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1. Introduction

Recently, educational researchers and 
practitioners alike have paid considerable 
attention to the use of multi-user virtual 
environments (MUVEs) to support learning 
across curricula, “Educational MUVEs have 
emerged in recent years as a form of socio-
constructivist and situated cognition-based 
educational software” (Nelson & Ketelhut, 
2007, p. 269). Among those MUVEs created 
through various media, Second Life (SL) is 
one of the most popular. As of May 2008, there 
were over 18 million registered user accounts 

(Second Life Economic Statistics, May 2008). 
SL is largely adopted for academic, social, 
and business purposes and many educational 
institutions have begun to explore Second Life 
as a platform for education (Lamb, 2006). By 
March 2007, over 200 universities or academic 
institutes were already involved in SL (Kelton, 
2007).  

This paper reports on a recent research 
collaboration endeavor between faculty 
members of an American university and a 
Chinese university to explore various facets of 
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learning 
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within SL. The ultimate purpose of this research 
collaboration is to find appropriate ways to 
integrate SL into an EFL program in China. 

The exploration and research in this project 
are informed by social constructivist principles 
as applied to EFL learning. The approach 
to investigate related issues and problems 
for practical solutions is evaluation research 
(Krathwohl, 1998; McMillan & Schumacher, 
1997). Our efforts to this point have been 
to explore (a) how the affordances of SL 
might be a useful tool that can mediate EFL 
learning, (b) the effects of the EFL Program in 
SL on Chinese students’ oral proficiency, (c) 
the Chinese students’ perceived technology 
readiness for using SL, and (d) the Chinese 
students’ perceptions of SL and the EFL 
Program implemented in SL. This paper reports 
on the Chinese students’ perceived technology 
readiness for using SL, and the Chinese students’ 
perceptions of SL and the EFL Program 
implemented in SL.

2. Literature Review 

There is an emerging discussion about 
MUVEs as tools for second and foreign language 
instruction (e.g., Cooke-Plagwitz, 2008). 
This phenomenon has likely emerged from a 
combination of research on Computer Assisted 
Language Learning (CALL) and Computer 
Mediated Communication (CMC). Digitally-
mediated literacy practices (e.g., list-servs, 
blogs, online chatting, email correspondence, 
online postings) and social-networking 
practices, mediated by such tools as Facebook, 
MySpace, and Xanga, can provide language 
learners with meaningful opportunities to 
engage in multiple literacy practices and to 
construct learner identities through interactive 
activities in virtual communities (Black, 2005; 
Lam, 2000; Yi, 2008). 

A primary focus of CALL and CMC research 
has been on the use of technologies for the 

development of literacy in a second or foreign 
language (Lam, 2000; Shei, 2005). Yet, little 
is known about how emerging technologies, 
and MUVEs in particular, influence the ways 
in which language learners improve their 
language proficiency. In addition, despite the 
great potential of this emerging technology 
to augment language instruction, very little 
research has been conducted on the use of any 
form of MUVEs in the context of learning 
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) − where 
English is not spoken in everyday life, but is 
often limited to the classroom (e.g., learning 
English in China). 

We chose to explore one of the largest and 
most well-known MUVEs, Second Life (SL) 
(http://secondlife.com). SL, as a medium, 
provides an array of rich environments for 
learning and instruction. In terms of language 
learning, SL can provide a friendly, appealing, 
and contextually relevant space for native 
speakers of a target language to interact with 
language learners. This affords the language 
learners opportunities to interact with native 
speakers in realistic, authentic, and relevant 
settings such as offices, shops, athletic events, 
business meetings, and classrooms. SL also 
offers access to up-to-date online instructional 
resources in a variety of media formats (e.g., 
video, photographs, documents, interactive 
lessons, simulated gaming). 

