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in Second Life. If you don't have an account yet,
you can SIGH UP NOW for free.





I have had my Second Life avatar, Jena Hennah, since 2007.   I did not log in on a regular basis. Actually, a year had gone by, without ever checking in.  I felt as though I really was not missing anything.  After creating my account and reading about second life, I could see where the typical gamer might like the interface – because they were accustomed to this type of virtual space.  However, I could not see how, a person like me, would ever be engaged or even let alone learn within Second Life.   It was not until a recent grad course at UW Stout (forcing me to go back and study and research the virtual world) that I understood the learning and training potential of this virtual environment.

I believe I was not successful in Second life, the first time, due to lack of good hardware.  My computer’s graphics card just did not have enough power or memory to successfully navigate in second life.  Also in 2007, I had trouble visiting, or I should say teleporting, useful places.  I have to believe there truly was not as many locations, dedicated to the learning environment, as there are today.  Now there are universities, schools, and other prominent educational organizations like ISTE, Merlot, ect that have bought Linden space and have built great collaborative learning virtual spaces.   The Second Life Showcase website can send users to some fabulously engaging and interactive places!

The journey begins…

Orientation Island is usually a newbie Second Lifer’s first experience with getting accustomed to the virtual environment.  This is where I learned how to walk, change my appearance, fly, pick up things, and sit.  This happened several years ago, but I do recall feeling very VERY awkward.  Two years later, it appears that second life has put some more development into Orientation Island.  According to the Second Life Wiki, there now are specific tutorials islands that teach avatars - aka YOU- to communicate (chat, voice, instant message), move (walk, fly, drive,), search (groups, events, maps), and change/organize appearances (shape, outfits, inventory). (2009)
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Once I created my avatar, and become familiar with the environment (I am still NOT fully there) it was time to go visiting teleporting.  On websites, I visit via URL’s.  In Second Life, I can visit via SLURLs.  Googling Orientation Island SLURL can get me to a to website page to teleport to the island. (slurl) The figure to the left is a typical image seen when searching for second life locations on the web. Clicking the orange “teleport now” button will open the second life application and send the avatar to the location of interest.   

Within Second Life application, I can also search for places to teleport to.  In the upper right hand corner of second life I can search for well known names – like orientation island.  During the past month or so, this is how I traveled.  If I found a place worth landmarking (Second Life’s way of bookmarking) I would click menu bar, world, then click create landmark. This landmark will now be available in my inventory for easy access.

Communicating in Second Life…

As I wandered in second life, I felt – well- lonely.  I didn’t know anyone nor did I want to go up to anybody and introduce myself.  I just wandered and wandered and wandered.  I had a few discussions – some of the sites like ISTE Island has people whom welcome you, share information, or direct you to specific areas of need. This reminds me of going to first life department stores like Macy’s.   I wonder if people get paid to man certain territories? I would guess – yes.

Them: “Can I help you?”  

Me: “I am looking for ____.”

Them: “If you go _____ or ______ you will find ____.”

As you can tell, the dialog was nothing fabulous and is similar to conversations I have at clothing, sports, shoe, and grocery stores.  I did feel comfortable knowing that someone was guarding their property to keep the education process from the annoying avatars. 

Limitations

As for spammers, I did have a couple of incidents where I was approached by strange people.  At first I didn’t know how to react. Thankfully, I remembered the safety card from the Stout office that gave us step-by-step ideas to avoid these people.  I did see some very inappropriate things in second life.  I would not want to promote Second Life to high school students.  Teen Second Life is available for 13-17 year olds.  Teachers can apply for access, but from what I understand – it has a very strict policy and even does background checks on its applicants.  The parent information link on the site is also very beneficial to learn about how Linden Labs makes the site safe. This makes me feel a little more comfortable, as I do realize teens would absolutely love this environment!   However, for the learning aspect, I often think that it will be adults that will need to help guide and facilitate the learning.

Some limitations are technical issues that can occur.  Not having appropriate bandwidth, hardware specifications, or even a microphone headset can cause limitations.  Just using internal microphones and external speakers will cause feedback for all participants.  I also found that being a laptop user (I do not use external mice) can be a little difficult to control movements.  I found myself bumping into things all the time.  As, I see colleges developing full courses in Second Life, I have to wonder – what kind of preparation had to happen to ensure all students can equally participate.  Colleges that give students laptops and Internet access can ensure students have access to these tools. However, as more students take online courses or grad courses – how do colleges ensure equal access for those participants?

Learning opportunities galore…

It wasn’t until I requested a live session with UWstout students and professor that I truly seen the communication/learning value of this tool.  As we gathered in our professor’s virtual office, I have to admit, it was a unique experience.  Three out of four of us had microphone headsets so that we could actually speak to each other live – versus chatting.  To actually hear my fellow classmates and instructor while discussing topics of the course was great!  Finally – personality in the online environment.  Text is great – but audio really humanizes the person on the other side of the screen.   You can also give gestures that can signify emotions however I found this was a little clumsy.  

 
I visited CLiVE Island (slurl), which was developed by Center for Learning In Virtual Environments from Merlot.  It was incredibly rich with numerous learning resources.  There was a virtual library that I could walk and see stacks of books – instead of books it would  link to websites with peer reviewed research based.  They had a soccer field an area where avatars could play simulations and multiplayer games dedicated to learning.  They also had auditoriums and stages where one could anticipate a keynote address, lectures, or speech presentations.  In the facultys’ offices, you could schedule a meeting, load presentations, and have discussions.   I even read that you could develop SCORM flash quizzes that could link back to a learning management system.  
The following link is an example of Professor Lisa Daweley’s (2007) syllabus for her class called “Teaching and Learning in Second Life” course.  (U of Michigan http://lisadawley.googlepages.com/597SLsyllabus.htm) She requires her students to have 20 hours of experience in the environment before entering her classroom.  This course is geared to teach people to teach in second life.  There was mandatory scheduled second life meeting time.  I think would be very valuable and would only enhance the learning.   Discussions, interviews, guided field trips, scavenger hunts, and demonstrations would be highly engaging when participating with other classmates! 

In closing, I believe I have only scratched the surface to the learning potential of Second Life.  I am not sure how complicated it would be to develop the interactive learning objects of the many of the places I have teleported during the past month.  There is no doubt in my mind that Second Life can be a very useful in the learning process.
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