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In the last issue, we introduced online concept mapping as a valuable
teaching strategy for distance instruction. We shared several strategies for

generating concept maps, from fill-in-the-blank maps to preselected, seeded,
and open-ended maps (see Figure 1). In part two, we discuss several strate-
gies for using concept maps in the classroom after a concept map has been
generated. Again, we use the free Cmap Tools software to support all listed
activities (IHMC, 2007).

Strategies for

Individuals interested in applying concept mapping in the classroom
should consider not only the basic thinking skills supported by the act of
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Strategies for Online Concept Mapping,
Part 2

Tips from the Pros

Ensuring Online Course
Quality 

When reviewing online
courses for quality assurance,
the focus should be on the
course, not the instructor, says
Mary Wells, development
director for Quality Matters, a
peer-based approach to quality
assurance in online education.

Faculty are far more
accepting of quality assurance
processes that are not tied to
faculty evaluation. They are
more likely to participate in a
process that is not a “pass/fail
test,” but a chance to improve
course design in a supportive
environment, Wells said. 

Faculty are also more
accepting of processes that keep
their schedules and time com-
mitments in mind. For instance,
Quality Matters’ course evalua-
tion rubric focuses on just 8
areas, including a course’s

• overview and introduction
• learning objectives 
• assessment and measure-

ment
• resources and materials
• learner interaction
• course technology
• learner support
• ADA compliance @
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Figure 1. Concept mapping framework.
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Lurking: A Valid Learning Style? 

L E A R N I N G  S T Y L E S

By Jennifer Freeman and Michael
Anderson

It has been well established that
one of the hallmarks of successful

online courses is frequent and
meaningful student interaction with
their course content, their instruc-
tor, and their peers. This is essential
in maintaining motivation, reducing
a student’s feelings of isolation, and
fostering the creation of a learning
community. Therefore, most online
courses require students to interact
with each other using asynchronous
discussion areas, chats, and other
tools. 

But what are we to do about
students who do not post in the dis-
cussion area or participate in chat
sessions? Are these “lurkers” accu-
rately labeled as passive or lazy? Are
they robbing their peers or them-
selves of valuable interaction? Or
are we, in our zeal to engage our
students, employing an overly
narrow definition of interactivity that
results in a prohibitive environment
for certain types of learners? 

Why do lurkers lurk? Several
papers on the topic of lurking cite
reasons that range from slow typing
skills to the need for more time for
reflection prior to replying. Students
may be new to online communica-
tion, or confused by the technology,
or intimidated by their more vocal
peers. To avoid situational problems
that can lead to lurking, some pre-
emptive measures can be taken
during the course design process. 

Detailed instructions, student ori-
entation activities, and reliable
technical support can be provided
for students who are new to online
communication tools and technolo-
gy. Greeters, mentors, prompt
instructor feedback, and social areas
for early conversations can also be
helpful. Anonymous surveys and
rating activities can serve as early

assignments that provide nonthreat-
ening opportunities for student
engagement. Basic “netiquette”
guidelines and the prompt censure
of inappropriate posts will also help
to create a user-friendly, inviting
environment.

But even in the best-designed
courses with plenty of student
support, some students will simply
prefer to watch and listen due to
shyness, language issues, or a need
to process and reflect. For these
lurkers, the traditional requirement
to post often on discussion boards
can be daunting and could decrease
their satisfaction and impede their
learning.

Are lurkers learning? An
informal study was recently
conducted by the UT TeleCampus to
determine whether a student’s
success is related to the number of
posts made to the discussion area.
Conventional wisdom would suggest
that few posts equals little interac-
tivity, indicating an unsuccessful
student. Students’ final grades were
compared to the number of posts
they made in two groups: courses in
which the discussion requirement
was greater than 50 percent of the
course grade and courses in which
the requirement was less than 50
percent. These groups were
randomly sampled. Both sets of
courses showed only a slight corre-
lation between students’ final grades
and the number of posts they made
during the course, and the scatter-
plots and distribution curves of
grades were nearly identical. 

