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What are virtual worlds?
A virtual world, in the context of social networking, refers to an online‐simulated environment
where a community of users can interact with each other and the 'world' around them.
In virtual worlds such as Second Life, people take the form of created Avatars. These avatars
normally interact with other users' avatars in a 3D graphical environment. They are able to
communicate by typing in a small on‐screen dialogue box, by gestures and body language, or by
speaking into a microphone.
This is a picture of my
avatar. You can make your
avatar look like anything you
want or you can have a
representation of yourself.
The sense of identity is
important to the immersion
within the virtual world.

Users are often able to build and create features in the virtual world. For example, we have been
involved in the creation of an island in Second Life (called the 'E‐Learning at UWE island'/
“Innovation Island”). This island contains buildings and other structures ‐ both realistic and
fantastical.

Here are some pictures of UWE’s Innovation Island:

The dockyard area of
Innovation island where
the orientation of the
island commences.

The beach, an area for
informal chats and
debates

The library and resource
area at Innovation Island

Virtual worlds have been created for the purposes of gaming, business, and leisure and they can be
utilised for education and are extremely effective in simulating scenarios that may need recording,
or are too dangerous or too expensive to carry out in real life

Why are virtual worlds important in education?
I came across virtual worlds as part of my research into virtual economies. I had no idea of how
useful they could be for education but I enrolled on an MA Education in Virtual Worlds offered by
the University of the West of England last year and am about to embark on the second year of the
course. The journey has been fantastic. The course is taught in the virtual world (in world) with
fellow classmates coming from New Zealand, America, Greece to name but a few. The level of
immersion is amazing. You feel as if you are there in the world with your classmates. Learning takes

places in a much more in‐depth and active manner. By actively undertaking task within the world
you are able to learn and understand. The course is supported by blackboard and electronic
resources as well as excellent tutors. I am now encompassing virtual world teaching practices in my
own courses on the LLB and LLM.
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The benefits of using virtual worlds can:
•

Gives teachers the opportunity to have a greater level of student participation.

•

Virtual worlds have the capability to adapt and grow to different user needs

•

They can be a good source of user feedback, the typical paper‐based resources have limitations
that Virtual Worlds can overcome.

•

Virtual worlds allow users with specific needs and requirements to be able to access and use the
same learning materials from home, as they would be receiving if they were in the presentation.

•

This can help users to keep up to date with the relevant information and needs while also feeling
as though involved.

•

A more user‐friendly environment which allows them a greater level of involvement and
creativity.

•

Virtual worlds allow the curriculum to come alive as you actively engage with the environment.

•

They can allow for cross university delivery.

How can we encompass virtual worlds in our legal curriculum?
As iterated above I am now using virtual worlds as a means of teaching my LLB and LLM students on
the commercial law course and the International Banking and Finance course. I am using virtual
worlds to carry out debates, role plays, simulations and moots. I am also using the virtual world as a
tool for carrying out PhD meetings with students. The reception from students has been great and
they engage extremely well with the media.
Learning is synchronous as well as asynchronous and allows the tutor and student a much closer and
un‐inhibited relationship which allows learning to emerge on a much more in‐depth manner.
Over the next academic year the Faculty of Business and Law at UWE are creating a legal promenade
and a banking plaza where more virtual world activities can take place such as investment baking
trades for law and compliance, court structures and activities to name but a few.
How can I create an account and find out more?
To create an account in Second Life is free and easy. Go to www.secondlife.com and create an
account. For more information please visit the University of the West of England Innovation Island
on Second Life and the following webpages:
http://www.uwe.ac.uk/elearning/socialnetworking/secondLife.shtml)

CLEA also has a number of resources for educators who would like to find out more about the virtual
world potential please visit our website at:
Alternatively please do contact Clare for more information.

