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INTRODUCTION

This project focuses on the development of a virtual world model dcdlainbow") of
adult learning foreign language conversation.. The main advantagié®e drainbow
model are three-fold: it is situated in a (simulated) cultaraitext; participants are
disguised in avatar roles, to minimize self-consciousness; anthaldel is global --
participants and teachers can be anywhere on the earth dbengonversational
sessions. The key notion we are trying to develop is ‘simulabédrally situated

experiential learning’.

WHAT ARE VIRTUAL WORLDS?

By virtual worlds we mean an online site supporting many (thousaswmetimes
millions) of people simultaneously, in a 3D simulated environment wittual
landscapes, buildings, and artifacts, where users interact througisehef artificial
personna called avatars. Some of the most common and distinguishiagtehstics of
these worlds are: the support of multiple players, a persistergn¥®onment, social
networking capabilities and visual similarity to the real oA common use of virtual
worlds is for role-playing games, where users may adopt faittastities quite different
from their real-world selves. Our interest is with online sharetual environments
where it is possible to meet new people, and form new gro&psthermore, virtual
worlds are persistent in that they continue to exist between ithes tof users’
interactions. This means that the results of a shared endeavor, ssihlding and
furnishing a virtual house, will be there the next time the altig on. Persistence is a
key factor in achieving continuity in virtual interpersonal relatips. We distinguish
two broad kinds of virtual worlds: game-oriented virtual worlds, whishally have a
pre-defined ‘virtual culture’; and open culture virtual worlds, whoseuairtculture

emerges based on the constructions and activities of its users.

YIn this project we do not specifically considengde-user 3D environments, such as The SIMS (ElmizrArts,
2008). While these may have instructional uses, interest is with the socially-based instructiofearning by
interaction with others.
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Perhaps the most stunning feature of virtual worlds technol@gibsir ability to
promote engagement and participation — desirable for all kinds airigaspplications.
In conjunction with the dissertation research of Katherine Fsahg¢ewe have been
studying this aspect for several years along with theectlabtion of the sense of group
presence (Franceschi, Lee, Hinds, 2008; Franceschi and Lee 2008). Oniik&tdnce
video-conferencing, virtual worlds provide a shared visual space fpiteptmn meet and
interact (via avatars). Not only do they share the quassmatif a 3D environment,
where participants can see and hear one another, but they can meangtifatts
together. These factors provide a strong sense of group presendeleadito engaging
group learning interactions. In a recent empirical study we did, studgetsushowed a
sense of group presence in virtual world setting comparable to ddaee groups
(Franceschi, Lee, Zanakis, 2008). Thus, not only do participants haveeao$ensing
there’ but they also have a sense of ‘being with’ other people in the virtual engimtonm

In our own experience at FIU (Lee), students were visibly mogaged when
conventional classroom presentations were conducted in a virtual {8ettbndLife,
2008) rather than face-to-face. A snapshot of from one of thesenpaiens is shown in
Figure 1. Part of this enhanced engagement may simply be hyneffect. But even if
novelty is the key, the ability to sustain novelty with new environmemtgacts, and

costumes is much easier to achieve in a virtual setting than in physical envitenme
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Figure 1. A Virtual Classroom Presentation
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Figure 2. Virtual Version of New FIU College of Business Complex

INTERACTION MODELS

The model is in the style of a role-playing game, based on time gd Monopoly,
adapted to a particular city (e.g. Miami, Madrid, Beijing). Thishown in Figure 3. Our
initial model, the Virtual Miami Game, is based on Miami and targets EShdesa Later
extensions might include executive conversational language gawith other virtual
locales, in e.g. Spanish, with native speakers in a Virtual Madtide;or Chinese with
native speakers in a Virtual Beijing Game.

