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Desktop Video Conferencing for Staff Meetings
using Wimba Classroom
1. Introduction

When staff meetings are to involve staff from more than one site, travelling times often require half a day to be set aside for what might only be an hour’s meeting. Desktop video conferencing offers a simple alternative in which the travelling time can be avoided, and in its place comes just 15 minutes or so of set up time.

The SW London Academic Network (SWan) has bought a two year licence (covering the two academic years 2008-09 and 2009-10) for the Wimba Collaboration Suite to be used with Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs), Blackboard and Moodle. These tools include a desktop video conferencing solution, called Wimba Classroom. However, Wimba Classroom does not need to be accessed through the VLE. For the purpose of staff meetings, it will usually be more appropriate to access Wimba Classroom directly, simply pointing your browser at the appropriate web link for the room you are to use. It requires no software to be pre-loaded onto your computer.
This document tells you what you need to know to get going with Wimba Classroom for staff meetings.

2. Why use Wimba Classroom rather than NEFSIS?

SWan’s recommended web conferencing solution for staff meetings is NEFSIS from WiredRed. It has been found that NEFSIS is easier to use and more suitable for most staff meetings. NEFSIS has the following advantages over Wimba Classroom:

· Easier sharing of document types such as Word, Excel and pdf

· Up to 20 people can be seen through webcams compared to Wimba’s one person at a time – the person speaking

· Those in the licence user group can see which other licence users are online and set up impromptu meetings with them

· Hosts can easily set up meetings so that microphones and webcams come on automatically when participants enter, making entry for new users much easier

However, Wimba Classroom has the following features which may make it more suitable for certain meetings:

· Users without working microphones can join in by telephone for their audio connection

· No software has to be downloaded, whereas NEFSIS requires those users who wish to initiate meetings to download the NEFSIS client software

· Voting for/against things by clicking tick/cross symbols
· Emoticons to allow participants to express their moods

· Raised hand feature – to allow people with questions to be queued

· Break-out rooms

· Completely native support for Macs, whereas NEFSIS requires Mac users to use VMware or a dual boot system

· Support for Linux machines and indeed any operating system with a browser – whereas NEFSIS is only support on Windows PCs

Furthermore, if the subject of the meeting is to include how to use Wimba Classroom in teaching sessions, it may well be best to be in Wimba Classroom for the meeting.
3. Who can use it?

Our licence for the Wimba tools allows any member of staff or any student at any of the three Universities to use the tools, including Wimba Classroom. Furthermore, discussions with the supplier have resulted in us obtaining permission for any external collaborator to be invited into any of our Wimba Classroom meetings, provided that they do not run the meetings or use the system as a digital storage repository. 

The number of concurrent meeting rooms we can use seems to be unlimited, so any number of people can use the system at the same time.
4. Training of presenters and participants

Minimal training is required to use Wimba Classroom. 

Those people who will be leading at least a part of the meeting should be set up as presenters. They will be assigned a username and password (by Dave Rayner (cle@swlacademicnetwork.ac.uk), Steven Malikowski (smalikow@sgul.ac.uk), Tony McNeill (ku18809@kingston.ac.uk), or Martin King (martin.king@rhul.ac.uk)), which will give them privileges such as the ability to load and navigate through PowerPoint slides or a website. It is recommended that presenters do attend a brief training session. Training is organised from time to time by Steven Malikowski in SGUL, Tony McNeill in Kingston and Martin King in RHUL, please let the appropriate one know of your need for training. 

Other attendees, who could be planned or brought in at the last minute, are known as participants. They do not need a password and may choose their own username. Prior training for them is optional. If participants are not trained, then the meeting organiser should allow 15 minutes at the start of the meeting for a presenter to familiarise the participants with the system. A PowerPoint slide presentation for participants will be available in each meeting room for this purpose.

5. Physical pre-requisites

To use any desktop video conferencing system ideally you need a microphone, headphones, a webcam, and a location where you will not annoy other people. 
The microphone is highly recommended, although audio connection can be made through a telephone if necessary. 
If you do not have headphones you can use speakers, but these tend to create annoying echoes which makes the experience rather unpleasant. So headphones are strongly recommended unless you are using a telephone for audio connection. 
A webcam is only required if it is important that other attendees can see you. Experienced users of desktop video conferencing systems often turn their webcams off to make more bandwidth available for the audio signals, creating a higher quality audio conference.

You need a location where you will not disturb others, ideally a single-person office or similar. This is because you will be talking, probably quite loudly, at your computer. Also it may be difficult to concentrate on what others are saying in the meeting if there are other people in the room with you having their own conversations. It is strongly recommended that attendees do not share computers – each should be at their own computer in a separate room – otherwise annoying echoes are again likely to result.

6. Booking a room

As with physical rooms, it is necessary to book virtual meeting rooms, to ensure that nobody else expects to use it at the same time. However, we have an unlimited number of rooms available, so it is possible to allocate one room to a particular group for all their meetings, allowing them to leave documents in the room for use on the next occasion. Rooms should be booked through Dave Rayner (email: cle@swlacademicnetwork.ac.uk), making it clear whether the booking is for a one-off meeting for a particular date/time or for a dedicated room to be set up for that group, in which case they can then choose when to meet in it.
Once the room has been booked, you will be given the link (URL) to use to access that room.

7. Pre-loading a room with slides
Presenters can load PowerPoint files, websites and images into a meeting room in real time. PowerPoint files can also be pre-loaded into the room by the presenter entering before the meeting – but if you want to do this please remember to check that the room is not in use by someone else at that time. As it is difficult to use other types of files in <Wimba Classroom, it is recommended that you copy any required content (e.g. from Word files) into PowerPoint in order to use them in Wimba Classroom. For example, it is often useful to pre-arrange for agendas and action lists to be put into PowerPoint for sharing with everyone in the meeting.
8. Accessing the room

If you are using a PC, it is recommended that you use Mozilla Firefox or Internet Explorer (IE6 or IE7) as your browser. Sometimes, Firefox seems to work better than Internet Explorer. If you are using a Mac, it is recommended that you use Safari as your browser – other Mac browsers seem to require you to continually resize your window to see updates to the meeting room content.

Browse to the link you will have been given for the appropriate virtual meeting room. This will take you to a logon screen for that room, with separate areas for logging on as a presenter (username and password) or participant (username only). Once you have logged on, depending on the browser used and your computer’s security settings, you may be asked to run a file from Wimba, click "run" - this activates Wimba Classroom on your machine
9. Features

Once you are in the meeting room, you will find the following basic features:
· Clicking the talk button enables you to talk to others in the room

· Presenters can select the “Lock Talk” option to keep their microphone open while they concentrate on controlling the displayed content

· Clicking the video camera button and then clicking the eye symbol to open it, enables your webcam picture to be transmitted to others – but only when you are speaking

· You can send instant text messages to the whole room or specified individuals

· You can put your hand up to request to speak by clicking a hand icon
· You can vote (( and X) or express your feelings using “emoticons”

· Presenters can show you slide presentations, websites and images

· Presenters can show web pages from Virtual Learning Environments (e.g. Moodle or Blackboard), including ones created from Word using Wimba Create (also known as Course Genie)

· You can use the electronic whiteboard to share ideas or annotate slides, etc

· You can use break-out rooms if necessary

There is also an advanced feature for presenters to share any application on their desktop with the others, but this is not recommended until you have mastered it in training. Application sharing is the only way you can share Word, Excel, pdf and file types other than PowerPoint and HTML.
Wimba Classroom for staff meetings 
1 of 4
17 December 2008, Version 1.3

[image: image1.jpg]