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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to investigate prospective teachers’ experiences in utilizing
Second Lifefor learning English, differentiating between personal use of the said virtual
world for learning the English language and its potential use for teaching English in the
future. The results showed that the students perceived the S8eeaid Lifdo be beneficial

for communication in English and they regarded it as a great source of the target language
vocabulary. They also found it useful in practicing writing skills and learning new words and
phrases. The use of the said world allowed the students to point out some disadvantages.
Among other things, they included the incorrect use of English by Smoend Lifeusers,
problems with finding people to talk with and rude behavior. In addition, the study
participants did not regai®econd Lifeas useful in developing oral skills or grammar. Finally,

the findings revealed the prospective teachers’ willingness t@eesend Lifefor teaching
speaking and writing skills as well as the target language vocabulary. A selection of the
students’ proposals of language activities to be used in a virtual world is also offered.

Keywords: Second Life; teacher training; virtual worlds

1. Introduction

The use of modern technologies in learning and teaching a foreign/second language is the
norm nowadays in a great number of schools, universities and various educational institutions.
It should be noted, however, that for a number of language teachers who have joined the
teaching profession a long time ago, the use of computer technology constitutes a problem
and they are frequently reluctant to apply it in the foreign language classroom. Moreover,
these teachers coexist with ‘digital natives’, i.e. “’native speakers’™ of the digital language of
computers, video games and the Internet” (Prensky, 2001: 1). It has to be remembered,
however, that there is a great number of teachers who, similar to ‘digital immigrants’
(Prensky, 2001), have become “fascinated by and adopted many or most aspects of the new
technology” (Prensky, 2001: 1-2) in their own teaching practices. Finally, there are ‘digital
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native teachers’ (Krajka, 2012: 39) who were bamo ithe digital world and they “display
similar computer practices as their digital natstedents” (Krajka, 2012: 39). They are
becoming foreign language teachers of today anaiaw.

Since the literature related to virtual worlds Ire tPolish educational context is not
very extensive (Topol, 2016), the study reportethis article aims to offer insights into the
issue of using one of the most popular and the-kvelvn virtual worlds, i.eSecond Lifefor
learning/teaching English by a sample of presegtfalish students of English philology.
The students are both learners of the English lagguand ‘digital natives’. In addition to
this, they are prospective English teachers orjndgated above, future ‘digital native
teachers’. In view of the fact th&econd Life(or any other virtual world) offers a lot of
opportunities for learning a target language and itan become a useful vehicle for learning
and teaching a foreign/second language, the stadicipants were asked to use this virtual
world for learning English and then present th@in@mns on the use of the world in question
for both learning and teaching English.

2. Review of literature

According to Zheng and Newgarden (2011: 31), virtuerlds can be described as
“metaverses where avatars interact with one anadher with software agents in a three
dimensional space that exists as a metaphor faetlevorld”. Virtual worlds’ users exist by
means of their own personal avatars, i.e. graphibede-dimensional representations of real
people (Topol, 2011), or users’ 3D graphic repreens through which they interact with
other people in virtual worlds (Wang, Song, Xia &ry, 2009). In addition to this, Topol
(2013) claims that avatars are always graphicakssmtations of real persons, they are three-
dimensional and they move in the three-dimensigpakce. Avatars are interactive but their
interactions with other avatars are, in fact, iatdions among real people behind their avatars.
Avatars are social units and they associate witferéint cultures and subcultures for the
reason that serious virtual worlds are multinati@mal multicultural environments.

Second Lifghttp://secondlife.com one of the largest and best-known virtual warlds

is a medium that offers a rich environment for m&ag and teaching foreign/second
languages. Unlike a traditional language classraatim chairs, desks, a board and sometimes
computer equipment, virtual worlds provide exper@nspace in which students learn by
doing and observe the results of their actions €CB807) and a simulation of space, i.e. the
ability to project a simulation of 3D space or splabspect (cf. Hew & Cheung, 2010).

