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Introduction 
Access Grid is typically used as a replacement for face-to-face meetings. Therefore, it 
is important that the quality of Access Grid virtual meetings approaches that 
experienced when participants are collocated to ensure effective and productive 
collaboration. It is widely accepted that good quality audio is essential for successful 
virtual meetings as poor audio can hinder normal human interaction. Video quality is 
also important to support the rich level of collaboration that users have come to expect 
from the Access Grid to incorporate non-verbal cues such as facial expressions and 
body language. 
 
We present a number of tools and approaches supported by the Access Grid Support 
Centre (AGSC) for testing the quality of Access Grid nodes, namely, the Test Room, 
Manual Quality Assurance (QA) Tests and the soon-to-be-released automated AG-
Check system. 

AGSC Test Room 
The AGSC Test Room was established as a facility to support a quick and easy way 
of checking the transmission and receiving of audio and video, an indication of audio 
levels and quality, and to make sure that network traffic is able to pass through users’ 
firewall configurations. Users frequently employ the Test Room before large or 
important meetings to provide reassurance that everything is working and to support 
troubleshooting of problems. It is also used by those installing Access Grid equipment 
to ensure it is working correctly. 
 
The Test Room consists of a webcam pointing at the screen of a computer that is 
connected to a dedicated virtual venue called ‘AGSC test room’. This enables the user 
to check that their video can be seen by a remote site. The computer plays a 
continuous stream of music to verify to the user that they are receiving audio from a 
remote site. Additionally, audio transmitted by the user is reflected back with a few 
seconds’ delay so that connectivity from remote sites and a broad assessment of audio 
quality and audio levels can be ascertained. The audio reflection is achieved by use of 
a digital delay box. 

  
Figure1: Test Room setup showing webcam and delay box 
 



 
Figure 2:  Screenshot of a Test Room session 
 
The AGSC aims to upgrade this service through the installation of a second test room 
on a different network to facilitate testing across networks and as a backup. 

Manual Quality Assurance Tests 
The AGSC performs Quality Assurance (QA) tests for registered users at six-monthly 
intervals. A QA test is performed by a member of the AGSC carrying out a number of 
checks, such as listening for echo, assessing background noise, video quality and 
placement, and use of additional applications such as IOCOM’s IG Pix and Jabber 
text chat. QA tests help users ensure that their equipment is functioning and 
configured correctly and also that those responsible for administering Access Grid 
nodes know what to check and how to fix problems that may arise.  
 
Some groups using Access Grid have made it a condition of attendance at sessions 
that only nodes that have passed their QA test can take part to ensure that meetings 
remain productive and effective with good quality audio and video.  
 
A similar system of manual QA testing has been adopted for a programme of global 
QA tests by Jason Bell of Central Queensland University, Australia. 
 
A major drawback of QA tests is that they can provide a degree of confidence in a 
node that may not be justified. Whilst passing a QA test is an assurance that the 
quality of a node at a particular time is good, subsequent changes in settings or 
hardware failures can render this status inaccurate. It is therefore recommended that 
QA tests are performed regularly, when there is a change in personnel supporting the 
node, and if there are changes to the software or hardware configurations. 

AG Check 
AG Check is a new service from the AGSC and it offers online audio and video 
assessment. It provides users with a tool to assess the quality of their audio and video 
via a series of tests available through a Java-enabled web browser. The tests include 
an assessment of audio and video quality, whether echo is being generated and 
network performance. A pre-recorded voice guides the user through the different tests 
and instructions are also displayed on the web page.  
 



 
Figure 3: The main AG Check window with all tests passed 
 
 

 
Figure 4: An example of the Audio Transmission Check 
 
Users connect to the ‘AG Check’ virtual venue with an encryption key provided on 
the AG Check web page. After logging on they go through a series of checks. Tests 
can be retaken in the same session to enable experiments with different 
configurations. At the end of a session, a summary of results is displayed to the user. 
Plans for future development include allowing users to save test results. 



 
The idea behind AG Check is to facilitate solo testing of Access Grid equipment, and 
it is possible that in the future it may replace the need for manual QA tests. 

Conclusion 
In this abstract, we have discussed a number of techniques for testing Access Grid 
nodes that are supported by the AGSC. The Test Room is a quick and easy way of 
establishing that connectivity with a remote site is achieved; a QA test is a formal 
condition of registration with the AGSC that is performed manually between a 
member of AGSC staff and user; and AG-Check is an on-line assessment tool for the 
automated testing of a number of Access Grid parameters. 
 
The testing of Access Grid remains a vital part of the work of the AGSC in ensuring 
that users have a compelling, productive and effective experience of remote 
collaboration. 


