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Abstract: Peer-interaction among academics just became more possible. The following 
briefly reports on a distance-meeting pilot using comparatively “low-key” internet 
technology to sustain interaction between a small group of argumentation theorists in 
Europe and the USA. The purpose is to encourage the community to adopt these (or 
similar) tools, also in teaching, and to provide guidance to those in the planning stages of 
similar projects. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Perhaps with the exception of places featuring entire departments organized 
around a shared field as well as large scale international conferences and 
colloquia, being specialized in a (growing, but nevertheless a) niche-field 
such as argumentation studies invariably means that the next similarly 
interested colleague is normally a good distance away. Therefore, until 
recently, the most regular form of academic peer-interaction often came 
down to variously-themed departmental colloquia. 

Often held on Fridays, such events risk a wide gap in content or 
method between the academic interests of presenter and audience. In 
contrast, comparatively more interesting interaction requires lots of 
traveling (and funding), and is often perceived to pass all too quickly. Sadly, 
at such events, “See you soon!” tends to mean ‘in a couple of months’. 

With recent advances in computing power and bandwidth, the 
technology necessary to improve on the above is now both affordable and 
widely available. Ultimately extensions of telephone conferencing, current 
solutions mostly integrate real-time audio/video, as well as document and 
screen sharing. However, next to downloading proprietary code not 
supported by one’s IT department, full-scale conference suites not requiring 
a dedicated room typically incur (sometimes hefty) license fees one’s 
universities may not cover (e.g., Cisco webex, or Adobe Connect).  

A prima facie low-key alternative based on the widely distributed 
internet telephone software Skype gets around these constraints. Tested with 
rather brilliant success on April 1st, 2011—yes, a Friday—with four 
participants from Europe and the USA, it will turn into a regularly held 
eColloquium on Argumentation (where ‘e’ abbreviates ‘electronic). To be 
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announced on ARGTHRY, the next meeting should “take time” in early 
June. 

Surprisingly, perhaps, the only real problem had little to do with 
technology: Getting time zones right (see below). Those interested in 
joining the colloquium, or in setting up similar events, may profit from the 
following: 
 
 
2. Good to know 
 
Participants need to install the latest version of Skype (5.1 or higher) which, 
for both Mac and Windows, comes at no cost through www.skype.com. 
Make sure the organizer purchases a premium-subscription enabling (what 
Skype calls) “Group Video Calling,” prized at (currently) USD 4.99 per 
day, or USD 8.99 per month, with discounts for an annual subscription. 

As the number of participants increases (up to a current maximum of 
ten), maintaining high quality audio/video demands state-of-the-art 
technology. For instance, with five participants, you want a minimum 
processing speed of 2 GHz (optimally a dual core processor), 64 MB of 
RAM on your video card, and 512 MB of memory.  See: 
https://support.skype.com/en-us/faq/FA10613/What-do-I-need-to-make-a-
group-video-call. (Should such figures mean nothing to you, talk to your 
system administrator.)  

Network-wise, audio quality will remain high, but Skype may 
automatically “downgrade” video quality if you are outside of a university-
type network. Should video stall, keep talking; it will likely “come back on” 
after a few seconds. For details on bandwidth-requirements, see 
https://support.skype.com/en-us/faq/FA1417/How-much-bandwidth-does-
Skype-need. 

From three users upwards (and for some reasons), screen sharing is 
no longer available in Skype. Therefore, participants need to open a PDF of 
the presentation next to the Skype window (see Fig. 1). For distribution, we 
relied on Dropbox (www.dropbox.com). At no cost, it allows sharing 
documents within a closed user group. 

Importantly, the presenter should announce each new slide to her 
audience (e.g., “on to thirteen”). Use a large font for slide numbers, and—as 
always, really—avoid “fancy” animation whenever possible. A headset 
slightly improves audio quality vis-à-vis a built-in microphone. A better-
quality webcam gives just that; natural light is a plus. If your computer’s 
video-card is powerful enough, a two monitor set-up (one for video, one for 
the presentation) can be recommended. 

