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Avatars Go to School, Letting Students
Get a Feel for the Work World

BY-WINNIE HU

ELIZABETH, N.J. — Even as work crews and
scientists mobilized over a lmge oil spill in the
Gulf of Mexico, hirh school smdents in this
city ware hard st work cleaning wp another spill
— in the virmal world

Smdents like Christian Lopez jumped into an
elsborate video game, called 5pill, in which
they assumed om-scresn identities known as
avatars to o cleamup efforts for the mayor of
New City. The games, devised to help smdents
sharpen their business acumen and skills, was
rolled out in more than 750 schools across the
couniry as part of 3 business contest in March

and April
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“T thought it was zoing to be easier,” said Mr.
Lopez, 18, whose avatar “Chris™ made rookie
mistakes like showing up in jeans snd sneskers
for an important meeting with the mayor His
avatar also tried to out comers in hirng a
vendor, only to end up with 3 former comvict.
“It’s not bad,™ he said, “bur you have to make
the right decisions.”

While not quite the eye-popping echnology of
the movie “Avatar,” schools are increasingly
offering lessons i the virmel world as an
slternative fo textbooks snd PowerPoint
presentations.
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Teachers and smdents say:

“The use qf avatars and virtual worlds i
classes... pulls in even reluctant learners,
and encourages problem-solving and
higher-ovder thinking as clazzroom
Imowledee iz applied to real-ljfe situmnions.™

In Suffern, N.Y., 2,500 middle and high
school smdents have logged into a virmal
world known 2s Teen Second Life for lessons
in subjects inchiding math and foreizn
languages. Eighth-grade heslth smdents
fashion avatars to challense media and social
perceptions of bemty. A socisl smdies class
vizsited a recreated Ellis Island to zo beyond
historical facts and empathize with
immigrants and immizration officers throngzh
rale playing.

Pegey Sheshy, a media specialist for the
Famapo Cenmal School Distict, of which
Suffern is @ pam, said such virmal worlds
allowed smudents to leamn academically as well
as socially.

“They're able to explore other options, other
genders, other races, other personslity types.”
she said “A very outspoken confident person
may go inte Second Life and be just that, orhe
could take a side seat, or a sdent who is very
shy may not feel intimidated and becomes a
mmch more vocal part of the commmmity.™

The idea of video games in the classroom has
concermed some parents, who say it canbe a
distraction, but many of the zames are
relatively new and have not besn nsed widely
enough to generate much criicism.
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