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An increasingly successful recruitment strategy of the United States Armed Forces is to offer service members opportunities for tuition reimbursement towards higher education. This has not only helped enlistment rates rise, but has become a powerful retaining strategy as well. With greater numbers of military personnel seeking higher education degrees their unique educational needs have to be met by unconventional education solutions. 

Unlike many undergraduate students conventionally attending colleges and universities in person, military students have full-time, highly demanding jobs that offer them little free time. The military student must maximize his or her time usage. Beyond that, their studies can be interrupted due to frequent deployments and temporary duty (TDY) assignments during traditional semester or trimester calendars. Compounding these obstacles, many college age military personnel live on or around military bases, often far from their preferred college or university. 

Online courses have been able to fill the gap for some military students and have actually become one of the most popular higher education choices for them. Online courses offer access to programs anywhere there is an internet connection, fit into the unconventional student’s time schedule, and offer an increased amount of degree and certificate programs than one may find a their local college. However, a few critical things are missing from online courses. 
There is minimal student to teacher interaction during online courses; the student has to go out of his or her way to get help, feedback, or to ask a simple question. Messages can be distorted or unclear when they are sent and received electronically. There is also no/low student to student interaction, which can lead to the feeling of isolation. There is no peer interaction to gage one’s own learning, and no second opinion, explanation, or collaboration. Beyond these shortfalls, the classes work best if both the student and teacher are tech savvy, otherwise the online environment alone could discourage students from continuing on this path. And online students need to be very disciplined; distractions are abundant when working alone. Myspace, instant messaging, blogs, and You Tube are only a mouse-click away. Modern students are used to computers as a communication tool, not yet as a business or education tool. 
Online courses tend to be comparable to one-way streets, at best two-way streets with detours. Learning, to best benefit the student and professor, needs to be like a free-flowing two-way street. 
Fayetteville State University (FSU) has provided higher education to military students for over three decades. FSU has approached the location problem by setting up satellite campuses, convenient to students, on Fort Bragg and Seymour Johnson Air Force Base (SJAFB). The university uses interactive video (IAV) to broadcast classes in real-time from its main campus to the satellite campuses on the military institutions. The presence of these remote classrooms, equipped with video conferencing equipment, allows for the desired two-way interaction sorely needed in higher education. The students at the remote classrooms are able to ask questions, share ideas, and debate between themselves, the instructor, and other students no matter which site they are located. Students also frequently group up and present projects from one site to the other and receive feedback from both sites. Students are able to receive that critical second opinion or alternate explanation, and collaborate with one another. 
Fayetteville State University is working towards an ideal virtual environment for military students. Beyond the remote classrooms and interactive video, FSU is researching a way to provide virtual seats to its military students. Ideally, a student would need a computer with a high-speed internet connection, a webcam, a microphone and speaker, and a bridging program that would allow them to connect into their class. 
Virtual seats would be as location friendly as online courses currently are. However, the virtual seat would give the student the ability to join the class, as it is happening, and interact with the instructor and his or her peers. By connecting into their class the student is able to maintain a consistent schedule; virtually joining class takes as much discipline as physically going to class does. Two-way interaction can be maintained as it is with a remote classroom. The student could even present to the rest of the class by emailing their instructor the desired materials ahead of time and discussing their findings as the materials are displayed. With a powerful enough computer and a technology savvy student, a VNC connection into the class could also work for presentation purposes. 
The equipment for remote classrooms and virtual seats varies. At FSU’s main campus the video conferencing solution used is the Sony PCS-G70 and a Data Solutions Box (DSB). For a multipoint bridging solution the Codian MCU has been tested, and MediaSite by Sonic Foundry is being tested for a capture and archive solution as well as the Codian IPVCR. The rest of the classroom contains one plasma television, a projector and screen, 2 remote controllable cameras, a wireless microphone for the professor and room microphones for students, an amplifier and speakers, a desktop computer, interactive Smart Sympodium, and a document camera. 
The remote classroom at SJAFB and Ft. Bragg contain a much simpler, much more mobile setup. The video conferencing equipment used is the Sony PCS-1 and a DSB. Within these classrooms a mobile cart contains most of the following equipment: computer; interactive whiteboard (Smart); projector; big screen TV; one remote controllable camera; speakers and a microphone. 
Virtual seats would require the student to purchase, or have access to, a high-end webcam, a microphone and speakers or a headset with the aforementioned, and a desktop or laptop computer. A copy of the selected bridging program would also be required to connect into the class, as well as a high-speed internet connection. One bridging program being tested is the Polycom PVX software. Polycom PVX currently allows web cameras to dial into IP addresses with a purchased license. Ideally, some of the costs would be subsidized, such as the purchase of the webcam and software, similarly to how textbooks are by scholarships. It would also not be recommended that a student begin the course virtually if he or she had not first been showed how to use the system. 
The use of interactive video, remote classrooms and virtual seats is one solution to the challenges that future unconventional military students will face. The first university system to offer this solution on a broad scale will make history. Filling the gap in military education will lead to increased enrollment and a better educated military. Expansion of remote interactive video classrooms to all of the North Carolina military bases will thoroughly meet the needs for higher education of the military.
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