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Abstract: Currently Second Life offers the most potential @ educational MUVE
(multiple user virtual environment) to promote immgien and interaction between Second
Language learners and native speakers of the téaggtiage. This paper describes an
evaluation research approach used to investigategatential for use in a mid-level
Chinese university among EFL (English as a Fordigmguage) students lacking in
appropriate technical skills and equipment. Varivays were used to integrate SL into an
EFL program to see if it could provide an immersigavironment and sufficient
interaction with native speakers to enhance Englminmunicative competence. SL was
promoted as a platform for social networking aslasla virtual classroom for e-learning
and test-taking. Results suggest that a lack afestuawareness of SL and reluctance to
use it are primary barriers to its use in a Chiregsgronment.
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Introduction

People all over the world invest large amounts ohay and time in learning English as a
foreign language. Many students are able to begorogcient in reading and listening
since these two skills are relatively easier touaeq whereas learning to speak in English
proves to be a much more challenging mission teomaptish. Often this process of
learning how to orally express oneself in a forei@nguage requires a sympathetic and
patient conversation partner expert in the targegliage to talk to. In fact, it is claimed
that English “as a subsequent language is firstfargmost affected by the quality...of
available mentor(s) or in their absence interlogigdd’ (Janik, 2004, p. 199).

Finding English conversational partners for stusléo practice speaking with can
presemt a problem in many parts of the world. Fofsall, there may be very few native
English speakers to talk to and given the largm® raft students to teachers in a typical
classroom a student may only have a few minutespeak in English during a typical
class period. Furthermore, speaking to a nativenezamay be an anxiety provoking event,
to an EFL student, especially considering the poavéeacher may have over a student.
The problem may also be compounded, by large dassisizes, since it will take a great
deal of courage for a student to speak up when rodrer classmates are listening in.

Putting students into groups to practice talkingéeh other in English can also be
problematic. The students may find it awkward amibarrassing to talk to another student
in what is to both of them a foreign language. Unifioately, the temptation to stay inside
the comfort zone of their own native language ist jtoo great for most students to
overcome. These problems combined together repeatreplay in many classrooms to
produce an educational setting in which it is véifficult for a student to learn to speak
English comfortably and fluently. It points to aedefor an environment for EFL learners
to practice communicating in English free from #mxieties of a typical classroom.
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1. Literature

The opportunity for English learners to speak toveaspeakers from around the world
quickly, cheaply and easily has recently resultedhfthe creation of virtual worlds on the
3D internet (Shih & Yang, 2008). Thanks to advaneets in high tech computer science
and applications, everyday 50 to 70 million peoateund the world log into virtual
worlds either to participate in large scale gameasa social network. One of the most
popular non-game Multiple User Virtual Environmefas MUVES), Second Life, allows
these users to communicate either in text or ine/oi

Second Life (SL) is an online 3D virtual worlds aied by the residents who inhabit
it. The platform was originally created by Philipp$edale at Linden Lab in 2004. In
January of 2009 it was reported that there werdyé@ million residents or accounts and
that over 500,000 residents had logged in withenl#st seven days with a peak of 82,653
residents on Second Life at one time (Rufer-Ba€i®92 p. 7). Currently there are about
15,000 new member registrations everyday to Sedofed on average. Each resident
selects an avatar that can move around freely redact with other avatars by text or in
voice which allows them to attend meetings, holdfeences, have classes, do role plays
and many other educational activities (Hodge, @s]l& Giordano, 2011).

Second Life provides participants the ability t@al to other residents all over the
world (virtually) face to face any time, day or hig Consequently this also provides
language learners with the nearly unprecedentelityabd have immediate access to
speakers of their target language providing onat they have adequate computer skills
and hardware. Second Life also gives EFL learnecess to a wide variety of World
Englishes by being able to contact English speakers India, Australia, Columbia,
Russia, Europe, Southeastern Asia and etc. by doiagy of the numerous locations in
Second Life. By using the search function one caickly locate areas used by people
from many different nationalities. Upon teleportitogthese locations English learners will
find themselves in a 3D immersive environment dhaatic, natural language use.

The first requirement is the need for a computg@abée of processing large amounts
of data simultaneously (see Robbins & Bell, 2008)order to participate in the virtual
world and create the illusion of inhabiting a bodg, an avatar, a large amount of data
must be streamed back and forth over the interoebection. While the scenery of the
virtual world is being streamed to the viewer, thevements and choices of the embodied
avatar are being simultaneously streamed to thenpeder farm” housing the virtual
world. Both audio and video data streams are symdusly merged allowing participants
to see each other and communicate with each otirerglly) almost as if they were next
to each other having a conversation. This putsaayh®ad on both the computer and the
internet connection requiring a large of amountasfdom access memory (RAM) and a
fast broadband connection (Weber, Rufer-Bach, &#12008). In addition, a participant
should have a certain level of technical abilityl akill for using virtual worlds and feel
comfortable enough that using the medium does m&itadt his or her attention from
activities in the virtual world. However, thesehaical skills are well within the range of
anyone familiar with using the interactive 3D imtetr (Wang, Song, Xia, & Yan, 2009).

