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Abstract

This paper considers the opportunities and challenges of engaging retirees and senior citizens in a remotely-facilitated, interactive media exhibit such as the Dancing with the Earth proposal.  Further testing needs to be done as this project is developed to study the virtual docent’s remote perspective of the exhibit and also consider potential user interface issues elder volunteers may face when they facilitate this experience.

Introduction

Graduate students in the Fall 2009 Applied Interactive Story graduate course at University of Central Florida partnered with faculty Dr. Jack Moshell and Dr. Stella Sung to develop a proto-type, interactive media exhibit scenario.  The project was inspired by a grant proposal currently being developed by Dr. Moshell called Dancing with the Earth. Two key components of Dr. Moshell’s proposal are to design an augmented reality museum exhibit for the Museum of Discovery and Science in Fort Lauderdale, Florida that will challenge guests to effectively problem-solve with the scientific method through:

a) the use of whole-body interaction in a well orchestrated mixed-reality simulation yielding improved scientific reasoning

b) the facilitation of the interactive learning process by virtual docents who will work remotely via the Internet to elicit guests’ participation and catalyze their understanding.

This paper focuses on the second component, specifically the implications of recruiting retirees and elders as the virtual docent.  First, I will explain the proto-type scenario that the virtual docent would be remotely facilitating. Note: The following wood stork scenario was a proto-type created only for the Applied Interactive Story course.  

In our class’s proto-type scenario guests entering the exhibit were transported to the Florida Everglades where they had the opportunity to be word storks for a day.  Wood storks are an endangered species and their livelihood is considered a strong indicator of the ecological and environmental stability of the Florida Everglades.  

By creating an interactive digital environment where the guests can be a wood stork, the guests would have the opportunity to test hypotheses on why certain environmental changes such as the rising or shrinking water levels of the Florida Everglades effect the bird’s eating and reproductive patterns.  The plot of the scenario was that the guests acting as parent wood storks had to determine through trial and error optimal ways to hunt for fish to feed their young and sustain their flock.  The guests would interact with the Everglades environment to catch food for their babies using motion sensor technology.  We had determined that the motion sensors would either manipulate floor projections in a physical environment or manipulate a digital environment displayed on a screen. Each game play would have up to 4 guests participating.

The Virtual Docent’s Role

The virtual docent’s role in this scenario was to facilitate the 20-minute experience of testing different hypotheses on hunting and feeding baby wood storks.  The virtual docent would partner with an on-site staff member to train the participating guests on how to interface with the motion sensors using specific body motions to move through the environment as a bird avatar such as flapping arms to fly or opening and closing a Wii remote to catch fish.  After the introduction was completed, the docent would facilitate 2-3 game plays where the guests attempt to hunt and feed their babies.  

The docent would observe the game play remotely through audio/visual relay from microphones and cameras on site and, based on these observations, ask the guests questions about their experience, encourage the guests to formulate and test hypotheses, answer questions, etc.  The docent would also potentially manipulate audio or visual cues/sequences in the game such as “raising water levels in the Everglades,” “starting a severe storm” or “lowering available fish levels in the hunt.”  

A draft of Dr. Moshell’s National Science Foundation proposal outlines more detailed specifications for the role of the virtual docent in the scenario:

a) Lead 20-minute interactive educational program by controlling visual and auditory elements of scenario

b) Operate avatars, visual representations of humans and animals, projected on walls and floor of theater space

c) Be able to trigger short, pre-recorded video and animated sequences

d) Provide voices of avatar characters during live interactive segments of scenario 

e) Coordinate augmented realty program from a “control room” where events and voice interactions will be transmitted via the Internet

f) Narrate and control scenario off-site from any location in the US (or even internationally)

g) Use earphones, microphones, interactive control devices, and the computer’s screen and keyboard

h) View exhibit site through two video streams (taken from different angles in presentation room) and listen to audio input from a microphone placed on one of the onsite staff members.

The virtual docent is not only expected to remotely facilitate the group experience and discussion but also coordinate varying levels of game play from operating and voicing avatars to triggering video/animation segments.  Some aspects of this multi-sensory interface setup seem to parallel a computer game, where the docent is the gamer and the audience, augmented reality, and computer audio-visual cues and controls combine to be the game.  Yet this game is not confined to a virtual world on a computer screen, it is a remote environment that the docent has to be able to effectively observe and manipulate from a limited view in real-time.  Considering the target group for the virtual docent is retirees and elders with traditionally limited experience in gaming or other multi-sensory, interactive digital media, the complexity of the interface poses questions about the scenario’s accessibility to the elder virtual docent. This scenario goes way beyond simpler digital media tasks like navigating the Internet, sending e-mails, or editing digital photographs.  According to Dr. Robb Lindgren, another faculty member with University of Central Florida partnering with Dr. Moshell on this proposal, senior citizens participating in a focus group on a similar scenario expressed concerns about their abilities to effectively operate the computer equipment and digital media environment. This is not necessarily a bad thing; one of the proposal’s goals is to improve digital media skills and continual life-learning in aging populations so if the virtual docents are completely comfortable then they are not learning.  Next, I will discuss some specific areas of the proto-type scenario that can potentially improved for the elder, virtual docent experience.