These results indicate that
students who post only to fulfill the
minimum requirement have the
same average levels of success as
those who are very active and post
more often than is required of them.
It seems that students who are only

Continued on page 5 >>
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generating concept maps, but also
the higher-level thinking processes
supported by students using finished
maps to meet a goal such as
decision making or problem solving.
As noted by Presseisen (2001) in her
summary of thinking skills, basic
thinking skills are often employed
and used in support of higher-level
thinking processes, so building and
using maps can serve different but
complementary purposes.

Using maps in collaborative cri-
tiquing. Each student can be
required to create his or her own
personal map, and when students
feel ready to share their maps with
assigned group members, they
exchange passwords to access one
another’s maps. Each group member
then accesses the others’ maps and
uses the annotation feature in Cmap
to make comments and suggestions
for improvement. The students
utilize others’ comments to edit their
maps prior to final submission.

Using maps in decision making.
In one graduate class we teach,
students prepare open-ended
concept maps in small groups tied to
three different technology integration
models. These models have similari-
ties and differences that students
are asked to visualize in their cross-
representation. After representing
the models, students role-play a
school technology committee and
identify the five most important
criteria from their maps that they
will use to select one model for
implementation (e.g., the degree to
which a model supports student-
centered learning). Students are
scored on both their maps and on a
word-processed grid in which they
reflect on how well the different
models apply to their selected
criteria.

Using maps in planning. In the
same technology integration class,
students in small groups prepare an

open-ended concept map tied to
factors that influence the success or
failure of technology programs in
schools. After completing their maps,
groups must use the collected details
to develop a technology plan with
five primary goals, such as profes-
sional development and leadership.
Each goal is detailed with specified
strategies, indicators, and bench-
marks, as drawn from details in the
map space.

Using maps in problem solving.
Students in an instructional design
class we teach read case studies per-
taining to design practice in schools
and industry. They are first tasked
with representing the known facts
about a case in concept map form,
usually including some dilemma or
problem to be resolved. Next, they
must reflect on specific questions
posed for each case and suggest
solutions for the case problems.
Students map what is known about
a case in one assigned color (e.g.,
black lines and words) and the ideas
they generate for their case in a
second assigned color (e.g., blue
lines and words) to visually depict
where they are generating new ideas
in support of the known.

Student reactions to concept maps

Even though concept mapping can
be difficult for students initially
because it requires a different way of
thinking about and manipulating
course concepts, student reactions
to concept maps in our classes have
been largely favorable. On class post-
surveys, more than 90 percent of
students across six sections
employing multiple concept map
strategies have agreed or strongly
agreed that the method is useful and
encourages learning (n=90+). Many
students provided written comments
indicating Cmap was their favorite
course element and that it helped
them connect concepts within a topic
and between topics in the course:

“I wanted to let you know that the

concept map was an excellent
assignment. It has helped me to
connect the dots, so to speak.”

“It forced me to understand and
make connections between essential
course concepts.”

“It allowed me to connect all the
articles and ideas together for each
session.”

When asked to choose an assess-
ment strategy among Cmap, tradi-
tional tests, and applied projects, a
majority of students (46 percent)
selected concept mapping, while
another 33 percent preferred a com-
bination of methods. Finally, most of
our graduate students are in-service
teachers or community college
instructors who have provided
written comments indicating they
have applied or intend to apply
concept mapping strategies with
their own students:

“The Cmap activity was
immensely useful because it armed
us with at least one strategy that we
could immediately use in our class-
rooms.”

“I loved them! We will be doing
these in my class in 2006-07!”
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By Patti Shank, PhD, CPT

Learning online can be an incredi-
bly valuable experience but it is

not without frustrations. This
article, the last in a series on
reducing frustrations for online
learners (and online instructors too,
as they have to deal with frustrated
online learners), will discuss a
common theme around frustration
in learning, online or not. The term
for this common source of frustra-
tion is cognitive load. 

