Chapter 3

Session set-up

Helmut Fritsch

Session setup as educational scenario
"Quomodo quid tradere conveniat", a short item on the "to do list" for didactics meaning the specific way, how to best convey content to pupils: fomulated in 1652 by the Duisburg schoolmaster Johannes Clauberg in his book Logica Vetus & Nova in the second part1. 

When I first read this concept, again introduced into our dicussions by the Italian scholar Benedetto Vertecchi from Rome in his ZIFF Papiere 109 2( Hagen , Juli 

1998), I was reminded of early communication analysis literature (Harold

 Laswell,1948)
 and the string "who says what, in which channel, to whom, with what effect?". Certainly, educational scenarios are a sub-kind of communicative scenarios.

"Quomodo quid tradere conveniat" is a didactical concept like "which medium for what?" It is on a meta level thinking about the teaching process and its use. 

So when we present scenarios of teaching situations we acknowledge that we do our teaching in the hope that learning may happen: we neither will be able to, in every case, really prove that it has happened nor that it has happened because of our teaching intervention. So the term "educational scenario" is a second-best term for what we are researching.  The good thing about it is, that we may start at today's reality, the situations learners are in, in today's society (with today's constraints) and today's possibilities!

I want to introduce  the concept of an "educational scenario" as a didactical roadmap to the effect of learning and in this roadmap a session is like a defined stretch of road and the session setup like a drive-up to the motorway.

But: another idea from psychology and communication is the Gregory Bateson formula "the map is not the landscape"!

Instruction in a school also needs planning of premises, addresses, rooms, toilets, heating, windows, cleaning, and someone who is in charge.  Mostly there are pupils known to each other and expected by the teacher. Newcomers will be introduced and given advice how to behave. And there will be rules to follow which may be very different from room to room, from teacher to teacher, from school to school. And we all know that there also is a "hidden curriculum" which I mention before the official curriculum for which teachers are paid for to follow and for which society has installed the institution. So at least we now can imagine the many different dimensions of setup for normal instruction.

Setup

The main difference between a setup for e-learning and a virtual classroom is the necessity to have a fixed time frame when participants and teacher/tutor are to be online. So it seems that one of the major advantages of e-learning or distance education, as has been discussed in the literature (time independence or, as Holmberg puts it "non-contiguous teaching and learning"), has to be given up.

In e-learning communication takes place via different channels- but here we are talking about  a kind of communication which precedes the course-related communication, the level of communication which enables the taking place of online course-communication. 

Schedule

A session will be scheduled, either as a single event or as a regular course- which we can neglect as far as the repetition of a first setup is concerned; many steps need not be carried out again and again for the second and/or third event in a row. The main information of such a schedule is the exact time and time-zone in case more than one given time-zone is concerned and the time-span to be scheduled.

Prerequisites

A session can only take place when certain system prerequisites are given and tested. When we consider that the individual configuration of "students" may be rather different according to what level a student already has, whether such prerequisites can be assumed to be known or not, it will be a chapter on getting prepared to participate in a virtual classroom. The easiest form of preparation is to go somewhere, where someone else has tested the equipment and to concentrate on the soft skills you will use when participating. So given that standard hardware is installed and running only deviances from the standard will have to be respected.

Hardware

Two basic forms can be discerned here:

1) A system as a stand-alone system of communication where you can install only few items: 

We have tested such a system (Workpackage 4/5 of this project :Holger Foellmer & Helmut Fritsch, Hagen 2005) and it is not yet used widely; although similar systems occurred already five years ago, when we researched different platforms for distance education and e-learning: (the  Leonardo project "Web-edu") there we came across a system engaging satellite TV-decoder and connected with a chatroom via PC every morning, serving a couple of hundred students for further education.

The system we researched this year was a hardware box not looking like a PC, having only two or three buttons- no keyboard- no mouse, but a headset and loudspeaker to plug in (and inside a powerful Windows XP PC which they even didn't know)’

One might ask why such a restricted system, which you really cannot use for any other purpose but the course you are enrolled for and which will be delivered to the student for just that purpose.  The reason for such a restricted system is to reduce uncertainty on the side of the student. Students are different from each other and there are many who refrain from PCs because of their uncertainty in coping with all the necessary "instal this and download that" orders, all the "setup" functions. Anxiety of system breakdowns, of viruses or simple errors where students might be ashamed to talk about or ask for help:
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	Storyboard has been developed during Sept-Dec. 2004


This setup we would call a totally restricted, secure error proof system setup.

