Second Life Virtual Worlds

By: Jessica Clark, Tonya Love, & Wendy Rogers

EDAT 6119 

Spring 2010

Virtual worlds have been created for many different reasons. A virtual world is an interactive online community with a simulated environment that is accessed by multiple users through an online interface. These worlds are intended for their uses to inhabit and interact. There are many different types of virtual worlds. According to Book (2003), there are six features all virtual worlds have in common. The features include shared space, graphical user interface, immediacy, interactivity, persistence, and socialization/community. Virtual worlds provide new ways to create, communicate, interact, socialize, network, collaborate, as well as new ways to teach and learn online. The use of virtual worlds in education has grown considerably over the past few years.

These worlds range from completely open ended environments with user-generated content (such as Second Life) to highly managed environments where the world builder creates the content. Some examples of online virtual worlds include:  Massively Multi-player Online Games, 3D Virtual Worlds, Corporate Workspaces, 3D Intranets & Conferencing, Avatar-based Communities, Virtual Worlds for Kids & Teens, DIY Virtual Worlds & 3D Web Spaces, and Geo-Spatial Data and Mapping (Mirror Worlds).


Some virtual worlds have been created for educational purposes. In most cases, educational worlds are sponsored by academic institutions or nonprofit organizations, although some educational worlds are sponsored by corporations (Book, 2003). Virtual education worlds come in a variety of forms. According to Book (2003), these forms include the following: 3D recreations of museum and gallery spaces, computer programming tutorials, virtual libraries, and meeting spaces for online university courses. One virtual world involved in education is Second Life (SL). One cannot discuss virtual worlds today without focusing on Second Life. According to Kelton (2008), Second Life has accomplished what no other 3D virtual environment has done: bring the words “3D virtual environment” a bit closer to the mainstream. Within a year’s time, Second Life residents increased from nearly 8 million to more than 14 million (Kelton, 2008). 

Second Life is an imagined online digital world, created and owned by its residents. Residents are the people of the online community. Many residents do most activities that real people do. People create avatars to maneuver within the online world. An avatar is a computer user’s representation of himself/herself or alter ego. Users from around the world interact with one another using text, chat, instant messaging, or voice chat. 

According to Young (2010), beginning in 2007 there was a great hype about the use of virtual worlds in education. Many colleges were entering Second Life. However, the early sites were full of commercial use and many colleges discontinued use with great disappointment in the use of this technology. As people still believe in the educational value of Second Life, colleges have started to build their own, where they have more control. There are now more than 700 educational institutions from all over the world in Second Life today (Linden Research, Inc., 2009). 

Among many uses, virtual worlds can be used for training emergency response personnel, developing civic participation and leadership skills, visualizing real time weather data, modeling complex mathematical functions, and experimenting with architectural models. These virtual worlds can be used to create effective learning spaces for all areas of learning. These worlds also lend themselves to role playing and scenario building. The use of this technology allows learners to experiment with and assume the roles of people such as astronomers, chemists, or engineers without experiencing any of the real world consequences. 

There are numerous ways virtual worlds can be used in education. Fitz (2007) lists the following uses: Distance and Flexible Education; Presentations, Panels and Discussions; Training and Skills Development; Displays and Exhibits; Role-plays and Simulations; Data Visualizations and Simulations; Historical Re-creations and Re-enactments, Living and Immersive Archeology; Multimedia and Games Design; Theatre and Performance Art; Machinima; Treasure Hunts and Quests; Virtual Tourism, Cultural Immersion and Cultural Exchange; Language Teaching and Practice, and Language Immersion; Social Science and Anthropological Research; Politics, Governance, Civics and Legal Practice; Business, Commerce, Financial Practice and Modeling; Real Estate Practice; Product Design, Prototyping, User-testing and Market Research; Architectural Design and Modeling; and Urban Planning and Design.

Research (Linden Research, Inc., 2009) has found that there numerous advantages of learning in immersive 3D environments. Some of those include helping to reach more students more effectively. Research also says that learning in Second Life is as effective as in the traditional classroom. Using Second Life encourages class participation because when a student does not use his/her keyboard or walks away from the computer for a few minutes, their avatar “slumps forward” as asleep so that everyone knows that the student is not paying attention. Second Life is also an ideal learning environment for disabled students because it provides greater accessibility than traditional campuses provide. Students can have thousands of field trips at the touch of their fingertips, such as touring the Sistine Chapel, The Holocaust Museum, Smithsonian’s Latino Virtual Museum, and the Dresden Museum. Students can blast into space by way of the NASA virtual islands or explore the Egyptian pyramids. Students can visit hundreds of libraries or government institutions in Second Life.

Although there are great advantages to virtual world learning environments, there are also challenges of operating within the virtual worlds. According to Kelton (2008), the challenges fall into four major categories: perceptual, technical, operational, and pedagogical. Perceptual challenges include the mainstream media focusing on the controversial issues aspects of virtual worlds instead of the success stories and the idea that they are all games. In general, mainstream media tends to focus on those issues that sell their newspapers, magazines, television shows, ads, etc. People tend to think that virtual worlds are games due to the fact that those who are working and teaching in virtual worlds seem to be having fun. The virtual worlds themselves are not games. It is possible to have games or to play games within a virtual world. 