Cognitive load is a term used to
describe the amount of current
brain resources, or working memory,
being utilized by the task at hand.
Cognitive load theory describes the
need to reduce unnecessary brain
resources while learning in order to
have adequate brain resources
needed to facilitate the long-term
memory associated with learning
and usable skills. As the brain’s
working memory becomes over-
loaded, mental processing capacity
diminishes and learning becomes
very challenging indeed.

Working memory, how the brain
temporarily stores and processes
information, has very limited
capacity. You have probably heard
the adage that we can only process
7±2 units of information at a time.
After that, working memory becomes
overloaded. Recent research
suggests that 7±2 may be too high
in many cases, especially for
learners who are new to the topic,
and is dependent on the complexity
of the content.

What impacts cognitive load?

The amount of cognitive load
imposed by a learning task is
affected by many things, including
the complexity of the task and its
content, the number of items the
learner needs to attend to at the

same time, the design of the site,
how familiar the tools are, and how
much knowledge of the topic the
learner already has. 

Dr. John Sweller, an educational
psychologist who has written exten-
sively about cognitive load and its
impact on design of instruction,
explains that instruction should be
designed to reduce unnecessary load
on working memory because unnec-
essary load reduces learning
capacity and interferes with long-
term memory. 

Unnecessary cognitive load

Should we attempt to get rid of all
cognitive load, then? No, just as
much unnecessary cognitive load as
possible. Some unnecessary load
can be attributed to inadequate
design or poor use of media. For
example, I recently reviewed some
materials on how to use a foam
roller for neck, shoulder, and back
exercises. The graphics for each
exercise were too small to be useful.
And the descriptions were hard to
follow without the picture. In other
words, the materials were pretty
useless.

Other things that commonly
create unnecessary cognitive load in
online courses are complex naviga-
tion, unclear or inadequate direc-
tions, poorly organized content, and
gratuitous graphics or media.

Our role in helping to eliminate
as much unnecessary cognitive load
as possible is to reduce frustrations
caused by design and organization
of course content. Here are some
concrete ways you can reduce
unnecessary load.

• Make certain that course naviga-
tion is simple and clear.

• Make directions clear and concise.
(Consider having a discussion
forum dedicated to answering

course and assignment questions.)
• Organize your course into logical,

chronological or topic-oriented
chunks and organize content in
each chunk similarly (for example
readings, activities, discus-
sions…).

• Don’t include gratuitous or extra-
neous graphics or media. 

Necessary cognitive load

Some cognitive load is both bene-
ficial and necessary. When concepts
are new to the learner and he or she
doesn’t yet understand the domain,
cognitive load can be especially high,
but it’s part of the learning process
so it must be managed (having brain
resources available to do this is
another reason to get rid of unneces-
sary cognitive load). Necessary
cognitive load is inherent in the
learning process and while it might
be frustrating, it can only be
managed, not eliminated.

Our role in helping learners
manage necessary cognitive load is
to support the learning process.
Here are some concrete ways you
can help learners manage necessary
load.

• Help prospective learners assess
whether they have the prerequi-
site knowledge and skills for
success in the course, so they
aren’t enrolling in a course they
are unprepared for.

• Provide a road map or course-at-
a-glance to help learners see
where they will be going (learning
objectives) and how they will get
there (content, activities, and
assessments).

• Segment complex content into
manageable, well-sequenced
chunks with clear headings and
subheadings.
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lurking (listening) are interacting
vicariously and are indeed learning.

Learning styles. Research on
learning styles is plentiful and
useful in identifying the range of
student personalities and the styles
of learning that serve each student
best. The Myers-Briggs question-
naire can help us to identify intro-
verted and extroverted learners, and
Felder and Solomon cite the differ-
ences in the active versus the reflec-
tive learner. The extroverted, active
learner who is happy to post one
thought after another may be ideally
suited to the pace and culture of
online discussions. But the intro-
verted, reflective learner will want to
watch the conversation thread
unfold, get a “big picture” view, and
reflect/process before responding.
Many lurkers will be listening and
learning but not choosing to partici-
pate in the discussion at all.

