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· University of Wyoming: Robert Mayes, Warren Lemerich, Larry Jansen, Jeff Miller, Christine Boggs

Recommendation for Online Synchronous Conferencing Program: 
1. Elluminate 



Price: $4676/year (40 seats) or $12150/year (100 seats)

2. Wimba




Price: $ 6000/year (40 seats) or $17000/year (unlimited)

3. Adobe Acrobat Connect Pro
Price: $1149/year (5 courses and 100 seats per course)
This product review of Online Synchronous Conferencing Program has been conducted by the Technology Team for the Mathematics Teacher Leadership Center (Math TLC) project which is funded by the National Science Foundation.
Review of Online Synchronous Conferencing Program 

There are several articles related to online synchronous conferencing programs. In Boehle’s (2007) report about Webcasting and Web conferencing services, the researcher listed four online conferencing programs: iLinc On-demand, Elluminate, Adobe Acrobat Connect Pro, and GoToWebinar. However, the research indicated that iLinc On-demand only allows up to 20 participants. In addition, according to the customer service center of GoToWebinar, GoToWebinar does not support video conferencing and can’t be combined with Blackboard or eCollege.
Music education has widely adopted podcasting and online conferencing in instruction and research; for instance, Criswell (2008) listed Wimba as web collaboration learning software in his report about new online interactivity for music education. In another research article about online synchronous conferencing programs, Flatley (2007) conducted a study about Web-conference tools based on his teaching experience at San Diego State University. He pointed out that the big players in the Web presentation market are: Cisco’s WebEx and Microsoft’s Live Meeting. The researcher also listed five Web-based presentation tools: Adobe Acrobat Connect Pro, Cisco WebEx, GoToMeeting, Wimba, and Microsoft Live Meeting. The biggest disadvantage of Microsoft Live Meeting is that it only works with the Window system, not Mac.

According to the research articles I found, the most popular online synchronous conferencing programs are: Adobe Acrobat Connect Pro, Cisco WebEx, Elluminate, GoToMeeting, GoToWebminar, iLinc On-demand, Microsoft Live Meeting, and Wimba. Dr. Mayes also shared his experiences with Centra, which was a popular online conferencing program. I found out that Centra was combined with Saba in 2005 and is now called Saba Centra. Four of these tools were eliminated from further consideration because they did not meet the minimum Math TLC Project requirements of streaming video, number of participants allowed, or compatibility with both Windows and Mac operation systems (see Table 1).

Table 1 - List of online synchronous conferencing programs and reasons of elimination:

	Online synchronous conferencing program

(By alphabet order)
	Reason for elimination

	1. Adobe Acrobat Connect Pro
	

	2. Cisco WebEx
	

	3. Elluminate 
	

	4. GoToMeeting
	Only allows up to 15 participants

	5. GoToWebminar
	No Video

	6. iLinc On-demand
	Only allows up to 20 participants

	7. Microsoft Live Meeting
	Presenter mode only works with Windows system

	8. Saba Centra
	

	9. Wimba
	


Five tools (Adobe Acrobat Connect Pro, Cisco WebEx Meeting Center, Elluminate, Saba Centra, and Wimba) were selected based on meeting minimal project requirements and a detailed comparison was conducted (see Table 2). After the comparison, I eliminated Cisco WebEx meeting center and Saba Centra. Cisco WebEx meeting center requires users to communicate via the phone line to use the two-way audio feature and Saba Centra suite does not support the Mac system for the two-way video feature. In the end, there were only three tools to be further compared and considered for the Math TLC project: Adobe Acrobat Connect Pro, Elluminate, and Wimba.

There are some similarities between Elluminate, Wimba, and Adobe Connect Pro. First, they are all designed for educational purposes. Therefore, the interface and features for managing participants are very similar. For example, muting individual microphones, checking to see if data (voice and images) is queued to participants who have slow Internet connections, receiving feedback or questions from participants, breaking students into groups, sharing documents and computer screen, using whiteboard for collaboration, etc. Second, they all
Table 2 – Comparison of 5 online synchronous conferencing programs
	Online Synchronous Conferencing Program
(* Red text indicates the major differences)

	
	Elluminate
	Wimba
	Adobe Acrobat Connect Pro
	Cisco WebEx Meeting Center
	Saba Centra Suite

