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1. Introduction
Howard Rheingold, the man who coined the term "virtual community"1, made an
interesting observation: "In computer technology, playgrounds often are where real
innovation emerge."2
Second Life is often seen as a game from outsiders and casual users. Rheingold's
stament should make us aware that all the game like qualities that this virtual world has
should not prompt us to easily dismiss it as irrelevant. Furthermore educational theories
from the earliest beginning have often stressed the importance of play in the field of
learning.
This seems to be even more true for the field of intercultural education where it is quite
common to use various forms of play to educate3. The most likely reason for the
popularity of interactivity and play in intercultural education may be that social and
communication skills play a key role for the desired intercultural competence that
interculturale education tries to create and improve. This alone makes Second Life
potentially useful.
But there is more to Second Life that may make it a useful tool for intercultural education.
Before teacher and learner even entered it, it is already a place ripe with different cultural
contexts that can be explored. The user community is an international one and the
various ethnic, religious and social cultures those users present can also be found in
Second Life. On top of this, users even created cultures of their own within the virtual
world.
This can make Second Life an unusual rich environment to produce an interactive
learning experience where it is possible to explore ones own cultural background and
learn about other cultures through the encounter with other users and their creations.
I decided to write this thesis in English instead of my first language, German, because it
will help me to share my results with those people who made it possible for me to write
1

Cole p. XXVI.
Rheingold, The Virtual Community, p.185.
3
At least this can be concluded from the large number of titles that deal primarily or even excusively with
games and other forms of play in intercutural education. Examples are: Helmolt Rademacher, Maria Wilhelm,
Spiele und Übungen zum interkulturellen Lernen, Frankfurt a.M. 1991; Kompass. Handbuch zur
Menschenrechtbildung für die schulische und außerschulische Bildungsarbeit, Berlin 2005; Helga Lösche,
Interkulrturelle Kommunikation. Sammlung prkatischer Spiele und Übungen, Augsburg 42005
2

-2it in the first place: The creators, organizers, teachers who created and work for the
projects I will discuss in section 4.2 and the members of the very active and international
group of educators in Second Life.
For some chapters of my thesis this helped, as my literature was mostly in English,
especially everything on the development of virtual worlds and their use for education
and training. Yet for other chapters, nameley the one on intercultural education, most of
the literature I used was written in German making it rather more difficult to translate the
ideas and concepts to another language. I am aware that not just the language, but also
the discussion about intercultural issues in Germany is slightly different from the one in,
for example, the US. Therefor this will also be covered in chapter 4.1.
There are no printed works of a scholarly nature out on Second Life yet. The first book
ever to appear on Second Life was the official guide that was published in English in
December 2006. The first books on the German market appeared in March 2007. By
now there must be one to two dozens of titles in those two languages. I know many of
them and used those that I considered the best, most reliable and best researched for
my thesis, yet I don't know of any book on Second Life of a truly scholarly nature. Still a lot
of reserach is done on Second Life at this very moment, but as far as results have been
published, they can rather be found on the internet. Aside of the resources I will list in the
following chapter the "Annotated Bibliography of Second LIfe - Educational Online
Resources" maintained by Mark Pepper and hosted by Purdue University (West
Lafayette, Indiana)4.
I included screenshots from Second Life to illustrate my thesis. Where I talk about some
example projects in part 4.2 of my thesis they are supposed to illustrate the text, but I
included some more throughout the text that are more loosely linked to it. The
experience of Second Life is a very visual one, so there are some things that are hard to
explain with words alone. I added the pictures, hoping they will be able to better explain
some details that I couldn't explain in the text in a concise way. I give the source for all
pictures I took from other sources, so if there is no source given to any of them, it is one
of my own screenshots.

2. Virtual realities and their use in education
Second Life is sometimes called a game, but this label is usually refuted by more
4

http://web.ics.purdue.edu/~mpepper/slbib.

-3experienced players and the developers of Second Life alike. Instead they insist that
Second Life is a virtual world. What does this mean and where does it put Second Life?
A virtual world is usually defined by two things: The user has some character or persona
to represent them in this world. If this representation is graphical, it is called an avatar.
Second, the world must be persistent, which means it is permanently stored and usually
available on the computer it resides on. While these two criteria are widely accepted, a
third one could be named, even if it is rarely recognized: Virtual worlds use the metaphor
of space and the user can „move around“ in them. A virtual world can be completely text
based, as in the case of MUDs and MUSHes, but more typically it is used when referring
to a graphical environment.
The earliest virtual worlds in the form
of MUDs were created in the 1970s5,
followed

by

2D

graphical

virtual

worlds. The first one was „Habitat“
that was released for a public beta in
1986. Although it didn‘t survive the
pilot stage, it became influential not
only by coining the term „Avatar“, but
by
A screenshot from "Habitat". We see one of the
avatars and his home.
(From the internet:
http://www.dsgames.net/qlink/habitat/images/habitatpopustop166.jpg)

eventually

technology

to

providing
the

the

much

core
more

successful and more widely known
„Worlds Away“ that was released in
19956.

If we look for the beginnings of 3D virtual worlds we will have to take a look at massively
multiplayer online roleplaying games (MMORPGs), which by their vitue of providing a
persistent game environment and a graphical representation of the player‘s character
are always and without exception virtual worlds at the same time. The first 3D MMORPG

5
6

Taylor p.22.
Wikipedia s.v. "Habitat (video game)", http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Habitat_%28video_game%29, retreived
on the 15th of June 2007. The most important text on "Habitat" - Morningstar's and Framer's "The Lessons
of LucasFilm's Habitat" - may be groundbreaking and full of important insights, but it does not bother with
dates. Some more invaluable material on "Habitat" can be found on this webpage:
http://www.dsgames.net/qlink/habitat/pictures1.htm. It provides many original screenshots and the manual
as of 1988 in PDF format.

-4was Meridian 59, released in
19967, but it were titles like
Ultima Online (1997)8 and
especially EverQuest (1999)9
that made MMORPGs popular.
While

the

first

3D

virtual

worlds not linked to a game
were released at around the
same

time,

notably „Active

Wolds“10, they were not able to
become widely known and A screenshot from the original "EverQuest". Since an
updated version (EverQuest II) has been released, it has
accepted in the same way that become difficult to find screenshots of the older version.
tinyMUD or Worlds Away have (Screenshot by Stan Trevena; source:
been at some time and as http://pacificrimx.files.wordpress.com/2006/11/everquest.jpg?w=53
Second Life is now.

4&h=420)

Now a virtual world is not the same as a virtual reality. The term "virtual reality" usually
refers to the high level of immersion that can be found in many virtual worlds, while not
being limited to them. A virtual reality is further characterized by an attempt to create a
sensory stimulation as close as possible to an experience in the real world, including
vision and sound, but also touch or smell. Many attempts have been made in the past to
create tools and interfaces that would allow touch or smell to be experienced in a virtual
reality or to perfect vision and sound by constucting displays hat looked like goggles or
helmets, while more recently it has become more and more widely accepted that vision
and sound on a screen are usually enough to give most users a high level of

7

Taylor p.26; there was a prerelease version as early as December 1995 (Wikipedia, s.v. Meridian 59,
retrieved on 26th of June 2007). The game has been purchased by another studio since then, updated
and is still available. The official page can be found at http://meridian59.neardeathstudios.com/.
8
Taylor p.26; Wikipedia s.v. Ultima Online, retrieved on 26th of June 2007. The game also underwent several
updates since its original release, but is also still around. Official page: http://www.uoherald.com/news/
9
Taylor, p. 21, summarizes the popularity of EverQuest with the following quote: "Measured against the
2000 U.S. Census, the population of 'EverQuest would be the 35th largest city in the U.S. [...]' (Humble[,
Rod, Inside EverQuest. Game Developer 11(5): 18-26] 2004, 25)" For the release date Taylor p. 27;
Wikipedia s.v. EverQuest, retrieved on 26th of June 2007. Official page for EverQuest:
http://eqplayers.station.sony.com/
10
Wikipedia s.v. "Active Worlds", http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Active_Worlds; retrieved on the 15th of June
2007. Official page: http://www.activeworlds.com/

-5immersion11 . The ever increasing quality of 3D graphics surely helped to create a much
more realistic experience of deep immersion for many users.

More recent examples of the use of virtual reality in military training.
(From: Snyers d'Attenhoven, p.23)

Virtual realities (VR) were seen as potentially powerful tools for all forms of education,
training and therapy from the beginning. They have been used to treat patients with
claustrophobia12 or post traumatic stress syndom13 or to relieve burn patients from their
pain by exposing them to virtual snowy landscapes14. The US Department of Defense
11

One has to wonder, why it took so long to make this widely known when Chip Morningstar and F. Randall
Farmer, the creators of "Habitat", already concluded in 1991 when looking back at what they had learned
from their work: "We feel that the defining characteristic of cyberspace is the sharedness of the virtual
environment, and not the display technology used to transport users into that environment. Such a
cyberspace is feasable today, if you can live without head-mounted displays and other expensive graphics
hardware. Habitat serves as an existing proof of this contention." (Morningstar/Farmer p.298)
12
Botella C. (et al.), Virtual reality treatment of claustrophobia: a case report, Behaviour Research and
Therapy, Volume 36, Number 2, February 1998, pp. 239-246 and Botella, C. (et al.) (2000). Virtual
reality in the treatment of claustrophobic fear: a controlled, multiple-baseline design. Behavior Therapy
31, 2000, 583–595
13
Joann Difede, Hunter G. Hoffman, Virtual Reality Exposure Therapy for World Trade Center Posttraumatic Stress Disorder: A Case Report, Cyber Psychology and Behaviour, Volume 5, Number 6,
2002, 529-535 (http://www.hitl.washington.edu/people/hunter/wtcbrenda.pdf).
14
Hunter G. Hoffman (et al.), Using fMRI to Study the Neural Correlates of Virtual Reality Analgesia,
CNS Spectrums 11, 2001, 45-51 (http://www.cnsspectrums.com/aspx/articledetail.aspx?articleid=449)

-6started as early as 1983 to develop a distributed virtual environment (SIMNET) for the
purpose of training small units, regardless of the real life location of the participants15.
Most projects of this kind in the past have been located with specific institutions, be it a
university, hospital or government. Virtual words like Second Life now make it much
easier for smaller institutions or even individuals to create their own educational
experience in a virtual reality16.