In SL, learners communicate through 
text messages, audio conversations, and their 
avatar’s non-verbal gestures (e.g., waving, 
thumbs-up). An avatar is a SL user’s 3D 
graphic representation through which the SL 
user interacts with other people in SL. SL also 
offers capabilities to record events taking place 
within SL. This allows language learners to 
review and reflect on their personal performance 
and interactions with others by watching their 
own recorded video clips in SL. The recording 
also provides instructors and researchers with 
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a second chance to analyze their students’ 
performance both from the linguistic and social 
communication perspectives. In China, scholars 
in the field are anxious to discover a supportive 
and constructive language learning environment 
for EFL learners. Li and Mao (2008) find that 
SL can enhance social learning and enhance 
interactions from three dimensions: (1) learner 
to learner, (2) learner to object, and (3) object 
to object.

In early 2007, SL introduced voice over 
internet protocol (VoIP) into its architecture. 
Prior to the introduction of VoIP, most 
conversations in SL were conducted through 
text chat (Au, 2008). VoIP has allowed users 
to communicate verbally in real-time, adding 
a layer of authenticity to the text-based 
interaction. Equally important is the fact that 
online text-based interactions (e.g., written 
forms of discourse) have been shown to have 
significant relationships or overlaps with 
oral discourse (Belcher & Hirvela, 2008). 
Moreover, one form of discourse could help 
language learners acquire the other form. In 
other words, second language learners’ text-
based interactions within SL are likely to help 
them improve their spoken discourse. Given 
the features of SL noted above (i.e., realistic, 
authentic, and relevant settings, VoIP, and the 
relationship between oral and written discourse), 
SL presents a unique opportunity to practice 
speaking in a target language, particularly for 
learners who have a very limited opportunity 
to hear, use, and practice English in real-world 
and/or off-line contexts.  

3. Research Questions and Methodology 

The purpose of the research collaboration 
is to find appropriate ways to integrate SL 
into an EFL program in Chinese universities. 
This paper reports the Chinese students’ 
perceived technology readiness for using SL 
and the Chinese students’ perceptions of SL 
as a language learning platform and the EFL 

Program implemented in SL.

3. 1. Research Questions

The related research questions include:
Are the Chinese students ready to use •	
SL as a language learning platform in 
terms of technology skills?
What are the Chinese students’ •	
perceptions of SL as a language learning 
platform? 
What are the Chinese students’ •	
perceptions of the EFL Program in SL?

3. 2. Research Methodology

The study took an evaluation research 
approach (Krathwohl, 1998; McMillan & 
Schumacher, 1997) to explore the related 
issues of integrating SL into an EFL program 
in China. Evaluation research, like action 
research, is under the umbrella of a practitioner 
inquiry model (Cochran-Smith & Donnell, 
2006). However, the purposes of evaluation 
research differentiate this form from other 
research approaches. According to Krathwohl 
(1998) and McMillan and Schumacher (1997), 
evaluation research has a number of unique 
characteristics.

Evaluation research is decision-driven •	
instead of hypothesis-driven.
The value of evaluation research is in •	
its utilization.
Because evaluation research is •	
decision-driven, it takes a holistic 
approach, which sees education as a 
complex human endeavor.
Evaluation does not control and •	
manipulate the variables existing in 
actual evaluation situations. 
Evaluation research uses a multiplicity •	
of data from different sources 
combining qualitative and quantitative 
data.
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This study took the evaluation research 
approach for three major reasons. First, 
evaluation research fits the researchers’ 
epistemological beliefs of social cognitive 
learning that advocates learning through 
interaction and collaboration in social contexts 
(Driscoll, 2000). Second, to find out effective 
and practical ways to integrate SL into an 
EFL program, the implementation of the pilot 
EFL Program in SL must be carried out in the 
real context in which the final EFL Program 
is expected to function. Third, the research 
context makes using other research approaches 
unrealistic in that the need to control and 
manipulate certain variables is clear.

