Interactive Whiteboards – a brief guide

Interactive Whiteboards (IWBs) can be found in many teaching/training rooms within UWIC.  This guide is designed to help you get started with this resource.
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1) What are IWBs?

There are many different types and makes of interactive whiteboard (IWB), but essentially, an IWB is a touch-sensitive display panel – a bit like a large ‘tablet’.  It controls the mouse functions of the computer/laptop.  It can therefore move the cursor around the screen – to navigate the desktop, and any applications that are being used. It can be used to click and double-click (e.g. paging through a PowerPoint presentation) and also to access right-click functions (usually achieved by pressing a small button on the side of the pen)

In addition to these hardware functions, IWBs also come bundled with software that offers very useful facilities for teaching.  These include the ability to manipulate content on the board - write over the top of it, drag-and-drop objects, and most boards also provide a library of resources, from backgrounds and shapes, to maps and clipart.  These are best appreciated by exploring the resources areas.

2) How do they work?
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3) Different types of IWB

The most common type of IWB found at UWIC are ‘Electromagnetic’ boards - such as those made by Promethean.  However, it’s worth describing the features of other types of board in case you come across them - as they’re operated using slightly different techniques.
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· Resistive membrane boards have a soft flexible surface, that when depressed against the back panel, makes a contact and thus tells the computer where you are pressing.  It therefore has the advantage over other types of board, in that a special pen or stylus isn’t required, you can just operate it using your finger.  However the soft surface can be easily damaged
· Electro-magnetic boards are the most common type of IWB at UWIC, and have a hard, durable surface.  They work by sensing where the special pen, which sends out an electromagnetic signal, is located on the surface of the board, and can therefore only be operated using the dedicated pen
· Laser scanning boards, are standard whiteboards with additional sensing bars located on the top and left edges to track where the pen (fitted with a reflective collar) is positioned on the surface of the board.  This system is usually less expensive than other types, but requires more set-up and also more frequent calibration due to the fact that there are more individual parts.
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4) Calibration

Calibration is necessary to map the surface of the IWB, to the projected image.  Otherwise the point the computer senses you are touching, may be different to the actual position on the projected image. In fixed installations - where neither the projector nor IWB can move, calibration isn’t strictly necessary every time.  However, it’s still worth calibrating before use, just to ensure the system is as accurate as possible. 

5) Getting to grips with the board/pen

The only way to become truly confident using IWBs is practice!  Knowing how different movements control different functions of the computer, and becoming familiar with all the tools available in the IWB software, can only come with use.


Depending on the relative positioning of the projector to the board, you may also need to be careful not to cast a shadow on the area of the board you’re trying to operate.  All these are minor points, and soon become second nature with practice, but it’s just worth identifying them as potential issues, so you can overcome them through use.

6) How staff at UWIC are using IWBs
The primary use that staff are making of IWBs at UWIC, is to page through PowerPoint presentations.  Although this is a very straightforward use of the technology, and doesn’t engage with the more sophisticated facilities available, it still has value in terms of freeing the tutor from the PC, and allowing them to deliver from the front of the class. 

Beginning with a basic use of the IWB such as this, is a really good starting point – to become acquainted with some of the issues identified earlier, such as using the correct pressure on the board, and avoiding casting a shadow. 

However, it’s worth developing your skills, and investigating some of the facilities provided within the IWB software itself – such as using the ‘highlighter’ pen, or annotating slides with your own/collaborative content. 

In addition to making live amendments to content such as your PowerPoint slides, you can also prepare interactive materials within the IWB software itself, that you can then make use of in the classroom.  This might include designing re-ordering activities, where you can drag and drop objects into certain areas of the board for further explanation, or creating ‘hotspots’ on an image/diagram.  Although such activities may not necessarily engage students in the higher levels of learning, they can be employed to great effect to maintain class attention and motivation. The software also includes facilities for designing formative assessment quizzes – which again, can be very valuable.

Redesigning content within the IWB software, obviously takes time, and this may act as an obstacle for staff using these facilities, but whatever use is made of IWBs, they will always add an extra dimension to the learning and teaching environment.


Ade Clark, LTDU, UWIC   2008

Although most IWB set-ups are fully installed in teaching rooms, it is still useful to know how they work.





A standard set up comprises PC/laptop, data projector, and IWB.





The IWB is connected to the PC/Laptop using a standard USB/Serial connection, and the projector is connected to the PC/laptop via the usual VGA/monitor-out socket. 





The IWB and Projector are not connected together, but they must be calibrated together to work properly (please see Section 4)
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6.   How staff at UWIC are using IWBs





It may take a little while to appreciate what pressure is required when working with the pen on the surface of the board, and also to avoid pressing the buttons (for right-clicking etc) on the barrel of the pen during normal use.  It may also take a little time for your handwriting to be as legible as when using a conventional whiteboard.





Calibration is very straightforward. When using the most common type of board at UWIC (Promethean) you just right-click (using the computer’s mouse – as the board isn’t yet calibrated) the IWB software icon at the bottom right of the start bar, and then select ‘Calibrate’. 


The computer then takes you through a step-by-step process – where you click the pen on the board where directed.





NOTE!


It is important to remember that standard (i.e. ink) whiteboard pens should never be used on any kind of IWB, as the surface is more porous than standard whiteboards, and will therefore permanently mark





The value of this kind of application is again increased if links (to other slides, media clips, or websites etc) are embedded into the PowerPoint, as the pen can be used to click on these, and take the students through the content without the tutor having to disappear behind the PC monitor.





There are three main types of IWB:





Resistive membrane


Electro-magnetic


Laser scanners





This might be creating a graph, or labelling a diagram in front of the class.  The amendments you’ve made live in class, can be saved, and printed out – or uploaded to web space such as Blackboard, ready to be continued next lesson, or to be used for revision.





Further on line resources regarding the use of IWBs can be found here:





Animated tutorials on IWB use – calibration etc:


� HYPERLINK "http://teachers.cardiffschools.net/activ_studio/" ��http://teachers.cardiffschools.net/activ_studio/�





Interesting article by The British Educational Communications and Technology Agency (Becta) on the use of IWBs:


� HYPERLINK "http://www.becta.org.uk/page_documents/research/wtrs_whiteboards.pdf" ��http://www.becta.org.uk/page_documents/research/wtrs_whiteboards.pdf�





Library of useful IWB resources from the E-Learning centre:


� HYPERLINK "http://www.e-learningcentre.co.uk/eclipse/Resources/whiteboards.htm" ��http://www.e-learningcentre.co.uk/eclipse/Resources/whiteboards.htm�
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