Technical challenges include tools that are available for collaboration and interoperability from world to world. In most of the more popular virtual worlds, it is not possible to for an avatar to share and collaborate on a Microsoft Word document and a PowerPoint presentation with another avatar. Currently, a user can open and edit a “note card” (text document) but they are unable to work collaboratively and synchronously on that document. This type of collaboration would be a necessity for the learning environment for higher education. Virtual worlds are predominately islands unto themselves. What a user does in a virtual world is confined to that virtual world. At this time, “inventory” cannot be taken out of one virtual world and upload into another.

Operational challenges include the fairly steep, but short, learning curve for use of the tool; server downtime; and the legal age restrictions in virtual worlds. Understanding the basics of virtual worlds can be very challenging. The more comprehensive the tool (functions) contained within the virtual world, the steeper the learning curve to use it. Server downtime is another factor included in operational challenges. According to Kelton (2008), the more experimental, or new, the virtual world is, the more likely is the chance that there will be a large amount of downtime. The other challenge for virtual worlds is age restrictions. Virtual worlds have defined the legal age of 18 as the line of demarcation for access to adult virtual worlds. This creates a problem for education. There is a Teen Second Life that allows teens 13 to 17 years of age to use, but once the teen turns 18 they must leave that grid for the Second Life Grid. Although there is a Teen Second Life, there is no interaction between the Teen Grid and the Second Life Grid. College students who are not 18 are not allowed to participate with their college or university class until they are 18. 

Pedagogical challenges include the educational value and assessment of the tool and the intellectual property rights. According to Kelton (2008), any institution or individual considering the use of virtual worlds as a pedagogical tool should perform due diligence, should research the impact of this burgeoning tool, and should be sure there are methods for assessment in place. For the intellectual property rights of virtual worlds, the question of ownership, for some virtual worlds, has come up. The question exists because the residents of virtual worlds create content within the world.

Fitz (2007) states that there are a range of challenges, issues, and cautions that need to be addressed when considering using virtual worlds for educational purposes. Fitz’s challenges, issues, and cautions for virtual worlds include the following: high-end technical requirements; cost; accessibility issues; steep learning curves; closed proprietary systems; legal grey areas - e.g. intellectual property, virtual economies, avatar rights; student validation and control; access to inappropriate material and student duty of care; dealing with 'griefers' (troublemakers); and resistance from institutions, both administrators (e.g. the perception that virtual worlds are games and therefore unsuitable for learning) and IT people (e.g. concerns over network security). 

Other issues that have surfaced with the use of virtual worlds include sex, commerce, and stalking. According to LaChapelle (2007), some people noted these factors as their first concerns. LaChapelle notes that he does not share these concerns. LaChapelle (2007) states that in ways he finds both reassuring and depressing, sex, commerce, and stalking are all part of life on campus anyway, and in these regards Second Life does not differ much from life on the offline, physical campus. 

However, on a more positive note, one might be surprised to learn that many students are already in Second Life. Second Life can be reached from your typical internet connection allowing students to learn where it is convenient. The internet simply allows the student to “enter the class”. Second Life can even be used by students with disabilities. Second Life poses no physical obstacles as many educational facilities do. Second Life even allows the students to participate in “going green”. They don’t even need to leave their home, crank their car or get on their motorcycle, which allows them to reduce their carbon footprint. While Second Life does consume energy to operate, its environmental impact is quite minimal by comparison. Overall, Second Life is a wonderful virtual world with great opportunities for its users.  


Second Life is used as a platform for education by many institutions.  Furthermore, instructors and researchers favor it because it is more personal than traditional distance learning (Wikipedia, 2009).  There are several more recent educational institutions that operate exclusively within Second Life. Second Life, as well as other virtual worlds, is creative, expressive, playful, social environments that encourage engagement, interaction, communication, collaboration and social learning. 


Virtual worlds, including Second Life, allow for students to engage in authentic projects in authentic contexts that are relevant to them. These worlds enable students to develop and run a business, design and sell clothes, hold art exhibitions or learn how to run events, design and build a house for an in-world client, do environmental research in simulated environments such as wetlands or volcanoes, do social and ethnographic research with any of the communities and subcultures within the virtual world, study a new language and culture in an environment that reflects the culture, and interact with native speakers (Fitz, 2007). Virtual worlds are also applicable to almost all disciplines.

There are many distance learning technologies and Second Life appears to be at the top. It caters to various types of learners including visual, auditory, and experiential and demands participation. Second Life is also a powerful simulation, modeling, and data visualization tool that doesn’t allow for students to disengage or get bored because of the many interesting ways to explore and learn in Second Life.

The future of virtual world is endless in its opportunities.  Just as the World Wide Web grew into a vital part of our lives, a growing number of people believe that virtual worlds will be the same. Whether it is Second Life or some other virtual world, this cyber movement is not going away and does not seem to be just a passing fade. It is moving forward. The educational aspect of virtual worlds has attracted diverse people and organizations. Presently, our classroom technologies include items such as Smartboards, webcams, LCD projectors, laptops, digital video cameras, PlayStation 3’s, just to name a few. These virtual worlds take the student far beyond our present day technologies. It allows them to use their imaginations on an unlimited scale.  Educational technologies, such as virtual worlds including Second Life, seem much more complicated than our technology of today. But, as stated earlier, the internet, at one time, was just as intimidating in its complexities. Our students mastered this realm in a huge way. Knowing our student’s capabilities, they will rise to the education challenge and excel in their adaptation to complex areas such as virtual worlds. They will learn how to learn in these worlds and master the challenges set forth by their intellectual instructors whom they will never personally meet. Virtual worlds may someday day take the place of classrooms. These worlds present endless possibilities. It is obvious that learning today has expanded far beyond just books and lessons.
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