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Holding tutorials in a virtual world

The Open University 

What is a multi-user virtual environment?
A multi-user virtual environment (MUVE) is a virtual world in 3D or with graphic animations that can be accessed simultaneously over the internet by many users. MUVEs such as Second Life® offer virtual spaces in which educators, groups or individuals can purchase and design their own environments and interact with others as avatars (virtual people). 
Background

In 2006, the Open University (OU) purchased space in Second Life to explore the potential of MUVEs for innovation in learning and teaching. Following earlier development of a virtual campus in Second Life, the OU is currently funding three open islands, or virtual spaces, within Second Life: Open Life, funded by the Centre for Open Learning of Mathematics, Science, Computing and Technology (COLMSCT) for research into teaching and learning in MUVEs; Open Life Ocean; and Open Life Village, a social space for the wider OU learning community.

COLMSCT associate teaching fellow Anna Peachey is the coordinator of the OU’s presence in Second Life. In conjunction with colleague Liz Thackray, Anna has developed sample tutorials and run a two-day event in-world for students taking the OU T175 Level 1 module in ICT called Networked living: Exploring information and communication technologies. Since 2007, Anna has run a tutorial group for this module based wholly in Second Life. 

The curriculum for the T175 module covers the way in which networked technologies support everyday life – for example, in transport, health services and entertainment – but also explores potential roles for ICT in the future, which includes applications of MUVEs. However, the majority of students taking part in the Second Life tutorials have little or no previous experience of a MUVE, either for social and entertainment purposes or for learning, and few opting for this Level 1 module are highly experienced IT users.

Challenge

OU tutorial groups typically comprise 15–20 students with widely different profiles. As self-selecting students, they are likely to come from different age groups and have had no previous experience of higher education. Some may have left school without qualifications. Most students have nonetheless undergone a range of learning and life experiences, and may have experienced health problems and social disadvantage, but also have achievements and skills acquired throughout their adult lives. 

Most OU students such as those taking the T175 module are offered some face-to-face tutorials to give them opportunities to develop greater knowledge of one another as distance learners. However, for those living in widely dispersed communities – for example in the West Country, where Anna’s tutorial group is based – face-to-face meetings are not always an option. Second Life presented a possible solution, but it remained to be seen whether Second Life could provide students with the same sense of support as a face-to-face tutorial and whether it could be an effective platform for academic activities such as research and investigation, synchronous discussion, facilitating collaborative interaction and preparing students for assessment. 

Transforming practice

For Anna, the primary appeal of Second Life was that it offered an exciting opportunity to explore models of learning and teaching which are not easily supported by other distance learning platforms, such as online discussion forums. Anna’s investigation of the potential of Second Life began in 2006–2007 with a pilot in which supplementary Second Life tutorials were offered for those finding difficulty in attending face-to-face tutorials. With experience gained from the pilot, all those enrolling on the T175 module in Anna’s OU region during 2007–2008 were offered the option of joining a tutorial group based solely in Second Life. 40% of those enrolling on the module took up this option until capacity was reached.

Before entering Second Life for the first time, students create avatars which become their inworld selves. Students must decide how to represent themselves – selecting a different gender, age group and fashion style is not uncommon, and some decide to select a non-human form. The tutorials may be held in a room, much as in real life, or on the beach or by the sandpit, where building skills are practised. Group ice-breaker activities help students orientate themselves in a virtual world. For example, in a two-day induction event held in Second Life for the T175 students, a seating area was built for students to chat with tutors about course and study support, including topics such as how to present yourself online. Even a gift box was available with free gifts for those students new to Second Life. There were scheduled building classes and a set of landmarks was added to point students towards other areas of interest in Second Life. The event included a visiting lecturer who offered a question-and-answer session on course choices.

As a result of the freedom of choice that students have in a virtual world, student behaviour was initially an unknown factor, especially since Second Life users can devise different personas to match their newly created avatars. However, there has been little evidence of the T175 students hiding behind new identities. Group interactions for study purposes depend on a level of honesty and trust, and students have found it important to maintain their out-of-world selves when working collaboratively in Second Life. Students have also been quick to support one another when experiencing technical and operational difficulties – for example by making efforts to include in their activities those affected by connectivity problems. In this way, group morale and engagement have been enhanced rather than reduced by working in a virtual world. 

e-Learning advantage

Much of the work undertaken in Second Life by the COLMSCT team has been groundbreaking and, as a result, issues and benefits are still emerging. However, the OU experience of Second Life has been a positive one with students benefiting from opportunities for constructivist problem-based learning.