Still, there are ways to engage
and encourage participation from
these introverted and/or reflective
students: we simply need to broaden
our definition of interactivity.

Respecting the lurker. How do
we respect the lurker’s learning style
and accommodate it while continu-
ing to stress the importance of inter-
activity? We can start by using the
term “listener” instead of “lurker”!
More opportunities for student
success can be provided when we

define interaction in a broad sense
that recognizes and supports the
contributions and strengths these
learners can provide to the online
community and by exploring the
value listeners bring to the class.
When we recognize introverted,
reflective listening as a form of
cognitive apprenticeship and design
learning activities accordingly,
listeners can and will contribute. 

Benefits of listening behavior.
Reflective and/or introverted
learners frequently don’t have
preformed opinions or ideas and are
in an ideal position to bring together
concepts or see connections. They
can serve to present new views and
raise new questions, which
increases the breadth and depth of
the discussion.

Listeners can provide valuable
thread or topic summaries by using
their reflective skills for the group.
The extra time they need to collect
their thoughts may serve to provide
them with insights not immediately
apparent in the spontaneity of a dis-
cussion area.

They can be given a supportive
role in group assignments, for
instance the role of researcher, while
someone else presents the findings.
Case assignments, e-portfolios, and
summary assignments can be used
in addition to traditional “post and
reply” activities or group projects.

By broadening our definition of
interaction and participation, we can

create a more meaningful and more
respectful environment to all
students and their various learning
styles. We will find ourselves with a
more inclusive community of
learners capable of speaking with
each other in various learning style
languages, including the dialect of
listening. Isn’t that what we strive
for in interaction?

Jennifer Freeman is an award-
winning instructional designer and
has been with the UT TeleCampus
since 1999. She recently presented
this topic at a Texas Distance
Learning Association session titled
“Lurkers as a New Learning Style,”
along with Michael Anderson, UTTC
assistant director, Course
Development and Technology. She
partnered with Jennifer Rees, UTTC
assistant director, Communication
Services—a self-professed
lurker/listener—to compile that pres-
entation into this article.

The UT TeleCampus works with
all 15 institutions in the University of
Texas system to build and deliver
high-quality collaborative and interac-
tive online courses, degree programs,
and support services. UTTC serves
approximately 10,000 online enroll-
ments annually for the UT system.
See www.uttc.org for more informa-
tion. @

• Explain visual media with concise
text or audio (but not both). 

• Use graphics, animation, or video
to help learners understand
spatial concepts and to show rela-
tionships. 

• Put together instructional
elements that need to be used at
the same time.

• Provide worked problems, partially
worked problems, and exemplary
completed assignments. 

• Point out the most critical aspects

of the content with call-outs,
arrows, or bolded or italicized text
(use bold and italics with modera-
tion!).

Resources

Wikipedia has some informative
articles on cognitive load and
working memory:

• Cognitive Load: http://en.
wikipedia.org/wiki/Cognitive_load 

• Working Memory: http://en.
wikipedia.org/wiki/
Working_memory

• The Magical Number Seven, Plus
or Minus 2 http://en.
wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Magical_N
umber_Seven%2C_Plus_or_Minus_
Two

Patti Shank, PhD, CPT, is a widely
recognized instructional designer and
instructional technologist, writer, and
author who facilitates learning and
builds and helps others build good
online and blended courses. She can
be reached through her website,
www.learningpeaks.com. @
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By Errol Craig Sull

Well, it’s that time again: sum-
mertime, and thus more

online instructors are on the road
than at any other time of the year.
Of course, in addition to the “usual
suspects” of clothes, money,
cameras, etc., that will tag along,
that indispensible umbilical cord to
the classroom will also be coming:
the laptop. For the class and its
students can’t be left alone for too
long; it and they need you, and thus
your summer journeys hither and
yon must include that portal of con-
nection to both.

