Communication Tools=Group 5 findings/drawbacks-Skype, Elluminate, Yahoo & SecondLife
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Hi it's Carol-Ann. I've had a chance along with my group #5 (Lois, Miriam, Tom, Scott and myself) 

We began to test various software over the past 2 weeks. We attempted to convene for discussions using the following software: 

1) Skype http://skype.com/intl/en/useskype/ Registering for this is free. 

2) Yahoo Messenger https://edit.yahoo.com/registration?test=1&.intl=ca&.done=http://ca.yahoo.com&.src=ym this is a free software program. 

3) Second Life - http://www.sloodle.org. This is a free program. The Second Life program needs to be downloaded also: http://secondlife.com/ (education island, orientation island, information island).  This is also a free program. 
4) Elluminate - http://www.elluminate.com/index.jsp   this program is free to download    

The purpose of the testing was to determine the feasibility for communicating with groups.  Each of the programs has unique features that can be useful for communicating or absorbing information material.  However there are pros and cons that we have encountered. We determined that multiple viewing of the webcam did not seem feasible for all programs, except for secondlife - as we haven't tested this option yet. Each program requires the user to register and obtain an account.

Below is a list of my observations:

1) Skype.  Downloading and accessing the program was easy and efficient.  This program has performed consistently without flaws for our group 5. Each of the other software choices we used (Yahoo and Second Life) presented issues to us on accessibility, clarity of audio & video.  All participants have had connections throughout our 2 weeks of testing.  In fact, only minor issues were encountered whereby, some participants lost brief connections through the internet service provider (ISP), but overall the experience has been minimal downtime.

2) Yahoo Messenger.  The messenger service was easy to download however; some of our members did not have high enough internet speed to accommodate the video and audio.  At times, the audio was static which disrupted the flow of the conference calls. During our testing, all of the participants had connectivity however only 1 or 2 members could enable the video webcam and some did not have audio enabled although the configuration was set properly on the computer.  

3) The initiation of the Second Life program for users has some technological drawbacks.  Second Life is a world consisting of different lands that an animated figure (the user) such as an avatar navigates throughout.  The system requirements dictate that at minimum 3 programs need to be used.  In addition, a detailed orientation is required prior to liberal usage of the program.  Several attempts in the initial few days failed for several members of our group, including myself.  Upon registering for the program through sloodle.org, there was a significant delay for the activation of the account, prior to the enabling of the Second Life program.  Once access was obtained to the Second Life program, a number of us encountered significant downtime with the program which affected the usage of the computer which required reboot.  After several attempts to continue using the program I determined that a client program and additional video needed to be downloaded to Windows XP - however, this software step isn't intuitive to the instructions.  Another issue I encountered with the program was a requirement to download Quicktime 7.2 version and re-install Second Life.  In fact, I already have Quicktime 7.2 on my computer however, the Second Life program could not relate to it.  To resolve this issue, I uninstalled the Second Life program, re-installed it and opened the Quicktime 7.2 before connecting to Second Life.  At that point, I was able to activate the video stream and features were enabled in the program. Once our Second Life program became active, that is we arrived on Orientation Island, we had to participate in the tutorial for usage of the program.  This is a mandatory step before a user can exit Orientation Island and access the remaining features of the program including activation of buttons for navigating, etc.  The instructions are not intuitive and several lengthy tutorials must be accessed to understand the features.  

My overall impression of SecondLife is it can be practical from an information exchange perspective whereby users gather and can experience a 3-d version of a lecture. However, the program requires users to become proficient in navigating the figures and utilizing the menu features in order to ensure accessibility to the information is efficient.  The user in the form of an animated figure (avatar) needs to learn to walk, backup, run, gesture, talk and even fly to navigate the space (rocks, hills, buildings, walls, etc.).  Due to this requirement I would not recommend this as an overall education tool for distance learners as extended amounts of time learning to navigate can distract users (students and teachers) from the main focus - learning.  The program contains what I call Software Noise -- this is limited use of white space.  I think Second Life fails to meet the criteria of appropriate learning tool.  To support my view, I reviewed the features of the program and options.  A number of the islands indicate Mature Content.  This open forum presents a high risk of an avatar figure being approached by other figures making gestures or chatting with inappropriate content.  In fact, the moment the program is activated the user/avatar figure appears without clothing.  In addition, although there are numerous opportunities to access information, some of it has a cost associated and skills need to be developed to navigate the avatar figure around the structures.  Mentally and subconsciously individuals may focus on this just to find locations where lectures are being presented; in addition, to the multiple color and lack of white space all contribute to the low concentration factor for learning.

4) To avoid each of us downloading the software our approach with this program was to have one member initiate the download the software and conference.  The software allows for 3 users free.  The conference invitation ( http://www.elluminate.com/live/d.html?ck=QCKB7U1Y&ref=1) was sent out to each of the members and we accepted.  All connections were achieved seamlessly, along with the activated video.  However, throughout the conference significant feedback was audible, disallowing us to continue with the conference.

Anyway, these are my findings.  I and my group # 5 will continue to explore the various tools.

Cheers - Carol-Ann Lane