Figure 3. Monopoly Stadium in our Virtual Miami (see video)

We are also exploring more situation specific scenarios tHbgctrebasic cultural
mechanics. For instance, one foreign student commented on his t&§ical simply
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getting a coffee at Starbuck’s. We made a short video ofStaigbucks scenario, on
YouTube (Diaz, Lee, Pai, 2008). A snapshot from this video is shown in Fgdréig

advantage of learning these cultural aspects in a virtual wettahg is that one avoids
embarrassment. This also applies to learning conversational gndaarthermore, the
‘teachers’ can be practically any native to the local celtar from teenagers to

grandmothers.

Figure 4. Snapshot from Starbuck’s Scenario, Learning English Conversation (see video)

OTHER CROSS-CULTURAL APPLICATIONS
The focus in this phase of the project has been on culturally sitcatecrsational
language learning. While this remains a key focus, we acebaginning to see potential

for other kinds of cross-cultural applications. A sample list is the following.

Executive Cultural Etiquette Training
Executives traveling abroad often consult the boklss, Bow, or Shake Hands
(Morrison and Conaway, 2006) to discover the Do’s and Don’ts of the culteyeare
visiting. While one learn this rules passively by readings imore effective to learn
them actively in a culturally situated training session. Suchlurallicontexts can be
modeled relatively easily in a virtual world setting. Becabsevirtual world platform is
global, cultural trainers can help traveling executives anywiveréhe world. For

instance, in Figure 5 shows a model of executive culture training for Irare smépshot,
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the executive has made the mistake of showing the bottom dfdeswhich is offensive

in Iran. (This was an MBA student project at FIU).

Figure 5. Virtual Training of Executive Cultural Etiquette (Palacio, etal, 2007) (see
video)

Virtual Cultural Heritage Tourism
Cultural heritage tourism is about visiting places of historical eultural importance.
When the history is ancient, often what remains is in ruins and oms aeeeffort of
imagination to envision how it once was. Virtual worlds can augmegis émagination
by providing a virtual version of the past. Indeed, instead of justimemodels, say of
ancient Rome, one can actually walk the streets and perhaps etv@paia in simulated
historical events. Figure 6 shows a snapshot of the project at thersity of Virginia

(2007) creating a virtual version of the ancient Roman forum.
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Figure 6. Rome Reborn Project at University of Virginia.

Cultural Diplomacy
This is potentially the most valuable area of application for Visalds. The USA has
been characterized as a ‘melting pot’ of ethnic and racial diyeBeyond that, many
large cities throughout Central and Latin America have develshat neighborhood
rivalries in the form of gangs. Virtual worlds might provide somip lher these aspects,
especially among the youth. Role playing scenarios can be developed to somltilae
experiences from the perspective of different minority and age gr8esial purpose

games can also be developed to mitigate tensions among youth gangs.

DISCUSSION
The original idea for this project was to enlist collaboration from languagegesato
experiment with various virtual models of language learning. Our initiattedt finding
collaborators was a presentation last September 2008 @otiference of Adult and
Community EducatorgACE) here in Florida. This presentation (Lee, Diaz, Pai,
Franceschi, 2008) was well attended — the audience was close to a hundred people. The
presentation was also very well received — there were many many questidtise
presentation was graded very high by the attendees. However, despite ¢hasthseglf-
selected sample, none of the attendees was ready to start with angnerpsion. A
later presentation at the CIBER’09 (Lee, Diaz, Pai, Franceschi, 2009) cargfere

confirmed this impression. It appears that few language teachers have pechree
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with advanced web technologies such as virtual worlds. Moreover, they may also be
reluctant to experiment with the technology because they do not feel adetnaately.

This suggests that there may be a problem with e-literacy among languag
teachers. However, it is our guess that this is probably less a problem witindibrets
themselves — and less and less as the students are younger. Indeed gradgschool
children learn and adapt to virtual world technologies with ease. This leads us to
speculate about a virtual language learning playground oriented toward youwlngrchil
(This speculation is elaborated in the Appendix.)

