Overview of the Centra System 

Introduction 

The Centra organization has been in existence since 1997 – since the company’s inception their growth has been impressive – today, less than eight years after their formation they now boast a customer base of 1,000 companies with approximately 3 million learners. The company is truly global with headquarters near Boston, USA. In addition to this headquarter function they also provide “local” support via offices in 35 different countries. 

Their customer list is impressive and includes well-known multinationals such as Oracle, Ericsson, Sony, Nokia, Pfizer, Time Warner, BMW, the London School of Economics etc. 

During this paper we take a look at the current principal product offered by the Centra organisation the Centra 7 application. 

Broadly speaking we look at the product from two major perspectives; the hardware environment used to deploy the system, the various issues faced when running sessions on the Centra system. These two issues are very different and are therefore presented in separate sections of this paper. 

However, prior to including these sections we present a short description of the Centra system so as to put the information detailed later in the paper in an appropriate context. 

A brief background on the Centra system 

The Centra 7 application is an entirely web-based application that many companies frequently deploy using their corporate intranet. As stated elsewhere in the literature associated with this project, synchronous Virtual Classroom applications such as Centra enable users to share knowledge and skills online through the use of self-service online meetings, web seminars and live virtual classrooms.

Centra is typically deployed using a client server architecture. Client/server describes the relationship between two computer programs in which one program, the client, makes a service request from another program, the server, which fulfils the request. Although the client/server idea can be used by programs within a single computer, it is a more important idea in a networked computer environment. 

The operator deploying the Centra 7 application can choose from 14 different languages and can incorporate material into their synchronous Centra sessions using a variety of different formats including real-time audio, video and other key presentation methods such as PowerPoint.

The Centra application can logically speaking be broken down into a number of different components. Some of the principal components of the Centra system are detailed in the list below:

- An event administration application, designed to handle functions in relation to user and event registration. 

- A content creation application, designed to allow users to develop interactive presentations and learning content consisting of a variety of sources including PowerPoint, Word, Excel, Streaming Video, animation, static graphics etc. 

- A content library application that allows for access to previously recorded events and corporate information.
Having had a brief overview of the Centra and client-server concepts, we now move to the main body of the paper to examine two separate issues faced by users of the Centra system; the hardware environment in which Centra is deployed and the issues faced when running sessions via Centra. 

Section A - The Centra deployment environment

As stated above Centra is deployed via the client server environment, here we examine the various components of and issues related to both servers and clients. 

A typical Centra server consists of five major server hardware components, which are described below. For each component we give a high level overview of the key features that the particular component supports.  

Centra management server – CMS. The CMS is the central hub that manages the different distributed system components and all the non real-time management services, such as:

- User login and user management

- Event / meeting management, scheduling, registration and invitations

- Tracking and reporting

- Capacity & license management

- Content and recording management

Centra collaboration server – CCS. The CCS is the engine behind Centra’s real-time multi-point audio, video and data conferencing technology. The CCS is only active when a live session is running. Specifically, the CCS handles all:

- Multi-point IP audio and video conferencing

- Application sharing/showing

- Group white boarding and text chat

- Electronic hand raising, polling and emoticons

- Dynamic Breakout Rooms

Centra satellite server – CSS. The Centra Satellite Server (CSS) is a essentially a component of the Collaboration Server which can be broken out and separately installed closer to the edges of a network to localize network traffic and increase the bandwidth efficiency of the Centra application. 

Centra recording server – CRS. The Centra Recording Server (CRS) automatically records events/meetings and publishes the recordings to the Centra Management Server (CMS) for immediate playback when the live session is over.

Note: Recordings are stored on and played back from the CMS, not the CRS. The CRS is the service that does the actual recording and is not involved in the playback process.

A relational database. Centra ships with Microsoft MSDE as its pre-configured, embedded database. If required the embedded database can be easily swapped out for a SQL Server, Oracle or DB2 database, which can run on the same box as the Centra Management Server or on a physically separate Windows or Unix server.

As implied in the sections above the Centra server is a relatively complex hardware environment. The Centra client environment on the other hand is more straightforward. To put it simply, to be able to attend a live Centra event, a user (at both participant and presenters level), is simply required to have either the Internet Explorer or Netscape web browser loaded on to their machine and of course a network connection. 

