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‘Virtual Environments’
Insights from the BILD Connect Event

It seems that wherever you turn right now the ‘hot topic’ in the field of Learning Technologies is the use of Virtual Worlds (or Environments) and Serious Games and the latest BILD (The British Institute for Learning & Development) Connect Event held on Wednesday 13th Mat 2009 at the Museum of Army Flying, was no exception!

The Towards Maturity team started to focus on this whole area some time ago. We published a review on Serious Virtual Worlds towards the end of 2008 (http://www.towardsmaturity.org/article/2008/12/01/serious-virtual-worlds-conference-review/). More recently a short paper by Clive Shepherd, created as part of Saffron Interactive's Advance community, was published to help demystify virtual worlds and their role in learning and to address ‘What are Virtual Worlds and why should businesses invest in them for learning purposes’? (http://www.towardsmaturity.org/article/2009/03/27/introducing-virtual-worlds/ ). Finally my colleague Howard Hills has just published a summary report (http://www.towardsmaturity.org/article/2009/05/12/apply-serious-games/) from the Apply Serious Games conference held on 7th May 2009 to support the Apply Serious Games 2009 Awards, so we can see heightened activity in this whole area. It’s no surprise that BILD should deem it a ‘hot topic’ for their latest Connect Event, but what can we learn from the experiences shared during the day?
Hosted by Aviation Training International Limited, Mike O’Donoghue CBE, Defence Advisor for the company, provided an insight on how different virtual environments are being harnessed for training Army flying personnel, ground staff and engineers, specifically for the Apache attack helicopter. As most of us already know the military have been at the forefront of using technology in learning, specifically with flight simulators, for many years. Increasingly they are being influenced by what is happening in the global games industry which is worth in excess of £32 Billion, where World of Warcraft and VBS2 (Virtual Battleship) dominate. Rather than virtual environments mimicking real life, we’re starting to see the reverse taking place and that’s all a bit spooky!
Mike introduced the term Distributed Interactive Simulation (DIS) to describe an infrastructure for building large-scale virtual worlds by interconnecting independent simulators via a network. The DIS infrastructure enables heterogeneous simulators to interoperate in a time and space coherent environment.  In a DIS system, the virtual world is modelled as a set of entities that interact with each other by means of events that they cause. The simulator nodes independently simulate the activities of one or more entities in the virtual world of the simulation and report their attributes and actions of interest to other simulator nodes via messages on the network.  The other simulator nodes on the network are responsible for "listening" to the network messages, determining which ones are of interest to them (based on the entities they are simulating) and responding appropriately.
Historically, DIS has been used extensively for training military personnel, where the virtual world was a battlefield. However, DIS could also be used for training emergency management personnel. Instead of a battlefield, the virtual world could be a location suffering from a natural disaster.  
NB: For those interested in knowing more then it is worth checking out the research undertaken by Dr Mikel D. Petty who is the Director of the Huntsville’s Centre for Modelling, Simulation, and Analysis at the University of Alabama in the US. Dr. Petty has worked in modelling and simulation research and development since 1990 in areas that include simulation interoperability and compos ability, computer generated forces, multi-resolution simulation, and applications of theory to simulation. He has published over 140 research papers and has been awarded over $12 million in research funding. (http://cmsa.uah.edu/?people&id=2)
Mike outlined a simple model to show the relationship of costs and fidelity or level of virtual sophistication. From simple course handouts, through basic CBT, emulators, simple simulations, full scale simulations and finally to the aircraft! Although the costs at the top end represent huge sums of money, the basic parameters in the model make sense – it’s a choice between need, audience, skill and budget!! This basic CBA image is reproduced below:
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From his perspective simulations fall into three distinct categories:

· Live Simulation – with real people in real environments operating real equipment(s) with simulated effects

· Virtual Simulation – with real people operating simulated equipment(s) in a simulated environment, generating simulated effects
· Constructive Simulation – with real people controlling simulated units, platforms or systems with simulated equipment(s) in simulated environments generating simulated interactions and effects.
While many of the solutions may be quite sophisticated the lesson to be learnt is that immersion is key, harnessing all the sensory channels. It’s worth pointing out that the term ‘immersive learning’ tends to be increasingly associated with placing someone in a virtual world (‘immersing’), although the term clearly also applies to immersing someone in a simulated learning situation which is enabled and supported by technology such as a flight simulator.
Frank Pretty ‘facilitated’ a Virtual World Training Exercise using the Forterra OLIVE platform. The particular demo featured a group of ‘real’ people in a ‘virtual’ context with the theme of a Military Checkpoint in Baghdad as the subject. The participants were from locations all over the world to help demonstrate the power and flexibility of the approach. It was intriguing to see the ‘avatars’ move and interact within the virtual simulation. Frank explained that basic hardware and software requirements and therefore costs were very low. A decent graphics card with connection speeds of 120k should be fine. The participants consider that they are in a collaborative environment rather than a gaming environment and that’s an important point. They’ve found that it’s simple for individuals to learn as it mimics and extends everyday human interaction.

He went onto explain that we are beginning to see virtual worlds being used for enterprise collaboration, and perhaps there’s a number of reasons why:

· It’s Accessible and can be anywhere, anytime in shared private workspaces so it’s not restricted to access only from offices as any workspace can be modelled and shared.

· Immersive with real-time team interaction with real-time voice.
· Persistent allowing users to exit with previous activities remaining intact so effectively being ‘bookmarked’.
· It’s Secure either through a dedicated non-public platform or on your own server inside the corporate firewall

· Extensible & Scalable, meaning that it can be readily developed in-house or externally for 1 or 1,000 workspaces.
· Costs are manageable and predictable.
· And they are Carbon friendly delivering sustainable working practices.
Nige Howarth

Head of Community Development

Towards Maturity CIC

May 2009
Page 1 of 3
Developed by Towards Maturity Community Interest Company

See www.towardsmaturity.org for more case studies and resources
Towards Maturity supports the Next Generation Learning @ Work Campaign

[image: image2.png][image: image3.jpg]