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In January 2007, I received a President’s Faculty/Librarian 2007 Grants Program course development grant supporting the development of Web-based courses in the areas of Global Culture and Multiculturalism. For the last few years, I have been teaching a course, PSYC 200 Non-Western Theories of Personality, which meets distribution requirements in both of these areas. Initially developed and taught by Dr. Louis Schippers almost twenty years ago, I took over this course in 2004 upon his retirement. 
Since that time, I have continued to develop the course, integrating new material and placing more emphasis on understanding what different Indian and Asian traditions, including Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism and Taoism have to teach the West about the problems facing a self grounded in individualism, as well as on what these different traditions, including the Western, have to offer each other with respect to understanding the nature of power, the impact of styles and goals of communication and the deep structure of the different value systems and psychological self-structures around which these traditions are organized, including the necessity of an individualism grounded in self-regulation. (These non-western traditions have been selected because the nature of the self that emerged in these traditions is distinctly different from the western model of the self and, as well, because each of these traditions has its own extensive body of wisdom and epic literature, providing the raw material for deriving a psychological understanding of the specific self models that have emerged within them.)
The subject of Web based courses, of course, has been a frequent subject of conversation among my colleagues for several years and, like many of them, I shared several of the reservations associated with the idea of Web courses, including loss of quality of instruction, the loss of course content not found in texts, loss of the face-to-face contact and discussion, and loss of the ability to immediately respond to issues which spontaneously arise that permit relating the material to broader contexts, among others. In short, Web-based instruction, on the face of it, appears to lack the capacity for creating the potential for multi-dimensional learning experiences that seem more dependent on a classroom environment.
Thus, while I was excited by the challenge of developing and reformatting this course for the Web in a fashion that would address some of the reservations indicated above, it was with some trepidation that I approached the task of accommodating the PSYC 200 Non-Western Theories of Personality course to a Web-only format. The choice of adapting PSYC 200 was, to a large extent, influenced by the fact that there is no text which addresses the core content of this course. While students are provided with brief texts and other readings to provide a framework on which to build, the content itself, the nature of the self or core personality organization that emerged in different traditions, is presented through lecture as well as through classroom based exercises and discussion.

In the spring and fall 2007, I audio recorded my PSYC 200 classes using an Olympus VN 2100PC Digital recorder (over five hours of recording time at high quality) and a lapel microphone. While there are other recorders available with more recording time, this was an economical tradeoff, giving me sufficient recording time for a day’s worth of classes (I recorded other courses, as well) and files could be easily downloaded into a PC. The students were advised that their classes were being recorded and, thankfully, the awareness of that fact faded away very quickly; my initial fear that it would inhibit students’ participation proved to be unfounded. The decision to record actual class lectures and other content was based on several considerations. My best attempts to instill life into a prepared script were, by and large, dismal in comparison with the energy, momentum and spontaneity of a, relatively, more free flowing ‘live’ lecture style. As the lapel microphone did not pick up the students voices, they were assured of anonymity (I also informed them of this at the beginning of the term) and I was able to simply repeat their questions and comments to the class as a whole before addressing them. This served to preserve a semblance of an ongoing classroom dialogue in the recordings. Recording lectures in this fashion also provided me with hours of raw material over which I had virtually unlimited editorial control. 
If you aren’t interested in the technical details of how the audio material, together with visual content into Shockwave Flash movies that could be uploaded to and viewed via Blackboard was prepared and organized, skip to the last two paragraphs of page 3 and following.