When the user logs into the live event the browser will automatically download the Centra client. To make life even easier from the client perspective only a single version of the client exists for all users i.e. Leaders, co-presenters and attendees. 

The Java-based, thin client technology deployed on Centra ensures that even users who are operating in a strict lock-down environment i.e. an IT environment which prohibits users from installing software on their laptop / desktop or which blocks ActiveX, for example, can still participate in a Centra web conference without any IT intervention.

There are several options for deploying the Centra client to end users:

- Automatic download – The easiest method is to let the user simply attend or lead a

session and the browser will automatically download the client.

- Centra System Check – Users can also run the integrated, self-service Centra System

Check at any time before an event which will also automatically download the client software.

- Installer – Centra provides a standalone Setup.exe installer for IT departments that

want to centrally manage the installation of the Centra client for the end users via a push

script.

Because not all end users will be on a broadband connection, Centra uses many bandwidth-saving innovations in its products to support full functionality over connections as low as 28.8 kbps. These bandwidth-saving features included in the Centra system are detailed in the paragraphs below. 
A Centralized content repository – this option provides a centralized, searchable

content repository so that event content only needs to be uploaded to the server once, rather than

Every time an event is run. This eliminates unnecessary bandwidth usage something that can be very important in an environment where bandwidth availability is an issue.

Bandwidth-efficient IP video – The high compression video stream included in the application dynamically adapts to the bandwidth of each user’s connection, sending a low bit rate stream to low bandwidth users and a higher frame rate stream to higher bandwidth users so that the video is always in sync for all users. Users can choose to freeze the live video and display only a

“snapshot” throughout the duration of the session, which uses zero bandwidth. In addition,

by default the live video automatically shuts off when application sharing is started to

avoid running the two most bandwidth intensive features simultaneously.

Small recording file size – Recordings generated with Centra are very small, averaging

around 3 MB per hour of recording, which greatly reduces the impact of playing back

recordings on your network. 


MENT
Section B - Managing and Scheduling Events

In this section we look at the procedures that must be followed when scheduling events on the Centra system. This discussion focuses on the sequence of events that must be followed by the system user so as to maximise the chances for a successful delivery. 

In short, the process of managing an event involves establishing user accounts in the Centra system database, creating events and enrolling users in those events. The process is relatively linear and therefore little discussion of the process is presented here. 

In the latter part of this section, we look at some of the guidelines that are followed in Ericsson Education when events are being run using the Centra system. While following these guidelines does not necessarily ensure success every time an event is run, they do assist with keeping failures to an absolute minimum! 
Creating an Event

Only users with Event management privileges are allowed to create events within the Centra application. Once these users log into the Centra application they are presented with the option to create a new event. 

The following are some of the key steps that must be followed when creating an event:

Click “Manage Events” and then the new event link associated with the appropriate event group. Enter the appropriate information in the blanks regarding the event i.e. date, duration, number of participants etc. 

The Centra application allows for a number of additional features to be associated with each event, these can be enabled at this stage – they include the following: 

· the use of concurrent speakers

· the use of video 

· the use of client-side recording allowed

· the use of Password protection

Once the event has been created it is possible to then enroll the participants in that event. The event administrator may enroll the participants in the event or the participants may enroll themselves. Enrollment in this case is referred to as being restrictive or unrestrictive. When enrollment in events is unrestricted, it means that participants can enroll themselves in the event and so it requires limited additional administrative support. With restricted enrollment, no unauthorized participant can enroll in the event.

Events can also be set to be ongoing, this means that the event always remains on the participants schedule page - until removed by the event manager. This means that the participant can re-attend the event at any time and; access the agenda, browse the content, playback the recording.

When deciding how to run events it is necessary to weigh the trade-offs of the various strategies and decide which is most suitable based on business needs and available resources.

The strategy of allowing self-enrollment with no event password is the simplest to implement and administer, however, for obvious reasons it provides the lowest level of security.

At the other end of the scale is the strategy of supplying an enrollment password for the events. With this strategy it is possible to minimize management and security through using the same password for all events and change the password on a regular basis (i.e., weekly, monthly).

Activities undertaken prior to the delivery of a session 

As in the case of an event to be hosted in a physical classroom the prospects for the successful delivery of a session will depend on the preparation undertaken prior to the event. In this section we present some ideas that we recommend should be implemented prior to the delivery of the session. These recommendations have “emerged” following various experiences by this author when running synchronous learning events on behalf of Ericsson Education via Centra.

