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Preface
This paper has been put together to support the development of effective learning and teaching in ‘Second Life’.

Second Life is becoming increasingly pervasive. It currently has a community of over six million residents, a strong support community and a rapidly increasing business and educational presence. 
However, it is important to note that there are other virtual environments which can support learning and teaching. There are also others in the pipeline, notably the imminent release of the Microsoft virtual world environment, which will no doubt enable full interaction with their other software products and these may impact on the educational community. 
Whilst there are many advantages to Second Life as a learning environment, it is important to ensure that we put Second Life into perspective in that the pedagogy should lead the technology – and not the other way around. It is another technology tool in the educator’s arsenal to deploy with learners if the conditions are appropriate.
Virtual worlds and specifically Second Life has the potential to make a quantifiable contribution to the learning process. This could be through learner inclusion and ‘hooking’ non-traditional learners back into learning, through to improving attainment, achievement or through improving retention of learners by the personalisation of the learning experience.

It is also important to recognise that at present, there are still significant technological barriers to using Second Life. These range from bandwidth issues, to the pragmatic reality that there are still huge numbers of computers ‘out there’, that at present can not support Second Life. Where computers do exist, there are additional issues where the resolution etc is of too poor a quality to use effectively for learning and teaching.
It is imperative that the use of virtual worlds with learners [or staff as part of their continuing professional development] doesn’t exclude learners, or re-introduce the digital divide between those that have – and those that ‘have not’.
Introduction
Anyone who enters Second Life for the first time is faced with a very steep learning curve. This starts with the basic skills of moving around, personalising avatars and interacting with other ‘residents’, through to making effective use of the practical functionalities of finding and retrieving information etc.
Education in Second Life requires the acquisition of three sets of skills:

1. A set of core skills / competencies to become an effective SL resident.

2. To be an effective learner requires the resident core skills, plus a further set of skills / competencies which would enable the use of tools and functionality to support their learning within Second Life. 
3. To become an effective practitioner requires both resident and learner core skills, plus a further set of skills to enable them to identify and setup tools, as well as using appropriate and pedagogically sound approaches to learning and teaching, which support the personalisation of learning.
However, competencies are not exclusive to any one particular group and the learning and teaching dynamic will change, so learning is not always driven by the practitioner, but by the learners themselves [an andragogic model].
The use of virtual worlds and specifically Second Life should enable educators and learners to be more creative and adaptive in how they use the environment,  and in developing new ways of learning, rather than purely replicate real life into second life!

Why now?

Through formal and informal media exposure and the pervasive nature of the Internet, more and more practitioners and educational organisations are starting to look at Second Life as an educational tool. 
The compilation of a baseline core competency framework would help enable real life organisations and practitioners to identify clearly, before coming in-world the core skill requirements of working in world with their learners.

If the use of virtual worlds is to move from marginal to mainstream, practitioners and organisations will need to think about deploying and justifying their financial and staffing resources effectively. So setting some peer reviewed core competences would enable in house staff training programmes to be developed as well as providing a clear indication on what the learner needs to know to become an effective learner within Second Life.

In real life, teachers are qualified and that qualification sets a benchmark of competence in the same way as any other real life profession. Developments in teacher training and continuing professional development programmes plan to include e-learning and technical skill competencies which can lead to a separate qualification.  
The issues of ‘when’ and ‘why’ it is appropriate to use a virtual world like Second Life and when to use other technology, or a blended solution are not being developed in this paper. However, it is a likely ‘spin off’, when looking at competencies and effective practice.

Draft proposal
We propose that the educational community within Second Life recognise the value of working towards:

1. A set of agreed technical competences for residents, learners and practitioners.

2. Supporting guidelines on good pedagogical practice.

3. An agreed consultation process to identify the competences and guidelines. 

4. Accreditation and/or benchmarking for these competences.

At the centre of this draft proposal is the recommendation that this can not be done as a single venture or by any one individual or small group, and that this proposal is just that – a starting paper for debate – by the educational community – for the educational community.

In addition, we may also wish to consider whether the core competency framework could become a generic set of competencies that could be applied across other virtual environments, and whether any in-world qualifications could be transferable into ‘real life’.

Next steps
If we agree the above proposal, the next steps could be:

1. To establish a strategic steering group. The role and function of this steering group should be agreed at its first meeting.
a. How does the community suggest we go about this?

b. How do we ensure we can be representative of the needs of the wider educational community.

Proposed process

If we agree the above proposal, the aims below offer an outline process.

Aim 1 - Scoping
1. Identifying the core competency requirements to be an effective Second Life resident.
2. Identifying the core competencies required by learners.

3. Identifying the core competencies required by practitioners.
Aim 2 – Consultative process

1. Publish draft core competencies and move to wider consultation.

2. Agree and finalise competency framework.

Aim 3 – Establishing a core curriculum
1. Establish a common core curriculum, mapped to the core competencies.

2. Publish curriculum and move to wider consultation.
3. Agree and finalise curriculum.
Aim 4 – Establish core competency based qualifications framework
1. Develop an in-world [and/or out-world] qualifications framework that enables residents, learners and educational practitioners to demonstrate a range of competencies mapped to a set of agreed quality standards.
Chris Swaine

AKA in-world: Chris Eggplant

Education UK island
May 2007