The organizer needs participants’ Skype-names (exchanged via e-
mail), then initiates the group video call. Plan five extra minutes to 
successfully connect and share video. Beforehand, participants should check 
their audio/video settings within Skype. See https://support.skype.com/en-
us/faq/FA10614/How-do-I-make-a-group-video-call.  

We recommend up to 60 minutes for one presentation, of which 25 
minutes are for discussion, and a five minute break between presentations. 
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Generally, unlike same-location-interaction—where, for instance, claiming 
one’s turn comes natural—, the organizer needs to verbalize such. To signal 
comments, raising your hand works fine. As for posture, make sure you stay 
within the region covered by your webcam. This restricts natural movement, 
so use the breaks to make up for it. 

Finally, in this pilot, participants were on four time zones. The 
meeting was announced as 4.00 to 6.00 pm, at one hour past Greenwich 
Mean Time (GMT+1). Various websites returned different results when 
transposing this into local times, likely to do with daylight saving changes. 
Of course, it does not help that, for instance, four US cities are called 
Detroit, each on its own time zone.  

See www.timezonecheck.com or www.timeanddate.com (Fig. 2) for 
comparatively well-accessible tools which respect day light savings time. 
(We found these after the event). Moreover, provided users chose to reveal 
it, the Skype contact list displays a computer’s local time.1 
 
 
3. Look, talk and feel 
 
Assuming, then, one gets the timing right, the perhaps greatest surprise may 
be that everything else works smoothly. At least, such was the case for our 
four-participants-pilot, of which three (including the organizer) were on 
university, and one on a residential network. As indicated above, the 
experience varies with technology, and results may differ for larger groups. 
 That said, and at the danger of provoking whoever maintains that 
important aspects of successful human communication strictly depend on 
shared location, we failed to observe “message loss.” This perhaps holds the 
more so, as some participants weren’t already acquainted through previous 
meetings. Naturally, this evidence is anecdotal, rather than empirical. 

High voice-quality is maintained throughout, and—thanks to 
running presentations locally—seconds of stalled video do not lead to 
noticeable disruption (Two speakers worked with presentations, one read a 
paper that participants had available on-screen). The Q&A section was 
comparable to that of a very good workshop. Of course, participants’ 
excellent presentation skills may have provided a comparative benefit.  

Perhaps more generally, it may be easier to “copy” a comparatively 
scripted interaction format, such as a presentation to an academic audience, 
into the online-world, than is the case, say, for a face-to-face business 
negotiation. The small size of the group may also have helped to create what 
was unanimously perceived as a rather intimate work-atmosphere.  

A natural extension is to make such non-local meetings part of one’s 
teaching. For all we can report, given the above technology-mix, this is both 
possible and cost-efficient. Very likely, it will provide a benefit for students 

                                                            
1 When in doubt, organizers can send an e-mail a day ahead, at the planned 
time. If systems perform normally, and modulo some seconds, this mail 
will—with a decent annual probability (of 365 over 363, i.e., 0.9945…)—
display the correct local time under ‘received’. 
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to witness the kind of interaction they might expect at a conference. Further, 
the idea of inviting a guest speaker takes on slightly new meaning. 

Finally, we regard the eColloquium to complement more traditional 
local meetings, rather than replace them. Certainly, and a fortiori with 
increased specialization, much speaks in favor of regularly meeting that 
small group of experts who contribute to one’s own area of research. With 
the joint after-colloquium-dinner remaining an unsolved “problem,” at least 
as much speaks in favor of meeting these experts online. 
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Fig. 1. Screen shot of Bart Verheij’s monitor, showing a PDF reader (right) 

and the Skype window (left) with a momentarily lost video connection.  
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Fig. 2. Overview of local times at select locations  
from http://www.timeanddate.com. 

 
Reference 
ARGTHRY (2011). A list server for members of the argumentation theory 
community: http://www.yorku.ca/gilbert/argthry/argthry/listserv.html. 


