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A Philosophical View for Using Second Life™ as a Teaching and Learning Tool

Introduction/Need
Second Life© (SL) is an internet-based virtual world released by its parent company, Linden Lab, in 2003. In 2008, SL was adopted by numerous educational entities and began to be used in educational instruction and training. Virtual communities, as a social laboratory for learning, can provide nearly endless possibilities for students. SL allows instructors to implement tools for interaction and participation among users.

In a SL virtual classroom setting, students and educators can engage in online discussions using instant text messaging or voice chat. Within these discussions there can be question and answer sessions and electronic infrastructure can be put in place to insert and retrieve files such as word documents, PowerPoint presentations and videos. Because online learning participants can visualize themselves and others through their self-created avatars, it creates a presence not available in traditional modes of distance learning. SL limits no imagination, and its virtual space is boundless, allowing educators greater ability and freedom to include real-time, professional-centered instruction applicable to a student’s future professional field.

Johnson (2005) noted “the rise of the Internet has challenged our minds in three fundamental and related ways: by virtue of being participatory, by forcing users to learn new interfaces, and by creating new channels for social interaction” (p. 119). Through brazen vision, software designers have developed spaces imitating real life. Virtual reality, the use of computers to simulate a real or imagined environment that appears as a three-dimensional space, has increasingly become a more comfortable and natural concept (Dooley, Lindner, & Dooley, 2005).

A Philosophical Approach to How it Works
Social networking and virtual community websites allow users to create a virtual self (avatar) and to project themselves to the Internet world without others knowing their true identity. With the advent of technological advances and the exposure of younger generations to digital media from birth, the need for personalized and adaptive education is deemed necessary. Learners should participate in activities allowing them to learn and understand skills. “Learners must also be taught in a variety of context for learning to be transferred” (Edgar, 2007, p. 13).

Using digital learning environments can potentially cater to the needs of students by providing learning activities which are individualized to meet their needs and characteristics. “It is evident that the use of virtual worlds…creates a range of pedagogic possibilities that potentially can benefit all” (Ball & Pearce, 2009, p. 58). In an age characterized by information overload, it’s imperative that students adapt to different problems and settings, and be flexible in applications of learning (Edgar, 2007). Social learning theory emphasizes the importance of observing and modeling behaviors, attitudes, and emotional reactions of others (Bandura, 1977). The structure of SL is set up to allow for various types of communication. Such features available in SL include: text chat, instant messaging, note cards, voice chat, camera, snapshots, and creation and modification of objects (Love, Ross, & Wilhelm, 2009).

Creating a SL learning environment may be an answer to some of the challenges related to learning outside the formal classroom. The ability to provide interactive, real-world scenarios can reduce the impact and cost of education while diversifying the student base. Traditional classroom-based instruction can provide cognitive understanding and a review of relevant theory, but it does not always provide students with experiential opportunities to develop the deep understanding, competence, and positive attitude needed to effectively apply educational learning to schema. While students have the ability to be self-directed and individually experience the simulated classroom or learning setting, it is also possible for educators to have a more interactive role with each student. Instead of students sitting in a classroom desk, they are logged onto a computer and are engaged in a virtual world. SL feeds into the nature of students who have and will grow up in a generation that is digital.

Second Life© (SL) is a 3-D virtual world that allows anyone to build an interactive experience or create educational training. In 2005, support systems were created to assist educators in SL. By August 2006, more than 80 SL islands were dedicated to educational and academic use (Livingstone & Kemp, 2006). Educators have identified several characteristics that make SL a valuable educational environment, (a) strong sense of collaborative community, (b) interoperability, (c) interactive learning experiences that are hard and expensive to duplicate in real life, and (d) ability for true collaboration (Bransford & Gowel, 2006).

Results to Date/Implications
Not all educational opportunities are best executed in an environment such as SL. While potential uses for SL and education are being explored, designed, and evaluated, it may be a means from disseminating instruction beyond the traditional classroom. Incorporating SL into the classroom will allow students to experience educational opportunities not possible in the traditional classroom. In a SL virtual classroom setting, students and educators can engage in online discussions and instruction through a variety of communication channels and teaching methods. An additional attraction to using SL is the ability for social interaction with students, instructors and people scattered across the globe. SL does have the ability to reinvent, transform, and enhance education.

Future Plans/Advice to Others
SL is an interactive tool that should be explored in educational programs seeking to positively impact learners. Although relatively inexpensive, the amount of time and effort invested will result in a more positive perception held by users through skill acquisition and immersion into the technological aspects of this venue. Digital Natives display easy adaptation of concepts and skills needed to maneuver and accomplish tasks in SL. When creating asynchronous courses, SL does require instructors to lay out courses in an effective manner to ensure student engagement.

Costs and Resources Needed
SL can be used collaboratively with other colleagues or industry professionals to strengthen learning and educational impact. Incorporating SL into the classroom allows students to experience virtual field trips, attend or share guest lecturers and/or student presentations, or participate in simulations. With a bit of creativity on the part of both the instructor and the students, the virtual classroom can provide enriching experiences with minimal cost. Building instruction is SL can vary from no cost to thousands of dollars depending on instructional plans and use. However, with $100 or less, a few SL contacts and an open mind you can engage your students in meaningful virtual learning experience.
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