Virtual worlds can perform a dual function: theyeaboth an educational tool and an
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immersive learning environment (Topol, 2016). Aatatl by Sobkowiak (2011), a huge
communicative and didactic potential is embeddedaiwirtual world. This is because
language learners can meet other learners frorardiff cultures and time zones, students are
forced to move in a space and use a foreign laregunagrder to look for help, communication
concerns authentic activities (e.g. walking, rugiira rich linguistic-functional interaction
takes place between teachers and learners anddreteagners, finally, language mistakes are
ignored or saved for analysis on condition thatyttd® not impede communication
(Sobkowiak, 2011: 126). Furthermore, Sobkowiak 202012) observes that, among other
things, virtual worlds afford full immersion in tharget language reality, a fully multisensory
and multimedia communicative experience, virtualthaanticity of language and
communication activities, simulation of scenerie®r f communication activities,
anytime/anyplace learning, creation of virtual itignand augmentation of places or objects
with a possibility of adding relevant information.

As regardsSecond LifeWang et al. (2009: 2) claim that this online eamments “a
friendly, appealing, and contextually relevant spfar native speakers of a target language to
interact with language learners”. This, accordimgthe researchers, provides language
learners with occasions to use a foreign languagetive speakers in realistic, authentic, and
relevant places and situations. This stands inrashto other means available on the “flat’
internet” (Sobkowiak, 2012) in view of the fact thairtual worlds may include 3D
representations of shops, offices, business meetsmprt events and language classrooms.

It has to be noted that virtual worlds offer laaga learners the opportunity to
communicate by means of text messages, they canaatraudio conversations and use non-
verbal communication, i.e. gestures (e.g. they wave, yawn). Teachers and language
learners may also video record their actionS@tond Lifan order to review and reflect on
their language performance with otl&scond Lifeisers. This is important for the reason that,
in general, the use of video recording proves tbdieeficial for language learners (Ebrahimi,
2013). The recordings allow teachers and resead¢bezxamine their students’ performance
in detail both from the linguistic and social commuation viewpoints (Wang et al., 2009: 3).
As for text chat conversations, Wang et al. (208)m that interactions based on text carried
out inSecond Lifare likely to help language learners improve tep&aking skills. This is so
because text-based online communication shares$ af lfeatures with spoken rather than
written discourse (Gorska, 2007).

Despite the benefits of virtual worlds just mengd, they also suffer from a number

of disadvantages. Among other things, Chittaro Ratgion (2007) point out difficulties in
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navigation and the use of 3D interfaces, teachack’ of expertise and problems in classroom
use, students’ disappointments, hardware problents @sts. Similarly, Sarac (2014)
enumerates the following groups of challenges afiguSecond Lifein teaching a foreign
language: technical (e.qg., lack of compatibilityttwimobile devices), financial (e.g., high cost
of equipment) and user-related (e.g., designingittteal environment takes a lot of time).

The study whose results are reported below is plad body of research projects
devoted to the use of virtual worlds in learningd @eaching, including a foreign/second
language. The outcomes of these studies demornstfateexample, users’ perceptions of the
use of virtual worlds and their attitudes towarads $aid worlds (e.g., Blasing, 2010; Hislope,
2008; Sarac, 2014; Wang et al., 2009), a positivgpact of virtual worlds on oral
communication (e.g., Lan, Kan, Sung & Chang, 201&)guage learners’ motivation (e.g.,
Kruk, 2015a), levels of foreign language anxietyg(eBalcikanli, 2012; Wehner, 2014;
Wehner, Gump & Downey, 2011) and the developmenkeafner autonomy (e.g., Kruk,
2014).

The findings of some other research projects atgwed that virtual worlds can be
successfully implemented in language instructiorotider to develop a variety of language
skills and subsystems among foreign/second langsagients (e.g., Kruk, 2015b, 2015c;
Peterson, 2006; Topol, 2013). Finally, it shoulsbabe noted that virtual worlds were utilized
for providing on-campus teaching practice for snideachers (Dalgarno, Gregory, Knox &
Reiners, 2016) or preparing pre-service teacherstdaching in virtual schools (Grono,
Masters & Gregory, 2015).