Over 400 real world educational institutions fronownd the world were listed on
Second Life in 2010 (University of Liverpool). Urksities have found Second Life useful
for distance learning, for virtual classrooms aathpuses and to create simulations of the
subject matter they teach (Hew & Cheung, 2010). féoeign language learners this
provides convenient access to native language spediving in their own countries.
Students are able to travel (virtually) to a forempuntry, speak to people there and visit
sights in that country to learn about the peopk @rstoms, all within the comfort of their
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own homes. However, the use of Second Life ase&doranguage learning tool has yet
to reach its full potential, especially in Asia.

1. Research Questions

The research questions explored in this study are:

1. What are the primary barriers to Chinese EFL sttgldor creating sufficient
immersion and interaction with target languageakpes in Second Life to enhance
communicative skills?

2. What are the primary barriers to Chinese EFL sttgléor accessing the technology
for us of MUVE’s and/or Second Life?

3. How effective can a virtual classroom be for delivg practice tests to Chinese EFL
students?

2. Method

Several university classes in Taiwan over a pedabdhree years were used to explore

different ways of using Second Life to teach Erngls a Second Language. Each of the

classes were given the following instructions tokenasure they had the necessary
knowledge to complete their goals:

* They were given a brief introduction to Second &fed told that since thousands of
English speakers from around the world are loggedtany given time that it could
be used as an English learning resource.

* They were given written instructions on how to j&acond Life, pick an avatar, and
how to move and teleport.

* The students were given a presentation in clasgisjothem each of the steps
necessary to become a resident and use Second Life.

First, in the spring semester of 2009 three comtensal EFL classes (n = 79) at a
university in Yunlin, Taiwan were instructed in hdw use Second Life to supplement
their regular traditional classes. They were gigeriass in a computer lab and shown how
to perform many of the functions necessary to manaeind and communicate and were
encouraged to explore Second Life. Feedback franstidents was received both visually
in the computer lab and by verbal feedback fromstneents themselves.

During the following Fall semester of 2010 two sles of students (n = 48) at a
university in Hsinchu, Taiwan were also given instions in how to use Second Life and
were given an assignment to join Second Life atelhwew an English speaking resident
and report back to class..

During the fall and spring semesters of 2011 a semester class was given a
midterm test and a final test based on the TeEingfish for International Communication
(TOEIC). In order to practice for the tests thedshts were encouraged to log onto
Second life. The tests had been digitized and tumi® a game format using an Avatar
Classroom teaching tool created by Paul PreibiachEaimund Edgar.

3. Results and Discussion

The purpose of the first class in the spring of 20@s to introduce students to the use of
Second Life to communicate with native speakershef language they were learning.
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Several problems developed after giving the stugdtm@ initial assignment to join and log

onto Second life.

1) It was discovered that the computer facilities ta university had firewalls that
prohibited access to virtual worlds so that stuslemére unable to log onto it on
campus. This prevented many students from doingafisggnment in the university
computer lab. Later a different computer lab wasntb that allowed access to the
computer ports used by second life which gave tidesits who did not have adequate
computers access to SL.

2) It was discovered that only a limited number oftavmwere allowed to log on from a
single remote sight. Second Life requires a ldbaridwidth so that too many students
logging on at the same time creates a lot of lad,raay overwhelm the system.

3) If there were too many avatars attempting to logitoareated too much drag and
slowed everything down to a crawl. Hence it wasidkxt that rather take a class of
students into the computer lab it would be bettershow them how to do the
assignment in their free time.

4) The students were not familiar with what to do irvicual world and so several
students became distracted and began engagingppriopriate behavior by creating
outlandish avatars and sending ridiculous messages.

Because of these difficulties, it was decided thetter strategies would need to be
developed to get students to use Second life taraamcate with English speakers from
around the world. It was decided that:

* Coordination with the computer lab technicians écessary to ensure that all the

computer labs on campus would be able to downloddan Second Life.

»  Students need to be divided into groups so thantimber of people logging on at

the same time would not overload the system.

* Rather than instructing students how to go in wanlcga computer lab it would be

better to give them instructions on how to use 8ddafe on their own time

»  Students need very explicit instructions in thaitive language in order to know how

to join and perform the basic operations on Sedafed

e The instructions must not only be very clear bugoasimplified so that only a

minimum number of steps are needed to get to tlrecdocation in SL.

Later on in the same semester it was noted thd¢ast two students (older adults,

attending the night school) did return to Secorfeé Lo continue having “English classes”

with a Second Life resident from Britain. One stoutdgave a class report on it and the
other was still observed using Second Life neagrgar later.

Second, in 2010, two classes of English majors weren simplified directions on
how to operate in Second Life. Arrangements werdawath the director of the computer
lab to change firewall settings to allow the us&etond Life at any of the computers on
the entire campus. This time students were divigdednto small groups of two or three
students in order to do their assignments and @8pgr of students did successfully join
and log onto Second Life. Eventually each of thegd@ips did complete the assignment
by going in-world and interviewing an SL resideirg in another part of the world in
English.

