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We all know that one of the best ways to learn e&eifm language is... t@xperience itin a foreign country.
Experienceis in fact the key-word that led us to designguage didacticsin Second Life. From December '07 to April '08 we
involved 5 students connected from the USA in afialb language pilot project calledBridge’. Our aim was not just to
recreate didactical settings, but to desfgh experiencesin which students can be completely immersed. Toed gf the
experience is not only to learn the language, aat @ learn aboutalian culture .

1  Why ‘experience’?
1.1 The best way to learn a foreign language is... to‘geere’

One of the best ways to learn a language is to raak&periencen a foreign country.

We kept this in mind when we thought téoaeign language didacticsthrough the use of Virtual Worlds.

To recreate a series of typical environments treaharmally find in a foreign country: the airpdiie museum,
the disco pub. Environments where students maynieersed ireal life experiencessuch as taking part to a
wedding, attending a business meeting, visitinguarexhibition: situations in which they are foraedinteract
with people and things that speak another language.

It's the typicallearning-by-experienc@pproach, so different from what happens at schobkre we learn
almost totallyby descriptionwe listen, we read, we store, often without argvjpus experience of what we are
listening and reading and storing.

After all, the classroom environment is not thealdglace to... have experiences. Sometimes we gigetriy,
just in the foreign language class, simulating écabthe restaurant or to the doctor or at the gifise, namely
trying to stage situations aimed to language |earni

But, of course, we are far from being able to cdesit anexperience

1.2  Designing experiences in Second Life

Second Life has an enormous potential - for thetpast still unexpressed - agperience generator

It's something that goes beyond the simple intemadietween avatars, building items or servicehamrge. It's
rather to create situations, circumstances, alslinfgs, states of mind. Of coursewe can already experience
situations or feelings in Second Life. But thiofsen arandom fact with no relations to any kind of predefined
goal.

I'm talking about a new kind of expertigexperience Design An almost unexplored field (except by the same
old game gurus and a few others), that find in 8ddafe an ideal playground.

Therefore we tried to go beyond the building gblace the ‘place’, which is essential in order to tallout
presence, is only one of the dowels. Alongside, this tried to desigpaths interactions between objects and
people aimed to achievirigarning goals

We wouldn’'t want to make onlg bunch ofbackdrops for conversationgdding nothing to those pseudo-
simulations in the classroom reminded above.

1.3 But... can Second Life become... ‘there’?

No. It can’t. We know.

But, in our opinion, this is not the right questidine question is:

Is it possible to recreate equivalent learning eigreces in Second Life

We tried to answer in the ‘itBridge’ pilot projedteeping well in mind a key factor: there are sabsal
differences between the physical reality and tladityesimulated by the current 3D immersive worlts not a
guestion of graphics realism: it's about the imiuiBity to fulfill several primary needs of the ham beings.



For example, it's perfectly useless to design erpees in which we expect the students to be thastthat
they must go to the virtual pub to fulfil that needho virtual beverage has the power to solve tioblpm (until
now?..) and the experience would come out inewitabmpromised.

So, what does it mean? Second Life carfieetiany need?

Not at all. The matter is to recognittedseneeds, in order to use them as effectimgines for learning

1.4  The culture behind the language

Moreover, a language is only one of the many exgiwas of the culture of a country. It's very diffic to really
understand a languagésconnecting ifrom its cultural belongings.

Immersive 3D worlds offer the opportunity to redeethe context around the wordsA context made of
environments, objects, situations that becomestigeand theemanationof a foreign culture.

In designing the experiences, we constantly reldtedinguistic and historical/cultural points aéw.

2 Setting the experiences

2.1 The ‘itBridge’ pilot project

‘itBridge’ is the pilot project leaded by ANSAS éhonal Agency for the Development of School Autaryd in
collaboration with the Education Office of Consel&eneral of Italy.

The experimentation started in December 2007 adddain April 2008.

Project goal: be successful in convey specific etspef Italian language and culture through thérsgbf pilot
experiences

The approach that leaded us since the beginningthveamicrolanguage (a specialistic sector of a language).
Each experience would have conveyed a differentafsinguage, in a very similar way to many language
didactics programs.

Concerning language competence level, we decidegtk with high level students in order to totally bypass

— at this early stage — the need of any theordcguage lesson stage.

2.2  The students

The target students we wanted to involve were adwith an high level of Italian language and cuturhe
project finally saw the participation of 5 Englispeaking students, resident of the USA, selecteslighh the
Italian Consulate in New York.

