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UF Digital Worlds Institute
About the  Institute

The Digital Worlds Institute exists to nurture leading edge research and 
education between Engineering, Communications and the Arts, utilizing 

the tools of digital technology and culture. By bringing together the 
diverse talents of University of Florida faculty, students, and staff in a 

multifaceted collaborative environment, the Institute serves as a platform 
for interdisciplinary research that would not have occurred within the 

confines of any one college or department. Through the use of 
telecommunications and high performance technologies, the Institute 

reaches out across the campus, state, nation, and the world to share new 
tools and opportunities with both the local and the global community.

Collaboration
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• NETS (Neuroprosthetic Training System)

• Virtual Learning Forest (VLF)

• Music Instinct Project

• HAP-NAN (Haptics in Nanotechology)

• Gaming Against Plagiarism (GAP)

• Virtual Environments for Therapeutic 
Solutions (VETS)

• RISK - Using Interactive Media in the Treatment of Interrelated 
Alcohol, Drug and Risky Sexual Behaviors
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Gaming Against Plagiarism (GAP)

PI:  Michelle Foss, UF Science Librarian
Co-PI: James Oliverio, Professor of Digital Arts & Sciences; Director, Digital Worlds Institute
Co-PI: Douglas Levey, Professor of Biology - also Co-PI of I3 and PI of an ongoing NSFGK-12 Program (SPICE).

A compelling and scalable interactive system for beginning researchers

• In 2009, an independently administered survey of NSF-supported graduate students at UF revealed 
that only 36% had ever received training in ethics and that 88% requested such training.
• Online, self-directed, interactive game will provide a role-adopting environment in
which Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) graduate students will learn to 
recognize and avoid plagiarism. 
• To be collaboratively designed, tested, and evaluated through a multi-disciplinary iterative process 
by recognized experts in graduate science education, gaming, academic integrity, intellectual 
property rights, and educational digital media production. 
• Six NSF Engineering Education awardees: Purdue University, Virginia
Commonwealth University, University of Houston, Loyola Marymount, Oakland University, and 
Rowan University, have been recruited along with the College of Sciences, University of Central 
Florida to assist in the testing and final refinement of the GAP intervention. 
• Institutional support of UF’s President, Director of the Graduate School, and administrators and 
faculty. 
• The GAP project will be open source and freely available to these institutions and others to create 
the broadest possible national impact
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Virtual Learning Forest (VLF)

PI:  Michael Bannister, FOREST RES / CONSERV
Co-PI: Howard Beck, Professor of Agricultural and Biological Engineering, IFAS
Co-PI: James Oliverio, Professor of Digital Arts & Sciences; Director, Digital Worlds Institute

Using Virtual Reality to Train Undergraduate Natural Resource Students

• Primary target audience for Virtual Learning Forests will ultimately be 
undergraduate natural resource students at universities worldwide.  
• Test population: undergraduate forestry students in sampling, 
mensuration, and silviculture classes at the University of Florida (UF) 
and Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University (Virginia Tech). 
• The goal during the 24 month life of this project will be to develop a 
first (beta) version of a 3D Virtual Learning Forest in a virtual world 
environment (VWE) based on the longleaf pine ecosystem, and to 
measure how students react to it and how it impacts their learning 
experience.
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HAP-NAN (Haptics in Nanotechology)

PI:  Curtis Taylor, Assistant Professor of Mechanical and Aerospace Engineering
Co-PI: James Oliverio, Professor of Digital Arts & Sciences; Director, Digital Worlds Institute
Co-PI: Diane Pawluk, Professor of Computer Science, Virginia Commonwealth University

Use of Haptics in a Virtual Reality Environment for Learning of Nanotechnology

• Nanotechnology is a relatively new and growing area of research in 
which governments, educators and researchers alike are interested in 
attracting K-12 and undergraduate students to pursue future careers. 
• For the U.S. to remain competitive in the 21st century it must attract 
and train more students in high technology fields such as 
nanotechnology.
• Goal to improve learning of and interest in the abstract concepts of 
nanotechnology/atomic scale physics for students who are sighted, as 
well as those who are blind or visually impaired, 
• Innovative use of haptic-based interactive visualization media.
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Music Instinct Project (MIP)

PI:  Pamela Shamel, Director of Education and Outreach WUFT
Co-PI: James Oliverio, Professor of Digital Arts & Sciences; Director, Digital Worlds Institute
Co-PI: Timothy Brophy, Associate Professor of Music 

Exploring the Links between Science and Music 

• University of Florida’s WUFT was chosen as one of the ten PBS stations 
nationwide for the Music Instinct grant, working in partnership with the Digital 
Worlds Institute. 
• Research shows a strong connection between the auditory and motor 
regions of the brain; music seems to engage the motor system in a way that 
other modalities do not. 
• People with motor disorders like Parkinson’s disease have improved their 
ability to walk while listening to a rhythm track, and stroke patients who have 
trouble with speech show signs of improvement when they receive music 
therapy. 
• New evidence that music can actually change the physical structure of the 
brain – a fact that has critical implications for both education and medicine. 
• Major funding for this program provided by the National Science Foundation.
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NETS (Neuroprosthetic Training System)

PI: James C. Oliverio, Professor of Digital Arts & Sciences; Director, Digital Worlds Institute
Co-PI: Justin C. Sanchez Assistant Professor of Pediatrics, Neuroscience, Biomedical Engineering
Co-PI: Jose C. Principe Distinguished Professor of Electrical and Biomedical Engineering
Co-PI: Jill Sonke, Director, Center for the Arts in Healthcare

Using Virtual Reality to Treat Paralysis

More than 2 million individuals in the U.S. suffer from neurological disorders including spinal cord injury and diseases 
of the peripheral nervous system. The disabilities are diverse, yet there are at least two common characteristics: 
1) functioning of the brain remains intact 
2) the condition has a profoundly negative effect on the patient’s quality of life. 