In this annual summer column, I
offer you the latest tips to keep your
hassles with online teaching to a
minimum while you enjoy a well-
deserved break or two during these
warm months:

• Bring a laptop first aid kit. On
the road you may not have access
to a convenient computer store,
so it’s best to bring both your
“this I need” and “this I might
need” items with you, including a
can of air, screen wipes, Ethernet
and flashdrive cords, a small
flashlight, contact information in
case of a computer problem, and
an extra flashdrive.

• Travel with a cigarette lighter
plug-in. Several airlines now
provide outlets on board so
laptops need not run down their
batteries. These are the same size
and shape as the old cigarette
plug-in lighters, so you’ll need to
bring an adapter to use them—
but they will help save your
laptop’s battery life (for when you
really do need it) and give you a
tad brighter screen.

• Bring along copies of important
PC files. Do a thorough check of
files on your PC to determine

which ones you might need on
the road; copy them onto a flash-
drive. And don’t worry about
bringing along those “It’s very
unlikely I’ll need these” files—you
probably will find you need at
least one, and it’s much better to
have it with you than to bemoan
that you could have used it but
it’s back home. (By the way:
always back up your data in case
you and your laptop become
“separated!”)

• Know the ins and outs of
airport (and other) wi-fi hot
spots. The following four websites
are comprehensive and include
worldwide airports and just about
every other worldwide public
location you can think of: 

• U.S. airports (free and for a
fee wi-fi)): www.travelpost.com/
airport-wireless-internet.aspx 

• U.S. airports (free wi-fi): www.
wififreespot.com/airport.html 

• Worldwide (bars, marinas,
shops, etc.):
www.ezgoal.com/hotspots

• Worldwide airports: (free and
for-a-fee wi-fi):
http://usatoday.jiwire.com/
hotspots-hot-spot-airport-
directory-browse-by-
country.htm

• Be aware of hotel’s Internet
access policies. Most middle-to-
upper-scale hotels have Internet
access in the rooms, but some
have it available only in their
lobbies or other public spots; and
there are many hotels and motels
that don’t have any Internet con-
nection. Check this out before
leaving on your trip, including
any fees involved.

• Remember that laptops do not
like liquid, sand, humidity, or
heat. While laptops can go

anywhere, don’t get careless and
forget about their aversion to
liquid, sand, high humidity, and
heat. Be careful of drinks being
passed over your laptop and
sitting too close to a pool with
your laptop; also, don’t bring it to
the beach: with sand, water, high
humidity (possibly), and heat in
ample supply, your laptop is a
disaster waiting to happen.

• Be up front with any late
student correspondence
resulting from your travels.
Nearly all online schools require
that faculty respond to student
correspondence—of any kind—
within 72 hours max. If you
expect to have difficulty in
meeting this deadline because of
an out-of-town trip, let your
students know so they can plan
accordingly—and will not think
you’ve lost interest.

• Additional air travel tips can
prove very helpful. Look into exit
rows on planes if you have a large
laptop screen (these laptops will
often not fit in the space available
in other seating, except First
Class); many airlines allow you to
purchase these, if available,
online for a small fee. Don’t forget
your power cord when you go
through airport security (and
keep your eye on your laptop!).
Finally, there is no need to worry
about exposing your laptop to the
airport security X-rays: these are
very low level and will not harm
your laptop or its contents.

• Protect your laptop from
thieves. When not using your
computer, keep it locked in its
case (this prevents someone from
taking your accessories and/or
laptop). Label both your laptop
and case in the event it is stolen
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Making Visible the Invisible
By Denise Tolan

How do great teaching moments
happen? For me, great ideas

usually come from watching bad tel-
evision. One night, I found a show
on the Discovery Health channel
called I Lost It. The basic premise of
the show is that you hear the moti-
vational tales of people who lost
weight. In the episode I watched, a
woman told the story of her move to
a small town in Colorado when she
was 16 years old. The town had a
population of 1,500 and the woman
and her family were the only
African-Americans in the
community. On top of that, this
young woman, at 16, was six feet
one inch tall. Her discomfort at
being “different,” she recalled, was
soothed by food. When she
graduated from high school, she
enrolled in online courses because
she wanted “to disappear and be
like everyone else.” She quit her
online classes after a few weeks
because she felt “disconnected.”
Hmmm, I thought.

