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Real-time Distance Education
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Context:

This information card will be of use to teachers wishing to forge synchronous (real-time) links between a child who is either ill at home or in hospital, and their classmates.

Distance learning provides access to learning when the source of information and the learners are separated by time and distance, or both. 
This type of education has been used for many years, and an example of the most basic of forms were for students in the Australian outback in the 1960’s who communicated directly with teachers many hundreds of miles away via a very basic 2-way radio system (http://www.australia.gov.au/about-australia/australian-story/school-of-the-air).

In the context of today’s advances in technology, there are many ways/systems which schools can use to communicate directly with students who are not able to be in their classrooms.  These range from bespoke software such as that developed by Bednet (http://www.bednet.be/), to much more basic solutions, such as Skype (http://www.skype.com/en/), Big Blue Button, Google Hangouts(See Appendix A), Facebook, Edmodo, or the PSO Portal (which is used in Italy to support HHE: http://pso.istruzione.it/).

Real-time distance Education can take several forms:

1. The student is remotely connected on a 1 to 1 basis with a single teacher via any type of information and communications technology (ICT) and the teacher gives a lesson to that child.

2. Several students are remotely connected to a single teacher via any type of ICT and the teacher runs a lesson for all the children to participate at the same time (which is similar to the way in which the Kahn Academy functions: https://www.khanacademy.org/).

3. The student is connected via ICT to his/her classroom and is able to participate in the lessons as if he/she were actually there (as in the Bednet system).

What do teachers need to implement the activities?

1. Computers/laptops/tablet computers in the school and student homes

2. Installed communications software (see appendix A for a list of some possibilities)

3. Good internet/WIFI connections
4. Lesson plans that can be adapted to work remotely

5. Willing teachers, parents and students

6. Interactive whiteboards can also be used if the school already has these

Training

There may be a need for the school IT manager to install and maintain software.

Staff who will be involved in teaching students online must be familiar with their chosen software. There are many training videos available on youtube.com or dailymotion (an example is the clip available for using CourseSites: https://youtu.be/HpYglLr-x-k).

Pupils will need to be trained/shown how to use the software.

What do teachers need to do?

1. Identify which software they are going to use for the remote teaching and provide basic training on its use 

2. Involved staff and some students in direct online teaching.
3. Shared their experiences with an appropriate audience within their own community (possibly via a dedicated Facebook page, or a YouTube video

4. Evaluated the process and impact on pupils, and provide feedback following the trail of this activity via Survey Monkey (see the last page for links).
Timescales

Identification and evaluation of software to use:  2 weeks

Training of staff and pupils in software use:
3 weeks

Use software to conduct lessons: over at least 2 months

Share experiences with appropriate audiences: over at least 2 months

Additional Notes

These training actions are based on an assumption that staff involved may have no prior knowledge of online teaching. Where partners already have experience of online teaching, they may wish explore more sophisticated methods and/or issues faced in teaching in real-time online. 

Teachers may choose to share any films they make during their project on the LeHo Youtube channel: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCMD5zSd3x4VqoBwDUVK7n4w
Real-time Distance Education

Evaluation of the activity
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Evaluation of how this activity worked for you in the field (Fieldwork Experience) is via a short questionnaire on Survey Monkey.

Questionnaires are available in English, Italian, Spanish, Catalan, German and Arabic as follows:

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/LeHoFieldwork
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/LeHoItalian
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/LeHoSpanish 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/LeHoCatalan
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/LeHoGerman
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/LeHoArabic
Please select your language of choice and leave your feedback.  Many thanks.

Appendix A – Software possibilities

Bednet system – this has been developed by Bednet for use in schools in Belgium and is already a tried and tested mechanism.  They system rights belong to Bednet and as such are not available for other schools to use free of charge.  

Moodle virtual classroom - https://www.wiziq.com/moodle/. There is a cost of $23.00 per month after the 3 day free trial period has elapsed.

Skype – this is a basic way of communicating with pupils and allows real-time face to face contact with voice, but does not contain any particular teaching tools.

Adobe Connect - Adobe® Connect™ is a web conferencing platform for web meetings, eLearning, and webinars. It enables web conferencing solutions on virtually any device.  It is what is currently used for the LeHo online meetings.  http://www.adobe.com/uk/products/adobeconnect.html.  There are also costs involved but Adobe has several different plans that might use occasional users (see https://service.acrobat.com/cfusion/bots/purchase/index.cfm).

Firefox Hello – this is a new development by Firefox which allows people to connect online with chat and video. https://www.mozilla.org/en-GB/firefox/36.0.1/hello/start/?utm_source=firefox-browser&utm_medium=firefox-browser&utm_campaign=settings-menu
BigBlueButton – this supports multiple audio and video sharing, presentations with extended whiteboard capabilities - such as a pointer, zooming and drawing - public and private chat, desktop sharing, integrated VoIP using FreeSWITCH, and support for presentation of PDF documents and Microsoft Office documents. Moreover, users may enter the conference in one of two roles: viewer or moderator (teacher/pupil).
This does require some technical knowledge to set up, but has many features that can make the learning experience more interactive for the pupils. It is open-source and hence free to use and download. (Due to our school filters, I am not able to provide the direct link to the site, but the link to their Wikipedia page is here: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/BigBlueButton).

Google Hangouts – a social media type of app that is supported by Google and can be used on mobile phones and other portable devices as well as laptops and computers. You can use it to share photos, text and videos with friends. http://www.google.com/intl/en_ALL/+/learnmore/hangouts/
These are just a few of many possible software solutions available.  As part of the training actions, you can use any of the above, or chose one that you already know and are familiar with.  In any case, you should chose the one which is easiest for you to use and implement.
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