3. 3. Research Context and Participants

The study was implemented online in SL 
with participants from both a state university 
in the USA and a major provincial university 
in Eastern China. The American university 
is the Southeast’s leading urban research 
institution in the USA. The Chinese university 
is a comprehensive university with twenty 
academic schools and departments. The 
participants from the American university were 
20 undergraduate students taking a course on 
IT 2010: Computer Skills for the Information 
Age. Their participation in the study was part 

of their course work requirements. The study 
participants from the Chinese university were 
61 full time sophomores majoring in English in 
the School of Foreign Languages. They were 
the target students of the research program (and 
we use N to represent them in the report). 

Among the 61 study participants, 20 were 
selected to participate in the EFL Program 
in SL, including 7 male students (35%) and 
13 female students (65%) (and we use n to 
represent them in the report). Their ages ranged 
from 19 to 23 years with an average of 21. The 
participants were selected on a voluntary basis 
and based on their comprehensive evaluation 
scores of the previous academic semester (Fall 
2008). Due to practical constraints that did not 
allow random sampling for the EFL Program 
in SL, we purposively selected the participants 
based on their comprehensive evaluation scores 
to ensure that they best represented the target 
students academically. The comprehensive 
evaluation consisted of the evaluation on 
students’ listening comprehension, speaking 
proficiency, and reading and writing abilities. 
The evaluation was done by professors at 
the university on a semester basis. Table 1 
summarizes the comprehensive evaluation 
scores of the target students and the selected 
participants for the EFL Program in SL. 

Table 1. The Summary of the Comprehensive Evaluation by Scores Range

Score Range 
(Max =100)

Target Students (N = 61) The EFL Program Participants(n = 20)

Student Number Score Average Participant Number Score Average

90-100 7 91.31 3 91.88
80-89 42 85.67 14 85.58
70-79 10 77.65 3 77.83
60-69 2 68 0 0

Under 60* 0 0 0 0
*Any score under 60 is regarded as a failure for the evaluation.
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3. 4. Learning Tasks and Procedures

The EFL Program in SL lasted for five 
weeks from March 24 to April 26, 2009. 
The program provided the participants with 
the opportunities to interact with American 
students synchronously online in SL. The 
learning tasks for each week were (a) one hour 
of learning activities in SL, (b) blog writing 
on the learning experiences in SL, and (c) 
language preparation for learning activities in 
SL for the next week. The learning activities in 
SL included a SL workshop in a lecture format, 
virtual tours in groups and one-on-one with SL 
partners, small group discussions, a one-on-

one interview with the American partners, and 
individual presentations. A Web site was created 
to give detailed instruction on how to complete 
the tasks for each week. Following the given 
instructions on the Web site, the participants 
completed their tasks at an Internet Center on 
the Chinese university campus. Two Chinese 
research assistants were present at the site to 
provide necessary technical support. Figure 
1 shows the screenshots of the participants 
completing different learning tasks in SL and 
Table 2 summarizes the tasks for the EFL 
Program participants at the Chinese university. 

Figure 1. Different Learning Tasks in SL
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Table 2. Dates and Task Contents of the Research Program in SL

Dates Task Contents Notes

Week 1:
March 24-29

Conduct Second Life Workshop.1. 
Take a virtual tour (visiting Capitol Hill and Princeton 2. 
University Campus in SL).
Write a report in English about your virtual tour and post it 3. 
on the blog.
Prepare for the next week.4. 

SL activities 
were in 
groups with 
researchers.

Week 2:
March 30- 
April 5

Meet and talk with the American students about university 1. 
student life.
Write a report in English about your conversation with an 2. 
American student and post it on the blog.
Prepare for the next week.3. 

One-on-
one with 
American 
students.

Week 3:
April 6-12

Meet and discuss with the American students about ideal 1. 
jobs and how you would prepare for ideal jobs. 
Write a report in English about your discussion and post it 2. 
on the blog.
Prepare for the next week.3. 

Group 
activity with 
American 
students. 

Week 4:
April 13-19

Interview an American student on technology uses for 1. 
learning and for fun.
Write a report in English about your interview and post it 2. 
on the blog.
Prepare for the next week.3. 

