risk to institutions 
• The increasing use of a common set of policy documents, contracts, protocols, 

licences, standards and metadata etc. across the sector helping to provide a more 
sustainable and trusted DRM regime (possibly with associated support groups) 

 
 

3.9 Project Management 
The project will be guided and managed through a project steering group. The project steering 
group will provide strategic guidance to the project team and ensure that the project is 
institutionally embedded.  

 6



Chair: Mr Nigel Macartney, Director of Information Services (UU) 
Project manager: John Casey, Learning Materials Manager (UHI)  
John Kennedy, Assistant Director of Information Services, Library Systems (UU) 
Gillian Anderson, Librarian (UHI) 
Alan Masson, Assistant Director of the Institute of Lifelong Learning (UU) 
Wolfgang Greller, Head of Learning Environments Team (UHI) 
Professor Charles Oppenheim, (Loughborough University) 
Lyn Norris, (Athens EduServ) 
David Crook, Account Manager - Higher Education (CLA) 
 

3.10 Dissemination 
Dissemination will be a key feature of this project. A website will provide information about 
the project for the HE community and a range of communication tools (mail, discussion, chat 
and blog) to facilitate interaction among the project team and with relevant constituencies 
associated with the work of the project. 
 
The consortium will seek to disseminate the outcomes of this project through: 

• Participation in relevant JISC events 
• Participation in awareness raising activities to IT and library staff development 

communities (e.g. EUNIS, SCONUL, UCISA) 
• Presenting at IT, e-learning and library related conferences 
• The hosting of a one-day workshop in September 2007 
• Liaison with relevant standards groups such as CETIS, IMS, OKI, Internet2. 
• The dissemination activities will focus on technical, legal, cultural and operational 

issues relating to an institutional adoption of such technologies. 
 
 

3.11 Graphical Representation 
 

 

Legal & Cultural 

Technical 

Legal & 
Technical 
Nexus 

 
A common six-stage model for the creation of a DRM system (reproduced from the JISC 
Digital Rights Management Report produced by Intrallect ltd.), with our annotations. 
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The Legal and Technical Nexus would be the point where the Creative Commons and 
JORUM licences exist – as the communication point between the cultural / legal domains and 
the technical domain 
 
Note for project development: A useful analogy may be drawn between this diagram and the 
Open Systems Interconnection model representation of how the Internet works as a way of 
simplifying the DRM process for all those involved. 

4 Discussion of Some Possible Themes 
In some ways the law is not the main problem here;, rather it is the changing nature of 
education strongly driven by technology that is bringing a lot of issues to the surface and also 
into the legal domain. As in any period of rapid change the situation is marked by 
contradiction, paradox, opportunities and threats to the players. Here are some themes, which 
we expect to affect our work: 
 

4.1 The impact of technology on traditional organisational 
structures  

The arrival of technologies such as learning objects and management information systems 
from the industrial sector carry strong implicit organisational models that favour greater 
corporatism and a division of labour – an industrial model. The problem for the higher 
educational sector is that it does not have the highly focused and coherent organisational 
structures that these technologies require. For instance higher education is characterised by 
informality and autonomy at all levels – which is not necessarily a bad thing. An excellent 
analysis of these systemic obstacles to using technology in higher education has been carried 
out for the ERSC by Newcastle University (Pollock & Cornford, 2000). The study found that 
the basic business processes often simply do not exist; a web version of the report can be 
found in the ARIADNE newsletter at: http://www.ariadne.ac.uk/issue24/virtual-universities/ 
 

4.2 Cultural Issues  
An understanding of cultural issues in terms of attitudes, values and terminology are likely to 
play an important role in working with the different stakeholder communities towards 
common agreement. For example the RoMEO project found that persuading research authors 
to sign a licence to allow others to copy their work was difficult because the word ‘copy’ has 
a very negative connotation of plagiarism in their culture. The solution was to adopt the word 
‘publish’ instead which resulted in a much more favourable response. 
 
The loose bonds and informal networks that characterise much of the university workplace is 
likely to be an issue, in this environment different members of staff and stakeholders have 
varying degrees of affinity with the overall aims of the institutions. The UHI certainly has 
these characteristics, with an added level of federated independent partner institutions 
working together to deliver teaching. How staff see themselves in relation to a centrally 
managed system is likely to be an important area to investigate. 
 

4.3 Repositories of Learning Objects are Still in Their Early 
Stages  

It is important to remember that the concept of creating a shared set of learning materials in 
digital formats that are accessible by staff across a single institution (or even a faculty and 
department) is still a very radical idea in most FE and HE. It also brings to the surface many 
issues about academics’ relations with each other and their institution. We need to be aware 
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of where academics and managers are in reality in this context and not where we would like 
them to be – the gap between the foot soldiers of education and the digerati is particularly 
large in this area. 
 

