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The NOVA Syncobox 

During our research on the use of VCT we came across with the NOVA Syncobox which was presented at the LEARNTEC 2004 in Karlsruhe. In contrast to CENTRA this is a hardware solution for VC sessions. The producer describes the NOVA Syncobox as follows:

"NOVA presents the virtual class-room in a new dimension and quality. The core is the NOVA Syncobox (PCT pending). With Syncobox, virtual class-rooms can be set up in a simple and easy-to-use way not known before. For the first time there is a solution available for sessions limited in time and supportable from the economic point of view, especially for applications like in-house training or the training of grown-ups. …Typical examples: tele-supported machinery, private language studies, in-house communication." 

Table 1: NOVA Syncobox
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The setting of a virtual classroom using NOVA Syncobox is illustrated in Table 6. Important in this setting is, that for using the Syncobox a stand-alone monitor or a TV monitor is sufficient.

Table 2: The structure of Virtual Classroom
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Mode of operation of the system

The whole system consists of two basic components: the Syncobox on the student´s side and the producer-PC on lecturer´s side. Producer and Syncobox communicate via Internet and the producer-PC has a server function too.

On the server screen the instructor/teacher gets information about the logged-in Syncoboxes, about the Syncobox asking for help / wanting to speak and about the media presented on the screen connected with Syncobox (see table 7).

Simultaneously the instructor/teacher has the possibility to start the transmission of video live-streams, to start the content/media saved on the Syncobox and to start a telephone connection  if asked.

Table 3:  The Syncobox Server
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All content the instructor/teacher wants to use during the virtual classroom session is available on the producer PC and can also be stored in the Syncoboxes  the students use. The navigation however is only possible by the instructor/teacher.

In the version used, the inclusion of video, whiteboard, graphics, animation and telephone conversation were available. The integration of PowerPoint files is planned for the future. Running the Virtual Classroom courses

The evaluation of the two courseunits - described in chapter 3 - had been planned for the end of  November 2004. Problems on the side of the manufacturer of  Syncobox delayed this date.  In the end the evaluation took place on March 2nd  2005 at the University of Applied Sciences for Public Administration of North Rhine-Westphalia in Dortmund.

Involved people

The students are "Kommissar-Anwärter" (police) in the fourth section (S4) of their study. They are full-time students and their "normal" study mode is face-to-face. The participation in the virtual classroom session was voluntary.

The lecturer has experience in his profession – part-time lecturer -  and works as a sociologist. He teaches the subject in face-to-face-sessions too. The use of VC technology was the first time.

Technical environment

Five Syncoboxes were available. Their installation in the pc-lab of the University in the existing LAN had to be done in restricted time, so that only the functions of the system could be tested. There was no possibility for a general preparation of the students.

For the sessions the Syncoboxes were used. Lecturer and students were internet-connected  (via LAN) and every 4 students had a Syncobox, a screen and a headset with micro.

This setting is not normal for virtual classroom sessions, because students and lecturer were at the same location but in different rooms. But the task – test of the Syncobox and evaluation of two virtual classroom courseunits – can be realized in this surroundings – especially on account of a discussion with the students after the session. In the pc-lab there have been more students – about 20 - present than Synboxes are available – they could watch their "working" fellow students. After half of the time of the session the lecturer gave a sign to the students to rotate.

Table 8: Setting of the virtual classroom test session
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 Evaluation of the  Course-units "Einführung in empirische Methoden" and "Der Ablauf  einer empirischen Untersuchung“
The form of representation had to be changed contrary to chapter 3. There the use of Powerpoint files was intended in both courses. The software for the Syncobox cannot show Powerpoint files in its present version (application sharing). 

For both courses the Powerpoint files had to be transformed in jpeg-graphic files. The loss of dynamic impression – the possibilities of movement in Powerpoint – is partly reduced by the amount of  graphics.

During these two sessions only following basic elements are used:

· the graphics – used like a slide-show,

· integrated animations and

questions from students.

Comments of the lecturer 

“At first I have to describe my impressions during the VC sessions. It is a quite strange feeling speaking to more than one person who cannot be seen. After a short time  this feeling changes into a more professional mode – sometimes with moments of irritation.

Fixed content: the content was stored on the Syncoboxes and I had to navigate through the graphics and to explain and/or to lead up to the next ones. In this process it was very restricting that the content of the students screen is not on the lecturers one. The lecturer can only see himself and a list with the actually used file marked ( see table 10).

The Windows Encoder shows the lecturer on the screen. The lecturer can switch the students screen between graphic etc. and a video stream with the lecturer speaking and /or writing on the whiteboard.

If the students asks for help and the lecturer is writing on the white board there is no technical solution of giving him a hint – he has to look at his screen with "one eye" in order to notice eventual students reactions.

Another problem was the necessary change of the microphones.  Designed are two microphones – one for the lecturer to present his subject matter and one for the communication with the students asking for help. It is not very easy to change from microphone to headset and vice versa.

In summary: this technical environment is useful for transportation of content in form of video streams and some graphical elements with short comments and explaining words to the students – but not for elaborated content and the intention of an intensive communication with each other.

For example: the information or updating of staff or workforce in medium sized enterprises may be the area of use of the "system" Synchobox.”

Table 10: Example of the lecturer´s screen
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Comments of the students

After the virtual classroom sessions there was a short discussion between lecturer and students about their estimation of virtual classroom offers.

Independent of the reduced functionalities of the Syncobox  a majority of students expressed the opinion that this form of teaching  is something like a "second choice". In their view this mode may be suitable for "special cases" – e.g. absence due to a longer illness. 

In general they have a more distant overall view and would prefer face-to-face sessions.

A more content-based comment refers to the topic of the session. Most students have the opinion that complex topics in general could not be managed in a virtual classroom session – that should be done better in face-to-face mode because of the really necessary conversation among all.

They stressed moreover the necessity of more "moving pictures" for virtual classroom sessions.
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