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Scottish Physicists Stretch Time by Conferencing
Summary

The use of videoconferencing (VC) has allowed physics postgraduate courses at 6 Scottish universities to pool teaching resources, enhancing learning, and saving significant time and travel costs.
The Innovation

The Scottish Universities Physics Alliance (SUPA), founded in 2005, involves Edinburgh, Glasgow, Heriot-Watt, St Andrews, Strathclyde, and West of Scotland Universities undertaking joint teaching of postgraduates, and research and other collaboration between staff. At the end of 2008, it involved over 400 students, and around 80 lecturers. Over 90% of its teaching involves use of VC, with around 600 ‘virtual’ lecture hours in 2007 and almost double this in late 2008, when it accounted for around a quarter of all VC usage on the national JANET Videoconferencing Service (JVCS) network. SUPA has also been very innovative in its use of VC, enabling students to see their lecturer at the same time as viewing presentation materials such as PowerPoint, spreadsheets, video streams and PDFs. They do this in custom-designed seminar rooms within the six SUPA universities (plus an additional room in the University of Dundee), which together create the impression of a single virtual lecture theatre.
Benefits

Reduced costs and travel time.  Without VC many of these courses could not take place at all, while for others the travel time and costs would be prohibitive. In the case of courses taking place between Glasgow and Edinburgh, for example, there is a saving of approximately 3-4 hours return travel time. In the case of lecturers, this compares to a few minutes setting up a conference with the central JVCS booking facility. per lecture. Instead SUPA lecturers spend a few minutes setting up a videoconference. 
Enhanced academic capacity and the student experience – Physics is one of the more difficult subjects to keep going within universities and SUPA enables its individual members to have a strong offering, without all the overheads of doing so on a stand alone basis. In particular, it increases the range of courses on offer to students, and provides opportunities to interact both with other students, and with staff experts, in other universities. In some courses, for example, the students present work to each other across the video network. 
Strengthened research - Staff can also participate in cross-university seminars, or hold more ad hoc meetings.  
Lessons
Technical support and network teams need to be consulted fully during planning and implementation, as they are crucial for the smooth running of the lectures. Local support in each participating site is crucial.
To improve interaction between participants, SUPA tries to provide other means of interaction such as the introduction of interactive whiteboards to facilitate online tutorials.

Further Information

Contact Avril Manners, Director of the SUPA Graduate School: Avril.Manners(at)SUPA.ac.uk or David Crooks, Learning Technologist: david.crooks@SUPA.ac.uk
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