3. An Introduction to Second Life
3.1 The language of Second Life
During my work on this paper I became aware how much users of online communities
in general and of Second Life specifically created their own terms to describe their
experience. Some of these terms are becoming more popular even outside the world of
online communities, others have been specifically coined to promote a specific
community. Referring to the life outside the online world as "RL" in writing or "real life" in
speach is probably not so arcane any more. The coining of the term "gruscheln" for the
portal StudiVZ is - at least in Germany - a well known example for coining a term to
distinguish

an online

community.

The marketing

intentions

of this

are well

demonstrated by the fact that the founders of StudiVZ registered the term as a
trademark17.
In a similar attempt, Linden Lab coined its own terms to describe the specific
experience of Second Life, and many of these terms have been accepted, adapted and
augmented by the users. This begins with promoting Second Life as a world. Insisting
15

Snyers d‘Attenhoven, p.14.
There is a very explicit statment on this by Peter Yellowlees who has worked on virtual realities to simulate
the expereince of schizophrenic patients. To this end he used a custom made virtual reality while he was
working at the University of Queensland and later Second Life for his work at the University of California,
Davis. His project is one of those we will take a closer look at in part 4.2.3, so more details on his work can be
found below. On how using Second Life made his work faster and thus more cost efficient he said on the
university website: “Compared with custom software development, using an existing software system cut
development
time
for
our
psychosis
environment
by
a
factor
of
10”.
(http://www.ucdmc.ucdavis.edu/welcome/features/20070404_virtual_psych/index.html;
retireived on
22nd of August 2007)
17
Wikipedia s.v. "StudiVZ" (http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/StudiVZ), retrieved on the 19th of June 2007. This
information can be verified by a search in the database of the Deutsche Patent- und Markenamt
(https://dpinfo.dpma.de/protect/mar.html; retreived on the 19th of June 2007). Another example would be
the recent renaming of "openBC" to "Xing" to make the service more attractive for an international market. A
statment to this end can be found on the company's webpage at http://introducing.xing.com/ceovideo.var, retreived on the 19th of June 2007.
16

-7on the fact that Second Life is a world, not a game usually sets a veteran apart from a
newbie, a regular from a casual user, and insiders from outsiders18. In this world users
are known as residents. When they log into Second Life, they go in world. Other words
describe activities specific to Second Life that a newcommer usually picks up within a
few days. Examples would be the verb to rez19 for making an object appear in world. In
other cases a known word take on a new meaning, like camping which in Second Life
describes being payed for staying in a specific location.
This difference in how users - and especially experienced users - of Second Life and
non-users or casual users talk about their experience and the virtual world can lead to
misunderstandings. An example would be the aforementiond "being in world". Versed
users
Life

of Second
would

ask

other people "Are
you

in

Second

Life?", if they want
to find out, if the
person

they

are

talking to knows
Second
has

made

account,
his

Life and
an

created

or her

own

avatar. Yet a user
First steps into a new life. This is the classic version of "Orientation
Island", the place where new avatars are "born" in Second Life.
There are actually several versions of Orientation island now, they
offer a slightly different experience and are available in different
languages, in this case German.

not accustomed to
Second Life, other
virtual worlds and
maybe

even

internet culture in
18

The statement "Second Life is not a game!" has even become something like a mantra for the user
community. Yet we should take notice how closely the almost reloigious believe that Second Life is not a
game is linked to language, the English language specifically. A whole theory of games exist that stresses
the fundamental difference between game and play, where a game is defined through a set of rules, while
play can be any form of playful activity, be it goverened by an explicit set of rules or rather free form and
imaginative. Yet this distinction only works convincingly in English, while many other language - including
German, French and Spanish - use the same word for both activities. Juul made some excelent
observations how game is seen as a subset of play, when English is used, how game and play appear as
completely distivt activities in Scandinavic languages and how no clear distinction exists in German and
some Romance languages. (Juul p.29). So even the much debated question if or if not Second Life should
be addressed as a game or should not be adressed as such is ultimately a matter of language and culture.
19
The word is originally derived from the movie "Tron" (Rymaszewski et al., p.330).
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is clear why. For them, Second Life is a computer application, not really different from
other applications. They may use them, run them on their machines and in case of
games maybe even play them, but they are not "in them". At the same time, the phrase
"Do you use Second Life?" can potentially hurt the feelings of a veteran "resident" of the
world and cause him to easily identify - and stigmatize - the speaker as ignorant. As he
sees it, the term "use" would as inadequately describe what Second Life means to him
as if someone suggested he "uses" his house, his pets or his meticulously groomed
garden. He doesn't "use" it. He lives in it and cares for it. It should thus be noted that we
can observe a cultural difference between avid users of virtual worlds and non- or casual
users. So as an important backdrop to the whole discussion of interculturality in Second
Life we should keep in mind that not just ethnicity or other factors well known from real
life, but also a certain level of involvement in online activities seems to constitute a
culture of its own20.
3.2 What is Second Life?
For this introduction I will focus on aspects of Second Life that will be of further interest
for the thesis and limit anything else to a minimum.
Second LIfe is a virtual world created by Linden Reasearch, Inc. - usually referred to as
"Linden Lab" - that was released to the public in 200321. Its main grid has more than 9
million registered accounts while I am writing this in August 200722. Aside of the main
grid there is a separate virtual world for teenagers, called "Teen Second Life", for all
20

One of the most instructive texts on this is probably Marc Prensky's "Digital Natives, Digital Immigrants". It is
even more interesting in the given context as it explicitly deals with the topic of education and how
computers and internet inevitably changed the work of educators. In his paper Prensky uses migration and
language acquisition as a metaphor to describe notable cultural differences between the generation of
students who grew up with the computer and the internet (the "digital natives") and their teachers who
didn't (the "digital immigrants"): "Our students today are all 'native speakers' of the digital language of
computers, video games and the Internet. [...] Those of us who were not born into the digital world but
have, at some later point in our lives, become fascinated by and adopted many or most aspects of the new
technology are, and always will be compared to them, Digital Immigrants." (p.1f.) And to quote one nice
example for his use of the language acquisition metaphor: "There are hundreds of examples of the digital
immigrant accent. They include printing out your email (or having your secretary print it out for you – an
even “thicker” accent)." (p.2) The term "digital native" coined by Prensky has gained some popularity since
then (Wikipedia s.v. "digital native", http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Digital_Native, retreived on the 13th of
August 2007).
21
Rymaszewski p6.
22
Most recent user statistics and economical data on Second Life is provided up to date on the official
website at http://secondlife.com/whatis/economy_stats.php. Tateru Nino (SL name) has been collecting
user dates, displays them graphically and analyses them in her blog: http://dwellonit.blogspot.com/. Her
work is most helpful for anyone looking for statistical facts on Second Life.

-9users aged 13 to 17.
This age separation was
introduced
children

to

protect

and teenager

from explicit content, as
Linden Lab has opted for
a

very

liberal

policy

regrading user created
content on the main grid
so far. Yet this solution
that tries to reconsile
freedom for the adults
with
The official homepage of Second Life. The website offers
many resources for users and researchers, from user
statistics to example stories, free sample content, and
tutorials.

security

for

the

teenagers creates sever
obstracles

to

educational projects, as

we shall see below.
Second Life can be accessed completely for free now. There are various membership
plans, and a Premium Account with a monthly subscription fee is required to own land
on one of the mainland continents. Yet it is possible to use all features of the virtual
environment without any other restrictions with a free Basic Account23.
Tools integrated into the Second Life client application - the "Viewer", as it is called allow users to customize their own avatar, design clothes, build objects and houses and
to customize the landscape, at least within certain limits. Through its own scripting
language (Linden Scripting Language, LSL) Second Life allows users

to add

functionality to the objects they create. For educators this offers the possibility to
customize their own appearance, the learning setting and the tools they use.
Different from many other virtual worlds or online services, Linden Lab decided to give

23

Up to date information on membership plans and pricing can be found on the official website at:
http://secondlife.com/whatis/pricing.php. As of August 2007 a Premium Mebership costs U$ 9.95 and
includes a one time signup bonus of 1000 Linden Dollar, weekly stipend of 300 Linden Dollar and the use
of 512 m2 of land on one of the mainland continents (land must be bought in world seperately). Monthly
user fees for additional land range from U$ 5 for 512 m2 to U$ 195 for a complete region (65536 m2).

- 10 the

users

intellectual
rights

full
property

over

their

creations , so
24

educators

will

retain

full rights to whatever
tools

or

material

teaching

they create.

Combined with an in
world currency - the
"Linden Dollar" - that
can be converted from
Building in a sandbox. Sandboxes are public areas where
everyone can test his building skills or build structures too big
to be housed on his own land.

and into US dollar, this
policy let to a striving
economy

with

many

entrepneurs who offer their building or scripting skills, thus making goods and services
easily available, should an individual educator lack the necessary skills to build the
desired tools. It also offers the possibilty to ask for tuition fees for classes offered in
Second Life. This is probably less important for educational projects by established real
life institutions, but fosters the development of alternative teaching institutions that were
created in Second LIfe and are often specialised on the specific needs within the virtual
world.
As mentioned above, users of Second Life can own land in the virtual world and the land
owner has a high degree of control over his land. He can decide, if his land should be
public or private and can selectively allow or restrict the use of his land to specific users.
It is worth mentioning that land and objects can not only be owned by individuals, but
also by groups. Users can even buy their own island, in which case they have the
highest level of control, allowing them every form of terrain modification, full access
control and control, if the island is visible or hidden to the general public in Second Life.
For educators who want to work with teenagers buying their own island in Teen Second
24

This decission was made in 2003, based on advice auf Lawrence Lessig (Rymaszewski p. 283). Lessig is
currently a professor at Stanford Law School and is one of the most prominent advocates for the Free
Software movement. He is also the founder and chairman of the Creative Commons and a board member for
the Free Software Foundation and the Electronic Frontier Foundation. (Wikipedia, s.v. Lawrence Lessig;
webpage of Lawrence Lessig, http://www.lessig.org/bio/short/ retrieved on 14th of June 2007).
In the same spirit, Linden Lab released the code for the client application as open source under the GPL
license in January 2007 (Pohlke p.154).