One-on-
one with 
American 
students. 

Week 5:
April 20-26

Select one of the following three topics and present it in  1. 
English in SL: 

American students’ perspective on an ideal job and •	
how he/she prepares for it.
Using technologies for learning and for fun: An •	
American student’s perspective.
My experience of communicating with American •	
students in SL.

Write a report in English about your interview and post it 2. 
on the blog.

SL activities 
were in 
groups with 
American 
students.
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3.5. Data Collection and Data Analysis

This study used both qualitative and 
quantitative analysis (Creswell, 2008). Data 
collection methods included (a) pre-program 
and post-program surveys, (b) interviews, and 
(c) documentation reviews (e.g., blog posting). 
The pre-program survey captured the Chinese 
students’ technology readiness for using SL 
as a language learning platform and the post-
program survey targeted their perceptions of 
SL and the EFL Program in SL. Two professors 
in the USA and one in China reviewed both the 
pre-program and post-program surveys. These 
professors were experts in both survey content 
and survey format. Additionally, two students at 
Chinese university were also invited to review 
the surveys to ensure that the language level 
were appropriate for the target users. Because 
the survey’s purpose was to solicit opinions 
of students towards the research targets, 
descriptive statistics were used to analyze the 
data collected from the surveys in order to 
describe students’ technological readiness for 
using SL for EFL learning, their perceptions of 
SL, and the EFL Program in SL.  

Three sets of interviews were completed 
at the beginning of, in the middle of, and after 
the research program. Each set of interviews 
consisted of five to seven one-on-one interviews 
and a focus group interview comprised of three 
to four participants. The interviews were semi-
structured interviews conducted face-to-face 
with the Chinese participants at the Chinese 
university. All the interviews were conducted 
in Chinese to ensure that the EFL Program 
participants could fully express their opinions 
and describe their feelings. The average 
length of the one-on-one interviews was about 
thirteen minutes and the average length of the 
focus group interviews was a little over fifteen 
minutes. The interviews were recorded and 
transcribed for analysis. To triangulate the 
findings, the research team also reviewed the 

Chinese students’ weekly blog postings on the 
ten blog sites at eblogger.com. Both the interview 
transcripts and blog postings were categorized, 
coded, and analyzed by the research members 
from both China and the USA. 

4. Results  

The research findings presented below 
correspond with the research questions above. 
Specifically, the findings describe the Chinese 
students’ perceived technology readiness for 
using SL as a language learning platform and 
their perceptions of SL and the EFL Program 
implemented in SL.

4.1. Perceived Technology Readiness for 

Using SL 

A pre-program survey was designed 
to depict the Chinese students’ perceived 
technology readiness for using SL. The survey 
consisted of twenty statements on a five-point 
Likert scale questionnaire. The survey required 
the participants to rate confidence of performing 
technology related tasks in three categories: (1) 
computer operation, (2) online activities, and 
(3) digital technology. In the survey, five items 
centered upon computer operation such as “I 
know how to move a file to a new location on a 
computer” and “I know how to use a program 
to clean my computer when it was affected by 
a virus.” Twelve items focused on their on-line 
experiences ranging from “online discussion as 
a course work” to “online gaming” and “online 
shopping.” Three survey items were about other 
experiences with digital technology such as cell 
phones, digital cameras, and video cameras. 
The pre-program survey was completed prior 
to the EFL Program in SL. Of the 61 study 
participants at the Chinese university, 57 
completed the pre-program survey. The data 
analysis coded “Strongly Disagree” as 1 and 
“Strongly Agree” as 5. Table 3 summarizes the 
pre-program survey results in categories.
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Table 3. Summary of the Pre-program Survey Results

Participants at the Chinese University (N = 57)

