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Introduction/need for innovation or idea – Second Life, a virtual world created by Linden Lab in 2003, is mainly used for recreational purposes but virtual worlds are rapidly becoming useful educational tools.  Second Life features 3-D worlds through which users explore synchronously and asynchronously.  “By using Second Life, instructors are able to create learning activities which emulate learning experiences that students may have otherwise only had by means of face-to-face interaction.” (Walker, 2009, p. 7).  Second Life has been adopted by educators in architecture, engineering, law, and other disciplines (Bowers, Ragas, & Neely, 2009); however, the virtual world’s presence in agriculture is miniscule.  

How it works/methodology/program phases/steps – A partnership between [university, university, and university] was created to evaluate the educational effectiveness of teaching a graduate-level crisis communications course supplemented with a simulation constructed in Second Life.  The semester-long class introduced the students to Second Life and immersed them in the virtual world to complete a crisis communications project.  The simulation functioned as a five-act play with varying purposes and levels of interactive involvement in the phases of a crisis on the Second Life island.  Each student assumed the role of the communications director for the [state] Department of Agriculture Region 3 office based in [city].  A large-scale, agriculture-related disaster impacted the Second Life island; students used the simulation and information provided based on [county], [state] to complete their activities.  Students completed tasks associated with each phase of a crisis and evaluated their own work through completed reports and/or entries in weekly personal journals.

The five phases of crisis management (and Second Life phase start dates) include: 
1. Crisis Prevention – Oct. 8, 2010
2. Crisis Preparation – Oct. 22, 2010
3. Crisis Recognition – Nov. 3, 2010
4. Crisis Response – Nov. 19, 2010
5. Post Crisis Evaluation and Actions – Dec. 3, 2010

Based on engagement theory (Kearsley & Shneiderman, 1998), the class was actively engaged in learning through the use of technology, and they were motivated to learn because the class’s learning activities occurred in a group context, were project-based, and had an outside focus.  The crisis communication class required a semester-long project with the students working both alone and in teams to create and carry out crisis communication plans in response to a virtual hurricane.  The class had an authentic, outside focus because the crisis communication plans made in Second Life were applicable to real-life crisis situations.  An authentic setting not only increased student motivation, but also helped students acquire skills and knowledge applicable to work settings after graduation (Kearsley & Shneiderman, 1998).  As agricultural communicators, this crisis scenario gave them experience without physically enduring a disaster.  Because it would be irresponsible and impossible to send students to carry out crisis communication plans during an actual hurricane, the use of a virtual field trip was essential to create an authentic learning environment.  Virtual field trips “stimulate higher cognitive processes” by giving students the opportunity to explore places in a virtual setting that they would not normally have the chance to see (Jacobson, Militello, & Baveye, 2008, p. 9).  This opportunity fosters critical thinking and aids the learning outcomes of the class.

Results to date/implications – Quantitative and qualitative data collected during the semester, included surveys, journal entries, and recorded Second Life sessions. This data is being analyzed for future publication. Students’ reflections were reviewed for feedback on the use of Second Life. Throughout the semester, students kept a journal about their thoughts on the class.  Initially, students displayed mixed feelings about the project.  Several students were apprehensive about the project because of unfamiliarity with Second Life, while others were eager to begin working in the virtual world.  Students who were initially uncomfortable with Second Life’s user interface began to grasp the benefits after they acquired adequate working knowledge of the program (Bowers et al, 2009).  After the project ended, students reevaluated their position on Second Life, with all but one student reflecting positively on the simulation and the virtual world’s competency as an educational tool. When evaluating the project that they had completed, the students desired more involvement in Second Life. The students wanted additional assignments and class meetings in the virtual world.  The simulation involved one natural disaster, and in retrospect, the students said they wanted to handle more crises than just the hurricane. The students said they learned more from their virtual press conference and meetings than they could have in the traditional classroom. Reflections from the students provide proof of engagement theory in action. More conclusions will be drawn as the data continue to be processed.

Future plans/advice to others – In order to better understand Second Life’s value in the education of agriculture students, the three-year project will be carried out and evaluated for future implications.  This project’s progress to date and the success of other educational fields’ implementations of Second Life have given reason for other agricultural educators to explore the virtual world’s possibilities in their classrooms.  Instructors from other disciplines found Second Life “to be both satisfying and as having a positive impact on student learning” (Bowers et al, 2009, p. 48).  Because the use of Second Life is new to agriculture classes, it is important for faculty to have support from their peers, department and students to ensure the successful adoption of the new technology in their curriculum (Bowers et al, 2009).

Costs/resources needed – The most important resource needed for this project is land in Second Life.  The academic cost of the 65,000 square foot customizable private island was $700.  The price of the island pays for server space with Linden Labs.  Along with the initial cost, a monthly maintenance fee of $147.50 is required to back up files on the main servers and keep the island active.  For the three-year project, the total maintenance fees are $5,300.  Having constant access and the ability to customize the island for educational purposes is essential to this project.  Without the tools to build an island and simulate the disaster, the students would not be able to fulfill their responsibilities as virtual TDA communications directors.  Two designers were hired to build the island and to create the hurricane’s destruction after the storm hits.  The total cost for the island design was $29,500.  To participate in Second Life, the students were required to download the Second Life viewer, have access to the Internet on their computers, and a headset with microphone for voice chat.
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