- 11 Life is the only way to do so, as adults are excluded from Teen Second Life main land.
Adults can request access to specific private islands as educators, but have to undergo
a background check by Linden Lab, before their avatar is transferred to Teen Second
Life. They will be confined to their own island, which can be a problem, as it makes it
impossible to buy anything on the Teenage Second Life mainland25. Everything needed
for these projects will have to be created on the island itself, if it was not brought in from
the adult grid, nullifying most benefits of the developed Second Life economy and
entrepneurial culture described above for all projects working with teenagers. Despite
these considerable limitations there is very little opposition against the age segregation
in Second Life by the educators community so far. The reason for it may be the concern
over the adult content that can be found on the adult main grid. Educators working with
teenagers are often worried that it would not be possible to get the support of their
schools or the parents without the protective environment of Teen Second Life.
3.3 Education in Second Life
Linden Lab actively encourages the use of Second Life as a tool for education. To begin
with, there is a full page dedicated to education on the official Second Life website26 that
offers links to further resources. More specifically Linden Lab supports educators in
Second Life by offering
the following services.
3.3.1 Resources
3.3.1.1 Staff members
specialised in education
Two

employees

of

Linden Lab - Pathfinder
and Claudia Linden27 -

The panels of the symposium on "Virtual Worlds, Real
are
specifically Learning" that the Eduserv Foundation held in London in
May 2007 were streamed live into Second Life, so that users
assigned to the task of from around the world could participate.
25

http://secondlife.com/businesseducation/education.php; retrieved on July 17th 2007.
http://secondlife.com/businesseducation/education.php; retrieved on July 16th 2007.
27
Employees of Linden Lab all use the second name "Linden" and either their real life first name or a fantasy
name as a first name. Reserving "Linden" as the second name for all employees made it easier for residents
in world to recognize repersentatives of Linden Lab, but from there the convention became a standard,
e.g. staff members will sign mails with their Linden name instead of their RL name. For public appearances
in the real world they may use their Linden name or real life name or both.
26

- 12 helping educators and promoting education in Second Life. They do so by talking about
education in Second Life at conferences or writing material on this topic, but most
important they help the community and individuals in world or by answering mail
requests. Recently Linden Lab also recruited members for their support team with the
specific task to help high profile customers with an educational background. A quote
from the concise job advertisement sums up the high priority Linden Lab decided to give
to the educational sector: "Second Life has a proven track record in the educational
sector, and this role will build upon that by providing a concierge who is focussed
primarily on pre-sales, order processing and ongoing support for our growing community
of educators."28
3.3.1.2 Mailinglists
Linden

Lab

mailinglists

hosts

three

explicitly dealing

with education, the "Educators
in Second Life" mailinglist, the
"Educators
Teens"

Working

mailinglist

"Healthcare

and

Support

With
the
and

Education" mailinglist29.
3.3.1.3 Land for educators
Linden Lab has two ways to
This model at the Museum of Computer History
make land in Second Life
explains how a Turing Machine works.
more affordable for educators.
The first one is the "Campus: Second Life" program. It offers educational projects a plot
of land free of charge for one semester. The other form of support is a discount of 50%
that real life educational institutions can get, if they buy their own island. The discount is
given for the initial purchase price of US$1675 as well as the monthly fee of US$29530.
3.3.1.4 Other resources
28

29
30

http://lindenlab.com/employment/concierge/tech; retrieved on 26th of July 2007. A concierge is a person
responsible for offering support to owners of private islands and acts as a problem solver, if there is a
problem with the virtual property. Thus concierges are a special service and support of Linden Lab to and
for owners of private islands.
http://secondlife.com/businesseducation/education.php; retrieved on 17th of June 2007.
http://secondlife.com/community/land-islands.php; retreived on 14th of June 2007.
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Further resources are offered by members of the community. Some of them are explicitly
recommended by the official page, most notably the Education Wiki31 that is hosted by
Simteach32. There are also several groups in world that have a focus on education, one
of the biggest is probably the "Real Life Educators in Second Life" group that has
roughly 1500 members. Many other, smaller groups specialize on specific aspects or
are linked to a specific place or institution in Second Life.

These tools led to the creation of an active community of users who are interested in
possible educational uses of Second Life and are to a high degree involved in a lively
exchange on the methods, tools and perspectives for education in Second Life. At times
Second Life itself can become the medium for this discussion. A conference on "Second
Life Best Practices in Education" on May 25th 2007 was attended by no less than 1300
visitors33.
3.4 A typology of existing educational projects in Second Life
There is a large number and wide variety of educational projects in Second Life. In this
section we want to take a look at various characteristics of these projects. It is possible
to create a profile for educational projects from the following oppositions:
- Second Life skills vs. real life skills
Most of the educational events in Second Life aim to teach skills that are useful inside
Second Life itself. Note that "event" here is a technical term. An event in Second Life is a
publically announced meeting. An event announcement must state a defined topic,
duration and a meeting place and a Second Life user must act as the host for the event.
The list of events can be searched from within Second Life or through the webpage.
31

http://www.simteach.com/wiki/index.php?title=Second_Life_Education_Wiki.
Simteach (http://www.simteach.com/) is a website created and maintained by Jeremy Kemp that aims to
give support to the community of educators using multi user virtual realities (MUVEs) for educational
purposes. The site can be seen as an outstanding example to demonstrate the possible uses of the trend
labeled "Web 2.0". It combines the blog of Jeremy Kamp, his videos on YouTube, the aforementioned wiki
and a forum. A corresponding German site (http://www.simteach.de/) has been set up by Peter
Schmidbauer (Fachhochschule München), but it is not simply a translation of the English original.
33
This number can be found in Beth Ritter-Guths Blog: http://bethssecondlife.blogspot.com/2007/05/i-gotemail-from-my-friend-mitzi-today.html#links. Ritter-Guth was one of the main organizers and contributers of
the event. They were later confirmed on the conference site: http://slbestpractices2007.wikispaces.com/
(retrieved on 1st of July 2007).
32

- 14 There are various categories for events, one of them is "education". The list of
educational events for July 30th 2007 listed 23 events, 18 of them addressed skills
useful in Second Life itself, like writing scipts, designing clothes or building objects.
- Second Life based vs. real life based institution
Of course an individual could schedule an educational event whenever he or she likes to
do so. Yet most educational events and projects have some kind or institution behind
them. This can be an institution that already existed in real life, for example a university
or school, that extended its activities into Second Life. Or it can be an institution that was
completely founded and built in Second Life itself. Many institutions that regularily offer
classes on Second Life specific skills are founded in Second Life for just that purpose,
while many institutions aiming to enhance real life skills are often real life based
institutions.
- Blended learning vs. distance
learning
Real
often

life

based

organise

institutions
educational

projects in Second Life that are
part of a class, module or
project that also includes some
real life components, making it
a blended learning experience.
The Rheinische Fachhochschule Köln(University of
Applied Science, Cologne) has its own virtual lecture
hall. Lectures on multimedia are given here by
Bernd Schmitz.

Of course for institutions that
only exist in Second Life this
option does not exist.

- Learning from a teacher vs. self organized learning
Second Life allows the user to create a learning experience that exactly copies a
traditional classroom. There are often slight variations that one will rarely find in a
traditional classroom, like pillows on the floor instead of chairs, still the learning
experience can be structured like a rather old fashioned class room, where a teacher is
standing in the front and usually talking, while several people listen quietly. On the other
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there can be forms of learning that are in between these two options, yet most are
heavily inclined to one of the two pure forms described here.
- For money vs. for free
Learning events often ask for a fee, especially if they are provided by an institution fully
located in Second Life, as these fees then are the only funds available for the project.
Sometimes educators of real world institutions may look down on educators who
charge for their service in Second Life or offer teaching material or tools for money in
world, so the availability or non-availability of outside funds is one of the factors that
creates some form of hierarchy for educational projects in Second Life. Yet tuition fees
charged in Second Life and paid in Linden Dollar rather than real life money are usually
considerably below any real life equivalent, if converted to real life currency.
- Aiming for the general public vs. aiming for a predefined group
If a learning experience in Second Life is created by a real life institution and especially if
it is part of a blended learning experience, it is often not adressed to the general public,
but to a closed and clearly
defined group: The students
of a specific
program,

university or

kids

enrolled

in

some program, volunteers in
a specific project, employees
of a specific company. Often
educational projects of this
nature are housed on private
islands that are closed and
maybe

even

invisible

to

outsiders. On the other end of
the

spectrum

classes
whoever

that

we

have

are held

wants

to

for

attend

A 3D weather map of the US at the Museum of
Science. The data for the map is pulled from the
internet in real time.

them, for free or for a fee, and environments that were created to offer visitors an
environment for self learning and exploration.
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3.5 Specific advantages and disadvantages of Second Life as a platform for educational
projects
There are specific difficulties and draw backs for teaching and learning in Second Life.
The most important are:
- No easy to use tool for working with texts
There is no equivalent to one of the oldest and yet most useful teaching tools: The
blackboard. Text can be presented by pasting it into the chat or handing it out on
notecards, a simple form of text document in Second Life. As pictures can be uploaded,
it is also easy to present a
slideshow in Second Life. Yet
writing or drawing something
quickly so that everyone in the
same place can see it is not
easily possible. Some tools
have been designed to display
texts, but all of them
remarkably

high

something

as

are

tech

for

simple

as

writing a text. For the most
Josephine Junot and Dan Magpie (SL names) giving
a presentation on the "Kids connect" project at the
"Best Practice in Education" conference in May 2007.

common text display all letters
have to be displayed as a
texture on a prim. As a result,

such displays consist of a high number of prims. Prims (short for "primitive") are the
basic building blocks in Second Life and all objects consist of prims. The number of
prims that a piece of land can hold is limited. A piece of land as included in a basic
subscription to Second Life can house up to 117 prims, for example. The most
advanced text boards can display up to six letter per prim. So the maximum length for a
text could be 702 letters on a standard piece of land - and only if there are no other
objects present. This isn't much. A text message on ICQ, for comparison, may contain
up to 1024 letters. Another way to display text more dynamically is to stream it into
Second Life, but this requires a streaming server, something most users will not have,
especially as any audience above 1 or 2 people requires a commercial streamming
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very high bandwidth for a large auditorium. There can also only be one media stream on
each parcel at any time and only the landowner can usually set the server address for
streaming media, limiting its use considerably.
- Technical difficulties
There are more technical difficulties that can discourage the use of Second Life. The
application is graphically heavy and requires a certain standard for the computers it runs
on34. The preferences can be adjusted to make the application run on less advanced
machines, yet the minimum requirements will exclude some users and clearly a large
number of schools and universities in Germany where computer equipment is still rare
and often outdated.
At almost all universities and at many companies the use of Second Life will further be
hindered by administrative regulations that are supposed to secure the network. Often
only the amdinistrator is allowed to install any applications to the network or individual
machines. Updates to Second Life are now less frequent than they were a year ago
when weekly updates where the norm. Now the updates are rather monthly than weekly,
but this is still quite often, if any installation needs to be requested from and done by an
administrator.
- Getting financed
Traditional institutions for learning like schools or universities are often sceptical about
Second Life and getting funds for a Second Life based project is often difficult for
educators. Most recently the negative image of Second Life in the media that mostly
stressed sex and crime made this even more difficult.
- Little established infrastructure
Someone looking for educational places and institutions in Second Life to learn or
looking for teachers, builders and scripters to open a learning institution in Second Life
is facing considerable difficulties to find what he is looking for. There is a built in search
34