A conclusion that might be drawn from our frustration with finding language
teachers who are interested in virtual worlds might be to initiate some kind ofiedata
campaign for these teachers. This would be a kind of ‘top down’ approach. Instead, we
believe a more bottom-up approach may be more effective: find ways to virtualeenga
(young) students in simulated language and culture experiences. If this engagement
successful, the students will influence their teachers to learn and adoghthadgy.

This, by the way, has been the experience with information technology adoption for
decades. It is the students that learn and use the technology first, followéxy ldueir
teachers.

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS
Though there is significant overlap between the learning of languages and theglearni
culture, there are also differences. There are aspects of langaageddhat are
relatively culture-free: learning the grammar, the phonetics, indeed ruobabulary.
The cultural part of language learning is what linguistspralmatics

But there are also many important aspects of learning cultural piiegitheat are
independent of learning language. This includes the various kinds of cultural symbolism
— whether tKiss, Bow or Shake Handghis book (Morrison and Conaway 2006) as
well as its several variants for Asia, Latin America, Europe, is piyrevout cultural
differences, and contains very little about language.

As continuation of this research, we believe a fruitful direction will be to
concentrate on use of virtual world technologies for learning about these cultural

differences. Our next phase of this project will focus on the use of artificiédilligent
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‘bots’ in to simulate cultural experiences. These bots will appear just likerayvaut
instead of having a human manipulating them, they are under program control.
Thus, our bots will take the roles typically found in the foreign culture — the
immigration officials, clerks at stores, attendants at the playground, omtiig éctor.
However, the bots we have in mind will not always be polite. Indeed, they will be
designed to be culturally provocative, leading the student to culturally diffituations

he/she might actually encounter in real life.

APPENDIX: VIRTUAL ENGLISH VILLAGE PLAYGROUNDS?

This appendix presents a possible business model for helping children to learn English
(or whatever) based on a virtual model of a children’s playground. The model is global.
The children and teachers can be anywhere on Earth provided they have an Internet
connection of sufficient bandwidth. The trigger for this appendix is a recent comynent b
colleague Vu Nguyen in Vietnam that he spends more than half of his income t@ pay fo
English education for his three children.

In developing countries around the world, learning English is regarded as an
important tool for climbing out of poverty. International trade is conducted phnari
English. Many of the best universities in the world are English speaking. @ng lea
information technology mainly in English — the books, and indeed the software codes
depend on knowing English.

One can learn a language any time in life. However, most would agree that
learning a language as a child has special advantage -- in paffiicydasnunciation.

While adults may learn grammar and vocabulary in another language, truly native

sounding pronunciation is a special gift for children.

Real World Precedent: Model English Villages
South Korea is a leader in methods for teaching English as a foreign langonage. O
technique they use is to develop physical models of environments in England and the

USA to use for situational contexts in teaching English.
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Figure 7. Learning English in Korea

Figure 8. Model English Living Room (left) and Kitchen (right)

Learning Model? Virtual Playgrounds
Children playing together seem to overcome language barriers with easegghast®n
here is that a virtual playground, with a mix of children who are second vs first ¢ggngua
speakers would serve as an excellent training for conversational skitisu@e, as with

real playgrounds, trusted supervision would be needed.

Potential Use of Bots
Children like repetition provided it is entertaining. A child can watch the sameyis
movie dozens of times, whereas for adults, once is enough. A popular toy calle@iLeapst
uses cartoon animations and voice with a simple interactive interface. Childyehgsa
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games for hours and hours. Leapster-style games can be programmed into bots that
populate the playground. These might be something like the booths at a carnival. They

provide focal points for children interaction and competition.

Target: Asian Markets?
We believe that Asian Pacific countries offer a strong potential markétte$e
countries, the need to learn English is well recognized. On the other hand, the native
languages are so completely different from English that it is espedmllenging to
learn for them. Not only is spelling and pronunciation quite different, but since the
languages have no common roots with English, there are very few cognates oofpoints

familiarity in the English language.
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