4.4 The lessons of e-Prints and e-Theses for the Teaching 
Community  

The ‘marketisation’ of parts of the public sector has had many unintended effects and this 
applies as much to research in the form of the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE). It has 
intensified activity to publish in journals as institutions pursue, in effect, a dwindling pool of 
research money. Traditionally, institutional employers have been content to allow their 
authors to claim the copyright in their output, who then give it away to the journals who 
publish their work. Over the last decade or so the publishers’ subscription rates for the same 
research journals have increased markedly, one of the drivers for this being the scramble for 
RAE cash. This has resulted in many university libraries not being able to afford to get access 
to their own work either in print or electronically. A very useful BBC Radio 4 documentary 
has covered this problem and can be accessed at 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/science/publishorbedamned.shtml. A reaction to this state of 
affairs has been the Open Archive Initiative that has been persuading academics to take a 
more critical attitude to legal matters in order to make their work freely available. There has 
been rapid uptake of this amongst academics and institutions (although there is still a long 
way to go) because they can see a direct benefit from this course of action. This has provided 
valuable lessons that we may be able to apply in some degree to the teaching community. 
 

4.5 The Contradiction of the Low Status and High Value of 
Teaching in HE  

Teaching in higher education has traditionally been accorded a fairly low status yet for most 
institutions income derived from teaching is the major source of institutional wealth, with 
figures of 80% - 90% and above not being uncommon. So, for most universities teaching is 
the de-facto core business activity. As financial constraints bring this reality to the surface 
and technologies such as Virtual Learning Environments (VLE’s) are being deployed one of 
the emerging strategic gaps in institutional management and policy is a lack of knowledge of 
how the law applies to the use of teaching materials. The current push towards reuse of 
teaching materials with learning objects and repositories has highlighted this further. A useful 
HEFCE paper on this subject can be found at: 
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2003/03_08.htm 
 

4.6 The Novelty of Accountability in the Public Sector 
It is worth remembering that legal accountability in the sector is historically fairly recent. For 
instance the NHS enjoyed crown immunity until the start of the 1990’s, and it and the 
associated professions are still coming to terms with this, as a series of high profile court 
cases have shown. This is likely to be an issue in the HE and FE sectors. 
 

4.7 Short-Termism and Hype in the e-Learning World  
E-learning in the HE sector in particular (and to a large extent in FE) is characterised by a 
‘project’ culture and funding regime that make long term strategic planning and sustainability 
very difficult. This is exacerbated by some of the unrealistic hype surrounding e-learning that 
still lingers on after the e-learning bubble of a few years ago. The OBHE,  (The Observatory 
on Borderless Higher Education), in one of its briefing notes (No.9, January 2003 
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http://www.obhe.ac.uk/products/briefings.html) has produced a useful discussion of this. This 
tendency found its ultimate expression, to date, in the collapse of the UK e-university 
criticized as a "shameful waste" of public money” by the chair of the Science and Technology 
Select Committee, Dr Ian Gibson. See: 
http://education.guardian.co.uk/elearning/story/0,10577,1190470,00.html  
 
This is beginning to change with many institutions developing e-learning strategies but only 
one claiming to have an actual e-learning policy. In this environment a typical problem is 
institutions and interest groups wanting the perceived benefits of digital repositories but being 
unwilling to recognise and pay for the true cost of adopting them – especially for the human 
labour involved. There is a strong tendency to want to believe that once the software system 
is set up it will manage itself. This of course is nonsense, plenty of research is appearing 
stressing the need for good quality metadata (Barton & Currier, 2003) (Currier, S., Barton, J., 
O’Beirne, R., Ryan, B., 2004). The experience of the Yorkshire based HLSI repository is a 
salutary tale for those who think these repositories can be ‘run on the cheap’ (Ryan, B. & 
Walmsley, S. 2003).  
 
Still, the myth that there is some ‘magic bullet’ type of solution to the task of running a 
repository persists in the computer science community and we often hear phrases such as 
‘with enough computing power’ and with the right  ‘AI (Artificial Intelligence) techniques’ 
that we can crack the problem. To be blunt the computer scientists should know better – they 
had their own AI bubble back in the 1980’s. AI works best in well-defined problem spaces – a 
digital repository of learning objects to support a teaching and learning community is very far 
from being a well-defined problem space. Those who have recovered from their AI hangover 
advocate using technology to support human intelligence in dealing with these kind of 
problems which is well fitted for dealing with complexity and multiple meanings – and 
resolving them. The future will be a mixture of human and technical agents operating and 
maintaining a repository. 
 

