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Introduction

Sussex Downs College (SDC) in Eastbourne runs public services courses at all levels from FE level 1 to Foundation degree; in addition, the area runs a forensic science programme at level 3. Students in the area range from 14 year-olds attending one day per week over two years, to second-year undergraduates. The area has around 220 students with a range of ability levels and interests. Most students in this curriculum area are aiming to work in the uniformed services.

Blended learning is the use of face-to-face contact between teacher and student combined with one or more other methods, not involving face-to-face contact. These other methods generally involve the use of IT and can be accessed by the student outside the classroom setting at times outside normal teaching hours. The main aim of this study was to investigate the value of Second Life as a platform in blended learning and to evaluate its effectiveness alongside other methods. 

Blackboard is the standard platform used by Sussex Downs College, and all students have access to their course areas both from within the college and from home. Facebook is a major social networking site and can also be accessed easily. Neither Blackboard nor Facebook require any client download or particular hardware. 
Second Life (SL) is a multi-player platform which requires the download of a client to the machine. It has sophisticated graphics and will not run on all machines. It has a large and complex site with between 20,000 and 50,000 people online at any time
. Once the client is downloaded members select an avatar and are required to complete a tutorial before being allowed into the main ‘world’. Avatars can be male or female, human or animal and can be adjusted to give unique features. 

The environment is navigated by the avatar walking or flying, or by teleporting between regions. An onscreen map and a search function are available. Interaction with other avatars is by typing, although a voice facility has now been added. Items which have been manufactured, given to the avatar, or bought are stored in an inventory and are easily accessible. 
It is clear that SL is more complex to access and operate in than either Blackboard or Facebook. The ability to manufacture items and manipulate the environment does, however, provide a range of valuable features and sites. Second Life is not a game in the sense that it does not have a structure, rules and an end point; it is essentially a large, interactive chat-room.

Forty students aged 17½ years and upwards from National Diploma and Foundation degree courses were invited to participate and to join the SDC students group in SL. Students were given times and locations to meet with staff in SL and were provided with details of sites and given tasks to complete at them. SL was additionally used in class as a visual tool and for student participation during lessons.

A Facebook account was set up in a non-specific name and one second-year Foundation degree student was sent an invitation to join.  Blackboard was checked and updated to ensure that all course information was available and a forum was activated. All students across all levels were advised to check Blackboard frequently and to use the information on it, and copies of assignments were placed on Blackboard. Data was obtained from a number of structured and unstructured meetings with individual students, staff and groups. 

Results

Student participation rates in Blackboard were 84% overall, and stayed relatively constant with 63% of students using it persistently and the remainder dipping in and out as needed. Participation rates were consistently higher in the lower study level groups, where students reported that they found being able to access information outside the classroom valuable. Many of the First diploma and Introductory diploma students have difficulty with note-taking and writing in class, and these students developed the strategy of using Blackboard as a substitute. 

In addition, some level 3 students also stopped taking notes in class for similar reasons. In some classes, levels of participation dropped and disruption rose because students knew they could access the lesson content later. Some students used the amount of information on Blackboard as a reason for not attending lessons. Thirty-five students did not use Blackboard, relying instead on notes, handouts and information from other sources. 
A number of these did, however, admit to getting print-outs of information on Blackboard from other students. Foundation degree students generally used Blackboard when required; these students tend to have well-developed skills in note-taking and often used other sources of information accessed through the university system.

The Facebook page was very quickly populated by students, who all tended to be familiar with social networking sites. Communication with students via Facebook and Instant Messenger proved to be very effective and this approach is to be developed further.

Second Life take-up was much lower than Blackboard, with only six of the 40 students continuing to participate. A total of 14 students created avatars but eight of these dropped away in the first few weeks. 17 students either found it too difficult or didn’t like it. 13 students were unable to access or operate it and four students were not permitted to load the client by their parents. 
Those students who persisted were Foundation degree and forensic science students and all were at the older end of the range. No students under 19 continued to participate. In discussion, many students stated that Second Life was for older people, that it takes up too much time and that it seems pointless. Four of the students who had initially agreed to participate were World of Warcraft players and felt that it would be too difficult because it lacked structure and some goal to achieve. 