In view of the fact that modern technologies h#dezome an inseparable part of
contemporary language learners’ daily life, languégpchers should try to implement them
into foreign/second language instruction. They &théearn how to use them, including new
areas such as virtual worlds, for foreign/secomgjlage learning/teaching purposes. This is
because a virtual world can become a useful arauresful extension of a foreign language
classroom and can offer new language learning expsss. As stated above, the paper
intends to contribute to research in the domainidfial worlds by presenting the findings of
a study which sought to investigate the prospedgaehers’ views on the use $cond Life

for learning and teaching English as a foreign leagp.
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3. Method

3.1. Participants

Fifteen second-year students of English philologynpleted the questionnaire. The study
participants, all of whom were fematesvere regular students and attended a number of
classes (e.g., practical English, foreign languag¢hodology, literature, linguistics, cultural
studies). All of them intended to enter the teaghprofession and become teachers of
English. Their mean age was 21.53 years, with geaaf 20 to 26 years. The majority of the
students (11 — 73.3%) described their level of adement as pre-advanced while 4 (26.7%)
as advanced. In addition, as found from the backgtoguestionnaire, the participants had
been learning the English language for about 12syeehich points to the fact that most of
them had started their formal English instructiorel@mentary school. Finally, it should be
noted that the students experienced digital tedyyole.g., they read Internet websites in
English, watched online movies in English, usednenktommunicators in order to talk to
speakers of English) but they did not use virtuaflds with the aim of studying English.

3.2. Design and procedure
The study was conducted over the period of one semén 2015. During that time the
students were asked to uSecond Lifen order to practice their language skills in theivn
time. Since the study participants had no previeMperience in using virtual worlds,
including Second Lifethey were instructed in the use of it during aergation session held
at the beginning of the semester. It was condudtethg a class and lasted ca. 90 minutes.
Among other things, the students were shown howvereate an account, customize and
control an avatar, teleport to various destinationghe said world and how to communicate
with other residents oBecond Life It should also be noted that the participantsewer
cautioned about potential dangers of this typenefrenment during this orientation session.
The data collection instruments used in the stuthjuded a background and an
evaluation questionnaire (see Appendix). The fortoel encompassed items relating to
demographic information needed for the descriptidrthe study participants. The latter
instrument consisted of six open-ended questiangdiat eliciting the respondents’ views on
the use ofSecond Lifdor learning and teaching English there. The gttglevere asked to

enumerate benefits and drawback&e€tond Lifen learning English (the first two questions),

! It should be noted that this sample was of beingvenience since the students were available to the
researcher at that time and willing to volunteediiiyei 2007: 98-99).
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point to and explain its usefulness and/or ineffectiveness in learning various language skills
and subsystems (question 3). What is more, the study participants were requested to describe
the said world’s positive or negative impact on other areas of language learning (question 4).
The last two questions asked the students to point out the target language skills and
subsystems (question 5) and other language elements (question 6) they would like to develop
among their students as future language teachers by means of virtual worlds. It has to be
noted that both questions required the study participants to briefly justify their answers.
Finally, the two data collection tools were filled out anonymously by the students in English
during class time.

The collected data were analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively. Generally, the
quantitative analysis encompassed counting the number of the participants’ responses and
calculating means and percentages. As for the qualitative analysis, it involved the students’
responses to the open-ended questions. The answers to the open-ended items were first
transcribed on a computer word processor program and carefully read and reread in order to
look for frequently occurring information. The researcher used the highlighting and comment
functions of the word processor program which allowed him to highlight parts of the text with
different colors and insert comments to record any observations recognized in the data,

respectively.

3.3. Results

3.3.1. The usefulness @econd Life for learning English as a foreign language

The analysis of the data revealed that the study participants re@edead Lifeas a tool for
communication (mostly based on text) with (native) speakers (9 respondents out of 15) and as
a source of the target language vocabulary and phrases (7 participants). The same number of
students foun&econd Lifeas a great opportunity to check their linguistic knowledge and as a
means of seeing interesting places (5 answers). What is more, individual students valued the
world in question for its stress-free learning conditions, ways of overcoming language barriers
in communication and opportunities for taking part in professional foreign language courses.
The following excerpts illustrate some of these péints

* You can practice English by way of talking with foreigners.