4.8 Looking to the Information Retrieval Community 
So where can we look for some realistic guidance on operating a digital repository? The 
information retrieval community is a good candidate, representing a fruitful if sometimes 
tense collaboration between information science, computer science and librarians (van 
Rijsbergen, 2000). If we can agree that an institutional digital repository of learning objects is 
a form of digital library then Sølvberg (2000) proposes three criteria that a such a library 
should share with a traditional ‘bricks, mortar and books’ library, they are: permanent, man-
aged, quality controlled. This coincides nicely with research about metadata quality and 
management issues (Barton and Currier etc) and gives us a ‘big picture’ view of how a 
repository should fit into existing institutional structures. This provides us with the possibility 
of developing a useful set of evaluation criteria to see if an institution is in a position to be 
able to adopt, integrate and sustain an institutional repository of learning objects. We might 
put these criteria under a heading dubbed ‘Awareness & Readiness’. Thus in any cost – 
benefit – risk evaluation for implementing a DRM system we could usefully include an 
‘awareness and readiness’ evaluation. 

 

4.9 Coming to Terms with the Real Value of Learning 
Materials  

An important factor in our project work will be that much teaching material will not actually 
be worth much in cash terms – and this will have a big effect on any cost – benefit – risk 
analysis. Of course this flies in the face of a lot of existing attitudes. An excellent discussion 
of this can be found at this Bath University site 
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http://www.bath.ac.uk/dacs/cdntl/pMachine/morriblog_comments.php?id=P410_0_4_0 
 

We will need to take on board that the value of learning objects will vary greatly. The 
Australian AE Sharenet project (see the DRM report) has produced a useful 4 level value 
system that we might be able to use. It is likely that learning object value will lie along a 
continuum from low value (but high utility) classroom handouts to high value distance 
learning materials with embedded pedagogic strategy, tutor notes and high media production 
values etc. Learning Designs may well fit into the latter category. Again, the actual value of 
the materials will play a factor in the cost – benefit -risk analysis, which may result in 
collections also being categorised by value – with appropriate metadata to provide necessary 
protection. 

 

4.10 Offsetting the Cost of Metadata 
It is going to be difficult to persuade the ‘Google generation’ to take metadata and its costs 
seriously. The use of ‘free’ commercial search engines such as Google are fine for individuals 
trawling around the web to support personal search strategies and information discovery 
activities. The same goes for using other commercial ‘free’ services such as the ability to 
store resources and adding personally meaningful metadata ‘tags’ (also known as 
‘folksonomies’1) as seen on “flickr” and “del.icio.us”. Unfortunately this does not provide a 
scalable way of managing information resources across different groups of people in an 
institution in a sustainable manner over a long period of time. For this some ‘hand-made’ 
metadata is needed – what librarians and others call cataloguing and indexing. Some people 
are disinclined to acknowledge the need for human involvement in this field – particularly 
those who are enthusiastic about the ideas associated with the Web2.0 2, for whom this may 
represent an inconvenient truth. In our opinion much of this is related to the relatively non-
discussed area of the ‘political economy’3 of e-learning – an area that would benefit from 
further research and discussion. In terms of information management in e-learning the choice 
is not one between automatic/technical solutions and dedicated human labour - both are 
needed. 
 
We would certainly advocate using technology to support human intelligence in dealing with 
creating and managing metadata. But humans are better fitted for dealing with indexing 
resources to create metadata, which requires the ability to understand complexity and multiple 
meanings – and resolve them. The future will be a mixture of human and technical agents 
operating and maintaining a repository. To achieve this there needs to be a combined 
approach that involves collaboration between information science, computer science and 
librarians. 
 
There has been a growing realisation that ‘secondary’ or ‘contextual’ metadata is an 
important and powerful addition to the utility of learning objects (Robyn, P., Dalziel J, 2003) 
and will help in community adoption. Similarly, the unfolding vision of Learning Design 
strongly implies the need for detailed tracking data to work effectively (Koper, R. & 
Tattersall C.). Thus, we can see an environment developing where the metadata gathered 
about an object may well be more valuable than the object itself.  
 
The need to create rights metadata may well provide a useful ‘lever’ for information 
managers to exert when designing overall metadata systems in an institutional setting that 
requires a certain minimum of  human created metadata to get the most 'payback’. But we 
                                                 
1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Folksonomy 

2 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Web_2 & also ww.oreillynet.com/pub/a/oreilly/tim/news/2005/09/30/what-is-web-20.html 

3 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_economy 
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have to recognise that some objects and repositories will be running on ‘lite’ metadata – and 
what would be a minimum rights profile? It might also be likely that such repositories will 
restrict submissions to simple objects in terms of rights in order to control management costs. 
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