Using the Olympus Digital recorder’s USB connector and interface software, I downloaded all lectures in Microsoft WAV format directly into my home computer (a Sony Vaio desktop) following each class. 
As I wanted to be able to accompany the audio material with visual content (graphics, topic outlines and the option of brief video segments) I decided to bypass the podcasting format in favor of shockwave videos that I could upload to the course’s Blackboard site.
I used three software programs to prepare a series of shockwave flash movies (SWF files) that permitted me to incorporate both audio and visual material into each such video: PowerPoint was used for the visual content; Sound Forge XP was used to edit the audio (although any good audio editing program would suffice for basic audio editing, such as Audacity, which is a free download—links are available on the IT for Faculty and Staff Webpage); and Adobe Captivate 2 was used to organize and combine the PowerPoint and audio material and to publish the result into SWF movies.
While the goal was clear, achieving it took some trial and error with respect to figuring out the most efficient sequence of steps for editing the audio, combining it with the visual and finally publishing it in SWF format. Adobe Captivate 2 (AC2) provides a very nifty interface for synchronizing audio files with PowerPoint slides as well as doing basic audio editing. Initially, I had planned on using this AC2 capability to edit my audio at the same time I was synchronizing it with the PowerPoint slides. This proved to be a frustrating endeavor. Every audio edit alters the timing of the slide synchronization. In addition, the AC2 audio edit interface has some bugginess that does not allow for smooth editing sessions. This proved very time-consuming and motivated me to explore other audio editing options.
I discovered, quite by accident, that Sound Forge XP (which admittedly came preloaded on the Vaio) had a highly useful feature that streamlined the editing and preparation of my audio files considerably. The program provided all the usual audio editing functions (the interface was as smooth and bug-free as it could get) but it also allowed me take a 50 or 75 minute audio file, scan through it to identify various segments of the lecture, mark the beginning and end of each segment, and label it in a separate index. It was then fairly easy to scan these indexes, identify the sought for segment and go directly to it in the original file and, later, to save each such segment to it own file, ready for easy incorporation into AC2.
Playing around with audio segments of various lengths eventually led to the conclusion that the optimum length for SWF movies was five to seven minutes. Shorter than this certainly worked fine, but anything over 10-12 minutes invited other problems. A big consideration is the students’ download time. The Adobe Shockwave Flash Player is a free download but, depending on the students’ computer and Internet connection speed, their download times can vary considerably from a few seconds to many minutes.

Shorter SWF movie segments provide an added value in that they create a more modular approach to the course content. With each SWF movie or module highlighting one or two key concepts, it becomes much easier to organize and reorganize them as well as to add new informational modules and to revise existing ones. In short, it provides a framework that makes it relatively easy to revise and update the course and to incorporate new material.
Editing the audio was time intensive and included making decisions about what was core content and what was more peripheral, eliminating redundancies and conspicuous bloopers, eliminating course business segments (roll call, and so on), deciding what discussion segments to retain, and, at times, adding new audio to make for smoother transitions or to clarify certain issues (as I wanted to maintain more of a lecture style, I used the lapel microphone and spoke as I would in a classroom—my cat served as an audience for these segments and slept through them all). In addition to already prepared visual aids for the classroom, it was fairly easy to set up any necessary added PowerPoint slides and put the basic presentations together while editing the audio. I gave each audio file and PowerPoint slide within a module the same name and number, making it very easy to combine them in AC2.
The results were 145 highly streamlined and condensed audio-visual modules, SWF movies, averaging 2 to 14 minutes in length (only two of these long ones), with an average length of between 5-7 minutes, totaling over 12 hours of high density video content. SWF movies have several virtues, including being able to present information in a visual as well as an audio modality. Even though the videos content is presented at a fairly rapid pace (pauses of more than a second were also edited out—these pauses add up, e.g., time spent writing on whiteboard, organizing activities or my thoughts, or waiting for students to comment or ask questions in response to lecture material), students have the option of being able to pause at any point, and to go back or move ahead at their own pace.
A big fear was that, once the course began, students would have trouble downloading and playing the SWF files, but this fear proved groundless. Students today, obviously, are already very experienced in downloading and playing videos off the Web, and these SWF modules were no exception. In the documentation sent to the students, I had warned them of this potential issue and had made it clear that it was their responsibility to find a way to view the modules, one way or another (see the syllabus). One student did complain of long download times, but solved the problem by using a computer at her local library. Aside from this one reported problem, there were no other complaints about downloading or viewing the SWF modules. I had anticipated losing a number of students because of the use of the SWF modules but, even with two full sections, only one student dropped out after beginning the course.
The modules retained several class discussions. Again, while students’ comments could not be heard, I repeated the essence of their remarks for other students and preserved my responses, as well. A number of students in the Web course spontaneously commented on and added to these discussions in a course forum and became quite engaged with the issues via Blackboard—an unexpected perk.

In general, the level of student participation was quite high and went beyond the minimum required contributions to the forums. Students were expressive and much more willing to engage in discussions with other students and with me than in the classroom. I checked in with the class several times a day and found myself looking forward to seeing the new contributions and participating in the discussions. I have pulled a few of the students’ comments, unsolicited and unexpected and not part of the assignment, which they incorporated into one of their last assignments at the end of the term.
The course format proved successful beyond any of my expectations and the level of engagement with the students was stimulating and exciting. I am currently incorporating similar SWF modules into other courses I am developing for the Web. While these other courses have substantive texts to accompany them, the SWF modules provide a means for incorporating material that not only elaborates the textual explanations but often goes well beyond it.
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