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The Teaching Game

Playing with Education in Second Life
A compelling case for education

Teaching and learning are fast becoming a significant set of activities in Second Life. Linden Lab, from the earliest incarnation of SL, has been keen to promote its educational application. The virtual world, according to its developer, is now home to the activities of more than 70 real-world academic institutions (SimTeach.com, January 3, 2006) with courses representing a widening range of disciplines.

A community of practice has formed around the web-based support wikis and forums for educators in Second Life that provides illuminating insights on both the impressions gained by those using SL for education and the types of activity attempted.

Almost without exception educators coming into contact with Second life express their admiration for its potential as an environment for learning and teaching. 

“There is immense interest within the educational community to find ways to harness its potential,” - Mechthild Schmidt, a professor at NYU-McGhee (CNN.com, November 14, 2006)
"This is huge for online education," - Rebecca Nesson, Harvard Extension School - "and we are only at the beginning." (National Geographic.com, October 17, 2006)

There is however considerable debate in educational circles, mirroring that among other Second Life commentators, over what kind of MUVE (Multi User Virtual Environment) Second Life is and what it can or will become.

It's massive, multiplayer and online but is it a game?

Second Life is often grouped together with World of Warcraft, Everquest and others as a Massively Multiplayer Online Game or MMOG (Pure-Mac, January 3, 2006). This type of online game has been around since the mid-nineties and has mostly consisted of role-playing in fantasy or science fiction based worlds. To the casual observer there appear to be many similarities between Second Life and this form of online activity. Common to both are an online representation of a physical world where players are represented by an avatar. Participants can interact in a quite sophisticated manner with other users, with objects and with the environment.

The level of interest in and subscription to these online games has been steadily rising since 1997 but there has been a steep increase in the rate of new subscribers since the launch of World of Warcraft in November 2004 with subscriber numbers at year’s end 2006 standing at over 7.5 million for WoW alone (MMOGChart.com, January 3, 2006). The curve of registration growth for Second Life has followed a pattern that seems to mirror the whole of the MMOG industry with a gradual start eventually building to a very steep increase with the number of accounts at December 2006 passing the 2 million mark (SecondLife.com, December 30, 2006).

A virtual society

Second Life therefore has much in common with online games but debate around its game status persists. Linden Lab do not promote Second Life as a game, it is instead, “a virtual society complete with its own economy and social structure” (IGN.com, April 8, 2003). The fact that there are few rules to follow in SL, that all content is user generated and that there are no system dictated overarching goals for subscribers to achieve are frequently cited as reasons why SL is not a game. Additionally subscribers or registered users of SL are officially described as “residents” not players.

A blank canvas

Cory Ondrejka (2004), Linden Lab Chief Technology Officer, explains that the emphasis on content creation by users was a deliberate policy to overcome the development and maintenance overhead of an online game. “residents of online worlds consume content at an incredible rate.” Consequently motivation and context are crucial to providing the impetus for this creative activity and this was a key factor in the decision to situate Second Life in an earth-like environment.

So while it may be uncontroversial to state that Second Life sits somewhere between a game and something else, the degree to which it can be categorized as a game is still a bone of contention.

To those coming to Second Life from other MMOGs there is an expectation that it should behave in a manner similar to that which they have come to expect from other online games. When this proves not to be the case then there is discernable resentment against those seeking to find other applications for the SL world that don’t conform to the stereotypical online game.

One example of this attitude was the online reaction to the griefing of a CNET interview with Anshe Chung in Second Life in December 2006. Chung is a very public figure in the SL metaverse, held up by many (BusinessWeek online, May 1, 2006) as an example of its success but not always universally applauded by Second Life residents for her business achievements (Au, March 2, 2005). The attack on Anshe Chung was widely condemned online (CNET News.com, December 20, 2006) but a commentary that accompanied a video of the incident posted to a satirical humour site (Something Awful, December 20, 2006) served to illustrate that there are a few who regarded the griefing as a good thing.