As with video games, a MUVE such as Second Life provides opportunities to learn through ‘play’. Tutors have opportunities to situate learning within a context devised for that activity, but students also have scope to construct their own understanding through playful interventions. Models – for example, of how the internet works – can be ‘walked through’ to gain clearer understanding of what the individual student needs to know, and in partnership with other avatars, additional ways of using the resource may be explored to create new forms of knowledge. 
This combination of playful and purposeful activity is a benefit from MUVEs that is increasingly recognised. PowerPoint® presentations and other course resources, for example, can be placed in authentic locations – i.e. in settings that are naturally associated with that body of knowledge – and students’ searches for information can take them on a journey or quest. Similarly, ice-breaker activities combine encouragement to move and interact as avatars with activities to increase understanding of topics related to the T175 course. An example would be to provide a scavenger hunt around the university’s island with students working in pairs to identify particular locations that they might then return to for learning purposes beyond the scope of the tutorial. Another ice-breaker activity might involve a race to complete a giant 3D picture puzzle, with students working in teams in the island sandbox. 

Tutorial activities need careful managing, however, according to the IT skills of the students and their familiarity with operating within a virtual environment. Second Life is essentially a non-directive world – no narrative or sequence is imposed on a learning activity. The learning that takes place is proactively managed by students themselves with facilitation by a tutor. 
Perhaps as a result, meeting up for tutorials in Second Life has proved popular – attendance by students in Anna’s largely rural tutorial group is significantly better than was the case with the online and face-to-face alternatives. However, the students’ feedback suggests that Second Life provides a greater sense of physical presence and proximity than online discussion forums, and so offers an acceptable alternative to meeting face to face. Students have found discussion with peers they can see a more ‘real’ experience than exchanging messages via a discussion forum or chat facility and this sense of proximity has enabled more productive collaborative interaction: ‘It’s as though you have been with other people’ is a commonly expressed view. As a result, the quality of student interaction is better in Second Life than in online discussions. Although the decision has been made to use text-based chat rather than the voice option, which results in a slight time lag between postings, the ability to see avatar interaction, including the non-verbal elements of communication, makes the experience not dissimilar to being in the same room.
From the tutors’ perspective, the relationship with students has significantly shifted. The sense of curiosity and challenge generated by virtual worlds provides a powerful drive to learn, and rather than taking the role of ‘guide on the side’, there is a sense of tutors and students travelling together towards a common goal. Students who have limited self-esteem in the real world may especially benefit if they are able to take the initiative in the virtual world. 
Some on the T175 course have joined a community of OU students from different subject disciplines now meeting in Second Life to take part in self-directed activities such as reading and discussion groups, collaborative builds and tours to places of interest, even theatrical rehearsals. Increasingly, their evaluations even indicate a growing sense of normality: for many T175 students, Second Life is becoming just a tool like any other.
Lessons learnt

· Teaching in Second Life requires similar skills to synchronous teaching in a VLE environment. Tutors can use the built-in text chat tools in Second Life or the built-in audio tool. It is also possible to use a combination of text and audio, and for tutors to use instant messaging to communicate privately with individual students during group sessions.
· Students with average IT skills, a video graphics card and fast broadband connection experience few difficulties. However, students with slow broadband connections find it difficult to operate within a MUVE. Student advisors now request that students opting for the Second Life tutorials are suitably equipped.

· Second Life currently presents a problem for students reliant on screen readers, and alternative solutions are needed for students with visual impairment. A solution is being sought via SLOODLE, an open source project which integrates Second Life with Moodle, which the OU is adopting as its VLE of choice.
Key points for effective practice

· Second Life offers fertile ground for community- and problem-based approaches to learning. Students can collaborate to investigate solutions to questions and hypotheses, test out and compare different perspectives, and reflect on individual choices without moving out of the virtual world. 

· Students quickly adapt to operating within Second Life. However, large groups are challenging to facilitate, which can prevent successful interaction. The OU experience is that a tutorial group of no more than about 20 is best for small-group activities.
· When a tutor is inducting a new group of students into Second Life, it is helpful to work in partnership with another tutor, dividing up responsibility for dealing with different types of questions and enquiries.
Learners’ perspectives

‘My tutorial venue was too far from home, so Second Life provided interaction with tutors that I simply would not have otherwise had. Traditional web forums are often a poor second-best; in Second Life I found that my needs could influence the direction of the session in real time. The synchronous chat... wasn’t the half of it. Second Life’s breadth and flexibility allowed my tutor to personalise sessions on the fly... ultimately going where no chat room could: on an impromptu field trip.’ John, T175 student, The Open University 

Future developments

Funding from the Higher Education Academy Subject Centre for Information and Computer Sciences is helping to develop more complex resources solely for use on the Second Life islands by subsequent intakes of T175 students. While these resources require time and skill to develop, they are infinitely reusable and it is intended that they will be repurposed for future courses. Many other Second Life developments within the OU, most significantly, a virtual ‘grad school’ for computer students, are in various stages of planning.
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