2 The participants’ comments are given with original grammar and spelling retained, with no researcher’s
intervention.
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*  We can meet a lot of people representing diffelevels of proficiency and thus we
can check our knowledge.

* We become acquainted with various people there exeerience new cultures and
traditions.

* | can learn new words by reading different instrons and pieces of information.

Despite the above-mentioned advantages of usaapnd Lifdor learning English, the
study participants also pointed out at some drakdaelated to using it for that purpose.
Some students did not like the fact that the usérSecond Life(e.g. non-native English
speakers) made a lot of mistakes during conversa{i® respondents), they had difficulties in
finding a willing and properly proficient person tak to and complained about the rudeness
or impoliteness of some of the residents of thruad world (for both items, 5 participants).
In addition to this, four students observed tha&t imguage produced t8econd Lifeusers
contained a lot of short forms, abbreviations dadg words that are difficult to understand.
Finally, individual students experienced technigmbblems and needed more time to
familiarize themselves with the said world. Thddaling extracts provide examples of these
types of comments:

* We may learn incorrect grammatical constructionsnvié talk with a person who
doesn’t know much about English grammar.

* Sometimes it’s difficult to come across somebody speaks English at the same level
of language advancement.

e |t is possible to meet a lot of rude and intolerpebple and people who often make
immoral proposals.

» People there use a lot of abbreviations, dialeets, which are difficult to understand
for some other users.

Figure 1 demonstrates the study participants’ mimes of usingSecond Lifefor
developing language skills and subsystems. Theestadconsidered the world in question to
be the most helpful in becoming skilled at writifi® out of 15) and reading skills (6) as well
as in learning the target language vocabulary @8).the other hand, the students did not
regard Second Lifeto be particularly useful in practicing speaking grammar (7 each),
listening and pronunciation (4 each).
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Figure 1. Positive and negative impact of ustegond Lif®on the development of language skills and

subsystems according to the study participants

When asked to justify their answers, the studeaid that they typically used this
virtual world in order to communicate in Englishtiwvthe residents dbecond Lifdoy means
of text (i.e. they used the chat function). Thisvisy, according to the participants, they could
develop writing skills or master English vocabulakyhat is more, some of the study
participants also observed that online users génelid not care about grammar, made a lot
of language mistakes and used very simple langfaages. Such situations gave the students
fewer opportunities to work, for example, on thevelepment of speaking skills,
pronunciation and grammar. Some of these issuedgsabée in the following extracts:

e My visits to this virtual world were only based taxt messages and because of this
this skill was mainly developed. | think we canealepy our vocabulary and learn new
expressions.

* |learnt a lot of new words. Reading and grammaremgot very useful there because
Internet users tend to simplify grammar and maka af mistakes.

* | conducted text-based conversations and this ig Wilidn’t practice speaking and
listening skills.

* 1did not practice oral communication so | was abte to develop my pronunciation.
Finally, the analysis of the gathered data shovwed the students’ visits tS8econd

Life made them more motivated and confident of usiegainget language in communication.
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In addition to this, the visits there made them enwilling to learn about other cultures and
languages. The following excerpts exemplify thegsmions:
* Not only the language but also my attitude towdetsning it, my motivation and
self-confidence.
* The visits to Second Life had a very positive imhpacny desire to learn about other
cultures and other foreign languages | haven’t kndogfore.
* Second Life helps to open up and express your g@imoos and ideas. In the real
world people are often too shy to do it. Seconck laflows you to plan your

conversations. This is difficult to do in the readrld.