New technologies called Brain-Machine Interfaces (BMI) offer an alternative means of communication and control that 
can bypass affected pathways of motor function through a direct interface with the brain. 

Functional proof-of-concept has been shown, but the impact of BMI in the area of rehabilitation has yet to be realized 
because they have not been studied in environments where sensory and motor actions can be used to enhance 
performance.

The science developed in this project will lead to a Neuroprosthetic Training System (NETS) that uses Virtual Reality to 
Treat Paralysis.  NETS would improve recovery by retraining the nervous system to improve motor function and reduce 
secondary conditions that impair physical or cognitive function.



Virtual Environments for Therapeutic Solutions (VETS)

VETS
Project

PATIENT
POV



Using VWE to Reduce
Alcohol & Drug Abuse

RISK Project
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PI:  Michelle Foss, UF Science Librarian
Co-PI: James Oliverio, Professor of Digital Arts & Sciences; Director, Digital Worlds Institute
Co-PI: Douglas Levey, Professor of Biology - also Co-PI of I3 and PI of an ongoing NSFGK-12 Program (SPICE).

A compelling and scalable interactive system for beginning researchers

• In 2009, an independently administered survey of NSF-supported graduate students at UF revealed 
that only 36% had ever received training in ethics and that 88% requested such training.
• Online, self-directed, interactive game will provide a role-adopting environment in
which Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) graduate students will learn to 
recognize and avoid plagiarism. 
• To be collaboratively designed, tested, and evaluated through a multi-disciplinary iterative process 
by recognized experts in graduate science education, gaming, academic integrity, intellectual 
property rights, and educational digital media production. 
• Six NSF Engineering Education awardees: Purdue University, Virginia
Commonwealth University, University of Houston, Loyola Marymount, Oakland University, and 
Rowan University, have been recruited along with the College of Sciences, University of Central 
Florida to assist in the testing and final refinement of the GAP intervention. 
• Institutional support of UF’s President, Director of the Graduate School, and administrators and 
faculty. 
• The GAP project will be open source and freely available to these institutions and others to create 
the broadest possible national impact

RISK Project Related Research



Center for the Arts in Healthcare Research Highlights

•Hearts and Hope: 3-year study assessing the effects of the arts on pain and 
anxiety in pediatric cancer and sickle cell patients

•Observational Study of an Arts In Medicine Program in an Outpatient 
Hemodialysis Unit: assessing physiological and psychosocial outcomes of 
engagement in the arts during dialysis treatment

•Dance for Life: assessing the primary benefits of dance for people with 
Parkinson’s disease and their caregivers

•Sustainability in a Rural Arts in Healthcare Program Model: assessing the 
roles of meaning and self-transcendence in program sustainability

•The Gift of Art: assessing the effect of the arts on a medical-surgical work 
environment

•Indications of Flow State Experience During Creative Arts Activities in an 
Out-patient Infusion Unit
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Hearts & Hope Study



Sustainability in a Rural Arts in Healthcare Program Model

• 19 participants
• 30-60 minute structured interviews
• Transcribed and analyzed using a grounded 
theory cross-comparison methodology
• 7 themes emerged:

• meaning
• opportunities to help others
• benefits to others
• sense of community
• recognition of health benefits
• self-transcendence
• diversity
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The UF CTSI has three key components to its mission:
• Advance human health by accelerating the translation of discoveries 
into practical applications for the diagnosis, treatment, prevention and 
cure of human disease.

• Educate and train future translational clinicians and researchers.

• Provide funding support information for clinical research.

UF Clinical and Translational Sciences Institute 
(CTSI)



12 UF colleges comprise the UF CTSI:
•Agricultural and Life Sciences
•Dentistry
•Engineering
•Fine Arts
•Health and Human Performance
•Journalism and Communications
•Liberal Arts and Sciences
•Medicine
•Nursing
•Pharmacy
•Public Health and Health Professions
•Veterinary Medicine



CTSI Opportunities for CFA faculty and students:

•Pre-doctoral training program: CFA students are eligible to apply to 
the TL1 program for funded interdisciplinary study

•Research funding: CFA faculty are eligible for some CTSI research 
grants and awards

•Interdisciplinary collaboration: CFA faculty can partner with 
researchers from other CTSI colleges on research

•Mentor opportunities: CFA faculty can mentor students in 
interdisciplinary projects

•REDCAP: CFA faculty can use the new data analysis program free 
(training provided)

•Online resources: www.ctsi.ufl.edu/

http://www.ctsi.ufl.edu/�
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