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Lessons on the wireless network
Students at the United World College are benefiting from having wireless Internet access on
campus

United World College's ICT
director Ben Morgan says
that other than figuring out
how to cover all the
necessary areas without
having to put an access
point in each classroom,
there were no major issues
in the roll-out of the
wireless network. The
college is also planning to
use netbooks, which are
adequate for surfing,
word-processing and for
viewing Powerpoint
presentations. -- PHOTO:
JULIAN TAY FOR THE
STRAITS TIMES

THREE years ago, when teachers at United World College (UWC)
wanted students to use the Internet during lessons, the students
would have to troop down to one of the school's 10 computer labs.

These days, however, each of the 180 classrooms in the school in
Dover Road is a potential computer lab.

If required, students - from ages six and up - can do online research,
view Powerpoint presentations, discuss topics on online forums and
type out reports - all in the comfort of their classrooms. The change
has been possible because of a $60,000 wireless Internet makeover in
2005.

Today, accessing online resources during lessons is merely a question
of teachers handing out laptops.

These are stored in 'laptop trolleys', which are kept in subject
department offices, libraries or common study areas. Each trolley
holds 16 laptops and can be wheeled into a classroom.

After a lesson, the laptops are returned and the trolleys wheeled back.
UWC has 16 laptop trolleys around its campus and a total of 256
laptops.

Predictably, the school's 3,000 students love having Internet access.
The 280 teachers are also warming to the idea of having 'blended
lessons' - classes which combine online learning with chalk-and-talk
teaching.

UWC had begun rolling out its wireless network five years ago. Back
then, however, it was an ad hoc effort. Staff were given funds to buy
equipment and create a small wireless local area network if they could
make a case for it.

'They would just go out to buy consumer-grade equipment from Sim
Lim Square,' said Ben Morgan, the school's director of ICT.

About three years ago, a change in the leadership in the school also
brought the push to leverage on IT as a teaching aid. The school
decided to enable Internet access in all teaching areas.

In addition to classrooms, the wireless coverage extends to two
libraries, four auditoriums and the common central node, known as
The Tent, where students hang out during breaks.

Stages of roll-out

UWC chose to roll out a wireless network because students could join
the network easily with laptops. A wired network would require
individual access points for each device, said Ben.

For its network, the school ripped out its consumer-grade equipment
and upgraded to enterprise-class hardware, specifically, HP ProCurve
wireless access points.

It has 36 ProCurve Radio Port 210s and an HP ProCurve Series 5300
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switch. UWC went for this route because HP's wireless access points
could be auto-configured and managed centrally.

There were no major issues in the network roll-out, Ben said, beyond
figuring out how to cover all the necessary areas without having to put
a wireless access point in each classroom.

One issue that the school still faces is that there are not enough
laptops to go around: the 256 laptops are insufficient for 3,000
students.

UWC is planning to migrate to cheaper netbooks - at about $600 each
compared to $1,600 each for laptops. This will allow the school to buy
more machines at the same price.

'While under-powered, netbooks are adequate for using the Web,
word-processing, e-mail and for viewing Powerpoint presentations,'
said Ben.

By Jimmy Yap, a freelance writer
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