Click and Teach

By William Terdoslavich

Saint Louis University wired its classrooms for networking and projectors.
Now professors only have to plug in notebooks to give multimedia lectures.

long long time ago, in a university far far away, a

college professor used a piece of chalk, an eraser
and a blackboard to teach. But do students
today even remember what those things are?

That’s the question students may be asking a few years from
now on the campus of Saint Louis University. John M. Ashby,
director of instructional media for the Information Technol-
ogy Service at SLU, is responsible for refitting the university’s
classrooms for interactivity.

With an Ethernet connection, control panel, videocassette
recorder and ceiling-mounted digital projector, the professor
simply brings in a notebook PC, unlocks the control panel, plugs
in and goes.“‘Having a notebook with a teacher isn't useful if he
can't show something to his class,” says Ashby.

With this 21st-century solution, Ashby has enabled SLU’s
lecturers to tap into the campus network, bringing lectures to
life with Web pages rather than relying on PowerPoint, While
the notebook/projector combination is obvious, Ethernet is
the key component of this mobile setup.

Money to finance the project came in part from a $5 mil-
lion Danforth Foundation grant and bonds floated under the
SLU 2000 initiative for infrastructure improvement. Unfor-
tunately, philanthropic funding can’t always be assured, so
Ashby looks for donations based on the human element, not
a pitch based on hardware.“We can sell the goals. We can sell
the outcomes,” Ashby explains. But it’s tougher to sell a net-
work upgrade by offering to put a plaque with the donor’s
name on a router, he points out.

Wiring was surprisingly economical, costing less than
$100,000 to connect the campus’ 20 buildings with Ethernet,
Ashby says. But it took $2 million to pay for the Ethernet up-
grade, which basically improved the backbone and high-
bandwidth connections to the Internet.

The extensive rewiring job was necessary because net-
working at SLU had been a haphazard project-by-project ex-
pansion. The library first picked up its own dedicated T-1 line,
followed by several other projects. “We had mixed backbone

topologies,” he says of the ad-hoc result. Upgrading the uni-
versity’s networking backbone pushed Internet connectivity
to 20Mbps from 6Mbps and included switching to Southwest
Bell as the campus Internet service provider (ISP).

It took about $2.6 million of the Danforth grant to bring 203
classrooms up to speed with network access and projectors. The
project, in its second year, is nearly complete; all targeted class-
rooms should be wired and ready to go by now, Ashby notes.

Again, the human factor dictated a choice. Ashby stayed with
wiring the classrooms, even though wireless was becoming fea-
sible. “Wireless is a good idea for one person but not good in
the enterprise,” he says. While individual professors were familiar
with wireless mice and microphones, Ashby decided not to take
a chance on such peripherals in the classroom. ““You're playing
Russian roulette on when the battery will die,” he believes. Plus,
the professor might accidentally walk off with the peripheral,
leaving the next professor high and dry:.

Machine of Choice

The next components were the laptops needed to plug into the
new network. SLU had standardized on the Dell Latitude C se-
ries as the faculty notebook. One selling point is that batteries
and other modular parts are interchangeable throughout the se-
ries, so parts can be swapped or shared in a pinch. While each
department is free to purchase any Dell C series notebooks,
about 8 percent of the professors have opted for Apple Power-
Books. “We don’t have perfect agreement with PC and Mac
users,” Ashby notes. “Faculty computers are paid for at the de-
partmental or college level,” he adds.“‘Professors pick their lap-
tops as it suits them.”

SLU has more than 100 IT personnel to support a user com-
munity of 500 full-time faculty members, 1,500 administrators
and 11,000 students. Notebook use has been increasing —
primarily as desktop substitutes — as professors and administra-
tors increasingly take work home with them, Ashby notes.

Among students, laptop use is growing in business, engineer-
ing and law circles, but SLU has not reached the point where
every student must carry a notebook. “Three years ago, we had
a discussion whether we should mandate a uniform student re-
quirement for a computer,” Ashby recalls. “Tuition is high in
private education, and you hate to keep adding burdens to the
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