3.3.2. The potential ofSecond Life for teaching English as a foreign language

Figure 2 shows the participants’ answers to questiband 6 regarding the development of
language skills and subsystems they would youtbkdevelop among their students by means
of virtual worlds as future language teachers. Aa be seen in the figure, they mostly
indicated writing and speaking as well as vocalyu{8reach). Conversely, the development
of the target language pronunciation, grammar aading skills were mentioned by 2, 5 and

5 students respectively.
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Figure 2. The participants’ selection of languagsaa to be developed among their future studentsdans of

virtual worlds
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In addition, the analysis of the data revealed tiatstudents decided on the said areas

of the target language based on their own expeggeinrcthis world and their own experiences

as language learners. Such opinions can be seantiefollowing extracts:

| think it's reading and writing. This is becauserh my own experience there is a lot
of opportunities for developing these skills.

| would like to develop listening skills becausé&ttyal methods” are more interesting
for language learners. This is because they aretipaarly bored with listening
different text in lessons.

I'd like to develop listening, speaking and writis§ills. For students the use of
Second Life may be the only chance to speak withenspeakers of English.

| think I'd like to develop listening, speaking anditing skills among my students
through virtual worlds. Thanks to the chat functiorSecond Life there is a possibility
to practice these language skills. Second Lifatsresting and also it may help in the
development of a foreign language since it is asstffree way of learning a language.
A person visiting Second Life is not overwhelmed & not afraid of making
mistakes. What's more, there aren’t teachers who leap students what to say and
thus students have to try to explain things andakpe a foreign language on their
own.

As far as the development of other language elesnemiong the participants’ future

students is concerned, the prospective teachetes fgegquently mentioned English culture and

customs. In addition, they repeatedly indicateddéeelopment of conversational skills. This

is because they regardefecond Lifeas a stress-free speaking environment and they

considered communication as an inseparable pdahiofirtual world. This is evident in the

following comments:

It's finding out about new cultures and traditions order to develop the general

knowledge about English.

| would like to develop the skill of communicatimecause speaking is typical of this
virtual world. What's more, the use of this worloves the opportunity to speak in
English with no stress. Here nobody laughs at adylend corrects mistakes. In this
way the desire to learn more is promoted. ThankS8eicond Life English may become
not only a school subject and a source of good gsadut also a tool for

communication with different people.
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When it comes to language tasks the participanthefstudy — would-be language

teachers — would like to create for their studentde performed in virtual worlds (e.g.

Second Lifg the students were quite diverse in their iddd®ir responses ranged from the

active use of the English language to the passwgeption of it in a variety of situations. For

example:

Find three avatars and ask each two questions.

Older and more advanced students can: (1) speneekvn Second Life and make
friends with a lot of avatars; find out about théiterests and hobbies, habits, etc., (2)
take some screenshots of their interlocutors (agtd3) talk about their experiences

in the classroom or share their experiences witirtblassmates.

Students are asked to visit a variety of placeatirg to the target language culture

(e.g. museums, art galleries, exhibitions, churchasous buildings, places).

| would like my students to move around this warld perform various actions: they

could do shopping in different shops, go to difiérechools and even work there.
These could help them learn new words and theydamrhmunicate in English.

As a teacher | would like to organize a “shareditViso Second Life and ask my

students to explore this world together and comgateiat the same time.

4. Discussion

The outcomes of the study demonstrated that thecipants perceived the use $&cond Life

for learning the English language to be benefigpkcifically in the area of communication

and vocabulary. In addition, they found it usefuiil developing writing skills and learning

new target language words and phrases. These dmdiould be explained by the fact that the

students mainly resorted to the use of the chattiimm available in the world and conducted

text-based conversations with ottf8®cond Lifausers. In this way they could practice writing

and use appropriate vocabulary in order to conveyir tthoughts and ideas with their

interlocutors.