The numbers game

Added to the championing of anti-social behaviour are a series of postings from respected bloggers (Many2Many, December 12, 2006, Faith, December 7, 2006)) seeking to predict the failure of Second Life by attacking Linden Lab for the numbers they quote as residents of the system. The numbers used to by LL to support their press releases on the forward march of SL are certainly debatable but there is a discernable split in the ranks of those critiquing Second Life’s numbers between those predicting and cheering on its demise and those wishing it were better. It has been speculated (reBang, December 27, 2006) that this division is at least in part down to the fact that Second Life does not behave like the game some critics expect it to be and that those who are disappointed by its lack of game-ness are wishing its destruction.

The institutional land grab

To educators seeking funding to engage in activities in SL there is the reluctance of the administrators of academic funds to support “game playing”. This applies pressure on educators to emphasize Second Life as a Virtual Learning Environment rather than a MMOG. It also shapes the nature of some of the projects that they initiate in-world.

Staking a claim

There are numerous SL campuses such as Harvard Law School, San Diego State and Northern Illinois University that include reproductions of key structures from their bricks and mortar counterparts. One explanation for this type of construction could be, as Daniel Livingstone and Jeremy Kemp have observed, for large education institutions in Second Life “something like planting a flag on a distant land” (Livingstone and Kemp, 2006). Another could be an attempt at creating status using the primary currency of prestige available to institutions and enterprises establishing a presence in Second Life i.e. the amount of land used and sophistication of building skills deployed. The larger your land and the more complex your architecture then the greater your standing among your competitors in Second Life.

A demonstration of potential

Aline Click from NIU (Ali Andrews in SL) claims that one of the main reasons she chose to recreate a facsimile of her real-world campus in Second Life was to prove a point to those funding her work.

“I went about replicating one of the cornerstone buildings on Glidden Campus because I thought that it would be the best way to demonstrate that this isn’t just a game…I thought if they saw something that was more science fiction or creative they might not quite understand what you can do in this system, and that is that you can simulate real life.” (Click quoted in Metaverse Messenger, October 31 2006)

Respected SL educator and commentator Sarah Robbins remarked that importing recognizable landmarks from real-world campuses “somehow impresses administrators” (Robbins quoted in Metaverse messenger, October 31 2006).

Both these quotes came from a session of the Second Life Educators panel entitled “Are we playing games? Finding Legitimacy in the Academy.” Held in-world on the 18th October 2006 as part of the New Media Consortium’s “Impact of Digital Media Symposium”. The very existence of this panel is testimony to the perceived need to overcome the perception of Second Life as a game in the eyes of some education administrators.

Playing the teacher

But notions of game behaviour also directly impact educators themselves as they set up shop in Second Life. Sherry Turkle, in discussing SL (Open Source Radio, March 28 2006), emphasizes the need to have a place for this type of “imaginative play in our lives” - presumably including teachers’ lives as well. Possibly for the first time in their careers, in Second Life educators get to “play” at being teachers without some of the real-life consequences that “playing” might have in a physical classroom, lab or lecture theatre. And of course educators in Second Life have the freedom to set the rules for their appearance in SL in a way that is not possible in a physical institution.

How do I look in this?

The Second Life educator has to decide how a teacher’s avatar should look. What a teacher’s Second Life environment should be like and how a SL teacher should teach. Sarah Robbins in discussion with Jeremy Kemp (Intellacast podcast, July 13 2006) explains that in designing her avatar’s appearance she set out “to create a professional persona in SL” to form “an extension of her professional self” in the rest of her life. So perhaps decisions about avatar appearance and the teaching context are based on a combination of wish fulfillment and performance.

In a deliberately open-ended virtual world where participants are not directed towards specific roles a wide range of groupings have formed adopting their own self-imposed narrative on their participation in Second Life. Some of these have been imported from fictional texts or even other virtual worlds. Second Life is home to the fantasy role-play of Gor, the translation of the Star Wars universe to rigorously enforced role-play sims together with the more “traditional” online incarnations of furries and vampires. 

