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Executive Summary
The StarOffice Suite was used experimentally during the spring 2000 term in a section of 21.732, "Introduction to Technical Communication." StarOffice promised several import functionalities for the teaching of technical communication that have been unavailable in the heterogeneous MIT network environment: 

· free full‑featured and integrated word‑processor, spreadsheet, and presentation software;

· versions for three of the four most common operating system platforms used at MIT (Windows, Unix, and Linux);

· seamless translation among these platforms and to and from MS Office. 

These features would allow students to produce properly formatted technical documents, graphics, and presentations at home or at Athena workstations and to display them in the Unix‑based Humanities Electronic classroom.

Unfortunately, StarOffice is currently too unstable to be an effective (or even usable) classroom tool. The majority of students in the class encountered severe software bugs, some of which caused them to lose hours of work on assignments, and in several cases, prevented them from completing their presentation assignments. The major problems in StarOffice included:

· freezing in the middle of presentations (sometimes freezing the UNIX or Windows operating system as well);

· shutting down unexpectedly and deleting files in the process;

· preventing the reboot of  the Suite once it had shut down improperly until a number of directories and files are deleted; and 

· major and minor difficulties in translating files from MS Office and even from different versions of StarOffice.

MIT’s need for a set of integrated, cross-platform instructional tools suitable for preparing technical documents and presentations is not unique. On the contrary, it is already pervasive in higher education and likely to become more so as the demand for scientists and engineers who can communicate well increases in the new century.  StarOffice and StarPortal possess the potential to meet these needs, creating a win-win situation both for Sun Microsystems and the technical education community.  But this outcome is only possible if Sun pays enough attention to the product to ensure that the initial experiences of students and staff are pleasant and productive. In our case, unfortunately, that experience was unpleasant and obstructive.

1. Introduction

MIT has a long and, probably, permanent tradition of having an extremely heterogeneous computing environment.  In 1990, the MacVicar Committee on academic computing found a campus environment that was almost evenly divided among Unix, Dos / Windows, and Macintosh  hardware and software platforms.  Ten years later, the diversity of operating system platforms is just as great.  Although there has been a significant decrease in Apple machines, many Intel-based  machines at the Institute use some version of Linux rather than Windows as the primary operating system.  

This lack of a standard platform and, consequently, the lack of a standard and robust communication software package severely limits the use of computers and networks in MIT writing classrooms and tutorials.   Web-based applications are currently insufficient.  Technical communication requires complex formatting and design and the frequent use of non-standard characters that are not supported by HTML.  Moreover, the document tracking and review features built into most standard word processing packages provides a powerful and off-the-shelf tool for instructors to comment on drafts of texts and for students to engage in peer review.

StarOffice, a product of Sun Microsystems, is designed to be a cross-platform office suite that includes a powerful word processor, presentation software, and a spreadsheet application with robust graphing capability.  Sun already has versions for UNIX, Linux, and Windows and is developing a version for Apple Computers.  Moreover, Sun plans to develop this suite into StarPortal, a Web-based cross-platform application that would support all the complex functionalities of a standard office suite. 

In sum, StarOffice promised to be the Holy Grail that I and other Writing Program Administrators at other institutions, particularly at other technical colleges and universities, have been searching for since computers were first introduced into the classroom.  Unfortunately, the bugs in the software ended up severely hindering writing and writing instruction.  The following section summarizes the specific types of bugs I and my students encountered during the term.

 

2. Description of Problems

2.1  Freezing in the middle of presentations.  While running StarImpress, I and several students have had the entire machine freeze.  In most cases, the operating system also freezes (both Unix and Windows), requiring a complete shut down and reboot.

2.1.1    
Hardware Platforms.  Most of the instances have occurred on the Sun Workstations in the Humanities Electronic Classroom.  However, I have replicated one instance on my Windows NT machine. (I have included that file as an attachment to this report.)

2.1.2  
Contexts.  In almost all cases, the presentation files were originally written in PowerPoint  and then imported into StarImpress.  In several cases, the imported files contained graphics developed in MS applications or column formats specific to PowerPoint .

2.2  Shutting down unexpectedly and sometimes deleting files.  Occasionally, the StarOffice Word Processor and StarImpress have shut down and deleted the file it was working on, even if the  file had been previously saved.  On several occasions, these actions occurred during the process of saving the file, resulting in the loss of both the current version and the previously saved version.

2.3  Inability to  reboot the Suite once it has shut down improperly until a number of directories and files are deleted

2.4 Major and minor difficulties in translating files from MS Office and from different versions of StarOffice. The StarOffice version of this document created on my Windows machine, for example, cannot be opened by the Athena version of StarOffice.


