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Introduction: Evaluating Multi-User Virtual Environments

MUVE’s or multi user virtual environments are used everyday for learning experiences that would otherwise be dangerous, destructive or just too expensive. Our military uses virtual reality games for flight simulation, combat and training why can’t we use this information in the classroom? Will we get resistance from the general public? Will tax payers see game playing as a waste of time for our students and their children?  Will our administration put up road blocks? Are there educational benefits and will students be able to actively engage in the virtual world? We are not in the business of teaching tactical maneuvers but in the business of expanding students’ critical thinking skills and giving them tools that they will be able to use in the “Real World”. (Horton 2003)   Will a virtual world give them tools they can use and apply to real life situations?
Getting Over the Hurdle in a Virtual World
At first I thought this assignment was pointless for me. The thought of living in a virtual world for over five hours and finding the value in it was going to be a challenge. I am a kinesthetic and visual learner. My mind and body needs to be active in order to retain information. The use of color, texture, shape and body cues are very important to my learning style. (Dr. Spencer Kagan & Miguel Kagan, 1998) Hacking away at the computer was not my idea of physical activity nor did I believe there would be value in it. Sliding down the ski slopes on a tube in a virtual world at first seemed like a waste of time and emotional energy. In my household there is no Play Station or Xboxes to waste or entertain my children’s mind. We have dart boards, trampolines, board games, crafts, sewing machines, bicycles and dogs to keep my children active. I have been a firm believer that the virtual entertainment world was just that entertainment without educational value. When I began to play with Club Penguin and Second Life my children looked over my shoulders and asked me why was I wasting my time on such garbage. Explaining to my critical teenagers and husband that this was really a homework assignment and that I needed to do this for at least five hours they became upset that I was not communicating with them in the “Real World”. I spent the last twenty years against virtual worlds and now I was defending them.  Once I got over the outside resistance and conflict I began to immerse myself into a microworld that forced me to explore and experiment. (Dabbagh, Nada and Bannan-Ritlan, Brendd, 2005)  
Getting over the outside resistance was easy the hardest hurdle was my own attitude. This attitude kept me from experiencing fully the first synchronous site I visited. Club Penguin an interactive game site that allows the user to join and play games and is geared to the younger person. I believe that many users where under the age of ten. I felt uneasy about going to this site and setting up a penguin that I could call my own. Having adults and children interact on the internet could make many parents uneasy. I solved this issue by playing and using my daughter’s penguin and having my other daughter play games again me. The only problem with this was that many others users joined in and soon I found myself racing down hills in a virtual ski slope hoping to beat who ever was up for the challenge. Users asking to be my friend unfortunately were ignored only to find me move on to another game with my daughter. My time frame restricted my participation in many of the games but I soon found myself playing connect four for an hour. Now I realized that five hours of MUVE’s would not allow me to fully experience all that this site and others had to offer and my family was going to be a bit upset with me by the end of this long weekend. I would have to really immerse myself into this virtual world for at least ten hours to fully experience its benefits or to come to a conclusion that I had just wasted an entire day not living in the real world. (Club Penguin, 2008)
Tapping Into Tips and Tricks
Tapped In an educational site that is used for teachers to meet teachers and for schools to set up virtual classrooms can help enhance thinking through cooperative learning activities that are facilitated by one instructor but taught by many. I joined a class called Tips and Tricks and actively participated in the lesson. I found that the teacher BJ was straight forward and précis in her directions but it was the students that were asking the questions that gave me the information that I needed. Listening or should I say reading the questions and the responses became more of a learning tool for me rather then the information that came from the actual teacher. The cooperative learning experience became engaging and I felt like I was part of classroom. This was the first time I had experienced a synchronous learning environment that included people I work with and people that were from across the United States simultaneously. (Tapped In, 2008) If I asked a question the instructor would respond but the class or users would also respond after. When I asked BJ if students could post word documents to the discussion board her response was yes but Cbeth thought of something else and asked if others classes were being conducted could other teachers collaborate with them. It did feel much like a classroom however I felt I needed to pay much more attention to the activity. The reading of text forced me to become an active listener and in turn created an active learner. Outside distractions though did create static and when I was pulled away from the keyboard and screen I quickly got lost and needed to back up the text to get caught up on the experience. This could be difficult for slow or challenged readers and at some point may become frustrating for some students with learning disabilities. Not everyone can type at the same speed nor can they process information in the same manner either. I did notice that BJ conducted her class fairly slow and asked to have each student confirm the new information in some manner before she continued to the next step. At some points students got lost and she asked the others to hold on while she looked for a lost student. In a way the students are forced to participate unless they make it apparent that they are leaving the classroom physically unlike teaching in the real world classroom where students can leave you while they are still are sitting in your room and looking right at you, a problem that ever teacher has faced. 
Making Connections in a New World