An existing narrative

However an educator entering this milieu already possesses a narrative to apply to their involvement. Teachers and students both have very strong preconceived ideas about how this narrative should be performed. Does this perhaps account for the proliferation of rather conventional lecture-theatre-style teaching spaces on SL campuses? 

Livingstone and Kemp in their paper on the “Massively Multi-Learner” (2006) make the analogy between current educational activity in SL and the early days of cinematography. Early filmmakers, like educators in Second Life, “translated their existing models directly and without concern for the new abilities of their equipment.”

A time and a place

In terms of online learning Second Life introduces real time face to face, or at least avatar to avatar, interaction. There is a clock in the corner of the SL interface, the in-world sun rises and sets, in order to meet with others you need to specify a time. This means that it is an environment that naturally promotes the event as a method of interaction. Whether this is a synchronous real and virtual world occasion or an entirely in-world encounter, the one-to-many presentation seems to be an obviously practical use of the technology. Acknowledging this facility it is easy to understand that some educators frustrated by the asynchronous nature of most online communication see an online outlet for their lectures in this virtual world.

As Ondrejka (2005) observes “as a communication medium, the web has three significant disadvantages: it is generally asynchronous, it lacks place, and it is descriptive rather than experiential….the collaborative and synchronous nature of atomistic construction is a natural fit for teaching in digital worlds.”

A better way

This extension of the expected physical-world teaching performance into Second Life has resulted in some heated debate amongst educators around teaching methodology that reflects debates around real-life education practice. Advocates of constructivist learning strategies see the potential of Second Life as a student focused virtual learning environment and view the implementation of didactic pedagogy in-world as a highly retrograde step.  The Second Life Educators listserv is awash with requests from newbie teachers looking for ways to use Powerpoint in Second Life (NMC Campus Observer, November 30 2006) who are instantly treated to a lecture on the error of their ways. This debate hasn’t been entirely one sided however with similar quantities of heat generated by those who insist that there is no substitute for some form of instructive content delivery context.

Once again Sarah Robbins has some thoughts on this. In her “Image Slippage” paper (2006) she identifies the ways in which the nature of the Second Life environment inevitably alters the relationship between teacher and student opening the possibility of new and better ones. In particular she points to the potential for “a sense of commradery and community” to form “from the wreckage of traditional classroom hierarchy”.

What Second Life should give educators is an opportunity to re-appraise their methods as they design learning activities for a new online environment. As SL is a place where the only content is that created by users then if they don’t find what they need they have to make it themselves and therefore, before investing the time and effort required, it is likely that the educator will carefully consider whether such investment is really worth it.

Of course there may well be a potentially negative flip side to this argument. The challenge presented by the need to create content can mean that there is a strong incentive to replicate what the SL education pioneers have already devised and not formulate more individually appropriate methods and artifacts.

Seeing beyond the hype

In the end the debate around Second Life, and how like a game it is, may well be superceded by events. The increasing use of SL by many physical world commercial enterprises for serious business ends coupled with the growing recognition of the validity of digital games as serious learning environments (van Eck, 2006) could lead to the disarming of arguments against the funding of the educational use of games and Second Life in particular. Certainly SL has achieved a level of coverage in the mass media that far surpasses all other MMORPGs. It is likely rather, that its efficacy, for any number of applications, will be judged by what it is seen being used for under the glare of the media’s spotlight. In this context the immediate problem may well be overcoming public perceptions of Second Life as a haven for pornography and gambling much in the way the web used to be viewed.

It also remains to be seen how Second Life will survive the “Technology Hype Cycle” (Gartner.com, n.d.) that, Gartner technology analysts predict, is the course that all new technologies must traverse before they achieve ubiquitous utility. Using the terminology of the hype cycle (news.bbc.co.uk, August 30 2004) it’s easy to speculate that Second Life is at or near its “peak of inflated expectations” with the inevitable “trough of disillusionment” lying ahead. If Second Life or a similar virtual world establishes its value then we can look forward to the “slope of enlightenment” and the final “plateau of productivity”.

It does not take a great leap of the imagination to see a parallel course being taken by the educational uses of Second Life - perhaps a little behind the hype but charting a very similar trajectory.
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