The study participants’ language experience invtiteal world made them also aware

of its negative sides. For example, the studentaptamined about the inaccurate use of

English by somesecond Lifeusers, difficulties in finding a person/avatarcanverse with

and rude and improper behaviors of some residdrtseoworld. They also did not consider

Second Lifeas particularly helpful in the development of dpeg skills or grammar. When it

comes to the first set of problems, they are padit @arcel of online communication, and so
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they are also characteristic of virtual worlds. Egample, inappropriate behavior or griefing
have been discussed in the literature (e.g., Tayl3). As for the finding related to the
ineffectiveness of practicing speaking by meansveoice, it could be argued that the
participants of the study got used to online comigation through text rather than voice
before the use dbecond Lifeand they simply transferred these skills or hataitthis virtual
environment. Another explanation for the issueuesiion may be linked with the problem of
meeting specific requirements (e.g., system, harelwénternet speed) to be able to
successfully participate orally in this virtual idr

The results of the study showed that the partitgpapted for the use &econd Life
for developing speaking and writing skills as wadlexpanding target language vocabulary of
students in their future teaching practices. Tlsisbécause the participants were able to
practice these language areas themselves whileg bibiere and see opportunities this
particular virtual world offers for these langugg®ficiency areas. In addition to this, they
consideredSecond Lifeas a stress-free speaking environment. It shoelddied that a less
stressful and/or a low-stress atmosphere in virwalds is also reported in other studies (cf.
Grant, Huand & Pasfield-Neofitou, 2013; Petersd@,13. It is also interesting to observe that
the participants of the present study reportedmgiiess to us&econd Lifen order to teach
their future students about the English culture @maditions. While there might be many
reasons for such a state of affairs, one plaus#xjlanation could lie in the fact the
participants encountered people from different el there, talked about traditions, saw
various places, went to museums, exhibitions, lataddition, students’ perceptions of what
constitutes effective foreign language pedagogwasible in a selection of their proposals of
language activities to be performed in virtual wisrbnd presented at the end of the Results
section. Such proposals are based on the partisiparsits to Second Life their own

perceptions of the world and language experiertagt

5. Conclusion

The study is not immune from weaknesses. One olfirtiigations is related to the fact that it
included a small number of participants and coedistf female students only, which reduces
the validity of generalizing the findings. Anotheeakness relates to the way of collecting
data which was mainly performed by means of a quastire. It relied on students self-
reporting their learning in this type of environmei\s a result, the adequacy of the
participants’ accounts of their actions there maygbestioned. Such limitations demonstrate

that further research is needed in this area. Butesearch projects into the use of virtual
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worlds for learning and teaching a foreign/secantglage should encompass larger groups
of students consisting of both female and maleesitsd(possibly of other foreign languages)
and draw upon other data collection instrumen.,(&@terviews with participants, students’
logs).

Finally, the study findings show that virtual waslsuch asecond Lifecan become
useful vehicles for English language learning agathing. This is because the interactions
with the world in question and its users as weltteasr positive perceptions of this virtual
world can be interpreted as offering, for examplgportunities for authentic communication
in a foreign language or the development of othagliage skills and subsystems. It is also
important to note that letting prospective langutegehers access virtual worlds and see for
themselves what they offer may foster their betteterstanding of these virtual environments

and prepare them for the use of virtual worldsheirt future teaching endeavors.
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Appendix

Background questionnaire

1.
2.
3.

How old are you?

How long have you studied English?

How would you rate your level of English proficigfic(Please check the level that applies to you.)
low intermediaten

intermediaten

upper intermediate

pre-advanced

advanceds

very advanced

Do you use digital technology for language study?

Yeso Noo

If yes, provide details.

Have you ever used a virtual world (eSgcond Lifgfor learning/practicing English?
Yeso Noo

If yes, provide details.

Evaluation questionnaire

1. Please list at least two advantages of uSiegond Lifdor learning English.

2. Please list at least two disadvantages of uSiepnd Lifdor learning English.

3. Second Lifavas the most/least useful in developing the foltmaEnglish skills and subsystems:

the most useful the least useful

reading

listening

speaking

writing

grammar

vocabulary

pronunciation

Explain why?

Please describ®econd Lifes positive and/or negative impact on other arddargguage learning.

What language skills (i.e. reading, listening, $i@g and writing) would you like to develop among
your students by means of virtual worlds as a tutanguage teacher? Please explain.

What language subsystems (i.e. vocabulary, granandrpronunciation) would you like to develop

among your students by means of virtual worlds fagwae language teacher? Please explain.