Second Life a website for synchronous communication among adults was an interesting site that allowed me to connect with people I would otherwise not connect with. The virtual world combines gaming and fantasy that allows the user to literally have a second life to call their own. (Floyd, Joseph, 2007) I came into the world naked and found the building that helped me create my virtual self, the  person I was or would have liked to be twenty years ago. Once my avatar was created a curious thing began to happen. My attitude began to change. My personality and gestures began to reflect my appearances. This world which is shared by many simultaneously and interactively was quite intriguing. I decided in order to experience this to its fullest I would have to engage in conversation with others in this world. Its starts with a simple Hello and then the conversations began. I walked, flew and road cars to meet people. If I saw someone enter the world I would approach them much like I do in my classroom at the beginning of each class. Some entered confused and needed to know how to dress or change their bodies. Some just wanted to talk and engage in some unusual conversation. Well what’s unusual for me may not be for others. I met several other people involved in technology in some manner. One person just learned of the site from a marketing presentation they were given at work. Another was trying it to see if was good for the classroom. They proceeded to explain that they were in charge of purchasing and installing Smart boards for their school. It felt like I was walking the halls of my school engaging in the incidental conversation that goes on everyday. Then it happened the virtual world began to affect my senses in way I wasn’t prepared for. (Second Life 2008)
My fingers began to tire of using the arrow keys so I sat my virtual self down to enjoy the ocean waves and suddenly this male figure came and sat next to me and proceeded to make moves on my virtual self. I felt myself becoming embarrassed and turning red. This program allows the player to use gestures that are much like the real world. Laughing, blowing kisses and bowing are all used. Of course at this moment my husband walked over and asked “Why is your face so red?” I felt like I was cheating and needed to get out of there fast. I moved on and began to explore the castle that included a tutorial. There I met several interesting people but again I was approached by a person who complemented me on my virtual breast and proceeded to ask if I would have Lesbian sex. Now my neck is really red and the only thing I could do is use the laughing gesture and reminded them there were other users in the room that might not like to see that. A male figure walked over and saved me at the same time a female figure walked over and approached the one that wanted lesbian sex. The two female figures walked off together. It felt like a scene in bar room from my college days.
Disconnecting From the Virtual World


Would it be easy to leave the world behind and continue with the real world that day? Has the virtual world affected me in a manner I wasn’t expecting? Driving down the road and reminiscing of that days virtual world experiences I realized that I couldn’t get some of the conversation out of my mind that went on during that experience. The emotional connections that were made actually frightened me. Gaming in a virtual world I believe can certainly continue into the real world. The feeling, thoughts and conversation become real because you are connecting with real people. Their avatars may only be a mere glimpse of themselves but their personalities are still a reflection of the true real person.  I saw this disconnecting issue as a real problem. I understand it’s a virtual world but took everything that was said to me literately. There may be trouble on the horizon for a young person whose brain has not fully developed when experiencing such emotional stimulus or one that lacks in real life connections. I looked for articles related to this disconnecting problem but was amazed that most avoided the issue and focused on the benefits. (Graves, Lucia 2008)
Lessons Learned
According to Dabbagh in Online Learning, Concepts, Strategies, and Applications the Microworld should provide the student with the learning activity that asks the question “What do you think will happen if?”  A Microworld should promote exploratory and experimental learning and this learning should be able to be applied to real life situations. Would I be able to apply information that I learned in these hours of exploring a synchronous learning environment? Which environment would stimulate my senses the most? And which would make me feel like I just wasted my time? 
First lesson learned: Engaging in MUVE’s is most effective while there are no other outside distractions. Have a quiet place to be without others talking to you in the background. It would be like talking on two phones at once carrying on two different conversations simultaneously. You are going to say something wrong to one of them.
Second lesson learned: Be an active listener by being an active writer. Being active in a conversation and lesson creates an active learner. If the person is not responding in text they are not engaged in the conversation or lesson. The greatest educational benefits come from the actual act of participation.
Third lesson learned: Make connections that you can disconnect. Know from the beginning that the virtual world has colorful characters just like the real world. You are engaging and interacting with real people dressed up in costume hoping to be someone or something else. Know what you say or do may affect your senses or someone else’s.
Fourth lesson learned: There are different strokes for different people. Understand when setting up learning environments for students there are specific sites that are suitable for specific ages. Don’t encourage a young middle school student to use Second Life. Club Penguin is a site more suited for the younger learner. Be prepared for the occasional pervert and know how to handle that situation. Having a safe zone for learners to enter and learn is the best method. 
Fifth Lesson Learned: Five hours is never enough time. If you are to fully research a MUVE’s you need ample time to do so. Ten hours of interaction on a virtual multi-user site is a minimum amount of time. Make sure you spent these hours investigating before you engage students there.

Conclusion
In conclusion I felt the assignment was valuable. At first I felt that playing games on the internet was a waste of time and energy better spent running the roads or engaging in board games with my children. But now I realize the importance of investigating these sites and there educational value. Competition, taking turns, being polite to your fellow avatar are all important and valuable life skills we use everyday in the real world. My main concern with the virtual worlds and the process of engaging in them was being able to disconnect from them. Participating on these MUVE’s for just ten hours my not change much but think about a young person hacking for days at a time. How can one disconnect if they spends days living a virtual life? A life they probably created to be better then their own real life.  One article referred to a Second Life college city that needed to be shut down after a student decided to come in and gun down the other students. (Floyd, 2007)  Art imitates life. Does this sound familiar? 
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