	Two Way Video
	Yes

(Up to 6 participants’ videos can be shown on the screen)
	Yes

(Only the presenter or the participants who’s talk will be shown on the video window) 
	Yes

(Up to 7 videos recommended)


	Yes

(Up to 6 participants’ videos on the screen)
	Yes

(But the Video doesn’t work with Mac system)

	Two Way Audio
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes 

(But have to use phone for audio)
	Yes

(Presenter controls microphone, student talk when they are allowed)

	Whiteboard
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Screen Sharing
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	File/document library
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Archive meeting
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Break-Out Rooms
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Startup Procedure (checking and installing the system)
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes
	Yes

(But system check took a long time with wireless)

	Track individual learner’s performance and learning process
	No
	No
	Yes
	Yes
	No

	Polling, Survey
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Timer
	Yes
	No
	No
	Yes
	No

	Meeting Room Availability
(when can participants login to conference room)
	The conference room is available only during scheduled time.
	The conference room is available anytime after it was created. 
	The conference room is available anytime after it was created.
	The conference room can be available or closed depends on the setting.
	The conference room is available anytime after it was created.

	System
	Win/Mac
	Win/Mac
	Win/Mac
	Win/Mac
	Win/Mac

	Price
	$4676/year (40 seats)
$12150/year
(100 seats)

	$ 6000/year

(40 seats)

$17000/year (unlimited) 
	$1149/year, (5 courses and 100 seats per course)
	$708/year, (25 seats limitation, $15 for every extra seat)
	$300/month (40 seats)

	Public/Private Chat (message)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Integration with Course Management Systems (Blackboard or eCollege)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes/No

(Blackboard only)
	Yes
	Yes/No

(Blackboard only)



	Phone Connection
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
(Have to choose VOIP or Phone, can use both)

	Customer Service Rating
	Good
	Good
	OK

(Had to call or email several times to find out the price)
	Excellent
(Quick response and good attitude)
	Good


support VoIP, which enables user to send and receive audio over the Internet (as opposed to creating a telephone call). However, only Elluminate and Wimba support USB headphones. The Adobe product can interface with USB headphones, but users may need to set the system default sound device to use them.
There are also several differences between Elluminate, Wimba, and Adobe Connect Pro. First, Elluminate and Wimba require users to check systems and equipment (microphone, speaker) when the Internet browser (e. g. IE, Firefox, Safari) is first used with the program, but Connect Pro does not require this. It’s easier to use Connect Pro because users can just link to the URL and join the meeting without spending 3 to 6 minutes waiting for the setup process. Second, Elluminate is the only program with a timer. The timer is useful for controlling breakout sessions, allowing the moderator to let participants know when discussion time is up.  Third, Elluminate is only available to participants during the scheduled times, but Wimba and Connect Pro have no limitations regarding when participants enter the meeting. The meeting room is available anytime after it is created. Fourth, costs vary among the packages, with Elluminate costing $4676 per year (for 40 participants per meeting); Wimba costing $6000 per year (for 40 participants per meeting); and Connect Pro costing $1149 per year (for 5 courses with up to 100 students per meeting). Fifth, Elluminate and Wimba can be integrated with Blackboard and eCollege; Connect Pro cannot be integrated with eCollege yet. According to the educational specialist from Adobe, the program should be able to be integrated with eCollege within six months. Sixth, based on my experiences of calling their customer service center, both Elluminate and eCollege provided me the answers I needed right away, but I had to wait for the answers from Connect Pro.

The University of Northern Colorado is currently using Wimba combined with the Blackboard system; the University of Wyoming is using Elluminate combined with eCollege. Both Wimba and eCollege have good reviews from the university faculty. I have registered and downloaded the Adobe Acrobat Connect Pro trial. The interface and features are similar to Wimba and eCollege. The choice of online synchronous conferencing program depends on which Learning Management Systems (LMS) the Math TLC grant chooses. LMS plays a major role in an online learning environment, because it includes management, discussion, assignments, and grading features. The flexibility of both Elluminate and Wimba to integrate with either Blackboard or eCollege, the two major LMS (see related Math TLC review of LMS), is a plus.  This review found no significant advantage between using either Wimba or Elluminate.  While some on the technology team have argued that a common platform for all courses in the Math TLC project would make the program more seamless, availability and support for each of these packages at one of the respective partner institutions makes the use of both at this time unavoidable.
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