It just so happened that while I
was thinking about this idea of “dis-
appearing” into an online course, I
also began teaching one. Each
semester I use an icebreaker during
which students have to tell the class
something about their past, their
present, and their future. Over the
years I have become accustomed to
seeing the lists of three things
appear on the discussion board, so I
was surprised when checking the
board one evening to see a short
post from a student in the class:
“Are there any (insert racial designa-
tion) in here?” 

I read it. 
I froze. 
I wondered if the term had been

offensive to anyone. 
I wondered if anyone had read it

yet.

I deleted the post and I wrote the
student, asking why she had posted
the comment. The next morning she
wrote back: “Oh, I was just
wondering if there was anyone else
like me out there.” She wanted to
“see” who was in the class. She
wanted a cultural connection. She
wanted to make visible the invisible.

Online teaching is in a double
bind as to how to balance the
freedom of relative anonymity with
potential isolation or the loss of
diversity. Much has been written
about the online classroom being a
level playing field, but I wonder if a
level playing field necessitates the
stripping away of gender, age, and
racial and ethnic identities. How do
we honor diversity when we can’t
see it? Should we even try?

I thought about my own online
classrooms. The semester after the
war in Iraq began, the discussion
board was lit up with students
heatedly discussing (and I mean dis-
cussing) both sides of the issue. In
spite of my vigilance in maintaining
a safe environment for students to
openly discuss hot-button issues,
some students did make hostile
remarks about Iraq and the people
of that country. Toward the end of
the semester, one of the students
revealed that she was an Iraqi
woman who had married an
American man 11 years prior and
had moved to Texas. In the following
days I got a lot of email from
students who said things like, “If I
had only known we had a person
from Iraq in class, I would have….”
Would have what, I wondered? Been
more thoughtful, sensitive,
restrained, considerate? 

I thought of all the students I had
taught in previous online classes
who hailed from Finland and
Uruguay and Uganda, and how they
sometimes had names like Bob and

Shay and Ben—names that enabled
the cloak of invisibility to remain in
place. What if I had asked those
students if they would share their
diverse lives with the class? I would
never pass up teaching opportuni-
ties like that in the face-to-face
classroom, so why should it be any
different in an online class?

Of course, that is my emotional
response to issues of diversity. But
even in a practical sense, honoring
diversity in an online classroom is
critical. Each semester, I know there
might be some form of cultural
distance in my classroom, so I try to
find a way to bridge those gaps. I
believe some students are at a loss
in the online classroom because of
issues with language. Some don’t
comprehend written sarcasm while
some fear the permanence of
language and the power of the
written word. My own mother, for
whom English is not the native
language, takes time to read every
word of a document because, to her,
the written word means power. But
while there are studies on how to
work with issues of cultural
distance in regard to tangible
academics, it is the essence of
culture that is often ignored or over-
looked in an online course.

So how can you incorporate
cultural issues into the online
classroom? The discussion board is
the place to begin. Students can
“reveal” themselves in a personal
way on the board. Ask a question
every week on the discussion board
that extends the ideas from a major
assignment and lends itself to
exposing and honoring differences.
For example, if you are asking your
students, as I do, to come up with
an argument of definition, ask them
to also tell you how a person from
another race, gender, age, or other

Continued on page 8 >>



able-ness might define the same
issue. In another exercise, my
students go to the Pulitzer.org
website and pick an image from the
photographic or editorial cartoon
winners, and I ask them to tell us
what visual argument the author
has made. In another paragraph,
they have to consider what a person
“other” than themselves might say in
response to that argument. It is
astonishing how colorful those
black-and-white text blocks can
become when students are aware
that who we are makes a difference
in how we teach and learn.

