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Introduction and Purpose


Skype is a Voice Over Internet Protocol (VOIP) program that allows users on two different computers to video-conference via the Internet. The program can be downloaded for free and calls via the Internet are also free. To use Skype, one only needs a computer with high-speed Internet connection, a webcam, and a microphone. The technology allows endless possibilities for contacting and communicating with schools and individuals all over the world. It is currently being used by library media specialists and classroom teachers to enhance learning and provide authentic learning experiences. For more information, visit http://www.skype.com/, or see the resources section below.
This manual was developed following the first ever educational Skype classroom interaction between Lake Placid Middle High School and another school. On March 25, 2009, Christian Wissler’s 9th grade biology class participated in a debate about genetically modified foods with students at Lafayette High School in Williamsburg, Virginia. The project team included library media specialist Sara Johns, technology instructor Olaf Carlson, and library intern Rebecca Buerkett (Syracuse University). This manual was developed as an advisory tool for future LPMHS classes who wish to use Skype in the classroom.
Example Skype Projects

Some examples of Skype projects that have been implemented in other schools include (but are not limited to):

· Foreign language classes talking with students in other countries

· Science classes discussing research with a renowned scientist

· Literature classes discussing a book directly with the author
· Art classes “visiting” an artist’s gallery

· History classes in different schools comparing historical events in their home states
· Two schools planning a charity event via online Skype meetings

· Teacher professional development seminars
· Music classes “meeting” a particular artist, composer, or conductor

· Health classes debating or discussing teen issues with students in a different part of the country

· Virtual book clubs

Planning and Considerations
Several different steps should be followed when planning a Skype interaction in the classroom.

1. Project Team Meeting: At the beginning of the planning process, the classroom teacher should meet with the library media specialist and technology instructors in order to discuss the project, develop a timeline, determine any research or preparation needs, and outline any special considerations or concerns. 

2. Find a Partner School: The library media specialist has access to a highly active listserv and other resources for helping to find a partner school. In addition, an excellent resource for finding partner schools is the Skype in Schools Wiki: http://skypeinschools.pbwiki.com/. 

3. Wiki with Pathfinder: It may be helpful for the library media specialist or technology instructor to set up a wiki page to facilitate collaboration with the partner school. The wiki can be used to share a pathfinder of research topics, post information about each school, and/or allow email collaboration between the schools. After the Skype interaction, the wiki can be used to post photos and videos of the event. For an example, see the wiki generated for the biology class debate: http://www.wikispaces.com/genenfoodskype.

4. Trial Runs: It is recommended that several trial runs be conducted before the official Skype interaction. These should include both in-class test runs (which can be videotaped so that the students can see how they come across on camera) and tests of the Skype connection between the schools with just the project team prior to the official event. 
5. Technology: The technology departments at each school should assist with setting up the computers, projectors, and room setup for the Skype interaction. At least one technology facilitator should be present during the event. 
6. Event:  On the day of the event, plan to be ready approximately 30 minutes before the scheduled event time in order to account for unforeseen problems. This may mean getting students out of some of their other classes so they can arrive on time.
7. Students: Make sure the students know what to expect. If they are prepared for what will happen, they will be more relaxed. If possible, show the students the video of the first biology Skype debate on the wiki. Warn students that they need to look up when speaking, talk toward the webcam and microphone, and not mumble.

Computer Settings and Setup

In the previous Skype interaction, it worked well to line the students up at a table in the library’s back classroom so that everyone could be seen on the camera, with the main spokesperson in front. Using the classroom eliminated noise and distractions. The photograph below illustrates the setup. A desktop computer (Mac) with a built-in webcam should be hooked up to a digital projector,  which projects the video feed onto a screen. The computer should be directly connected to the Internet, not wireless. The screen should be set up just behind the computer in order to encourage the participants to look toward the webcam. The room should be lit well with overhead lighting. The lighting should be tested during the dry run to make sure it is adequate. The use of a microphone is recommended so that students can be heard adequately. During the event, it is possible to mute the microphone in Skype if in-class discussion is necessary. Speakers should be set up near the computer in order to amplify the sound. Also recommended is a recording device for the event: either a flip video camera (preferably on a tripod for steadiness) or computer audio recording software such as GarageBand or Audacity, or both.
Skype Settings: for the most part, the Skype default settings are adequate. Settings must include “enable Skype video” and the audio and input must be set to “built in video.”
Privacy Issues

The safety and security of our students and staff are of the utmost concern. Therefore, do not use students’ last names during the debate. Instruct students to only refer to each others’ first names in order to protect privacy. Also, make sure you have permission from the other school before posting any photos or videos online. Teachers should monitor any email interactions and collaborations between the schools via the wiki.
Potential Pitfalls

The biggest potential pitfall is inadequate planning. It is critical that adequate time be spent planning between the two schools as well as preparation time for the students. The dry run(s) should take place at least a day or two ahead of time to ensure that any technology problems can be addressed. The library classroom and library/technology staff must be given sufficient notice to eliminate time conflicts.
Another potential pitfall to be aware of is matching up student ability levels. Students can get competitive when preparing for an interaction with another school. The use of technology in the classroom can greatly enhance the learning process, but it can also amplify mistakes and mishaps. Make sure that the students are adequately prepared and relatively evenly matched, both academically and socially.

Finally, interactions between schools in different time zones can be a problem. Take into consideration that it may be necessary to schedule the event early in the morning, late in the afternoon, or on a weekend in order to match time zones.

Resources
The following resources articles and websites may be useful when planning and carrying out Skype interactions in the classroom: 
Skype help page discussing settings to enhance call quality: http://www.skype.com/help/guides/callquality/
Foote, Carolyn. “See Me, Hear Me: Skype in the Classroom.” School Library Journal. 1 Jan. 2008. Web. 19 Apr. 2009. http://www.schoollibraryjournal.com/article/CA6515247.html#Skype%20at%20School>

Mirtschin, Anne. “Using Skype in the Classroom.” On an E-Journey with Generation Y. 6 Dec, 2008. Web. 19 Apr. 2009. <http://murcha.wordpress.com/2008/12/06/using-skype-in-education/>
Fryer, Wesley. “Skype in the Classroom.” Tools For the Teks: Integrating Technology in the Classroom. Web. 19 Apr. 2009. < http://www.wtvi.com/TEKS/05_06_articles/skype-in-the-classroom.html >
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