Virtual Classrooms in Educational Provision – DEIS Pilot Report
Deirdre Goggin, DEIS Department for Education Development, Cork Institute of Technology, April 2005
This report outlines the result of the pilot the DEIS Department for Education Development in the Cork Institute of Technology conducted as part the Socrates Minerva project “Virtual Classrooms in Educational Provision”

The Virtual Classrooms in Educational Provision Project

The project is sponsored under the Socrates/Minerva action plan for ICT in Education. The main stated purpose of our project is to analyse, evaluate and document the use synchronous elearning systems (virtual classroom systems) in academic and corporate institutions in Europe.  The project is co-ordinated by the Ericsson Competence Solutions in Dun Laoghaire, Ireland and runs until October 2005.  This report is part of Work Package 4: The Production of Portfolio of Ten Demonstration Courses which has to do with the production, delivery and evaluation of a number of real virtual classroom sessions.

The HorizonWimba System

As part of project the DEIS department decided to purchase a single room licence for the HorizonWimba Live Classroom System, a  fully featured live virtual classroom system that offers an impressive list of features such as:

· Multi-way audio (VoIP) and Streaming video
· Public & private text chat
· Flexible content area with the ability to show content not just as PowerPoint but MSWord, Excel, HTML, webpages, images, movie clips, PDF, Flash, CMS pages, etc Electronic whiteboard and polls, quizzes, and surveys
· Application sharing
· Archivable presentations
· Accessiblity for people with disabilities (this includes features such as closed-captioning of archived sessions for the hearing impaired and hot keys, and compatibility with most screen readers for the visually impaired)
This decision was made based on a number of factors including:

· Prior contact with the Wimba organisation which recently merged with Horizon to form HorizonWimba

· The fact that Wimba, one half of the HorizonWimba company, are European-based (this is by contrast to many of the other VCT vendors who are American-based) 

· The perceived need in the project to use a VCT other than that of Centra, already used by three other members of the project team

· The close links between the HorizonWimba VCT and WebCT, the LMS used by the Cork Institute of Technology, and the possibility to integrate the two should the piloting of the HorizonWimba system prove successful and should the DEIS dept wish to mainstream HorizonWimba use in the institute 
· The impressive client list of the HorizonWimba and the emphasis there on higher education partners (e.g. California Community Colleges, University of Georgia, Boston College as well as EDUCAUSE a well-known American-based association whose for the  advancement of higher education through information technology.) 

· A reasonably priced year long trial which suited the needs of the project perfectly 
At the second meeting of the Virtual Classrooms in Educational Provision project in Hagen, Germany it was agreed that two pilots would be delivered by the DEIS department, the first of which would introduce the other project partners to the system.

Pilot Preparation

As per most VCT sessions the typical The HorizonWimba session works with presenters preparing a series of PowerPoint slides which are then uploaded (in HorizonWimba each slide is converted into a gif image for web-optimisation purposes) to the system and used in conjunction with other main collaboration features, in particular multi-way audio and public/private chat, to co-ordinate synchronous e-learning sessions.  The preparation of these slides then became the first step in the preparation for the DEIS pilot, with various other activities based on other features of the system, e.g. survey tools, application sharing etc, being added later on top, as it were, of this basic structure.

After preparation the lesson was tested with a colleague in advance of the pilot and some changes made, one of which was a simplification of the slides design to suit the gif format.  The ability to archive this and other short tests also provided valuable feedback to the instructor in advance of going live with the lesson. 

A Walkthrough the presentation 
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	Introduction to the session by the presenter, Deirdre Goggin 
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	In order to get value from the session with the participants an overview of the system was given, this ensured that the participants understand what the pilot was aiming to achieve and also the different elements of the system. 
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	Screen shot of Horizon Wimba included in the session to demonstrate the features of Horizon Wimba. This is useful to actively bring the participants into the session and to demonstrate the areas they should be more aware of. In the session. It clarifies the location of many of the features aswell.  
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	Explaining the features of the system which ensures that everyone is aware of how to communicate using the system.  
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	Checking that the system is operational. Before any session begins it is important to determine whether everyones microphone and earphones are working. This ensures maximum participation in the session by the group. 
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	Introduction to the Recognition for Prior learning system , distinction between the two systems. 
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	Discussion about what the different elements of Prior learning includes
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	By using bullet points it is easier to bring people through a presentation as the virtual classroom allows the presenter to highlight or point at items on the slide show. 
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	Visually showing the recognition for prior learning process in diagrammatic form. 
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	Contact information for the people to  follow up with relevant people if they are interested in finding out more information. 