All the students already knew about Second Lifethy media, but they had never entered SL. This avas
prerequisite that let us observe and assess thactropa 3D immersive environments towangsvbies

In order to do that, it was necessary to provideaging stage that allowed students to deal withfbllowing
experiences without running into problems due tk laf knowledge of the Second Life interface orcomp
practicality with commands and functions.

The students, connected by several remote locatitihs't know each other: the only contacts amdregrt (and
between them and the teachers) occurred througin8edfe.

2.3 The teachers

... what does a teacher do inside an experi@nce

Certainly, he does not teach. At least... not intthditional sense. He has to be ooty a language expert, but
also — and especially - an expert of that particiigdd corresponding to that particular microlaage (e.g. an
architect for the architectural area, and so ohgré&fore it's clear that it was not possible totachonly one
person. We needed different experts for differepegiences. In doing that, of course, we gave fpyito
people who was a teacher or had had a previousierpe as a teacher.

2.4  The 2 experiences

We have chosen to set 2 experience, which arerdiffecither by microlanguage and by methodologyit Asl|
show up further, what makes them different is —vaball - the different role played by the teached &y the
students.



Guided tour of San Francis basilica in Assisi

In Second Life there is an evocative and realigroduction of San Francis Basilica in Assisi. ¥éasidered
it an optimal choice to simulate a guided tourywepse to the real one, daily performed in Assi¢éudents are
conducted by a guide through tBasilica InferioreandBasilica Superiorgin order for them to admire Giotto’s
28 frescos and Cimabue’s paintings, and have arbatderstanding of the life of Italy’s Patron $ain

For the role of teacher/guide, we found Costantaje official guide from Umbria.

SecondlLearnine

Duration: 1 meeting/2 hours.
Microlanguage: the Middle Ages Italian art



Interior Design in an Italian Farmhouse

Theexperiencas set in acasale umbronamely a typical farmhouse of Umbria, a regionéntcal Italy.
Studentsvear the clothesf architects/interior designers: each of themtbagnovate/furnish 1 of the 5
residential units — intentionally empty, totallyadorned — under the instructions and the contral of
teachemhaster builderIn doing that, they have to get confidence wiith Italian habits: how the Italian
peopledive their homes? e.g. the living room. What do thkg In fact of decorations? And so on.

The first step for them is to give an answer te¢hquestions, if they really prospecsttisfy the customer
For the teachemiaster builderole we had Luca Galletti, a civil engineer, topguhy teacher in an Italian
secondary school and Second Life building expertistthe builder of theasale umbrpa meticulous
reproduction of a real existing one in the countegar Perugia..

Duration: 5 meetings/2 hours each one.
Microlanguage: Italian Contemporary architecturd amerior design.



3 PLAY>>

3.1 The Training Stage

The training stage was divided in 6 meetings/lessamce a week, 1 hour each. At this stage we tethie
Second Lifefundamentalstext and voice chat, inventory, avatar custonoratbuilding. The method we used
wasthe lecture similar to what happens into a traditional classn, but with a difference: the students had to
try to doand not onlystore contentTry to producean object, build a door, put something in inventevgar an
hat.

It became immediately clear that it wouldn't beeasy job for some of them. And, above all, it besarear
that the main issue was not the software interfiizesome of them it was ratherredefine the relationship with
the computerRe-learn to use it in another way.

On the contrary, other students found the traisitage an easier, almost natural job. Because -stiey- of a
certain confidence with video games and, probaiflgn empirical approacimérdstyle to the pc.

Certainly this level oddness played an heavy nolthé training stage, contributing to create sonoblems: the
same task that wasome-shot-easy-jofor one student, represented a very heavy cogritiad for another one.
On the good side, this early stage - initially ddesed assubsidiary —startedto look like anexperiencetself.
An experience that, if properly structured, carcbenectedo one or more microlanguages (e.g. building).



3.2  Experience #1 - The guided tour of San Francis Bl in Assisi
The tour took place on April 4, 2008 - 6pm ET.

Costanza, the guide, introduced tisitors in the 2 basilicas, lower and upper, and in thdeulying cripta
crypt). The Italian medieval language of art anthéecture is a very specialistic one and - aewzected — it
was an hard test for the students. Thpta (crypt), therosone (rose window), theransetto.. the words
themselves often led the discussion towards theamdt architectural styles hosted in the basilicgathic,
romanesque... But the Assisi environment primarili &bout Francis of Assisi, patron saint of Italyfigure
whom life and work expressed in many differentdelIt was significant a student’s response togthestion
"Do you know San Frands. He replied Yes, he’s one of the early Italian language writecertainly the
student hadnetSan Francesco in literature (San Francis wrotditstesignificant poem in the Italian language
and - as a consequence - he recognized hinvréier. The virtual tour of the basilica made possible to
recomposehe figure of the Saint under various aspectsnfiiteracy to history to art.