The Elder Perspective
 Extensive virtual docent training (40+ hours), as described in the proposal draft, will definitely be a key component to helping potential candidates learn the skills they need to effectively participate in the scenario. Training does not guarantee accessibility though.  It is crucial that elderly advocate groups such as LIFE (Learning Institute for Elders) and Lockheed Martin Retirees Association are continually engaged in the development and execution of this proposal to insure that the elderly perspective is incorporated into the project design. They can tell us what kind of computer programs and equipment they might prefer working with or what control functions are easier for them to use.  One component that I think was missing from this semester’s scenario testing was the perspective of the elderly docent as well as the perspective of the remote docent.  The team was very focused on the script, room design, etc., but we did not make a continual effort to stop and think, “how is the virtual docent seeing this?” and “is this accessible to he or she?”  In future testing, it would be helpful to have someone play the docent in another room when acting out the scenario.  The “virtual docent” can be connected to a camera/microphone via computer and remotely observe/interact with the scenario to emulate what the experience will be like having a remote facilitator.  This might shed light on factors affecting the experience that were not noticed before.

Simple, Interactive Story

For the benefit of the docent and the audience, I think the scenario needs to be very specific and somewhat limited to what the docent is expected to control.  The more that is automated, the better, because there are less opportunities to overwhelm the docent or stall the game play. I do like the idea of the docent being able to trigger short video/animation sequences and sound effects such as rain or maybe a predator attack.  This makes sense because it does give the docent some flexibility to change or affect the story, but I don’t think the docent should have to trigger visual or sound effects for routine game play actions such as the splashing sound when a fish is caught, etc.  The larger, automated game sequences can possibly be broken into chapters and easily stopped or started by pressing a keyboard command if needed.  Monitoring and conversing with the guests will most likely consume a lot of the docent’s attention.  If the docent also has to control various avatars and do scripted voice-overs for different characters, I think it could take away from the docent focusing on the educational component of the experience because of the excessive theatrics.  

Team Players

Since it may be difficult for one docent to coordinate all of the mechanics of a scenario, I recommend considering a virtual tag-team model.  This could allow for docents to play off of each other’s strengths and weaknesses.  The ideal virtual docent is both theatrical and entertaining, has a science background on the topic of the exhibit and is computer literate.  Not everyone will possess all of these qualities, but someone may be outstanding in facilitating the crowd while another person is excellent at manipulating the digital media controls and explaining the scientific data.  They can work together to create an enjoyable, collaborative experience for the guests.

Over-head Projection vs. Racecar View


The design of how the guests interact with their environment will also affect the viewpoint the docent has of the overall experience.  Overhead projections on the floor may be more difficult for the docent to follow on camera what guests are doing.  The projections may not show on camera whereas a “racecar” view might be easier because the digital animation can be signaled to the docent’s computer.  The docent can then see on his/her screen exactly what the guest is doing in the digital environment in real-time and provide more effective commentary. If the scenario were to use the overhead projection, scoring mechanisms could be transmitted to the docent’s computer so they can see how many fish have been caught or check the healthmeter of the hungry, baby chicks. The design of the “racecar” set up may be more orderly because the guest stands in one spot where he or she controls the game with his or her body movements.  There may be disorder and issues with noise in an environment where the guests are able to move around the room a lot.  This in turn would create a challenge for the docent to follow what is going on.

Pre & Post Story
Some elder potential docents could be intimated by or unqualified to facilitate the actual scenario, but they still want to participate.  Expanding the scenario’s storyline to other mediums might create more opportunities for these potential docents to participate and learn new skills about digital media.  Some examples are creating a digital media kisok at the experience where guests can get on a computer and view a virtual docent’s website or blog or tweets about the exhibit.  Docents could moderate chat rooms, post YouTube lectures, stream podcasts, and generate other types of digital media assets related to the topic of the exhibit scenario.  Guests could be exposed to this media before and after they visit the exhibit further perpetuating the story and the efforts of the docents outside of the exhibit.

Looking Forward


These are just a handful of the many opportunities and challenges facing the virtual docent experience for this proposal. Some next steps are to begin to test scenarios with a remote facilitator, preferably a retiree or elder person, so that we can produce a detailed analysis of what works and what does not for the docent.  Additionally, I think it would be beneficial to conduct additional research studies of the local retired and elder population to find out more about their digital media and computer aptitudes, thoughts on participating in virtual docent projects similar to this scenario, and recommendations about computer usability and accessibility.    