2) The standard  computer system makes use of many elements which came along with your computer and had been sold as "plug and play" (provided you have installed the basic communication tools correctly) like in the Microsoft Windows XP system today.

"Plug and Play" is one of the tricks to sell add-ons to the standard computer equipment. But your computer should have the sockets for such additional gadgets. It hasn't been for long that institutions clearly announced what you really need as a minimum to log on to an offer the institution was proud to have. Hardware minima and software standards are put on a list and distributed to the students. Let us look for examples:

Example 1:  First Class:
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SFU Students:
Your FirstClass User ID=Your SFU Camputing Account.
Your FirstClass Password=Your SFU student number.

ou Students:
Your FirstClass user 1D and password=Your OU student nurmber,
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Other Link:
CDE Main
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(The following three examples are taken from SFU: http://www.sfu.ca/cde/index.html on May / June 2005.)

FirstClass Computer Requirements

This course requires active online participation in FirstClass (an online computer conferencing tool). On-campus computer facilities are available. If you are using your own computer, these are the minimum computer requirements: 

Hardware 

PC with Windows 95 or later OR Macintosh with System 8.6 or later 

10 MB RAM 

6 MB free disk space 

28.8 baud modem (56 K or higher is recommended) 

CD-ROM drive 

Software and Other

Internet connection 

FirstClass software (provided in your course materials package) 

E-mail (e.g., Eudora, Outlook Express, or equivalent) 

FirstClass Access and Accounts
Access to FirstClass begins on the first day of classes. 

SFU students: Use your SFU computing account ID and your SFU student # to log into FirstClass. If you don’t have an SFU computing ID, get it online at http://my.sfu.ca. 

OU students: Your FirstClass ID and password is your OU student number. 

Connecting to the Internet from home

You are responsible for setting up your connection, either through SFU or your own external Internet service provider (ISP) (e.g., Telus, Shaw, etc). 

For information on Internet service available through SFU, please consult Academic Computing Services (ACS). 

The subsidized modem hours allotted to you (four hours of access per credit hour) may not be sufficient to complete the required course work. 

A voucher system has been implemented to allow students to pay for continued modem access on 604-677-6678 (after your subsidized access is used up). Vouchers may be purchased from campus bookstores in increments of $20. At 60 cents per hour, each voucher is good for approximately 33 hours. Instructions are included with the voucher. For information, please see http://www.sfu.ca/acs/modems/index.htm. 

General

Prior computer knowledge is expected (i.e., ability to save files, install programs, and maintain your computer). Familiarity with the Internet, e-mail, and related applications is highly recommended. 

Support is not available for general computer problems (e.g., operating system, hardware). 

Need Help?
FirstClass support: help@firstclass.sfu.ca or 604-291-5575. 

Help with your SFU computing account: help@sfu.ca, 604-291-3230, or visit AQ 3148 on the Burnaby campus."

2nd example: WebCT
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WebCT Computer Requirements

This course requires active online participation in WebCT (a web-based course management system). On-campus computer facilities are available. If you are using your own computer, these are the minimum computer requirements: 

Hardware

PC with Windows 95, 98, 2000, NT, XP, or ME OR Macintosh with System 8x or later 

64 MB RAM 

28.8-baud modem (56 K or higher is recommended) 

CD-ROM Drive/Sound Card. 

Software and Other

Internet connection 

E-mail (e.g,. Eudora, Outlook Express, or equivalent) 

Web browser that supports tables, frames, Java, and Javascript; Netscape version 4.5 or higher (but NOT version 6), or Internet Explorer version 5.0 or higher are recommended 

WebCT Access and Accounts
Access to WebCT begins during the first week of classes. 

All students: To access your online course, go to http://www.webct.sfu.ca and log in with your WebCT ID and password. 

SFU students: Use your SFU computing account ID and password to log into WebCT. If you don’t have an SFU computing ID, get it online at http://my.sfu.ca. 

OU students: Your WebCT ID consists of the letters “ou” followed by your first and last names. Letters should be all together, in lower case, with no spaces in between (e.g., John Doe’s ID would be oujohndoe). Your password is your OU student number. 

Connecting to the Internet from Home
You are responsible for setting up your connection, either through SFU or your own external Internet service provider (ISP). (e.g., Telus, Shaw, etc.) 

