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Breaking Boundaries of Online Lessons with
Virtual Labs

Online teaching has gone mainstream due to the pandemic. However, students
who need to use labs for their studies face many difficulties. In order to free
students from the constraints of physical labs, CPCE has deployed Azure Lab
Services (ALS) introduced by Microsoft since the start of this academic year,
becoming the first educational institution in the Asia Pacific region to use this
service. Students only need an Internet-connected computer to work in virtual
labs anytime and anywhere.

Dr Jason Chan, JP, Head of Information Technology of CPCE, said, “Before
using the ALS, we had to estimate each student’s usage including their in-class
and out-of-class practice time. We have established about 20 virtual labs so
far. In this academic year, more than 2,000 students have used the ALS in 19
subjects such as information technology, programming, engineering, design,
and language. We are also the first institution in the Asia Pacific region to
help over 5,000 students complete the Diagnostic English Language Tracking
Assessment (DELTA) online by using the ALS.”

Dr Pat Chan, Lecturer of the Division of Science, Engineering and Health
Studies, said that after the lecturer sets up assignments on ALS, students can
learn and complete the tasks on the same platform in and out of class. This
unified platform ensures a consistent teaching pace and enables students to
learn step-by-step together, which in turn enhances efficiency.

Saving High-end Computer Costs

Thanks to its large storage capacity, the ALS allows students to use software
that occupies much storage space such as software for 3D drawing or that
needs a large amount of data storage in their computers easily and smoothly
without the need to buy a high-end computer.

Patrick Lo, a year-two student of HKCC’s Associate in Information Technology,
shared, “I can practise comfortably at home with Oracle database software,
which is usually only available on campus or in business organisations. It's
really convenient.” He added, “Sometimes the College’s computer labs are full
or closed. With the ALS, such inconvenience can be easily avoided.” Also, the
ALS can still operate well with updated software without upgrading or replacing
hardware.

Jason reminded all users to log out from the ALS after work to avoid wasting usage.
Closing the window or powering off the computer does not mean disconnection
of the ALS. He added, “Considering cost-effectiveness, each lecturer will
explain clearly to students relevant guidelines and manage their expectations.
Hardworking students may exceed the usage limit; lecturers can reassign the limit
themselves or ask the Information Technology Unit to adjust it.”

Exploring Hybrid Learning Possibilities

Looking ahead, CPCE plans to evaluate the possibility of complementing
physical classes with online ones in hybrid mode supported by the ALS to allow
for greater flexibility in learning experiences. “This is a good example of turning
a crisis into an opportunity, allowing our students to continue lab classes under
the new normal,” told Jason.

Dr Jason Chan, JP, says the ALS provides more flexibility in classes
and allows lecturers to engage better with students.
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Dr Pat Chan assures that the ALS can enhance teaching
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Students can log in to a pre-configured virtual desktop
powered by the ALS.
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