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Formal and Informal L earning Experiencesin Second Life: An Overview
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Abstract: A growing number of higher education institutipnensortiums and
libraries are establishing presences in the vinwgald of Second Life. Millions of
adults currently engage in both formal and inforfealning experiences BL
and the numbers are growing. This paper providesvarview of this
phenomenon.

Introduction and Background

This exploratory study investigates the multi-ugetdal-environment (MUVE) of
Second Life and shows that participation provides both forara informal learning experiences
for a growing number of adultSecond Life (SL) is a unique online virtual 3-D environment in
that it has no predetermined player goals, andendome have described it as a game, many
participants do not consider it a game at all. emdlab, the company that creat®d describes
S as “a 3-D virtual world entirely created by itsdients” and a Resident is defined as “a
uniquely named avatar with the right to log inte ®econd Life world, trade Linden™ dollars
and visit the Community pages” (Linden Lab, 200&xgsidents create avatars, or a “persona in
the virtual world” (Linden Lab, 2008d), and thes&tars participate in social, economic,
recreational, and educational activities withirsthirtual environmentSL is having an impact on
education, law (e.g. intellectual property) and@tiehships in real life (or First Life, as some
participants oL refer to it). Since its launch in 2003, the numbleResidents has grown from a
few thousand to over 12,800,000 originating fronerol00 countries, as of March 2008 (Linden
Lab, 2008a). While there is a considerable amotiresearch on MUVES, massively
multiplayer online games (MMOG), and massively naplayer online role-playing games
(MMORPG), there is little academic literature aghle which specifically examinék.

Over 250 colleges and universities as well as ntamngorations and other organizations
have also devoted resources to create a preseBteaird are involved in exploration of
educational uses of this environmentese include major educational organizations and
consortiums (e.g. The Sloan Consortium; The NewidM€dbnsortium (NMC); The British
Council), museums (e.g. The San Francisco Explowatg International Spaceflight Museum;
International Museum of Distance Education and fhetdgy) and library alliances (e.g.
Alliance Library System; State Library of Kansasev&land Public Library). Structured
educational activities, or formal learning, occtimoughout this virtual world and includes
lectures, virtual field trips, classes, discussiand presentations (Bennett & Beith, 2007). The
activities in this new educational and learningdiscape involve the participation of thousands of
teachers, administrators, librarians and studdits.majority of adults who participate $h,
however, are not affiliated with organized or fotreducation organizations, yet they too
encounter learning opportunities as a result af terticipation.

A study by Bennet & Beith (2007) suggests that 8412 four-fifths of all internet users
will actively participate in virtual worlds. A negeneration and a growing number of children
have access to the internet and are currentlycgaating in virtual worlds. Familiarity with this



medium has future implications for education andbiasiness. Disney Corporation’s Club
Penguin has over 700,000 subscribers, Whyvilleovas 2.6 million registered, and Mattel’s
Barbie Girls online community has over 4.5 millismbscribers (Bray, 2007). Tise Teen-grid
had over 5,000 residents in December 2007 (Lincdm R008a).

While the number of registrants $h continues to grow, there has also been growing
criticism that the technology behi@l’s environment is not stable enough to warranosesri
investment by organizations. There is some stedilséividence and discussion about the
popularity ofSL waning (Beaumont, C., 2008; Reuters, 2007), howkeep (2008) argues that
as an emerging technolodyt, has reached the “Peak of Inflated Expectatiomsthe Gartner
Hype Cycle, that it is currently experiencing thxpected cyclical drop to the “trough of
disillusionment” (Gartner, 2008), that it will comtie to progress to the next stage in which
companies and organizations continue to invedtartéchnology and that finally it will emerge
as an environment which is stable and seen ashlaltmthe mainstream or to a niche market.
Indeed, companies such as IBM, Microsoft and otherginue to devote resources to develop
the potential of virtual environments, and the opearce movement provides the potential for
avatars to travel from one virtual world to anothenuch like internet users can currently move
from one web site to another. Other companiesditia¢r have launched or plan to launch virtual
worlds for adults include Virgin, Google, the Chéréhipihi.com, Active Worlds, the Sims
Online, and many others. New Media Consortium’sdatior survey (New Media Consortium,
2007, p. 13) found that 27% believe tBat“is the future of the web” or that it is part biet
coming 3-D web or “part of the Future Web.”

