PDA Virus Game*
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*developed by the MIT Scheller Teacher Education Program; if your school is in the Boston/Cambridge area and is interested in borrowing a set of devices, please email step-info@mit.edu
Activity Time: 1 hour to 1.5 hours

Materials:

· 1 PDA for each pair of students

· Virus Game

Learning Goals:

· Gain intuition for how quickly communicable diseases spread

· Design an experiment to figure out the rules of how the disease is spreading and the virus’ characteristics

· Investigate important characteristics of disease spread – such as incubation period, immunity, contagiousness, etc.

Preparation:
· If needed, beam the game to every device. If you decide to change the settings for the game (see end of teacher guide), you need to beam the settings to all the devices.
· Choose one of the devices to be “patient zero.” In the welcome screen, enter ?!? to open the setting menu. Check the box that says “patient zero.” The “gets sick” box should also be checked. Secretly mark this device and make sure that it is definitely handed out to a student.
· Become familiar with the Virus Game interface and practice running a game using 2-3 devices. Make sure that you are comfortable moving from one round to another.
· If you have a large group, you may want to pair students for each device. If you have enough devices for every student to have one, and the group is larger than 30, set two devices to be patient zero.

Activity Overview
Tell students that they will be playing a game using PDAs (personal digital assistants or handheld computers). DON’T tell students that it’s a simulation of the spread of a fictitious virus (the kind that makes you sick, not like a computer virus). They will discover this in round 1.
Round 1: Goal is to meet as many people as possible.
Debrief Questions

1. Who do you think infected you? Look at the list of people you met. Is it possible that more than 1 person infected you? Why is it hard (in real life too) to figure out who infected you?

2. Did you continue meeting people after you got sick?

3. When you found that other people were getting sick, did you decide to stop meeting people?

4. If you did meet a sick person, did you get sick right away? What does this mean about the virus?

5. Do you think that the virus started from one person or from several people?

Round 2: Goal is to meet as many people as possible without getting sick.
Ask deeper questions to help them analyze the game and generate inquiry questions:
1. In real life, is it possible for a person who hasn't shown symptoms yet to still infect other people?

2. Are there some people who never get sick (i.e., immune)? How can you tell if you're immune?

3. Can an immune person still pass the disease?

4. Who is the original carrier of the disease? How can we design an experiment to find out?

5. What would you like to figure out about the game? How can we design an experiment to find out the answer?

With students, generate strategies or small experiment to answer one or more of the questions

Round 3: Play the game following the experiment procedures or strategies that students generated.

Analyze results and see if we were able to answer our questions

Game Instructions 

· Tap the “abc” icon in the lower portion of your screen to access a small keyboard. Make sure that every player has an unique name.

· It is critical that everyone start the game at the same time, so after entering your name, wait for the rest of the class to start. 

· You can meet other players by lining up your PDA and having ONE player hit the Meet button (one person is the sender and the other is the receiver). The machine will keep track of your meetings.

· Only the initial meeting with a person counts. 

· At any point in time if you don’t want other people to meet you, you can press the READY button, which will toggle to say LOCKED. In this mode you can neither send nor receive meetings.

· If and when you get sick, your machine will beep a few times and your happy face will turn to a sad face that says SICK.

· To start a new game, go to the virus menu in the upper left, and click on new game. It will kick you back out to the name screen with your name already filled in. Everyone should start the second round together. You cannot play with other players if you restart your game while other people are playing the first game, your machine will not communicate with theirs. You must all be in the same mode to communicate. The game screen identifies your current mode with a letter.

 

"Answers"

By default the rules are as follows:

• There is a 2 minute incubation time with a variability of 50 seconds.

• Patient zero takes an extra 100 seconds to get sick.

• Long haired people are immune

• Immune people can’t pass the disease.

• There is a 95% probability of transmission.

How to change the rules or settings:

Enter the admin password ?!? on the Welcome screen.
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A complete explanation of the parameters is given here:

Patient 0 - determines if the player starts with the virus

· Gets Sick - determines if patient 0 every shows “SICK”

Multiple Meetings - allows players to meet other players more than once

Immune - determines if the player is immune to the virus

Immune Carriers - allows immune people to pass the virus along to others

Incubation Time - how long on average it takes from getting the virus to showing sick

Variation - how much (random) extra time it could take before showing sick

PO Additional Time - how many extra seconds it takes for Patient 0 to get sick

% transmit virus - the probability of passing the virus from an infected person to a healthy person

Recover time - time it takes to recover from being sick (0 means there is no recovery)

Immune after recovery- if people recover determines if they are immune afterwards

Game mode - which round the game is in
*IMPORTANT* If you change the settings for a game, you need to beam those settings to all the other devices.

 