The current minimum requirements to run Second Life are a DSL or cable connection, Windows 2000,
Windows XP Max OS 10.3 or Linux (the Viewer for Linux is only avaialble as an alpha release), 1 GHz CPU,
256 MB (Windows) or 512 MB (Mac) RAM and a GeForce 2 or ATI Radeon 8500 graphics card. The up to
date minimum requirements and recomended system configurations can be found on the Second Life
webpage: http://secondlife.com/corporate/sysreqs.php; retreived on the 31st of July 2007.
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can not be refined and there is hardly a way to evaluate the quality of the found results. In
real life standards exist for schools, universities, but also for teachers or other
professionals. The exact nature and quality of an individual institution or person may
depend on specific factors, but if you know that some school is a public highschool or a
private university or that a person has a teacher's examn or a degree in engineering you
get a good idea what you can expect from this person or this institution. No comparable
established hierarchies, ranks, rating mechanisms exist in Second Life. There is also a
very low investment cost to get anything started, so everyone can start his or her own
university or offer his services as a coder or teacher, for example.
- No established methodology
Second Life is available to the public for 3 years now, but only more recently have great
numbers of educators started to look into its potential for teaching and education. There
is wide agreement that just copying real life teaching methods to Second Life will not be
the most efficient way to use this new medium. Most educators see a huge potential for
informal and explorative learning and usually favour the creation of an environment that
stimulates learning over traditional class sessions.
- Only few preproduced
teaching tools available
This is a consequence of
the two other dufficulties
just

mentioned. So far

each

educator,

each

project will have to create
many tools for their needs
themselves,

while

teachers in the real world
can

rely

on

industry

a
to

preproduced
materials
Creating

whole
sell

teaching
to
or

them.
buying

Tutorials that teach Second Life specific skills can be
found at various places in Second Life. This screenshot
was made at the scripting tutorial set up by Bromley
College (UK).
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require educators who have the in world skills to build everything themselves or the
need to do additional networking to secure help. All these difficulties are not all bad, it
should not be overlooked that they can have positive side effects. They will encourage
improvisation, often creating the materials will become part of the class. This can foster
skills on a much more complex level than working with preproduced materials and can
be a way to get students more deeply involved with the project. The need for networking
is what partially created the lively and creative community of educators on Second Life.
Yet it can not be overlooked that it places a burden on the individual educator. It is also
typical for a frontier situation where pioneers work with make shift tools, driven by
enthusiasm to claim new territory. But this can not be a permanent solution. If Second
Life ever becomes a widely accepted platform for education it will require a standardized
set of methods, tools and institutions.
- Strict segregation of adults, teenagers and children
The age segregation described above can pose considerable difficulties for educational
projects, especially if they work with groups of teenagers where some members are
about to turn 18. As soon as a participant turns 18, they will either have to leave the
project and have their avatar
moved to the Main Grid or
they can decide to stay, but
they will no longer be able to
move freely on the Teen
Grid, but will be confined to
the island

the project is

located on. A solution can be
the creation of a second
account. Having a group of
participants where some are
younger, some older than 18
would pose even bigger
Even if building material is free and everyone can build,
a big and beautiful house like this would document the difficulties, as all members
wealth of its owner as much as it does in real life, for the above 18 would have to be
refined build requires high skills and large piece of land
declared as educators to
to have enough room for the many prims.
Linden Lab and undergo the
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ongoing project educators also regret that this age segregation makes it difficult for
former participants to stay and fill the role of mentors to the following generations of
participants, as it is quite common for youth projects in the real worlds. Last but not
least, it is in no way possible to use Second Life for childern under the age of 13 at this
point, leaving out a whole target group for education.
As this thesis is primarily concerned with intercultural education, it should be asked, if
this policy of Linden Lab - albeit all its good intentions - is not a form of ageism that
effectively prevents a shared learning experience for users of different ages.
At the same time, there are considerable advantages:
- Most advantages specific to
distance learning
Educational programs available
through Second Life are thus
available to users world wide, as
long as they have a broadband
connection to the internet. This
benefits users in rural areas or
users that are prevented from
attending real life classes by an
unusual work schedule or any
other reason that would make it
impossible for them to leave the
house.

The German Second Life tutorial by Funaria
Moose (SL name), hosted by the Rheinische
Fachochschule, introduces new residents to the
world of Second LIfe.

- Deep immersion
Second Life - as other virtual realities - provides a deep level of immersion. Immersion
fundamentally changes the role of the user from passive contemplation to active
participation and thus marks a new stage in the history of media and their use. This has
been described very well by Florian Rötzer, many years before Second Life and similar
virtual worlds came to exist:
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"Die Immersion, das Eintauchen in eine künstliche Welt, hier mit den
sensorischen Schnittstellen des Auges und des Gehörs und der dadurch
möglichen mentalen Akzeptanz des In-Seins, bricht mit dem herrschenden
Ideal des außenstehenden Beobachters einer Szene, das sich ästhetisch und
epistemologisch vermutlich nur als Überhöhung der verfügbaren
Illusionstechnologie herausgebildet hat.
Das Schlüsselwort der Immersion heißt, in einer Formulierung von Bálazs,
Eingang, d.h., es ist eine Tür in einen anderen Raum erforderlich, durch die
der Zuschauer gewissermaßen jene Bühne betreten kann, vor der es keine
abgeschatteten Zuschauer mehr gibt. Das Schlüsselwort für die
herkömmlichen Bildmedien ist hingegen noch immer das Fenster, durch das
man lediglich in einen anderen Raum als Beobachter hineinblicken kann,
aber daran gehindert ist, ihn auch zu betreten." 35
If an immersive virtual reality, as Rötzer describes it, forces the user to give up his
position as an onlooker and become an active participant instead, it meets some of the
key criteria of good education we have come to accept, an education where the learner
is an active part in the process whos interests matter and are reflected in the content
and methods of education.
Fritz followed the same idea, but made it even more clear, how virtual reality is thus even
something completely different from a medium by making a clear distinction between
the "world of media" ("mediale Welt") and "world of virtuality" ("virtuelle Welt"):
"Der entscheidende Unterschied zur medialen Welt besteht in der aktiven
Teilhabe. Durch mein Handeln in der virtuellen Welt entfaltet sie sich erst und
macht ihre Elemente für mich erkennbar. In der medialen Welt hingegen
kann ich nichts verändern - es sei denn, ich werde zu ihrem Produzenten. Die
mediale Welt liegt fest und gestattet lediglich die Entscheidung, als Schatten
teilzunehmen oder dieser Welt fernzubleiben. [...] Erst die virtuelle Welt gibt
mir die Möglichkeit, meinen Gedanken sofort Flügel zu verleihen: Ich kann
ausprobieren, was immer ich mir im Computerspiel als Handlungsalternative
vorgestellt habe, und ich kann erleben, wie sich mein Wollen und meine
Vorstellung in der virtuellen Welt auswirken."36
We will see below, how these effects of immersion could make a virtual world an even
more suitable tool for intercultural education.
- Easy to use tools to customize teaching materials, tools and environment available to
educators and learners
35
36

Rötzer p.71.
Fritz, Wirklichkeit, p.18.
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This is an advantage that corresponds to the disadvantage listed above as lack of
permade tools. While very little premade material is available, it is relatively easy to build
teaching

tools with the

tools Second Life offers to
shape and modify the 3D
environment. This offers
options

far

beyond

anything that can be done
in real life. Usually an
educator
possible

will

not

be

to significantly

modify the environment he
is teaching in. In Second
Life he can do so in a
most complex
Traditional Asian settings are quite popular in Second Life
simple
and can be found all over the virtual world. This particular a
building was created by Linden Lab to house their own arangement
introductory tutorial.
housed on a

way. Even
classroom
can

be

lawn, in a

Greek temple, a Chinese pagoda - or the copy of an early 21st century real life
classroom. Even without using any other tools or teaching methods just these changes
can probably affect the mood and motivation of learners.
Second Life also makes it easy to create interactive objects, the limits are defined only
by the scripting talent and time to spend on the side of the educator.
- Low costs
In Second Life - as in real life - the costs of a project depend largely on its scale and the
ambitions and resources of its creators37. There are projects in Second Life educational and others - with a budget of several ten thousand or even hundred of
thousands of dollars involved. Yet the point I want to make is that it is far easier to start a
37

The basic costs for owning land have been listed above. The additional cost for developing the land can
range from a few hundreds to thousand of Linden Dollars (= a few to a few hundred of real life US Dollar) for
uploading textures, if the educators or students build everything themselves, to several ten thousands US
Dollar, if the work is done by a commercial developer. It's not easy to obtain hard data on how much this can
be in the end. An available estimate from Theodore Wright (http://dokimos.org/secondlife/education/;
retreived on August 16th 2007) suggest that universities and colleges should calculate 15-25.000 US
Dollar to develop the site for a virtual campus.
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nothing but a good idea and a lot of enthusiasm.
- Fast implementation
The world of Second Life is much more fast paced than real life. So an interesting idea
or project can be tried and tested within days. A most impressive example is "Life 4-U", a
virtual television show in Second Life. "Life 4-U" is produced by the "L4 - Institut für
Digitale Kommunikation", Berlin. The time used from the original idea to produce
television in Second Life to the broadcast of the first show was a mere two weeks38.
Since then something that was orginally intended as an experiment has become quite
successful in and outside of Second Life39.
There are several factors that make this fast implemenattion possible. It starts with the
fact that most important tools to build, script or edit landscape are alerady built into
Second Life and are availabe to all users at any time. So as soon as someone has an
idea, he can start working,
experimenting and changing.
Probably as important is a
built in rights management
that allows users to fine tune
what other users may do
with the object they create.
This makes all group efforts
simple

without

compromising the IP rights
of the original creator.
Yet

it

is

technology,

not

just
but

the
the

community that makes the
crucial difference here. We

For a more modern repersentation of Asia one may
go to the "Korea" region. This place is quite popular
with new users from Korea, as it also hosts a tutorial in
Korean.

will write a little more about the community in the next paragraph, but as far as the fast
38

From the homepage of "Live 4-U": http://www.lifeforyou.tv/idee.php; retrieved on the 18th of August
2007.
39
The media coverage of the project is listed on its webpage: http://www.lifeforyou.tv/presse.php; retreived
on 18th of August 2007. It comes as no surprise that it was also nominated in the ceategories "best
business model"
and "best content" for this year's IPTV Award (http://www.forumiptv.org/index.php?p_id=award_shortlist.tvxml; retreived on the 18th of August 2007).
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infrastructure listed above works as a big advantage in this respect: There are no
predefined hierarchies to follow, no red tape to cross. Users of Second Life are also
usualy versed in using the internet to communicate, cooperate, develop ideas and work
with other people. This alone
cuts out a lot of time that is
"lost" in more traditional ways
of

communicating,

supporters

and

finding
gaining

attention. A member of the
"Life 4-U" team described it
like this: "So we had the first
show out when in real life we
would still be writing grant
applications

and

license

applications."