There is a growing body of literature ab&ut however, little research has been
published by academic textbook or journal publish&here are a number of official and
unofficial guide-typeSL related books (e.g. Robbins & Bell, 2008; RymastewAu, Wallace,
Winters, Ondrejka, & Batstone-Cunningham, 2006;|&ga@008; Weber, Rufer-Bach, & Platel,
2008),9. related conference proceedings (e.g. Livingst&iéemp, 2006; Livingstone, &
Kemp, 2007) and papers that have been publishedntsL specific conferences (e.g. Diehl,
2007; Hayes, 2006, Souter, 2007). In addition, nedsl of newspaper and magazine articles
have been published over the past several yeatg @8boEconomic and population statistics
regardingSL are released on a monthly basis and are avaiiateLinden Lab (2008a).

A growing number of online social networking envineents and communities of
practice related t8L also exist (Wenger, 2005). A Google searctsamond Life blog yields
almost six million hits, and hundreds of these leagersonal blogs. Myriad blogs and wikis
(e.g. Bixler et al., 2008; Linden Lab, 2008c; Sethife In Education, 2008; Wikia, Inc., 2008)
are updated on a regular basis and contain infeemand participants’ perceptions of th&ir
experiences. A wealth of visual data can also bedon web sites such as Snapzilla.com,
2ndLookin.org or Flickr.com, where for example, 0¥20,000 images have been tagged with
“Second Life.” Additionally, a Google video seangfing keywords “Second Life” yields over
16,000 results which range from “how-to” instrucia videos to dramatic Machinima works to
more simple recordings of participants’ journeyattieipants inS_ also meet at conferences and
in other face-to-face settings.

Design
Part of the data in this study is drawn from onlimeworld observations via the
researcher’s personal avatar in the virtual envivent ofSL. Online surveys were completed by
S residents and in addition, the researcher analgnide web sites, blogs, wikis and forums.
Respondents of the surveys were recruited usingetoance sampling through classified



postings and contact with their avatars witlin Some participants were recruited witllnin
areas that are considered public (e.g. orientatteas, commercial areas, community plazas). In
these cases, the researcher’s avatar presentedciegitars with a note card that contained the
research information. At the time of writing thidiele, 49 respondents completed the surveys
which contained both fixed and open-ended questiémerging themes were determined by the
researcher, and conclusions drawn from observatigthin SL. Information concerning groups,
events and places with#i. were accessed by using tAesearch tool.

Findings

The range of educational attainment among respasdeciuded: primary school (2%,
n=1; Secondary (8%, n=4); some college (14%, nedl)ege graduate (43%, n=21); masters
(25%, n=12); doctoral (8%, n=4). Gender of paracits was 43% male and 57% female.
Experience irfL included: 2-3 years (2%, n= 1); 1-2 years (12%6}1 9-12 months (4%, n=
2); 6-9 months (8%, n=4); 3-6 months (22%, n=113; honths (24%, n= 12); 0-4 weeks (30%,
n=15). Respondents indicated that they initiahpse to participate ifiL for the following
reasons: Social (63%, n=31); Fun (63%, n=31); Gityd61%, n=30); Entertainment (51%,
n=25); Education (51%, n=25); Learn Scripting (29%14); Teaching (20%, n=10); Learn a
language (18%, n=9); Other (20%, n = 10). Othesora (using the words of respondents) for
participation included: “social experimentation,kimg money, because it was bizarre and
intriguing, research networking, networkirfll, is new and interesting, tremendous learning
potential, work related possibilities, languagecteag,” and “to learn building.” These responses
provide some insights into Residents’ reasons éaoming members of this Activity System.

When asked what they have learned informally spaséicipating inSL, respondents
indicated (broken into general topics): scriptibgilding, coding, 3-D software, computer skills,
how to create avatars, math, geometry, graphissgdgelandscaping, language (English,
Japanese, Spanish, German), geography, sociolsggryh astronomy, human genome,
psychology, marketing, and foreign cultures. Diadl Prins (in press) also found that for some
residents, one of the unintended outcomes of aation inS. appears to be enhanced
intercultural literacy.

