WashingtonOnline Media Server
WashingtonOnline wanted to offer a media server to the online instructional staff.  A media server allows instructors to add classroom materials in the form of video, audio and other large files, into online classrooms and for viewing or download by students.  Classrooms hosted by WashingtonOnline have limits as to the total size of files and other course content that they may contain.  For most courses this isn’t problem but there are at least a few digital photography and video courses that  chafed at the classroom size restrictions.

These size restrictions exist because the hosting costs of learning management systems are tied at least partially to the file sizes of classroom content.  (The other key billing attribute is user accounts.)  Video and audio files are often larger and so there’s potential to reduce hosting costs by storing this particular type of online classroom content somewhere other than on the classroom servers.   
In choosing another system we had a few goals: make it easy to use, reliable and reasonable in cost.  Reliability in particular had to match that of our online learning management systems, currently Blackboard and Angel, both hosted by the software vendors themselves in datacenters that provide 99%+ uptime.

The three options that we considered were:

1. Traditional server hosting, wherein we would purchase additional server hardware and use it to store and serve media files.  This option would have cost thousands in initial capital and ongoing maintenance and bandwidth use.  Additionally it would have been a single system with no quick backup or failover, at least without additional spending for failover systems.
2. Content distribution networks (CDN) were another option.  CDNs store copies of website files often at different locations around the country or globe to improve download speeds.  At the low-end we found CacheFly and the high-end Akamia.  Unfortunately both were too expensive, and more suited to small files.  Also we didn’t have a strong need for distributing content across the country with most use being in Washington State.
3. Amazon’s Simple Storage Service, was a third option.  This service is one of the first of the cloud or utility computing options to be generally available.  The idea is that a large, redundant cluster of computers is used to store and serve out files over the Internet.  Service outages are theoretically less common as these systems are built with no single points of failure. The cost was very low, with billing by usage and no upfront setup fees.
So we chose to use Simple Storage Service from Amazon.com.  It’s been a very popular offering with a number of commercial and open-source products and services using it.  It didn’t take much effort to find and reuse a file upload component and get a custom domain name setup at http://media.waol.org.   File title, media type and keywords are stored in the WashingtonOnline database to aid in finding and hopefully reusing any uploaded materials.  
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Steps in Using the WAOL Media Server

The uploaded files are publicly available, although the actual upload and searching are available only to instructors and ELC staff after logging into the WAOL.org website.
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Enter search terms below, and then click the Search Files button. Or click the Show My Files
button to see all of your uploaded files

Use the Upload page to load new files to the Media Server.

[ separate search terms with a space
Search Files Show All of My Files

1.1-Subject Verb Identification Flash
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Media Server Search Page
To make it easier to use these uploaded files we found a simple, Adobe Flash-based video and audio player which we have placed on the media server and made available for playback of a certain, limited set of file formats.  Where applicable, the search page offers ready-to-use HTML code to embed the player in a classroom or other HTML page.

In terms of costs, Amazon charges 15 cents per gigabyte per month to store files, and an additional 17 cents per gigabyte for downloading files.  It’s unlikely that this estimate is anywhere near correct, but  we used an average class size, and 125 courses per quarter, each using five files of 50 megabyte in size.  This gives a monthly bandwidth cost of about $35 dollars.  An additional $19 per month is incurred in storage charges for the equivalent of 500 courses.  These costs, even if doubled or tripled, are an order of magnitude below the cost of leasing dedicated servers and the freedom from worrying about server failures is worth more than that.
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