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Virtual Classroom (VC) -What is it?  

It is a live broadcast of a lecture/lesson/module by a teacher to a class who are separated in space but not in time, over the internet. It is live eLearning.  VC systems available currently include Oracle iLearning, Centra, Webex com, InterwiseI, LearnLinc, Blackboard, Horizon Live, Itutor, IBM Lotus Virtual Classroom to name but a few

Typical VC Shot
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Research undertaken by the project in 28 European Countries (Analysis and Report on Use of Synchronous eLearning Systems in Europe) has established that there is confusion as to what Virtual Classroom is.  

It is confused with Learning Management Systems (LMS), asynchronous eLearning and distance education.  

· Many vendors of LMSs include VC as part of their offering but it is not a learning management system.  

· VC is synchronous – the class and teacher gather at a predefined time for a predefined period whereas eLearning is asynchronous allowing the student to study whenever they wish.  A VC session can be recorded and played back for clarification and re-enforcement when it then becomes an eLearning offering.

·  Distance Learning involves hard copy material being sent to the student for study purposes and access to tutors and tutorials.

The research established that throughout Europe there is reasonable awareness but limited usage.  There are, of course, a few exceptions such as the Budapest University of Economic Sciences and Public Administration in Hungary who has embedded VC as a delivery medium into some of its degree courses.  The Open University of Catalonia in Spain has used VC for formal education courses, distribution of information to staff and management, cooperative work, communication and administrative issues.  The number of students who had been involved in VC was 100%.

Research also established that in contract to Europe, VC is widely accepted and used as a legitimate educational method in the US. This may be because the US shares a common language and culture.  Evidence that VC systems are gaining ground there is that vendors of LMSs have to incorporate a synchronous dimension to their systems.

Pedagogical Characteristics of Virtual Classrooms

· Students have the advantage of the flexibility of studying on their own and the social advantage of belonging to a learning group

· Teacher and student are separated in space but not in time

· The pedagogical structure of the class assembled at a fixed time and for a fixed period is restored.

· A www browser is used as a delivery medium.

· Voice contact between teacher and student and students and teacher is restored.

· Student study is paced by the virtual classroom sessions.

· Communication is managed electronically

· Pedagogical features of eLearning like video broadcasts, text chat, whiteboards, PowerPoint type presentations and application sharing are available.

· Breakout rooms for small group discussion and web safaris for use of the WWW are available.

Virtual Classrooms – Advantages

Among the advantages are:

· Increased and fast access to information, which allows student to gain information when required - just-in-time information 

· Convenience – neither student nor teacher need to “travel” to a venue – the information can be broadcast and received at their respective desks.

· Costs savings – the cost of classroom set up, time spent travelling to a venue and cost of travelling and accommodation are eliminated thus removing space, time and geographical constraints.

· Archiving of courses allowing increased repetitions thus enhancing the learning process and converting VC into asynchronous eLearning is achieved.

Virtual Classrooms – Challenges

Among the challenges are:

· The absence of face-to-face communication.  Research has shown that both students and teachers like to be able to see each other and miss that part of communication within the VC environment.

· The low rate of internet penetration in parts of Europe is a problem for running VC sessions.

· Within Europe there are a large number of cultures.  Some cultures find it easy to accept VC as a delivery medium, whereas others don’t.

· Perceived lack of control of the participants – as teachers can’t physically see their student they need to devise techniques when using VC to ensure that the students remain engaged in the session.

· Underdeveloped IT infrastructure – as VC uses the internet as a delivery medium, it is important for both students and teachers to feel confident that the session will not fall down during transmission.  It is important that if a connection breaks, there is expert IT support available to ensure minimum downtime.

The Future

The research to date undertaken by the partnership indicates that educational institutions that have explored the possibility of using VC will continue to do so.  As bandwidth expands, systems will stabilise and enable teachers and students alike to be more confident in the medium.  This should have the effect of expanding its usage.

For more information on the project, please go to http://learning.ericsson.net/virtual/

_1159946651.ppt
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