40

Sometimes Second LIfe provides interesting
surprises. This exhibition of (real life) photography
from Japan was hosted in the main store of "Bare
Rose, Tokyo", one of the more successful fashion
labels in Second Life.

-

Active

and

supportive

community
Above we described tools and

resources that educators, who want to use Second Life, can rely on. Amongst them are
several mailinglists. There is a lively discussion going on on these lists and they are
also an important forum to get support. Calls for help often ask for advice and the range
of problems includes difficulties with university administrations, technical questions
regarding Second Life or how to find the best tool in world, be it a blackboard a
communication system or tools for a virtual treasure hunt. Help is usually offered within
hours. As there is a constant influx of new members who are new to Second Life and to
the list there are always new questions and the list serves as a tool to make the
knowledge and experience of the veterans available to the newcomers. There is also a
lively interest in ongoing projects by all members of the community, so the list also
serves as a place to advertise an event and get feedback for concepts, ideas and
finished projects. As already discussed when we talked about implementation time, it is
far easier to get feedback, help and advice and connect with other people working on
similar projects than in real life. This makes it easier to implement and complete
40

This is quoted - not verbatim but as best as I can remember and as best as I could tarnslate - from a
presentation I attended at L4 on the 8th of June 2007.
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process in a constant attempt to refine the use of Second Life for educational goals41.

4. Second LIfe and
intercultural
education
4.1 What

is

intercultural

education?
It is probably helpful to state
at the beginning of this
chapter that there is no
widely accepted agreement
on what exactly intercultural
education,

intercultural

commuication

or

intreculturality in general is
or should be. Instead it is a
widely accepted fact that no
such
exist.

standard
To

defintions
quote

This sign from a Japanese neighborhood makes some
rules for this neighborhood clear, also to visitors who to
not understand Japanese.

Auernheimer: "In den erziehungswissenschaftlichen Beiträgen zur Interkulturellen
Pädagogik lassen sich nur wenige klar abgenzbare Positionen identifizieren."42
Many authors react to this dilemma by quoting lists of what is seen as intercultural or
intercultural competence by widely acknowledged authorities43 and try to avoid making a
statment of their own. It actually seems like even experts in the field are insecure and
afraid to make a mistake.
Despite these difficulties I will be so bold to look for a defenition of interculturality to use
41

The role of communities of practice in achieving, impruving and sustaining a professional standard for
professionals, the role that online communities can play in this process and how especially educators
already use this has been widely reserached. The focus of this thesis prevents me to go into further details.
Severeal instructive, but also critical articles on the topic can be found in the collection of Barab/Kling/Gray.
42
Auernheimer p.124; cf. Gogolin/Krüger-Potratz p.112: "Der schwer überschaubare Begriffsgebrauch
erleichtert den sicheren und seriösen Umgang mit dem Beghriff des Interkulturellen keineswegs."
43
For example Holzbrecher p.87-89 and Losche p.92.
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used. When we follow their example, we will quickly find out that there are several
alternative terms and defenitions. The term "intercultural" can be replaced by
"multicultural" or "cross cultural", depending on the author and the context. Instead of the
term "intercultural education" we may find "intercultural training" or "intercultural
communication".

Although

intercultural

education,

intercultural

training

and

intercultural communication are
not

identical

in

goals

and

approaches, they still share a
considerable comon ground.
In German

A map of the same Japanese neighborhood. It
should be taken into cosnideration that building a
connected area of this size requires considerable
organiazational skills and funds. Just the purchase
of the connected islands costs a total of roughly U$
25000, not including costs for maintenance,
upkeep and construction.

texts we will find

"Interkulturelle

Erziehung",

"Interkulturelle

Pädagogik",

"Interkulturelles
"Interkulturelle
"Interkulturelle

Lernen",
Bildung"

and

Kommunikation".

The term "multikulturell" is used
as well, so is "transkulturell".
Discussions of the terms usually

take a look at all three components used. Note that the only component we will inevitably
find is the term "-cultural" or "-kulturell". So the idea that this has do do with culture
seems to be the most comonly shared element. Accordingly all discussions of terms
and concepts usually discuss the idea of culture, what it is and what it is not.
Then we will find a prefix to "-cultural" or "-kulturell". This can be "inter-", "multi-", "cross-"
(only English texts) or "trans-" (only German texts). This first look raises the question, if
the prefix "trans-" as it is used in German texts is an equivalent to the "cross-" we can
find in English texts. The use of "trans-" is often seen as a rather recent development
and many authors use it rather tentatively than with a clear concept in mind, so I am not
able to clearly answer this question based on the texts available to me. Probably it will
need some more time to clearly establish or discard the term "transkulturell" in German
literature, only then it will be possible to make a valid comparison between English

- 27 "crosscultural"

with

German

"transkulturell".
Also the concepts slightly vary between
the

different

between

languages,

different

but

even

countries

with

(almost) the same language, as it is
the case with the US and the UK. The
most important difference we have to
take into consideration is that outside
Residents of the "Roma" region have formed
roleplaying groups (soldiers, gladiators,
priests and priestesses) to reenact life in an
ancient Roman town.

of the US and Canada

the term

"multicultural" (and its equivalents in
other languages) are usually used in a
descriptive

way, while

"intercultural"

(and its equivalents in other languages) has the connotation of a desire to react in a
positive way to the challenges that a multicultural society implies. This destinction
between "multicultural" and "intercultural" is usually absent in US American and
Canadian texts, where both terms are used synonymously44.
Following the distinction between "multicultural" and "intercultural", we can say that
intercultural education is education in and for a multicultural society. To quote the words
of Marianne Krüger-Ptratz:
"In

dieser

Weitung

Perspektive

der

erscheint

Interkulturelle

Bildung

und

Erziehung letzlich als nichts
Anderes, aber auch nichts
Schwierigeres, als Erziehung
und Bildung in einer und für
eine

sprachlich,

national,
weitesten

sozial

ethnisch,
und

Sinn

kulturell

pluralisierte(n)
demokratische(n)
44

Gogolin/Krüger-Potratz p.113f.

im
"Roma" also houses a museum that
currently features an excellent exhibition on
sexuality in Roman culture.
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The virtue of this definition is that it supports a very open and inclusive idea of culture
and implies the muliculturality as the norm and this programatic approach is surely
laudable. Yet it is not very helpful, if we try to apply it to existing projects to determine their
potential use for intercultural education. Actually the definition is in danger to become a
tautology: If intercultural education is education in and for a multicultural society and we
take the multicultural nature of society as a given, then every education could be seen as
intercultural.
So are there other definitions we can look for? A rather popular one was phrased by
Georg Auernheimer, who lists the following main areas as vaild for intercultural
pedagogy:
" - interkulturelles Lernen als soziales Lernen
- Umgang mit kultureller Differenz oder mit Differenzen,
- Befähigung zum interkulturellen Dialog,
- multiperspektivische Allgemeinbildung,
- mehrsprachige Bildung,
- antirassistische Erziehung.“46
This list clearly makes it easier
to assess a project by offering a
meaningful
intercultural

topology

of

education. Yet it

should not be overlooked that
this list is not more than what it
claims to be: A list of legitimate
areas of work. It does not define
what is intercultural and what it
is not. Still it can help a lot to
classify intercultural projects.
Xiabalba is built from the Temple of the Inscriptions
in Palenque. It houses a small museum on Maya
culture. Its builder and owner also made several
movie documentaries on the historical and recent
culture of the Maya and I got the chance to attend
one of the showings in Second Life.
45
46

Krüger-Potratz (2005), p.15
Auernheimer p.124.

To solve the dilemma we could
contrast the definition of KrügerPortratz

of

intercultural

education as an education in
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intercultural competence. Thus intercultural education may be understood as an
education that aims to raise intercultural competence. But what then is intercultural
competence? Usually it is seen as the ability to successfully interact with people or in a
group with diverse cultural background(s), but again there is less agreement which
qualities would enable a person to do so. Still some are named rather frequently:
Awareness of ones own cultural background, empathy, tolerance to ambiguity,
awareness and appreciation of difference, communicative competence.
Although this list is popular, we should listen to a word of warning from Helga Losche.
She compared

intracultural

competence

(based

on Ruben)

with intercultural

competence (based on Thomas). In these definitions empathy, tolerance to ambiguity
and flexibility in playing different roles is listed under intracultural. Now there can be no
doubt that empathy improves social competence, no matter, if it is used in an
intercultural or intracultural context. Ruben - whos work Losche uses here - could proof
that the ability in any of the areas that he lists as intracultural will correlate with
intercultural competence, even if to a different degree47.
We conclude that intercultural competence can not be seperated from social and
communicative competence in general. As a result, attempts to improve intercultural
competence must often target social or communicative skills that are not necessarily
intercultural per se. It can also be expected that a raise in intercultural competence
should improve intracultural social or communicative skills at the same time.
Bolten provides a defenition of intercultural competence that takes this into account:
"Interkulturelle Kompetenz stellt keinen eigenständigen Kompetenzbereich
dar, sondern ist im Sinne von lat. competere: 'zusammenbringen' am besten
als Fähigkeit zu verstehen, individuelle, soziale, fachliche und strategische
Teilkompetenzen in ihrer bestmöglichen Verknüpfung auf interkulturelle
Handlungskontexte beziehen zu können. Interkulturelle Kompetenz ist
dementsprechend

keine

Schlüsselqualifikation,

sondern

eine

Querschnittsaufgabe, deren Gelingen das Zusammenspiel verschiedener
Schlüsselqualifikationen voraussetzt."48

47
48

Losche p.86.
Bolten (2007), p.112.
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A graphical model of intercultural competence(es) by Jürgen Bolten49 .
So where is the use of Second Life in this? If we summarize what we found out about
intercultural education and intercultural competence, intercultural education aims to
improve self management, communicative and social skills and to train their use in a
multicultural environment. Second Life can help to do so, as it provides a setting that is
social in nature, offers easy access to many different cultural backgrounds and
encourages exploration through its playful and immersive environment.
The easy access to a multinational and multicultural environment is not specific to
Second Life, but can be provided by the internet in various forms. The potential this
offers to intercultural education has already been observed by Bolten, who sees the
internet as a most useful, yet so far widely neglected tool for intercultural coaching:
"Grundsätzlch gilt für das Internet im Sinne eine 'Rahmenbedingung', dass
49

The graphic was taken from a power point presentation published as a PDF by Bolten online at
http://www.schule.bremen.de/ADL/fachtagungen/meissen2004/MeissenFremdheit.pdf (retreived 3rd of
July 2007). It has also been published in Bolten (2007), p.86.