One of the most significant moments was surelyvili to thebasilica superiorg containing the Giotto’s and
Cimabue’s frescos. The fresctedl by imagedhe life of the Saint, in an architectural frarhattconstitutes an
extraordinarily rich and evocative visual experignable to appeal to peoples emotions (as in timeodithe
designers).



The reproduction of thbasilicain Second Life was quite successful in supportitig aspect, letting the visitors
to live — not onlysee— the environment, and confirming the immersivev@oof Second Life and virtual worlds

in general.

On the Cons’ side, we have to register theck of an active taskfor the students, something aiming them
toward the learning goal. The consequence was yap@sr chance to evaluate the student effectivenieg
process. We know... we could have resorted to ormaae traditional evaluation steps (e.g. testjut this
wasn't what we looked for: our aim was to desigariing experiences that let us to evaluate — inkgactive
way - the student learning process througtbkelsaviour



3.3 Experience #2 - Interior Design in an Italian farimouse

This experience took place over 5 weekly meetifrgsn March 19 to April 16, 2008.

Unlike the Assisi’'s experience, here we had a peestudent task: to restructure and furnish an hamder the
typical Italian stylistic canons, suggested andogethe teachemiaster builder Thecasale umbravas divided in
5 empty residential units - one for each studdatally empty: no coatings, no furniture, nothiriga$i: only the
(raw) walls and floor.

We initially thought that students should hduelt anything. But, in fact, the use of constructiorsyaoven to
be quite an heavy load for some of them, comingddition to the already engaging role ofdesigner in a
foreign country After the first meeting, we decided lighten the load allowing students to go to the various
stores in Second Life and purchase the furnituhés Thoice revealed, in fact, not wrong at all: fitegjuent trips
to the stores became one of the richest momemdglidactical terms — of the entire experience. bhidding of
the objects was limited to a few, simple thinge lfloors or dividing walls.



We have to highlight the coming of an additiotehcher, namely a more explicit teacher figure with the
function of ease the job to a specific studentsMres needful because of the inappropriate traistage by that
student, running into a low level aflaptionto the Second Life world (see above).

But the very positive fact was tisudents products They realized some environments that can be deres
as effectiveevaluation objectsSome credit goes to the teacher, who has toewercht strictly connecting the
assigned tasks with the learning goals: when ipbap, the students choices and prodcettsfy by themselves
thatlearning occurred.
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4  Day-after thoughts

4.1 So... goal reached?

Partly, yes. What missed is an adequaeracy by some students (see below) and an effective ftaskhe
students in the #1 experience (“Assisi”). We cdk #&bout success only in the experience #2: “IntelDesign”
had success in conveying a specific aspect oftdimn language and culture, and let us evaluatesitie the
experience.

4.2  Some key points:

Virtual Worlds Literacy

Virtual Worlds are alisruptive technologyThey force us to redefine the human-compretationship It needs
a sort ofnew literacy,and we have to keep it in mind if we want learnéxgeriences in Second Life to be fully
effective.

The active environment

It is important for the environment tplay an activerole in the experience. The location cannot justab
backgroundfor the activities. Students must be engaged nédt mnthe conversation, but algbrough the
surrounding environment.

The hidden teacher

The teacher is no longén front of the students, bunhside the experience It is a less obvious role: he’'s
camouflagedin to the environment. And the role has not omydb with the language, but also withat
particular aspect (artistic, historic, traditional) the culture of a countrywhich is the core of every single
experience.

The Evaluation Matter or... the importance of gettirthe job done

How should learning be evaluated in this kind odladitics? The most interesting answer comes from the
“Interior Design” experience in which, on the basf individual tasks, students produced somethimaf t
represents an effectivevaluation objects No further test is necessary: the students ptsdsgeak for
themselves

4.3 Next steps:

We’'re planning to give a follow up to the projegpplying it to a lower language level (intermedjate
Our long term goal is to elaborate a complete oféeticulated in a rich package of microlanguaged a
modulable on different language levels.
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