4

[image: image1.png]—~ Institute




Cyber Teaming in Virtual Worlds 
By Gingi Wingard (SL: GW Wetherby)
The recent push toward incorporating 21st century skills in educational practice requires educational leaders to find new and effective was to promote collaboration and communication in the instructional process. Cyber Teaming is one such method for supporting 21st century skills.  Defined, Cyber Teaming is a process in which individuals collaborate and communicate virtually to create and produce.  A concept very similar to those of Virtual Teams or geographically dispersed teams, Cyber Teaming describes the course of action teams of teachers, students, parents, or other community members use when working together to complete an instructional task. 

Cybert Teaming in Immersive Worlds

One of the most powerful benefits of using the internet as a tool for Cyber Teaming is its ability to transcend distance and time.  The creation of Virtual Worlds or Multi-User Virtual Environments (MUVEs) have allowed for a new space and method for collaborating and communicating regardless of location and time.  Virtual worlds are three dimensional spaces accessed over the Internet that allow for many simultaneous users to interact, and represent a persistent virtual world. One of the most popular virtual worlds is Second Life (SL).  Second Life has a virtual world called the “main grid” open to users 17 and older without restrictions and users 13 to 16 with restrictions. In 2010, West Chester University of Pennsylvania created WCUPA Island in Second Life to provide a space for teaching, learning and cyber teaming. To access the island, you can teleport here.
There are many benefits of teaching and learning in an immersive world.  Allowing access from any user’s computer, removes the geographic barriers that might exist in real life.  Through the use of graphical or text-based avatars, users can access virtual contexts. These contexts allow simulation and experiences incorporating modeling and mentoring about problems similar to those in real world contexts (Dieterle, Edward; Clarke, Jody.) Users can also interact, trade, and create three dimensional digital artifacts.  Additionally, avatars allow users to communicate verbally and nonverbally through the use of gestures anonymously if desired.
Methods of Communication In-world
Text Chat. Text chat is the primary method of communication in SL. Users can have localized public conversations between two or more avatars that are visible to any avatar within a given distance. A user can use the chat box or use bubbles to see comments over an avatar’s head. Text chat works best when short phrases are linked together to create the conversation. It is possible to capture/and record a transcript for later use. In addition, a language translator can be used so that language is not a barrier. 

Global Instant Messaging (IMs). IMs are used for private conversations, either between two avatars, among the members of a group, or even between objects and avatars. Unlike chatting, IM communication does not depend on the participants being within a certain distance of each other. Asynchronous communication is possible by sending IM’s to a user’s email when the user is logged off.  This function is extremely helpful when attending an event such as a lecture or concert with many participants.
Voice. Voice enabled communication is possible in-world and mimics a real life conversation.  Communication with voice eliminates barriers that may be present due to reading ability, typing ability or some other physical difference. It is necessary to have a microphone and speakers. The user must also be careful of feedback which may interfere with clear communication.
Notecards. Notecards are word processed documents that can be shared in-world.  Their use allows for the exchange of written material much longer than a chat. Once accepted, the user can add or make changes to it with a basic built-in word processor and send back. Users can attach landmarks, objects, notecards and other inventory items to the notecard to share.
Web links. URL’s and links can be posted in-world that will take a user either to a separate browser in real life or view a website in-world.  When a new browser window opens and the user can use the web site in split screen in real life while remaining in-world.
Opportunities for Collaboration

Note Card Exchange. Users can collaborate on the development of a document through the exchange of notecards in-world.  For example, Team Member A creates a notecard document and shares it with Team Member B. Team Member B, receives and opens the notecard, makes additions or changes, renames it and sends it back to Team Member A.  This process can continue while keeping a record of each iteration. 
Real-Time discussion. Avatars can gather around a table or gathering area in-world and share ideas and comments.  Gestures can be used to provide non-verbal information and cues.  A note taker can be designated to gather results of the discussion to share in a notecard or IM after or during the session.  It is important to establish a set of rules and understandings around turn taking and initiation order before the discussion takes place when there  is a large number of team members.
Split screen with web/wiki. Team members can fully take advantage of the collaborative features of Web 2.0 tools such as wikis and Google documents by having them open at the same time as a split screen. For example, Team Member A has creates a project wiki and has it open while meeting in-world with team Member B.  Team Member B has the same wiki open split screen on his computer and adds his edits while Team Member A watches his post.  The two discuss their changes and plan for next steps.
Shared desktops. Applications are in development to have shared computer desktops in-world for fully functional collaboration.  Eventually, avatars will have the capability to see and use the same computer to edit a document simultaneously.  Independent virtual world developers who have developed innovative scripts for applications within SL can be found in the Second Life Marketplace.
The opportunities for cyber teaming in virtual worlds are continually emerging as new applications and functionality increases.  For more information on how to use virtual worlds such as Second Life for educational use, visit the following resources:
Dieterle, Edward; Clarke, Jody. "Multi-User Virtual Environments for Teaching and Learning". http://muve.gse.harvard.edu/rivercityproject/documents/MUVE-for-TandL-Dieterle-Clarke.pdf
Second Life- Wikipedia http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_life
SimTeach Second Life Education Wiki

http://simteach.com/wiki/index.php?title=Second_Life_Education_Wiki
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