For information on Internet service available through SFU, please consult Academic Computing Services (ACS). 

The subsidized modem hours allotted to you (four hours of access per credit hour) may not be sufficient to complete the required course work. 

A voucher system has been implemented to allow you to pay for continued modem access on 604-677-6678 (after your subsidized access is used up). Vouchers may be purchased from campus bookstores in increments of Canadian $20. At Canadian 60 cents per hour, each voucher is good for approximately 33 hours. Instructions are included with the voucher. For information, please see http://www.sfu.ca/acs/modems/index.htm. 

General

Prior computer knowledge is expected (i.e., ability to save files, install programs, and maintain your computer). Familiarity with the Internet, e-mail, and related applications is strongly recommended. 

Support is not available for general computer problems (e.g., operating system, hardware). 

Need Help?

General inquiries: CODE technical support at help@firstclass.sfu.ca or 604-291-5575. 

WebCT FAQs for students: http://webct.sfu.ca. 

Help with your SFU computing account: help@sfu.ca, 604-291-3230, or visit AQ 3148 on the Burnaby campus."

3rd example: eLive
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eLive enables synchronous audio communications over an Internet connection.

Use it for Office hours, tutorials or lectures for distance courses. Meetings or brainstorming sessions for geographically dispersed persons

Users can: Speak one at a time; Use text messenging; Use Whiteboard for drawing or importing images;  Import or view PowerPoint presentations; Share applications such as Excel, Word or others

Setting it up

Maximum of 25 simultaneous users

Use eLive from your home, office, or while travelling

Things to know

Plan ahead and use your time well 

Test computers and microphones ahead of time

Speak clearly and with animation

Five Minute Introduction
This eLive recording will introduce you to the basic eLive functions. 

(You will need the eLive software to view the recording, available at the Elluminate Support Page). 

4th example : Cure
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CURE - The Collaborative Universal Remote Education Environment for Learning and Working together. Here is an example where you can see how many different icons there are to be learned - it is not just your system name and password- there is a lot more to become active in a virtual surrounding!
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What is CURE?
CURE is a non-commercial tool that facilitates collaborative learning in distributed teams using standard browsers over the Internet. CURE was developed at the FernUniversität in Hagen, the German distance learning university. CURE is based on combining the room metaphor, WIKI ideas, and communication tools.

Who should use CURE?
Anybody interested in working and learning with others over the Internet. Current users include mostly students enrolled in courses, seminars, labs, and project work – and, of course, their teachers and project leaders.

What functionality does CURE provide?
Users can create rooms for specific groups and purposes. The owner of a room defines its initial content. The room owner can make the room accessible to a number of users, or users may request access from room owners. Room owners can restrict access rights.

A room contains pages, resources and communication tools, which are created, manipulated, navigated and read by users of the room. A simple WIKI syntax is used to write the content of pages including formatted text, images, and TEX for expressing mathematical formulas. Changing a page results in a new version – thus, multiple parallel write accesses result in alternative versions that can be merged later. Rooms can be connected, thus, dedicated environments with special rooms for specific purposes can be constructed. Easy navigation in the so constructed virtual environment is supported via maps. E.g., our university offers course rooms that are connected to further course-specific rooms, which contain dedicated materials or are designed to support specific teams.

Users can add/remove/view resources associated with the room (e.g. to open a binary file, or to start a binary tool). Users have their personal home page providing options for personalizing CURE. They can for instance subscribe to change notifications of rooms that can be delivered via e-mail. Each room may have its own chat and room mailbox that are kept persistent. All users in a room can simply chat with all other online users in that room, or view and send mails to the discussion threads in the room’s mailbox. Chat and mail messages can use the WIKI syntax, and thus may be used to communicate mathematical formulas etc.

Rooms can also contain a room calendar, which supports negotiation of meeting dates and times between room users. For a detailed list of the features of CURE’s current version, see the user manual at http://cure.pi6.fernuni-hagen.de, which will be available in English shortly.

What are the benefits of CURE?

Simple setting-up and use of a persistent collaboration environment for your team. Access from any web browser. Instant communication and asynchronous sharing of material.

What are our experiences with CURE?
CURE is successfully used in 4 courses in the winter term 2003/ 2004 in the schools for psychology (seminar), for mathematics (course on linear algebra), and for computer science (course on distributed systems, project­based class in CSCW). Currently, more than 300 users use CURE, and the user base is growing.