- 31 kein

anders

Medium

Problemlosigkeit

in

der

Vielfalt

der

Möglichkeiten

und

der

des Zugangs bessere Chancen bietet, internationale

Kontakte zu knüpfen und weltweit interkultuerlle Erfahrungen zu sammeln.
Als in diesem Sinne dezidiert interkultureller Handlungsraum ist das Internet
in der Lage, permanent jene reale Interkulturalität zu erzeugen, die in
interkulturellen Trainings oft fehlt."50
We mentioned shortly above how play is amply used in intercultural education. Losche
quotes Reiners to explain, why play is so extermely useful here:
"Außerdem kann eine neues, verändertes oder altes Verhalten in risikofreien
Situationen geübt werden, dessen Scheitern nicht gleich in einer Katastrophe
endet. Da sich in diesem Schonraum [...] die Als-ob-Elemente

und

Ernsthaftigkeit der Erfahrung miteinander abwechseln, findet eine Ermutigung
zum Hinterfragen des eigenen Verhaltens statt."51
A similar mix of play and seriousness, of reality and well orchestrated make believe can
be found in Second Life, where the individual user can control, how deeply and on which
terms he wants to get involved with the world and its residents and how much or how
little of himself he is willing to
disclose.
At the same time the effect of
immersion described above will
inevitably

lead

to

involvement.

Second Life can not be used like
a book, a film or even a website.
The role of the invisible spectator
is not an option.
As we have seen, Intercultural
education is as much about the
self as it is about the other.
50
51

While many places in Second Life immitate real
life, there are also surreal landscapes with purple
meadows and flying unicorns (snapshot from the
region "Gipsy Moon").

Bolten (2003), p.388.
A. Reiners, Praktische Erlebnispädagogik. Neue Sammlung motivierender Interaktionsspiele, München
1993, p.21; quoted by Losche p.94.

- 32 Second Life will inevitably make this self visible and expose it to others. The avatar can
be used to mask the self, to play games, to test roles and identities, but in no way is it
possible to pretend it does not exist. The choices a user in Second Life has in dressing
up as a man or woman or even a huge teddy bear can even reenforce that the self is
never neutral to the wold. Although there is a mode ("mouselook") where one sees from
the avatar's perspective, the user usally sees his avatar. This can create an acute
awareness that to anyone else in the world I will be whatever I choose to be - a man, a
woman or a huge teddy bear. I can not ignore what I am, especially when I am what I am
not by nature, but by choice. The self is inevitably linked to the world and the other.
Second Life can help to realize this by forcing a much deeper level of involvement upon
its users than most conventional media. It teaches this not through its content, but
through its very nature as an immersive medium.
4.2 Selected Projects
The next chapter will portrait three projects in Second Life more closely that have a
special relevance for intercultural education in and through Second Life. I am convinced
that examples of existing projects are better able to illustrate the potential, but also the
specific difficulties. Only one of them was explicitly created to teach intercultural
education, yet I feel that all of them have something unique to contribute.
4.2.1 The Pacific Rim Exchange
The Pacific Rim Exchange is a partnership and exchange project beween the Modesto
City School in Modesto, California, and the Kyoto Gakuen High School in Kyoto, Japan.
There were a number of factors that made this project suitable for my thesis. To begin
with, it is a project located on the Teen Grid that is exceptionally well documented on
various internet pages. Many of the more interesting projects are located on the Teen
Grid, but this makes them inaccessible to me and I rely completely on good
documentation to learn about them. What makes these projects exceptionally interesting
is that they are often better planned, prepared and financed. Also they will usually target
social skills of the learners, while educational projects on the Main Grid, aiming at
adults, usually target technical or knowledge skills. Now it is obvious, why social skills
are more interesting, if we want to evaluate the potential use of virtual worlds for
intercultural education.
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Educators in Second Life mailinglist,
where Stan Trevena, the Director of
Technology at Modesto City School,
reported on the project. He is the
driving force of the project in Modesto.
His counterpart in Kyoto is Chris
Flesuras

who

is

originally

from

Modesto and is now teaching English
at Gakuen High School. The activities
in Second Life have the purpose to
The barren island is handed over to Stan
Trevena by Claudia and Blue Linden in prepare students for a later exchange,
December 5th 2006.
so that they will already know each
(Source: http://pacificrimx.wordpress.com/album/)

other before meeting for the first time
in real life52.

"After a lot of discussion and explaining, we decided to build a private island
on the Teen Second Life grid. This island will be a place for our students to
communicate and collaborate with each other in building a place where they
can

share

their

interests, cultures and
languages."53
For the meetings in Second
Life the project has three
islands: One island for the
US students, one for the
Japanese students and one
as a shared island54. By this
arrangement
has

its

own

every
space

group
and

students of both groups can
explore Second Life, learn
how to use it and set up a

The same island one day later. These screnshorts
stress what has been said above about quick
implementation in Second Life.

(Source: http://pacificrimx.wordpress.com/album/).
http://pacificrimx.wordpress.com/about/ (retrieved on the 7th of July 2007).
53
Stan Trevena on the Pcific Rim Exchange blog, http://pacificrimx.wordpress.com/about/, retrieved on
August 19th 2007.
54
http://pacificrimx.wordpress.com/2006/11/13/woot/; retreived on August 17th 2007.
52

- 34 home in virtual space before meeting the students from the other group for the first time.
Students got assignments that would teach them how to use the tools available in
Second Life and would then help them to get to know students from the other group. So
it is important that the students were not just droped off in Second Life and left alone, but
that their interactivity with the world and each other was well prepared, guided and
observed by the teachers.
The

bridge

building

exercise can serve as
an example. For this
exercise

students

would build a bridge in
groups of two, with one
US and one Japanese
student

in

a

team.

Each of them would
start on his side and
build one half of the
bridge.
The bridge building exercise. The Modesto students are on
the left, the Kyoto students are on the right.
(Source: http://pacificrimx.wordpress.com/album/).

So

each

building on his own
half, yet the work has
to be coordinated, so
that both halfs would

form one bridge in the end. Aside of
the beautiful

metaphor of bridge

building the given task is a motivation
as well as a test of the students
ability to communicate. Yet some of
the

most

interesting

emerging

aspects were not planned for. As
Stan Trevena observed, there were
notable difference in the design of
avatars and bridges between the two
different groups. The avatars of the
Japanese students were a lot more

is

The finished bridges.

diverse, more often non human and (Source: http://pacificrimx.wordpress.com/album/).

- 35 usually much more imaginative and colorful than those of the US students. As Trevena
also noticed, some of the US students started to change their avatars after meeting the
Japanese students, obviously inspired by their example.
The bridge building exercice thus is an interesting example how Second Life can make
(cultural?) difference visible in a way that can not be ignored and encourages a playful
and interactive response, and all this just as a byproduct without even a need to give
instructions or explanations.
4.2.2 Verum's Place and Charles Benjamin Center
Verum's Place got its name from its founder, owner and director, who goes by the
Second Life name of Verum Vacirca. The Charles Benjamin Center has been named
after her late father. Most recently the Charles Benjamin Center has been closed, so this
chapter is more about why projects fail then what makes them succeeed. I decided to
include this place nontheless, for two reasons. The first one is that it is possible to learn
as much from failures as from success stories. Actually there are many things that can
not be learned from a success story at all, so I feel that taking a look at a less
successful project can help to get a more complete picture of why a project strives or
fails. The other reason is that the Charles Benjamin Center was founded as a center for
intercultural education. It is the only project I know of in Second Life that was exclusively
dedicated to this task. So its eventual failure raises even more important questions. This
thesis tries to evaluate the potential of Second Life for intercultural education, so it can
not ignore the obvious lack of success of a project that tried to do use Second Life for
this very purpose. If we do not take a careful look at why this project failed, it could easily
be concluded that Second Life is not a suitable plattform for intercultural education, but
this conclusion may be wrong.
There used to be a website for Verum's Place as well as for the Charles Benjamin
Center, they are now both gone as well and I didn't have the foresight to download them
completely while they were still there, taking their existence for granted. A cached version
of the pages can still be accessed through Google, but the pictures are now missing
and I can not be sure, if there is a way to make sure that all sub pages of the site are
available as well55. So I will have to retell the history of Verum's Place and the Charles
55

The original URL was http://verums-place.com. The chached version can now be found at
http://64.233.183.104/search?q=cache:AvmMfXSFmNcJ:www.verums-place.com/index.html. I also tried a
search through Wayback Machine (http://www.archive.org), but obviosuly the site was not saved there.
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Center

from

the

materials that are still left on my
computer

and

from

my

memories of my visits there and
from conversations I had with
Verum Vacirca

in world. For

some of these conversations I
have chatlogs, but some I only
remember.
The most ambitious and very
Verum's Place as of March 2007. Note the huge
world map floating above the area and the
advertisement for the Diversity 2007 festival.

promissing project of Verum's
Place/Charles Benjamin Center
to

promote

intercultural

education in Second Life was the Diversity 2007 project. Here is the project description
form the website:

"The Diversity 2007 Project is a year-long online community project geared
toward the education of cultural differences and advocating cooperation and
diplomacy between those cultures.
The Project is divided into three phases and began in the online virtual world
of Second Life with a series of classes and discussions facilitated by
volunteers from the academic and religious community.
The second phase of the project will be the Diversity Festival located in the
Han Loso region of Second Life. The focus of the festival is to promote the
goals of the Project while bringing together members from different cultures to
discuss issues, educate about cultural difference and similarities and employ
the spirit of cooperation throughout the global community through the use of
the world map, which is the main feature of the festival, that attendees can
walk upon and “visit” cultures/geographical regions of choice.
The third phase of the project will begin in early November 2007 with
volunteers giving global tours of Second Life and a ‘Holidays around the
World’ walk, a new session of speakers and workshops and will wind up in

- 37 mid-December with the 2nd Annual Literary Festival focusing on the histories
of world literature.
The purpose of the Diversity 2007 Project is to educate about the differences
and similarities

of world communities,

dispel

myths and encourage

cooperation and diplomacy between these communities."56
I was not able to actively participate in
the early stages on the project, as
most meetings and activities were
scheduled to the evening hours in the
US, making it anything between 2 and
5 am

my time. As this

was all

happening while I had classes

I

couldn't attent on a regular basis. I did
stay up one night to participate in a
discussion on gender issues, but was
not able to reconcile a more regular
attendance

with

my

own

work

The world map. Some participants have
already placed objects onto the map.

schedule at that time. Still I visited the world map during my day hours when it was in the
process of being built.
The idea was that participants could
build something on the map, everyone
for the country or culture he lives in and
that other participants can then visit his
objects and interact with them. When
this is done in a group, the participants
can also talk to each other and explain
the objects they created and their
meaning to the group.
Close up of the Arabic area of the map.