It was believed that the experiment turned outhmoetter in 2010 because students
were divided up into groups and given clear andgominstructions. They were instructed
to find a good quality computer with a lot of RAMdlog on to do their assignment on
their own free time. A PowerPoint presentation wsed to show students how to join and
use SL and a YouTube video was created using Cengaghat students could refer to it
any time. The students were required to go in-ward interview an English speaker
living in a foreign country and report to the cladsout it. To make it easier for the
students each group was given a USB which contaihedofficial SL viewer and the

639



software necessary to record their interview. Egohup was able to complete the
assignments and report their interview resulthéodass.

Third, in 2011, the purpose was to see if SL cdddused for testing purposes in an
EFL class. EFL students in two classes (n = 52)ewgven reading and listening tests
designed similar to the question formats used enTt@EIC for their midterm and final
tests. It was announced to the students that tbaid gractice their midterm and final
tests online in SL by going to a sight that wast@d®n the class Facebook page. The SL
practice tests would in fact be identical to thesthey would be given in class, so that
practicing could give them a major advantage. Sttele/ere again given instructions on
how to join, log onto and perform the basic funesoon SL. They were given a
PowerPoint presentation in class on how to go th use the Avatar Classroom (created
by Paul Preibisch and Edmund Edgar). The midterththae final tests were turned into
multiple choice questions so that they could be qutthe Moodle website and then
utilized by the Avatar Classroom as a game played a shark tank.

In order to make the process of getting onto Sedidacnd to their practice test as
simple as possible links were set up on the clasgelbook page. Getting there would only
require a few clicks from the Facebook page. Tohtur help students two videos were
created with Camtasia software telling students tejein and use SL and how to use the
shark tank game and the links for both were puthenclass Facebook page making for
easy access.

After logging into Second Life and teleporting teetAvatar Classroom the student
would then need to sit on a quiz chair which wasased over a large tank of water. If
they picked the wrong answer their quiz chair wogdddown. If they picked too many
wrong answers the chair would go down into the taihwater which contained a hungry
shark, screams could be heard and red blood waqydaa completing the illusion that the
unsuccessful student was eaten by a shark!

After the first midterm and final tests it was mbtdat only a few students did go to
the Avatar Classroom to take the practice testr Feduhose students also scored the
highest on the final test by a large margin. Laten the teacher attempted to talk to
them it was discovered that the students needexhslator even for a simple conversation.
It was realized that the students may have simptgdthe correct answers to the test and
memorized them. For the second semester the fathé Moodle tests was changed and
the flashing indicator lights on the Avatar Clagsrmowere removed so that students could
only get a score at the end of the test, no imnedeedback!

4. Conclusion

The use of virtual worlds, including Second Lifeashthe potential to provide
significant advantages to EFL learners around tbedy namely, immediate access to
each other as well as native English speakersaghts interested in giving his students
these advantages will first need to create a gfydteovercome a number of problems:

1) Arrangements need to be made to open the inteonet pecessary for using Second
Life; after this is done it will be open to any déunts.

2) Second Life requires a lot of bandwidth so that tmeny students logging on at the
same time creates a lot of lag. An easy way tognmethis is by dividing students up
into groups and giving them instructions on howomplete the assignment in their
free time.

3) The instructions need to be simple and directHerstudents to follow and preferably
in the students’ native language. Creating Youtubleos with explicit instructions
and putting all the links on a Facebook page camgnt much misunderstanding.
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4) The next problem after logging on is what to deemuccessfully arriving in the
virtual world. Students may be uncertain about hovinitiate communication, how
to find suitable conversational partners or whasay after they found one. In the
future students need to be given specific advicbam to initiate communication in
a virtual world.

5) Students may not know where to go. To make it eapecific locations for EFL
learners need to be investigated such as The Bn¥litage, Cypris Village I,
Virtlantis or Help Island Public. Posting thesekbnon the class Facebook page will
greatly simplify things.

6) For posting a test online, the Avatar Classroomated by Paul Preibisch and
Edmund Edgar, has a shark tank game which studehtsnd to be fun and can be
useful for that purpose.

7) To prevent students from simply memorizing the ecrranswers at the Avatar
Classroom the Moodle format should be adjustedhsd & variety of points and
suggestions are given to the students but notniimediate feedback of the correct
answer. Also the flashing indicator light on thezagchairs will need to be moved.

The purpose of this paper has been to inform otedr teachers of the potential
advantages and benefits that virtual worlds proveheir students. At nearly any time
of day a student can log onto a virtual world sastSecond Life and practice speaking to
other English speakers in a 3D immersive envirortmdany different locations provide
guality English classes at no charge. Some imtiablems that were encountered and had
to be overcome have been discussed and possibkgosslwere presented. Because of the
unprecedented potential that virtual worlds provm&FL teachers and learners alike it is
strongly suggested that future researchers exploteer ways to make virtual worlds
more accessible and useful.
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