When asked about formal education (structured,rozrgd classes), respondents reported
participating in activities related to the followimbuilding, scripting, graphic design, languages,
clothes, relationships, and discussions. 39% (nel8spondents report that they have visited a
First Life University inSL, 55% (n=27) have not, and 6% (n=3) said that these not sure if
they had visited a First Life established universit

S residents also organize and create communitipsactice and form interest-specific
groups. A search found hundreds of groups that tieeleyword “education.” While many of
these groups have only a handful of members, fh@@most popular groups had over 60
members. An example of the top groups with the remolb members included: University of
Second Life (1100); Educator’s Coffee House (7&®iication UK (363); Open Education in
Second Life (315); Gorean Education Center (28%tddce Educators (207); Power-Match
(198); Marketing Education (158); Physics Educa(ibs8); Istanbul Bilgi University (144);
Immersive Education (133); Sexual Health SIM (1Z)ecial Education Exchange (97);
Museum of Distance Education and Technology Cd@tte Groups found under the keyword
“Learning” with number of members, included: Acadeofi Second Learning (3718); | think
I’'m learning Japanese (367); Secondlife — Leari@egter (262); eLearning Forum (223).
Groups in these categories cover a wide rangelpésumatters, are international, are both
commercial and non-commercial in nature, and tavgé#t learners and educators.



In addition, formal learning takes place duringestiied educational events which are
listed in theSL events calendar. A typical search yields as mary0@ or more events per day,
and a partial list of topics that this researckentified includes, but is not limited to the
following topics: Meditation Methods; Building ineSond Life, Camera Controls $i;

Scripting; Gestures; Teaching$h; German language; English as a Second LanguagdinDe
With Griefers; Animations; Tarot; Quakerism; RedtH2ook discussions; ethics; Alcoholics
Anonymous, Depression Support; Poetry; writing]jsitwe; art. This lists illustrates the variety
of organized educational events that are takingepland while many of the topics are related to
SL_-specific skills (e.g. scripting, building objectsjatar accessories and navigation), one also
finds a variety of others, including but not lindteo language, religion, technology, business,
and self-improvement classes.

Conclusion

This paper has briefly discussed organizationadlvement inSL. from the macro level,
“as if looking at it from above” (Engestrom & Mieten, 1999) and then has explored individual
participants’ experiences. This study provides araew of the scope of formal learning$h
by providing the reader with an overview of orgaians, groups and events that are
participating It also illustrates what residents report to leafarmally (intended and
unintended) as a result of becoming participan&.inVhile there is a profound digital divide
and the vast majority of adults worldwide have exqperienced life in a virtual world, the
number of people (both adults and children) whoparicipating in these environments is
growing — and as these technologies improve, algtigthe familiarity of virtual worlds to the
younger generations of future adults, it is likedgt the numbers will continue to increase.
Researchers can vieSlL as a community of practice (Wenger, 2005) thatdsipeople together
who interact, share and engage in interactionsirayst of their interestsSL may also be studied
as an Activity System utilizing Cultural HistoricAttivity Theory (CHAT); this framework is
useful as it helps to describe rules, mediatinifgats, objects, division of labor, and
contradictions that exist within these activitytgyss (Engestrom & Miettinen, 1999). There are
myriad micro-level activity systems and communitépractice related t6L, and these include
online social networking sites.

This research is limited in that the respondent@ans a convenience sampling and
utilizes an anonymous online survey. Additionatlyge to space and time restrictions, a more
exhaustive disussion of this topic is not possitaee. However, this paper provides readers with
a framework, resources and additional insights loatih formal and informal learning that is
occurring inS.. The results may also be useful as a resouradddse who are already involved
or for those who are considering setting up a preser experimenting iSL. For those
researchers who are interested in studying theugweal of virtual worlds, it provides a snapshot
of 9 at this point in time as a social learning envingmt for historical and longitudinal studies.
Further study is necessary to better understanohtiestments, benefits and pedagogical
implications of using virtual worlds for educatidmyt early experimentation, research and
evaluation should enable us to utilize these teldymes in appropriate ways that will provide
guality experiences for adult learners in both fakrand informal settings.
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