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ABSTRACT

This paper introduces a theoretical understanding of knowledge sharing in avatar-based
 social interaction in 3D worlds. It also presents observations from 12 explorative sessions undertaken while building and exploring social interaction in a 3D Agora world in Active Worlds Educational Universes - AWEDU. All of this in a process of building collaboratively with avatars while asking questions such as: is it possible to support knowledge sharing in a 3D environment (VEs) based on interaction with avatars building a meeting place not in bricks but with 3D building objects? How do avatars influence the knowledge-sharing process and collaboration? Is it possible for avatars to build a community of practice while building such a 3D world as a frame of reference for the activity of this community? Research has been carried out in a special interest group (Agora SIG 5) within the framework of the EU project EQUEL
.

The theoretical understanding of knowledge sharing and social interaction with avatars is influenced by symbolic interactionism (Mead 1934/70; Goffman 1974/86; Stacey 2001) and actor-network theory (Latour, 1998). It is also influenced by recent research on knowledge sharing (Dierkes et al., 2001; Gourlay, 2001; Tsoukas and Vladimirou 2001; Stacey 2001, Jensen et al., 2004). The understanding of interaction in new media is based on media research and in particular on the concept of remediation (Thompson 1995, Bolter and Grusin 1999) as well as on recent research on avatars in 3D worlds (Schroeder 2002; Becker & Mark 2002; Hudson-Smith 2002; Taylor 2002). The approach is inter-disciplinary and it integrates areas such as epistemology, knowledge-sociology, social interaction theory and media analysis to ground the understanding of knowledge sharing in avatar based 3D environments.

The explorative sessions undertaken have been based on an experiential approach and were carried out in relation to three analytical levels: A: knowledge sharing in the process of becoming a member of the AWEDU system as such, B: knowledge sharing among the members of the Agora SIG in the process of becoming a collaborative team, and C: knowledge sharing when invited others enter the Agora world. The explorative activities have taken place in a series of co-located F2F sessions, workshops, net-based evaluations and in net-based Agora meetings with avatars: 1) on navigation and interaction with avatars, 2) on information centers and recommended tours for avatars, 3) on chat language and questions of how to use this language, and 4 & 5) on building collaboratively with avatars. 

Three scenarios of avatar-based meetings are identified: 1) the voyage of discovery, 2) the playful meeting, and 3) the purposeful meeting, and two experimental designs: the “Cube” and the “Visualising Meeting” are suggested on the basis of two of these scenarios (voyage of discovery, purposeful meeting). The design idea being that reflective designs inspire knowledge about how to balance between firstly, the basic frameworks of a minimum design which shapes the social interaction (Goffman 1974/86), and secondly, an explorative design that adds dynamism to the same basic frameworks with a view to seeing what is otherwise taken for granted with new eyes.
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� An avatar is the figurative representation of actors or participants in 3D worlds or virtual environments (VEs).


� Members of the Agora SIG are affiliated with Learning Lab Denmark; Center for Knowledge and Design in New Media, Communication Studies, Roskilde University; Center for Studies in Advanced Learning Technology, Educational Research, Lancaster University; Center for Higher Education Development, Coventry University; Teaching and Learning Service, Glasgow University; Dept. of Learning, Informatics, Management and Ethics, Karolinska Instituttet and School of Education, Sheffield University.





