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LEIGH-ANNE PERRYMAN I’m in one of the little-used education-related lands remaining in Second Life, which in its heyday featured the virtual campuses for many educational institutions. I’m with Dr. Rebecca Ferguson, also known as Fox Phlox from the Institute of Educational Technology at the Open University. Rebecca worked with Second Life for a couple of years on a research project. Rebecca, when did you first become interested in virtual worlds, and why? What did Second Life seem to offer?

0:32
REBECCA FERGUSON: I was working on a module at the Open University, which was a psychology module focusing on carrying out an online project working together. And this was a module of about 700 students, who have to work together in small groups. Now at the time, they were doing that in forums, and Second Life looked as if it might offer an option for doing it in a different way. Then, I joined a project called Schome, which was thinking about different possibilities for the future of education, and this project had done some work with interviews.

1:10
It’d done some work with focus groups, and it found that whenever you talked about the future of education people described something that was a bit like school, or a bit like home education, or a bit like a mixture. But nobody could really get beyond that. So our project said, right, let’s go into Second Life. Let’s take some teenagers into Second Life, and let’s see if we can envisage a different way of doing things. LEIGH-ANNE PERRYMAN So what in particular did Second Life seem to offer over any other environment you could have gone to?

1:43
REBECCA FERGUSON: Well, at the time for our project, it was one of the few virtual worlds that was available at that time. It was available internationally so we were working with students in America, the Falkland Islands, the UK. So we needed something that had that spread. We needed something where everybody involved could build, and we needed a way of being able to communicate with each other. And Second Life, at that point, gave us all those options. That wasn’t really the reason the other people went in there, but that was what was very useful for our project. LEIGH-ANNE PERRYMAN You talk about other people going into Second Life.
2:23
Many, perhaps most, of the educational institutions who’d had those virtual campuses in Second Life have now left. Why do you think this is? What’s led to this?

2:32
REBECCA FERGUSON: One of the things that went wrong was that universities didn’t quite understand how to use it at first. They began reproducing their real campus. That wasn’t terribly useful, because trying to wander around inside the series of buildings and sit down in classrooms– very complicated thing to do and didn’t really make any use of what you could do in Second Life. One of the problems was that you have to pay rent to live in Second Life. You have to pay rent every month. So you’ve got to have a university which is willing to pay for that. Universities found that the company which had organised the Second Life wasn’t very friendly to education. We didn’t find very good support.

3:17
They used to provide discount, then changed their policy very quickly. They chased after some educators about infringement of copyrights, which people felt very strongly about. In terms of technology, 10 years ago, of course, computers weren’t as advanced as they are now. But even now, you need a good quality computer and good quality graphics card to use Second Life well. Not everybody’s got that. You need a strong, good internet connection, and you can’t be behind a firewall. Second Life is divided up into little sectors. In any one sector, you can’t have more than 50 people– 50 avatars at the same time, which if you want organise something big like a conference is a huge downside.

4:07
And also it takes time to get to use it efficiently and effectively. You have to spend some time wandering around, working out how to walk, working out how to run, working out how to look at things. That’s not time necessarily well spent if you’re on a relatively short course. And also, of course, the other thing that happened was more virtual worlds came around. More options happened. Minecraft became big. A lot of people moved to Minecraft. Or a lot of people felt their own bespoke solutions, which created environment just for what they wanted to do. LEIGH-ANNE PERRYMAN That’s really interesting.
4:46
I think it gives quite a picture of the vision and all the factors converging to contribute to perhaps the waning of popularity, especially amongst educational institutions.

4:58
REBECCA FERGUSON: I think it’s worth noting that those people say, oh, well. Second Life there’s nobody there. There’s nothing happening anymore. There’s consistently over 30,000 people in Second Life. That means it’s got the same population at any one point as some of the smaller countries in the world like the Virgin Islands. There are 14 smaller countries in the physical world, in terms of population, in Second Life. It’s older than Kosovo, South Sudan, or Montenegro. It’s a well-established world, which has continued running, pretty much, consistently. And there are educational projects still going on in Second Life. We don’t see nearly as many.
5:41
It’s very good for things like design, prototyping, architecture, action design, and people have used it for things which are too difficult, or dangerous, or even impossible to do in the real world. So people have done training and triage after accidents. Used it for medical simulations, and they’ve used it to simulate conditions such as hearing difficulties or mental health difficulties. But there are still things going on. Not as much as people thought would be happening like when they first went in but still activity.
6:21
LEIGH-ANNE PERRYMAN Bearing this in mind, and bearing also in mind the improvements in internet bandwidth, and graphics cards, and developments in gaming and actually the rise of virtual reality, do you think there’s a role for virtual worlds in online education in the next few years?
6:37
REBECCA FERGUSON: I think there’s definitely a role, but I think it’s a much smaller role then was initially envisaged. At The Open University, for example, I spent more than 20 years now looking at how it can do virtual field trips. So it’s been doing that work since, I think, 1996, way before Second Life had even become a pipe dream. When the Open University’s doing field trips you need to have an experience which is as good as or even better than going to a place in real life. One of the advantages there is you can go to an environment that you wouldn’t physically be able to go to, or you can go on a field trip to the moon.
7:20
You can go on a field trip to a country which would otherwise be inaccessible. And you could look at it from different angles. You can superimpose maps upon it. You can use virtual microscopes to delve down into what is happening, and that enables you to increase accessibility for every student on the module. LEIGH-ANNE PERRYMAN Thank you so much for joining me here today, Rebecca. I think there’s a lot to think about, especially for online educators wanting to expand on their current teaching methods, and looking to make more engaging learning experiences.