According to research carried out by Ortiz and Noble (2007), 81% of the SL residents are aged over 25 with around 60% in the 25–44 bracket; 55% are educated to graduate level and above, 60% are male. These figures are from a relatively small sample (n = 657) and there is no indication of the sampling techniques used, but they certainly indicate that the inhabitants of SL tend to be older and well educated.

Discussion

The preferred method of communication used by students was text messaging; this was followed closely by instant messaging and social networking sites. These methods are clearly regarded as informal methods of communication and students have both high levels of competency and comfort in using them. Blackboard sits clearly in the formal arena and provides the benefit of allowing easy access to information at the time of need. 

Liaw (2007) examined student use of Blackboard and identified the need for students to perceive some benefit from e-learning, and that the student experience was enhanced by the quality of the system. Dennen (2008) reports that 50% of students benefited from participation in online discussion groups using a bulletin board. Semerano et al (2008) identify the value of SL as a practical, interactive way of bringing students together from across the world to take part in simulations.
This element is certainly attractive; interactivity and collaboration are seen as important in maintaining student satisfaction in online learning (Padilla-Melendez et al 2007, Liaw 2007, Solimeno 2007) and those students who persisted with Second Life found it of benefit. 

Blended learning is of value to students who are able to learn at their own pace and who can access information outside normal teaching hours. Both Blackboard and Facebook can be updated and information left for students to access, and both systems provide two-way communication which does not require an instant response. Students using Facebook see it as an informal platform and tend to use ‘txt spk’ (‘text-speak’). SL can also be used as a teaching tool in class, either by projection and demonstration or by students logging on and participating. 

Second Life does however present some difficulties. Building and manipulating objects can be difficult and there is a cost if items are bought or hired. In addition, there are periods of time and places when ‘lag’ results in distortions of characters and the environment and prevents activity from taking place, or leads to the system crashing. 
Whilst popular in many quarters, SL does not receive a universally good press. During this study the media carried a number of stories about paedophilia, pornography and gambling in Second Life. Concerns were also raised about the SL client being available on open access computers in the college. 

Second Life will continue to be used and its use developed over time. Staff involved in SL projects need time to become familiar with its use, to practise communicating in-world and to master searching and navigation. Students need to be inducted into SL and taught some of the techniques available to increase their levels of familiarity. 
Lectures, demonstrations and simulations need to be planned accordingly and staff working in-world should expect students to become distracted. There is a clear need for support from institutions, particularly from technical support departments who must be prepared to load updates when they are available. 

Conclusion

Second Life has considerable potential as a learning medium, but is best suited to older students who are studying at higher levels. These students are more able to make the distinction between the informal and the formal and to adapt more readily to new situations. They see a benefit in using the tools which are available and are more prepared to take on new challenges and to develop new skills. 
Younger students are more drawn to those areas that are familiar to them, where they can access information quickly and easily, and they are less likely to persist in overcoming new challenges and learning new skills to access information. Blackboard tends to be used as tool to access information which is readily available and Facebook sits within the familiar. 
Second Life presents a challenge and requires students to master a range of new skills and techniques. This area is one of the strengths of SL and further developments will build on this study. Students will be inducted into SL and time will be devoted to teaching them the skills they need to operate effectively. 
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Useful Links

Snapshots of Second Life use in UK HE and FE
http://www.eduserv.org.uk/foundation/studies/slsnapshots 

Second Life
www.secondlife.com


Simteach :Institutions and Organizations in Second Life
http://simteach.com/wiki/index.php?title=Institutions_and_Organizations_in_SL [accessed 20 June 2008] 
Delicious (bookmark website)
http://del.icio.us/secondlife/education [ accessed 20 June 2008] 

� �HYPERLINK "http://secondlife.com/whatis/economy_stats.php"�http://secondlife.com/whatis/economy_stats.php� [accessed 22 June 2008].





