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Advanced Research Computing or ‘BEAR’

§ Birmingham Environment for Academic Research
1. Architecture, Infrastructure and Systems – 5.8 FTE
2. Research Engagement Group – 3.6 FTE

• Advocacy on BEAR and data management, training

3. Research Software Group – 9 FTE
• Team of Research Software Engineers
• 7 funded by Advanced Research Computing, IT Services
• 2 discipline-specific



Research Software Group
What do they do?
§ Provide advice on designing and writing software
§ Promote & advise on using version control

§ Document history over time
§ Reproducible code

§ Help researchers get the most from our 
advanced computing facilities

See Mike Croucher’s talk: 
http://mikecroucher.github.io/MLPM_talk

http://mikecroucher.github.io/MLPM_talk


Research Software Group
How? Up to 20 half-day sessions
• Coding eg. developing a research website
• Coaching to upskill the researcher eg. learning new programming language
• Advice to researchers already developing software eg. managing software release



Case Study: Transcribe Estoria
Researcher: Aengus Ward, Professor in Medieval Iberian Studies

Coding engagement aim: 

• To create a website to enable crowd-sourcing of transcribers

• Provide access to training materials for transcribers & allow 

them to practise their skills before transcribing a manuscript

• Available in both Spanish and English

Output

• Website created: https://transcribeestoria.bham.ac.uk/en/

• 300 transcribers have signed up for pilot study

• When complete, an electronic edition of the Chronicle will be 

publicly accessible

• REF Impact Case Study for the University

https://transcribeestoria.bham.ac.uk/en


Case Study: Feral Parakeets
Researcher: Richard Bufton, Biosciences

Coaching engagement aim:
• Design a database and website to allow data entries globally 

from birdwatchers & other interested members of the public
• Coaching to upskill the researcher in basic programming and 

Python

Output
• Website in four languages: https://parakeetsightings.bham.ac.uk
• Collecting sightings into database along with photos for ID 

checking
• Great publicity for UoB – Richard’s project featured on BBC’s 

Springwatch

https://parakeetsightings.bham.ac.uk/


Case Study: Times Digital Archive
Researcher: Viola Wiegand, Centre for Corpus Research

Advice engagement aim:
• Times Digital Archive (1785-2013) contains lots of historical data 

in scanned form of varying quality
• Advise researcher on how to optimise processing of text data via 

our supercomputer

Output
• Faster data processing – 40 hours vs 40 days
• Thesis assessing how surveillance is represented throughout 

history
• Resulting version of the dataset can be used by other 

researchers Wiegand, V. (2019). A Corpus Linguistic Approach 
to Meaning-Making Patterns in Surveillance 
Discourse [PhD thesis]. University of Birmingham.



Conclusions
• Research Software Group has rapidly grown over last 2 years in 

response to demand
• Enabling researchers to:

• Perform their research faster and better
• Allowing members of the public to both take part in research & access it 

more easily
• Enabling creation of cross-checked digital data

Upcoming project
• We have purchased the largest IBM Artificial Intelligence Cluster in the 

UK
• User support being developed for pilot projects
• Interest from Economics through to Medicine

https://www.scientific-
computing.com/news/university-birmingham-
deploy-largest-ibm-power9-ai-cluster-uk
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