As we wanted to pay special attention

to factors that can make a project fail in Second Life we can already make an important
observation now, and this is how difficult it can be for a virtual world to deal with the
56

Cached version of the page, http://64.233.183.104/search?q=cache:AvmMfXSFmNcJ:www.verumsplace.com/index.html, retrieved on August 19th 2007.

- 38 different time

zones and

real life schedules forced
on

its

residents

in

the

physical world.
I learned of another difficulty
when I asked Verum in May
about the planed next stage
of the Diversity 2007 project.
She told me that she had to
cancel
The Charles Benjamin Center in May 2007.

these

events

because too many of

her

volunteers had dropped out,

including the person who was coordinating all volunteer work. Now here we see a
downside of the fast pace of activities in Second Life: While new ideas and projects can
profit from the quick and often enthusiatic response of Second Life residents, it is often
difficult to establish long term projects and motivate participants to make a long time
commitment.
The last important difficulty the Charles Benjamin Center had to deal with was how to
raise enough money. Most events at Verum's Place were and still are free of charge and
are open to everyone. Donations

are

welcome, but not strongly solicited. The
Charles Benjamin Center tried to offer a
higher quality of education by selecting
teachers more carefully and aiming for a
more carefully planed curriculum instead of
a rather unsystematic series of events
directed

by whoever

felt like

offering

something, whatever it may be. In return
teachers were supposed to be paid and
students were supposed to pay. When this
clearly failed for intercultural content out of

Me (front) talking to Verum Vacirca
(back) about recent changes at the
Charles Benjamin Center in May 2007.

lack of interest or at least willingness to
pay for content of this sort, Verum Vacirca changed the profile of the Charles Benjamin
Center to offer classes on education in Second Life and online publishing, still these
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possible to pay competitive wages to teachers. During my last visit end of August I
noticed that the Charles Benjamin Center is completely gone and Verum's Place has
been reduced in size, the empty land is now up for sale. The work at Verum's place
continues, there is still a big literature festival planned for fall, plus many minor events.
From the example of the Charles Benjamin Center we can learn, how difficult it is for an
educational institution to compete on an open market, if it is not backed up and funded
by a real life institution, no matter the considerable dedication of the people working
there.
4.2.3 Virtual Hallucination
With Virtual Hallucination and similar projects we enter a new approach to Second Life
as an educational tool, but we also enter a different type of culture. We often tend to
equate culture with ethinicity. But there are many other characteristics that define a
person's cultural affiliation. In this particular case we are looking at the specific
culture(s) of disabled, seriosuly or chronically ill people.
Giving a home to the cultures of people with disabilities, chronical illnesses and similar
special needs has a long history in Second Life. Aside of the educational places
mentioned above, there are several places and groups that offer support and
empowerment. To a certain extend the life story of some Linden employees possibly
fostered this. Pathfinder Linden has a history in health education and organizing health
support groups57, Torley Linden has Asperger's Syndrom and by making this public58
clearly helped to raise awareness for the condition throughout the community. Another
well known resident of Second Life, whos statistics I used for this thesis, Tateru Ninu,

57

From Pathfinder Linden's webpage: "Previously I was the Information Technology Director in the
Neurology Service at Massachusetts General Hospital, where I pioneered the use of the web in 1993 to
create online communities for supporting patients dealing with neurological disorders. I also held an
academic appointment at Harvard Medical School, where I created online collaborative environments for
professors and students to advance the case-based teaching method in medical education. While I was at
Massachusetts General Hospital, I created BrainTalk Communities, an organization who's mission is to
provide online environments for patient and caregiver self-help groups focused on neurological disorders. I
continue to work on my own time with BrainTalk Communities to create and support places in Second Life
for people dealing with Asperger's Syndrome, Cerebral Palsy, and Stroke Survivors."
(http://zero.hastypastry.net/pathfinder/; retreived on 21st of August 2007).
58
Torley Linden has a prvate homepage that includes this fact in the "about" section (http://torley.com/about;
retreived 1st of Augsust 2007).

- 40 has Asperger's syndrom as well59. There is an island in Second Life, called "Brigadoon",
that was set up as a meeting place for autistic people and people with Asperger's
syndom, that is often seen as a mild form of autism. It seems that autistic people can
benefit a lot from the internet in general and Second Life in particular60.
So it is clearly an established fact that it is possible to create an environment in and
through Second Life that helps autistic people to find a place and a method to
communicate more succesful with non-autistic people. Second Life and the internet
seems to play primarily the role of a prothetic or aid in this process by giving autistic
people a communication style they are comfortabel with. Now it looks like Second Life or possibly similar environments - also have the specific ability to also help them to
better understand the ways how non-autistic people communicate and thus help to
improve communication skills outside and beyond the net as well. You could say that by
doing so autistic users raised their intercultural skills, more specifically their ability to
communicate with members of a different culture, the so called "normal" people.
Virtual hallucination now aims to do something similar, but with reveresed roles. It
reproduce the hallucinations of a schizophenic patient and thus make the situation of a
mentally ill person more accessible to medical stuff and family members. In other
words: It tries to introduce healthy people to the world of the mentally ill.
The goal of the project is described on the university's homepage as follows:
"The goal of the virtual hallucinations project is to use computer virtual reality
techniques to build

a simulation of the hallucinatory experience. This

simulation could then be used to train medical students, nursing students and
59

http://nwn.blogs.com/nwn/2006/05/the_heart_of_ta.html; published on the 15th of May 2006; retreived
the 2nd of August 2007).
60
An article by Celeste Biever explained the usefulness of the internet to autistic people in the June issue of
"New Scientist". Torley Linden - under his real life name of Torely Wang - was interviwed for the article and
explaines how Second Life helped him to improve his ability to communicate with non-autistic people in real
life. He also tallks about the "Brigadoon" sim for autistic people. The topic has recently gained some
popularity through an article published by the agency pte (http://pressetext.com/pte.mc?pte=070720003;
published on the 20th of July 2007; retreived on the 2nd of August 2007) and covered, amongst others,
by
"Die
Welt
Online"
(http://www.welt.de/wissenschaft/article1041142/Wie_Second_Life_Autisten_therapieren_kann.html;
published on the 20th of July 2007; retrieved on the 2nd of August 2007) reported on therapeutic effects
of online virtual worlds and especailly of Second Life on people who have difficulties to communicate in
normal social situations. The article may be inspired by the one in "New Scientist" and allthough the article
isn't strictly scientific, it provides a good overview and is maybe more noteworthy for the popularity this topic
has obviously gained. Some more on the island for autistic people in SecondLife can be found in an online
article
by
"The
Guardian"
from
the
8th
of
March
2006:
http://society.guardian.co.uk/offdiary/story/0,,1725501,00.html (retreived on the 2nd of August 2007).

- 41 hospital staff. It could be used as educational material for family members and
caregivers of patients with mental illness. Finally, the patients themselves
could be immersed in the environment and its potential as a form of therapy
could be assessed."61
Virtual Hallucination is a place developed by James Cook (Nash Baldwin in Second
Life) from the University of California. It was developed on a private island owned by the
university and then moved to a public place in Second Life in September 200462. What
makes this project even more
interesting is the fact that it is
neither the only nore the first
attempt to use virtual reality to
simulate schizophrenia and use
this as a way to teach mentally
healthy

people

about

condition.

The

Halluzination

project

the
Virtual

of

the

University of California, Davis
continued

similar

work

performed at the University of
Queensland63. Currently the
University of California, Davis is
working on a new advanced
version of Virtual Halluzination,

Outside of the Virtual Hallicination building. The
table with the blue cylinders at the exit is actually
the survey, users have to touch different cylinders
to answer questions send to them as private
messages.

but the work is again done on a private island and is not open to the public yet64. The
recent work is directed by Peter Yellowlees, who was also conducting the preceding
project at the University at Queensland.
The project is also interesting, because it did some evaluation, asking the users to take
a survey at the end of the tour. Even if the researchers are aware of the shortcomings of
this survey - notably that the sample is not representative and that there is no pre-test to
make sure that knowledge or attitude of users was really changed by the experience -,
61

http://www.ucdmc.ucdavis.edu/psychiatry/research/virtual.html; retrieved on 27th of July 2007.
Wagner James Au, A Lever to Move the MInd, New World Notes, September 9th 1004
(http://nwn.blogs.com/nwn/2004/09/a_lever_to_move.html; retrieved July 26th 2007)
63
http://www.ucdmc.ucdavis.edu/psychiatry/research/virtual.html; retreived on 26th of July 2007.
64
A video with some footage from the new and improved "Virtual Halluzination" can be found as part of an
online article of The Sydney Morning Herald: http://www.smh.com.au/news/biztech/look-whos-got-asecond-life/2006/12/05/1165080887728.html?page=2; retreived on the 21st of August 2007.
62

- 42 the results are still an indication that the project was a success, just im terms of
numbers. According to the universitie's website, 826 people took the tour in a two
months period, 579 took the survey and 82% of them said they would recommend the
tour to others65.
There are other projects in Second
Life with a similar approach. One is
"2nDisability" by Fez Rutherford who
created a tool in Second Life that
would simulate
disabilities,
blindness

various forms of

like Tourette-syndrom,
or other impairments66.