Select the right leader / instructor. – This is not as hard as it seems. Just ask yourself “what are the key characteristics of a good teacher?” The majority of people when asked this question will answer “someone who has a good knowledge of the subject and who can present it accurately”. 

Thankfully in the synchronous learning environment the same principals apply – thus when looking for a presenter – make a list of likely candidates based on their knowledge of the subject matter to be presented. Once the list is ready the next stage is to examine who on that list is likely to present well over the Centra medium. Ideally someone with experience of the system should be chosen. If no candidate springs to mind then consider someone who possesses the attributes likely to be conducive to a good delivery. These have been discussed elsewhere within this project but for clarity are repeated in the list below, they include:

· an ability to explain complex material in a clear concise manner – this is especially important in the corporate environment where shorter sessions are usually preferable

· someone with an interesting voice – here were looking for someone who can animate their voice and vary the tones in accordance to the material being presented. 
· the ability to cope with the inherent limitations of teaching blindfolded i.e. not being able to see the reactions of students. 
Select an appropriate delivery time – It seems logical but this is something that is frequently overlooked. 

Often, especially in the corporate environment sessions get scheduled at completely inappropriate times for the session participants. On numerous occasions in the past year I have been invited to attend sessions by Asian colleagues which would have required me to get up at 3am – needless to say in most cases I rejected their “kind” invitations!

Inform participants of the delivery at least one week in advance – The fact of the matter is that most corporate Centra users work in a busy environment – in fact the time and travel savings associated with the application are one of the principal reasons why the application is so appealing for such users. Therefore it’s necessary to inform the participants of the delivery a minimum of one week in advance, this will help to ensure that the session gets noted in the participants’ diary and a healthy turnout is therefore more likely. 

When sending out the invitation include the full details of the session i.e. time, subject, leader etc. In addition, inform the participants of their duties prior to attending the session for example do they need to print and or bring any documentation with them. 

Speak with the participants three days in advance – Our experience has shown that most participants will accept the session invitation and then either forget about it totally or at a minimum forget to do the necessary system checks – such as checking they can access the session url, checking that they have headsets, soundcards on their PC etc. 

Therefore it’s necessary (where numbers make it feasible) to call each participant three days prior to the delivery to ensure that they:

- have done the necessary system checks 

- have headsets and soundcards on available to them 

- know how to use the basic application functions 

Perhaps three days may seem somewhat excessive for this exercise but the reality in the corporate environment is that many users will not be available on the first attempt you make to call them. Therefore it is wise to start this exercise as early as possible. 

Send out a final reminder – on the day prior to the session it’s a good idea to contact the participants via email to remind them once again of the details of the session. 

This reminder should contain all the relevant details regarding the session i.e. the url and passwords required to access the session, the subject, details of the leader, details of how to download session content etc. 

As a backup measure it’s usually a good idea to create a conference call on the fixed line telephony system that coincides with the Centra session. This facility can be used in situations where the audio quality during the Centra session is poor. 

Where feasible prepare a list of the session participants and their contact details i.e. number(s) / email addresses. This can prove invaluable when the session kicks off by allowing the session leader to contact these people easily and quickly in the event of them having some issues logging into the session 

Finally the leader should log into the session a minimum of thirty minutes before the scheduled start time so as to welcome Centra participants as they arrive. 

While following these processes does not guarantee success due to the outside the myriad of “outside” influences at play your chances of success are improved by adhering to them in whole or in part. 

To summarize this paper is somewhat difficult given the diversity of information presented.  Basically we have looked at the technical features of the application, albeit from a high level viewpoint, this information would be most likely to be of interest to someone considering the purchase and or implementation of such a system. The reality of the situation is that in a corporate environment the decision regarding the purchase and installation of a system is made by finance and information technology personnel and end users are unlikely to have their opinions and preferences heard. 
The second part of the paper looks at the system from the perspective of end users and Event Organiser. Here we looked at issues relating to creating and running an event. The opinions presented here reflect those of the author and while the guidelines work well for him and his working environment they may not necessarily be feasible for every end user. However, we are confident that there will be certain elements of these guidelines applicable to all readers of this paper. 
 