	Questions and Answers


	This gave the participants an opportunity to feedback into the session so that they were given an opportunity to communicate with everyone in the session. 


Pilot Report

The pilot was held on the 19th of April and was attended by six participants from the Cork Institute of Technology (an archive of the session is available on request from the DEIS Department).  Subsequent to the pilot a questionnaire developed by the co-ordinators was distributed and filled out by all participants, the results of which are detailed below:

Of the six participants 4 were male and 2 were female, ,4 in 30-40 bracket, 1 in the 41-50 bracket and finally 1 were over 50. 2 of the participants described themselves as employees, 4  as teachers or trainers.  The strong majority of the group had 4 plus years of post secondary education, and 1 had 1-3 years of post-secondary education. 

In the remainder of the questionnaire participants were asked to score a series of statements under various different heading along a Likert scale running from “strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree” – average results have been expressed numerically in the graphs below:
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	1
	 The course experience was fun

	2
	 According to my experience I would take another virtual classroom course if relevant to my learning needs

	3
	 I would recommend this as a method of study to others

	4
	 Controls are easy to figure out and operate at all times

	5
	 I could learn how to use the system without the need to be told or consult a manual

	6
	 I knew where I was in the lesson at all times

	7
	 I was an active participant throughout the session

	8
	 As participants, we had good opportunities to contribute with questions and answers

	9
	 The combination of text, graphics and interaction in the course was appropriate and enhanced my learning

	10
	 I learned well from the course

	11
	 My learning would have been better in a normal classroom (with the same instructor and class group)

	12
	 It was easy to use the equipment

	13
	 Controls are easy to figure out and easy to operate at all times

	14
	 You know what the system is doing at all times

	15
	 The system appeared robust and there were no technical problems with the course

	16
	 Taking a course in this manner would save me costs as a student

	17
	 Virtual classroom systems increase access to education

	18
	 The cost of attending the course was acceptable

	19
	 The cost of communicating in the course with the tutor and other students was acceptable
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It should be evident from the results above that the group largely agreed that the system was student user friendly. This is an important point from the perspective that the vast majority of the participants where not aware of virtual classroom systems and participants who were lecturers or teachers were more familiar with the traditional classroom type situation. This addresses a point made by the earlier pilot by DEIS where participants were more conscious of developments in virtual classroom technology and therefore did not have to overcome familiarity with the system. At that time the Author wondered if peoples past experience would impact their reaction to a virtual classroom type scenario. The second pilot demonstrates that this is not the case. Also with regard to Didactic Effectiveness , the pilot was based on something other than system features and so demonstrates that the virtual classroom system can overcome the physical nature of a traditional classroom to teach an unrelated subject area that doesn’t concentrate on just outlining the system and its features.  

The lowest scored category was that of Cost Efficiency, with an average result of 3.46 which was well above the median. From the scores previously outlined it is the issues of “Taking a course in this manner would save me costs as a student”, “The cost of attending the course was acceptable” and “The cost of communicating in the course with the tutor and other students was acceptable” were issues that the participants were unsure on how they would impact their experience. However, there was a resounding agreement that “Virtual classroom systems increase access to education” from all the participants which is very positive, in that the benefits of such a system are evident to non experts in the field.  The lack of a definitive answer on this aspect of the cost effectiveness of virtual classrooms may be rooted in the lack of knowledge participants have regarding the true costs of virtual classroom systems. 

Concluding Comments 

Overall the second trial of the HorizonWimba was a success from the following perspective; 

· Everyone who signed up for the pilot were able to log in and participate in the session 

· The session was delivered as planned and within the time allocated for the session. It also allowed for an extensive question and answers session and for people to participate in a discussion with other participants on the system and its features at the end of the presentation. 

· The results of the questionnaire were very positive with an overall average result on the Likert scale of 3.7. 

One of the major success points of this pilot is that it addresses the concerns of the first pilot report , where it was initially feared that the success factor was due to the prior experiences of the pilot group . The outcome of the second pilot refutes this as is evident from the questionnaire findings. 
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