While 2nDisability clearly tries to
raise
The "Aspects of Appearance" exhibition. The
furniture and decoration in the small room in
the back can be seen in either color or
colorblindness mode.

awareness

of

and

understanding for specific diabilities,
this is less clear in the case of the
National Physical Laboratory (UK), as
the small exhibition they have is

entitled "Aspects of Appearance" and is more concerned with light and vision in general.
As part fo this exhibition it features a room that simulates colour blindness67. The user
can toggle between normal sight and colour blind.
4.3 What can be learned from the examples?
Each of these projects illustrates a potential use of Second Life to foster intercultural
education. The virtual world can be used to:
- teach or learn about other cultures (Charles Benjamin Center),
- interact with people with a different cultural background (Charles Benjamin Center,
Pacific Rim Exchange),
- simulate experiences and thus allow us to view the world through the eyes of a
different person (Virtual Hallucination).
65

http://www.ucdmc.ucdavis.edu/welcome/features/20070404_virtual_psych/index.html; retrieved on 22nd
of August 2007.
66
Rutherford reports on his tool in a blog devoted to this project: http://2ndisability.blogspot.com/ (retreived
26th of July 2007).
67
The exhibition is located in Info island II, the SLURL is
http://slurl.com/secondlife/Info%20Island%20II/207/87/23.
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the three projects introduced in this thesis it seems that the first approach is the least
successful one, at least as far as teaching about other cultures is concerned. Lack of
success is here measured simply in a lack of interest, based on the facts that it is not
possible to evaluate the results of the learning experience provided. I analysed reasons
for the lack of success of the Charles Benjmin Center above and it shouldn't be
overlooked that the project suffered more from organizsational and technical difficulties
and that it did not necessarily fail because its curriculum or teaching methods were at
fault. Yet I assume that teaching users of Second Life about other cultures is less
popular than other educational contents, because it is nothing that could not just as well
be tought in a different setting or by other means, at least for the most part. If I want to
learn about Buddhism, I can read a book, visit a museum, visit a class in real live or one
that uses a more conventional elearning tool or I can watch a documentation on
television. Whatever I can learn there can be tought in Second Life as well. But there is
very little that Second Life can add that could not be achieved by choosing a different
medium or setting.
There is one thing that teaching about other cultures can do in Second Life that can not
as easily achieved through most other media, and this is to combine information with
meeting people. It would be far easier in Second Life than in real life to organize a class
on various religions

with speakers and participants with a different religious

background. Now this leads us to the kind of projects that are represented by the Pacic
Rim Exchange project. Second Life can easily provide what exchange programms have
done for decades: allow people from different cultures to meet and learn through it.
The success is probably even more difficult to measure in these cases. Real life
exchange programs are usally seen as a good way to foster mutual understanding.
Blended experiences like the Pacific Rim Exchange will provide an excellent oportunity
to evaluate what Second Life can do here, as it will be possible to compare the results of
blended exchange projects that used Second Life for preparation with other programs.
The first group of exchange students from Kyoto will arrive in Modesto in October68, it can
be expected that ample material about there visit will be published on the blog.
It is worth giving some consideration to the fact that meetings and cooperations
between members of various cultures happen outside of educational events in Second
68

Pacific Rim Exchange Blog: http://pacificrimx.wordpress.com/2007/08/26/new-construction-on-pacrimxisland/; retreived on the 27th of Augsut 2007.
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speculated that playing thoe games or visting virtual worlds thus may help to raise the
intercultural competence of its users, but this hypothesis is completely speculative at
this point.
The Virtual Hallucination project documents how virtual worlds can be an enriching
intercultural experience by allowing its users to share someone elses experience, to
see the world through his eyes. Such experiences are obviously popular and the results
of the survey done by the University of California, Davis seem to imply that hey do have a
positive effect. Yet it should not be overlooked that they can never cover all aspects of the
real experience, simply as users enter them voluntarily and could leave at any time.
Experiencing

Virtual

Hallucination

can

bring

me

closer

to

understanding

a

schizophrenic, but even if it brings me as close to it as possible, it is still not the smae
as being a schizophrenic
This inevitable raises the questions, if and how experiences in a virtual world can
translate to real life.
4.4 Do skills learned in a virtual reality transfer to real life?
Finally we have to ask, if skills that users acquire in a virtual world can translate to real
life. As far as I know, no studies of the effectiveness of learning in Second Life exist so
far and as doing research on this myself was too big a project for a master thesis, I will
not be able to give clear cut and reliable answers to this question. Yet it is worth looking
at some hints. Above I quoted case studies that document the successful use of virtual
reality in the medical and psychatric treatment. So it is obviously possible to train
someone in a virtual reality with effects on his personality and his real life.
Yet we can not overlook that this conclusion is rather falsified by another important area
of computer research. I am talking about research that investigates the effcts that
computer games may have on its users. Whenever we are shocked by exceptional
violence of a teenager or young adult the media will inevitably start a new debate about
the effects of violence in computer games or directly blame those games for real life
violence. Yet no serious research was so far able to establish a link between real
violence and violence simulated in popular computer games like Counterstrike, Doom
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environment do not translate to real life skills.
Both findings seem to give a different answer to the question, if experiences in a virtual
reality translate to real life or not. So it seems that some, but not all experiences made
and skills trained in a virtual environment translate to real life. Fritz70 developed a very
useful model to explain transfers between computer games and the real world where he
distinguishes between various areas and forms of transfer. He explains how some
gaming experiences will transfer to real life, while others will not. Yet his model - helpful
as it is to base our assumption that some skills transer to real life while othes do not - is
not able to cover the most important aspect of Second Life or other multi user games,
and this is the social nature of the game or virtual world. He only covers the effects a
game may have on the player, not the effects players may have on each other. If we take
this into consideration it is very clear which skill can potentially transfer from Second Life
to real life, and these are the social and communicative skills, for a very simple and
obviousl reason: No matter, if we see a virtual world rather as just another reality or just
a figment of our imagination, the social activity and communication is as real as if it
would happen in the real world, because the people behind the avatars are real. While a
player in a game may also encounter non-player characters - characters he can interact
with that are played by the computer and directed by an artificial intelligence - all other
avatars he will meet in Second Life are real human beings. As we have seen above
when we looked at autistic people on the internet, communication in Second Life may be
structured differently and follow slightly different norms than communication in real life.
Still no one can deny that the communication is real. The same is true for social or
organizational skills. Organizing an event in Second Life is different from real life, still it
requires real skills and as far as it is applied similar to real life it should be possible to
transfer some of the lessons learned back to real life.
Yet there are limits, simply because real world and virtual world are not identical. Even if
all users of virtual worlds are usually aware of this, it can be tempting to assume too
much, as Sherry Turkle already pointed out in her groundbreaking work "Life on the
Screen":
"Schließlich können uns virtuelle Erfahrungen so sehr in ihren Bann schlagen,
69

Several articles that focus on different aspects of computer games, violence and the influence they have
on players can be found in Fritz/fehr.
70
Fritz, Wie virtuelle Welkten wirken.

- 46 daß wir ihnen einen Erkenntniswert zuschreiben, den sie in Wahrheit nicht
besitzen.

Viele

meiner

Interviewpartner

behaupteten,

die

virtuelle

Geschlechtsumwandlung habe ihnen ein Verständnis ermöglicht, was es
heiße, eine Person des anderen Geschlechts zu sein, und ich bezweifle nicht,
daß

sie

recht

haben,

zumindest

teilweise.

Doch

als

ich

diese

aufschneiderischen Kommentare hörte, mußte ich oft unwillkürlich an meine
eigenen Erfahrungen in dem Körper einer Frau denken. Dazu gehören die
physische Verletzlichkeit, die Angst vor ungewollter Schwangerschaft und vor
Unfruchtbarkeit, hochsubtile Überlegungen darüber, wieviel Schminke ich für
ein Vorstellungsgespräch auflegen sollte, und die Schwierigkeit, ein Seminar
unter menstruellen Krämpfen abzuhalten. Bis zu einem gewissen Grad
entsteht Wissen aus konkreter Erfahrung, basiert es auf einer Körperlichkeit,
die jeder von uns anders erlebt."71

5. Conclusions and perspectives
The examples presented in this thesis demonstrated that virtual worlds like Second Life
open completely new tools for education and that some of them seem to be most
suitable for intercultural education. Yet a lot of my work had to remain scetchy and the
hypotheses I proposed still lack conclusive proof, not by my own fault, but by the very
newness of massive and open virtual worlds as a tool for education.
As Second Life is stil relatively new, all work done in and about it is still a work for
pioneers and shares the characteristics of explorative work: A lack of systematic
approach, make shift solutions and a gradual progress through trial and error. This
thesis is an attempt to map this ever shifting territory and give an insight of what is
possible and what we can maybe expect in the near future.
I am aware that a large part of this thesis rather dealt with Second Life and its potential
for educational uses in general than intercultural education in particular, but I couldn't
see how this could be avoided. Second Life is not so popular and widely used yet that I
could take an ample knowledge of the virtual world, its specific limitations and potentials
for granted. There is also no literature yet I could easily refer to. A typology of educational
projects in Second Life, as I attempted to do in chapter 3.4, has not been done so far.
The same is true for a more systematic overview of specific advantages and
disadvantages of Second Life for eLearning. Most of the material that can be found are
71

Turkle p.386.

- 47 rather case studies that rarely do any comparative work. Yet I felt like I needed this
preliminary work to have a framework that I could use to make a fair assessment of the
projects I described in more detail then.
The examples I selected foreshadow what could be done by using Second Life in
intercultural education, yet they only cover a small fraction of possible uses. I barely
touched the vast territory of identity, of the construction of the self and the other. I mostly
ignored how Second LIfe is not only a meeting space for people with different cultural
backgrounds, but also a social space where cultures of their own evolved that may or
may not offer a suitable test case for real life cultures. Last but not least, there is very
little empirical work to proof or disproof the success of any educational work intercultural or not - by applying proper methods of evaluation. Especially quantitative
data and reliable instruments to measure impruvements of any skills through learning
in Second Life is practically non existent. Through the mailinglists for educators and
researchers in Second Life I am aware that many reserach projects are underway right
now, so some results may become available in the near future, yet most projects I know
of are done by graduate students, just like this thesis, while long term research by
established faculty members seems to be few and far between.
I close this paper by thanking my teachers and the Free University for allowing me to
explore the many and fascinating possibilities I see in Second Life and other virtual
world for the field of teaching and learning and by expressing the hope that I will be able
to continue my research to give better answers to the questions that had to remain
unanswered.
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