Is posting a picture of each
student enough to identify culture in
your online class? For mine,
probably not. I can see the differ-
ences in skin color and age and sex,
but I won’t see what it is that makes
you who you are unless I have the
opportunity to hear you and learn
from you. I begin the semester with
the Where I’m From poem. (It’s easy

to find—just Google it.) The poem is
student-friendly and allows them to
talk about their families, their neigh-
borhoods, the foods they grew up
with, and the languages they heard.
I might have them do a culture
collage—either a PowerPoint or a
Word document or any program
whereby they can introduce items
and images that represent who they
are. I also honor these cultural ideas
by giving them a grade. Students see
through empty gestures pretty well.

Okay—don’t we have enough to
do? Students have reading issues,
learning issues, writing issues, issue
issues—why should we care about
culture in an online class? Isn’t this
the one place I can stop thinking
about who sits before me? I can only
answer these questions for myself: I
want my students to be better global
citizens. I want a rich cultural envi-
ronment in all of my classrooms. I
want to learn and to grow and I
want the joy of sharing new things
with my students. 

I recognize the irony inherent in
sitting on the couch watching a tele-
vision show about losing weight. I
know I have to get up and move if I
want to be on that show one day!
But I also see irony in online
teachers complaining about the lack
of engagement in their classes and
then rolling out the same class,
semester after semester. Where is
the point in not utilizing the diverse
backgrounds of all students? Who
knows—in the process, students
might even see themselves in one
another and connect in a meaning-
ful way. After all, for some of us, the
cultural education within the
classroom is the one that has the
most impact once students leave us.
I hope so anyway. That is why I
teach.

Denise Tolan is an English
professor at Northwest Vista
Community College in Texas. @

or misplaced. Never let anyone use
your laptop unless you are
absolutely sure the person can be
trusted. If you need to leave the
laptop in your hotel room, keep it
as unobtrusive (and out of sight)
as possible; be sure your windows
and doors are locked.

• Carry proper documents. If you
are leaving the country with your
laptop, be sure to bring along
proof of purchase, as well as
register it with U.S. Customs
before you depart. Duty is levied
each time you re-enter the United
States with electronic equipment
that was not manufactured here,
unless you can prove that you
owned the equipment before you
left the States. To do this fill out a
Certificate Of Registration For
Personal Effects Taken Abroad
(CF4457) for each foreign-manu-
factured product you are taking
that has a serial number. You can
find a printable PDF version of

this form at the U.S. Customs &
Border Protection website
(www.cbp.gov), and be sure to
include the item’s serial number in
the Description of Articles box.

• Keep a low profile. When using
your laptop in a public area, try to
find as much privacy as possible:
you do not want someone having
easy access to private information
you may have on the screen (espe-
cially bank account numbers and
passwords) or to offer easy
pickings for someone out to steal a
laptop. And if using a PC in an
Internet café or the like, shield the
screen from others as much as
possible (and never leave any files
on any computer but your own).

• Universal adapter and surge
protector. If traveling abroad, it’s
imperative that you have a
universal adapter so you can use
your power cord with another
country’s electrical system (nearly
always different from ours). Also,
bring along a surge protector to
shield you from any “hiccups” in

another country’s electrical
system.

REMEMBER: Treat your laptop on
travels as if your favorite pet and
it will remain loyal, dependable,
and healthy—for a long time.

Please let me hear from you,
including sending along suggestions
and information for future columns.
You can always reach me at errol-
craigsull@aol.com. And, as always,
with each of my columns I offer a
sampling of whatever subject I’ve
discussed. For this column, I’ll send
you an updated copy of last summer
travel tips; just drop me an email!

Errol Craig Sull has been teaching
online courses for more than 12 years
and has a national reputation in the
subject, both writing and conducting
workshops on it. Presently teaching
online courses, he is putting the
finishing touches on his fourth book—
a collection of his online teaching
activities titled Pebbles: A Most
Unusual Approach to Very Effective
Writing. @
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