Innovative Idea

Using Second Life <in> Experiential Learning to Promote Intercultural Diversity

<><>
Need for Innovation

The <National> Research <Agenda> of the <American> <Association> for Agricultural Education (Doerfert, 2012) directs the creation of meaningful, engaged learning for the 21st <century> within efficient and effective agricultural education programs to train the <workforce> of <tomorrow>. Shinn, Briers, <>and Baker (2008) found <that> doctoral students <in> agricultural education must possess the ability to work with <clientele> possessing <different> cultural and societal needs, and an understanding and value for diversity. Teacher education study abroad programs influence intercultural development <>through engagement and immersion, <> transforming students’ world views from ethnocentric to ethnorelative (Marx <&> Moss, 2011). The cost of studying abroad, however, has been identified <as> the most important obstacle to study abroad participation (Doyle, Gendall, Meyer, Hoek, Tait, McKenzie, <&> Loorparg, 2010).

Short-term study abroad programs affect intercultural development if the program is appropriately structured and offers immersion and experiential opportunities (Nam, 2011). Experiential education, where students work on relevant real-world projects to increase student engagement and <produce> intrinsic motivation for authentic learning, is a core component of university curriculum (Mason <&> Moutahir, 2006). 

Second Life has been identified as a powerful <environment> for experiential learning, with a low barrier-to-entry for content creation and participation (Mason, 2007). Furthermore, Second Life has been demonstrated to increase intercultural communication and understanding (Diehl <&> Prins, 2008). Is it possible <that> Second Life scenarios could substitute for <short>-term study abroad trips when cost is a barrier to student participation? This <proposition> begs the question, “What level of interaction is needed <in> a Second Life experience before measurable, significant changes are observed <in> students’ views of intercultural development?”

How it Works

Second Life is a virtual, three-dimensional <online> simulation <environment> developed by Linden Labs <in> 2003. Designed as a space for social interaction, SL users may virtually create objects or avatars to use them <as> they wish. Approximately one <million> users <worldwide> <log in> to SL every 30 days (Stevens, Kruck, Hawkins, <&> Baker, 2010). Second Life has been shown to be an effective distance education delivery method, and is the dominant platform for virtual worlds <in> education (Settle, Telg, <Irani>, Baker, Rhoades, <&> Rutherford, 2011; Warburton, 2009).

An <online> virtual scenario based on <Church> World Service’s Hungry Decisions web-based exercise <will> be constructed <in> Second Life. Hungry Decisions uses a fictional story based on real experiences of <people> living <in> poor rural areas of developing nations. The participant is required to make a series of difficult decisions <that> are <representative> of life choices faced by individuals <in>< >developing countries. The exercise was created to increase readers’ global sensitivities <toward> the plight of poverty and injustice <worldwide> (Church World Service, n.d.). 
Second Life research has found simulations to create a strong feeling of “being <there>” <among> participants (Warburton, 2009). Objects <in> Second Life can be created with varying levels of detail and interactivity, including motion and touch response. Sound effects and background noise can be added to increase reality. The avatar itself can be modified, with the appearance changed <in> terms of height, weight, skin color, and clothing. Other avatars, <controlled> by a program script or a live user, can interact with other users via <text> chat or voice, and may move or be static. <Each> of these details may contribute to the perceived reality of the user experience.

<In> order to determine whether the level of detail of the Second Life scenario has an impact on the level of cultural immersion and subsequent change <in> intercultural development, multiple versions of the Second Life scenario <will> be <pilot> tested. <Each> version of the scenario <will> follow the same basic script, but feature varying levels of interactivity and detail. Researchers hope to discover <>the threshold level at <which> details <in> a Second Life scenario <>produce changes <in> participants’ intercultural development, and determine whether <there> is an efficient balance <between> student intercultural development and programming cost/time. 

Students <will> be <pre->tested using the Intercultural Diversity Inventory (IDI) instrument, treated with a version of the SL scenario, and then <post->tested with the same instrument to learn if the simulation had any <effect> on the student’s cultural competence, expertise, or sensitivity. The IDI measures ethnocentric and ethnorelative orientation <towards> cultural differences (Hammer, Bennett, <&> Wiseman, 2003).

Results to Date

A <majority> of respondents to a previous survey believed they had learned about <different> cultures through use of Second Life, and some found deeper cultural understanding of differences <in> modes of thinking or religious approaches (Diehl <&> Prins, 2008). Research has shown <that> a highly realistic simulation, created based on real world places, can be limited by lack of computer skill <among> participants (Harvey, Monahan, <&> Ullberg, 2007). Students participating <in> Second Life scenarios were found to be engaged, but <there> can be a mentality <that> “it’s just a game” (Mason, 2007; Liu, 2006).

Future Plans

<More than> five hundred students <will> be asked to participate <in> this study to determine the optimal level of detail required for a Second Life scenario used <as> an experiential education project <in> higher education. Future plans <include> developing university level coursework <>to make <greater> use of Second Life scenarios emulating lessons learned during study abroad programs.

Resources Needed

This project supports current institutional efforts <in> Second Life education use. [<State>] university owns several active SL <islands>, a portion of <which> <will> be allocated to the faculty involved <in> this project. Costs associated with this project <will> <include> Second Life design consultation ($<1>,000) , purchase of IDI instruments ($10,000) and student incentives for participation ($<3>,000). 
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