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EDUCATING MY AVATAR – LEARNING IN THE WORLD OF SECOND LIFE

Abstract

Second Life is a virtual world that has grown exponentially since its inception in 2003. Currently over 13 million ‘residents’ have accounts with Second Life, and more than 500 universities are experimenting with, or offering classes in, this new medium. But is it all hype and vapour, or are virtual worlds a serious tool for teaching and learning, and for other social or economic activities? Second Life was inspired by Stevenson’s Snow Crash – a futuristic novel written in 1992 in which the Metaverse takes over from the Internet and imagines how a 3D virtual internet might evolve controlled by avatars that inhabit this virtual world. Second Life is one of over 250 virtual worlds that exist today for children, teens and adults, ranging from Neopets for under 10-year olds with over 45 million registered users, to Habbo for teens, with over 90 million accounts. Estimates (Mitham, 2008) put the total number of accounts in fully immersive virtual worlds at more than 238 million, and the phenomena is growing so rapidly, that China expects to have 26 million virtual world users by 2011. 
How will this affect our use of the Internet, our social interactions, collaboration and communication in the future? Will our children grow us as avatars with a human personality, will there be a need for teachers or schools as we know them in the future, will our children go to work in a virtual world rather than travel to the office, or is this just another trend or phase that will pass in time? This paper explores the background to virtual worlds, examines how they are being used in education and business today, and tries to evaluate the potential and pitfalls for teachers considering entering a virtual world. It looks at examples of how Second Life has been used in teaching and learning and the potential for educational use and for developing business and commerce. It also reviews the potential impact of virtual worlds in the Chinese mainland, and looks ahead at the time when every Internet user may have a ‘second’ life in a virtual world.
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