How can you use CURE?
Go to http://cure.pi6.fernuni-hagen.de and register as a new user. After receiving the access code by e­mail, you can start using our free public CURE server to build rooms, share them with others, and to get an idea of what other users are doing (provided that they let you into their rooms). Note: The free public CURE server offers the same services as our internal CURE server used by our students.

CURE is an emerging research system. Thus, we do not guarantee any availability or persistence of your data – although we make every effort of keeping CURE up and running. More information can be found when signing up for CURE.

Awards for best sessions
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Now to get an idea of the scope of life online events there has been an award with quite a lot of submissions from all over the world in different formats with many categories listed there.

http://www.thelolas.com/winners.html#awards
Interestingly enough we find in the award winning procedures a line that says you should not turn in more than half an hour of online documentation or indicate the exact minutes from where to where  when turning a product in. So the discussion in the standardization scenery about granularity seems to not at all  be relevant for the praxis of life online learning.  Back to our search for the session setup category- it should precede any of the sessions learners want to take part in.  

Any format you can think of and describe will be possible to develop or even buy right now from the shelves.

Different angles

The preparation of the person in charge of a session is different from the preparation of ordinary participants.

Participant session setup

In order to meet, participants need to have computer equipment installed, a modem or some other connection to the internet installed, have an account by which they can be identified, paid their bill, have AC current, be awake etc.

1) go online, i.e. have a standard web-browser open

2) know the address where to meet and where to put it

3) have permission to log in

4) have a password ready and valid

5) know the rules

Mostly there are some extras in such a computer surrounding, like microphones, loudspeaker and in some cases cameras.  These extras need to be installed correctly and then "calibrated".  Audio channel and video channel have many dimensions you may choose from: So you will have to tell the system what type of audio you prefer (unless you don't care and try with the pre-installed coponents): e.g. Soundblaster PCI, 44100 Hz 16bit stereo, at the rate of 176Kb/s then you choose the type of compression, e.g. MPEG layer3, for still pictures from your web-camera you might choose the JPEG file interchange format (or the Windows bitmap format?) at this point you can move an arrow towards high resolution or lower resolution, depending on the compression rate of the data you want to transmit.

Also with the video offer you may choose from different formats, qualities, compression rates etc. as you wish: if it is colour you have additional possibilities to change - so you are bound to try out, experiment with your own equipment - the best is to find someone using similar equipment and then try out the results together until you are accustomed to your own equipment. It will take more than a couple of minutes to test all and get acquainted with it. In some cases you will have to adapt your choices - even during the session - in order to prevent  feedback loops or the like.

Then you will have to get acquainted with the conference software, the looks and feel of the system. Before you speak you will find that a virtual microphone is passed on to you so that others can listen.  In some cases you virtually can clap your hands, raise your hand, choose small icons representing actions you are accustomed to from your early school days. And you can leave the virtual room with or without telling the others. So you will feel to be in control. But you are not. Because raising your hand is one thing, whether the person in charge will pass the microphone on to you is another question. 

 In some cases you have several pictures alongside the main window, where the class meets, where you can see other participants- the number of such windows will be restricted to very few because it does not make sense to really watch the reactions of different people to what is being said instead of watching one who is speaking at the moment. 


So be aware that a good presenter will call upon you at different times and you are supposed to instantly react, otherwise your name is called several times which leads to the same feeling as it used to be in the classroom long ago (when you went asleep). So in the Centra system, during such an audio conference meeting, the sound of the presenter still is in my ears, when he asked in the tone and speed of an auction at Sothebys to give him a "green tickmark", indicating consent.

There are not many options to behave in such a virtual classroom, but there are some basic ones you would want to get used to before the session where you might be "graded" starts.

Presenter session set-up

Like an art director it is necessary to have a vision of what is going to "happen" in a session and what the results will be. You will need a "storyboard". Like a classic teacher in class you will learn to rely on some of the participants when planning the event because you already know them. All soft skills of a good teacher will be needed to make participants become active, to give them the feeling that it has been worth their time to participate. 

And after such a session there still is the possibility to "rewind" the event, to analyse and learn. At least this aspect, the possible documentation of such a session, seems to be worth all the effort for the sake of becoming a better teacher.
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1 2nd edition of 1704  
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3 Harold Lasswell (1948). "The Structure and Function of Communication in Society." In Lyman Bryson (ed.), The Communication of Ideas. Harper and Row.