Survey Categories No. of Survey Items Mean SD

Computer Operation 5 4.34 .67

Online Activities 12 3.30 1.23

Digital Technology 3 4.23 .80

Overall 20 3.96 .90

Table 3 indicated that Chinese participants 
were ready to perform computer operation 
tasks and they were all experienced in using cell 
phones, digital cameras, and video cameras. 
With a mean of 3.30 from a maximum value 
of 5 for online activities, a standard deviation 
of 1.23 pointed out a relatively large variance 
in this category. Further analysis revealed that 
the Chinese participants rated some online 
activities higher than others in the survey 
category of online activities. The Chinese 
participants were experienced in using online 
communication tools (e.g., QQ, PoPo, MSN 
Messenger, Skype) for online chatting (survey 
item 15) and many of them had their own 
online photo albums such as Facebook, QQ 
Zone, and Xiaonei.com (survey item 12). 
However, for the online discussions (survey 
item 14, Mean = 2.75, SD = 1.41) and for 
playing online virtual games (survey item 19, 
Mean = 2.93, SD = 1.51), the survey results 
indicate that the Chinese students were not as 
experienced as in using online communication 
tools for chatting (survey item 15). Again, 
further analysis revealed variances among the 
students, which indicated that a small group of 
Chinese students were experienced in online 
discussions for their course work and that 
they did play online virtual games while the 
majority did not. For those who did play online 

virtual games, the amount of time they spent on 
playing them was low (survey item 20, Mean = 
1.86, SD = 1.16). To answer the first research 
question, the Chinese students were ready to 
use SL for EFL learning. Table 4 on the next 
page summarizes some online activities that 
were closely related to those learning tasks in 
the EFL Program in SL. 

4.2. SL as a Language Learning Platform

The EFL Program participants’ perceptions 
of SL as a language learning platform were 
revealed through a post-program survey, 
interviews, and blog postings. The post-program 
survey was designed to collect information on 
the EFL Program participants’ perceptions of 
both SL as a language learning platform and 
the EFL research program itself. The survey 
consisted of twenty-three statements on a 
five-point Likert scale questionnaire with an 
opportunity for the participants to write any 
additional thoughts and opinions. Out of 23 
survey items, 10 were about the EFL Program 
participants’ perception of SL as a language 
learning platform. The questions required 
the program participants to rate their feelings 
towards given statements about SL regarding 
its interface, avatar, actions, communication, 
and general feelings about SL. 
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Generally speaking, the post-program 
survey showed that the EFL Program 
participants had positive feelings towards SL 
as a language learning platform (Mean = 4.38, 
SD = .64). They felt that it was easy to control 
their avatars and easy to navigate around in the 

SL environment. They all liked the interface 
and virtual environments of SL and felt 
interested to communicate with others in SL. 
Table 5 summarizes the post-survey results by 
statement categories.

Table 4. The EFL Program Related Online Activities
Survey Item Statements Mean SD

12 I have my own online photo album, such as Facebook, 
QQ zone and xiaonei.com.

4.79 .73

15 I have used online audio and video communication 
tools such as QQ, MSN Messenger, Yahoo Messenger, 
PoPo, Skype, and etc. to chat with people.

4.75 .58

14 I have participated online discussions in my course 
study.

2.75 1.41

19 I have played online virtual games. 2.93 1.51

20 I usually play virtual games for at least 3-5 hours a 
week.

1.86 1.16

Table 5. Summary of the Post-program Survey Results on SL

EFL Program participants at the Chinese University (n = 20)

Survey Categories No. of Survey Items Mean SD

Interface 2 4.33 .79
Avatar 2 4.00 .86
Actions 2 4.25 .59
Communications 2 4.58 .62
General Feelings 2 4.73 .34
Overall 10 4.38 .64

Positive feelings toward SL as a language 
learning platform were also clearly indicated 
in the interviews. The following comments 
from the participants echoed and supported the 
findings in the post-program survey.   

Interface: I feel that the whole interface 
is interesting and fresh. We can go to 

different locations to talk. The scenes 
are different and real, although it’s 
virtual. On the whole, it’s very good 
(GSUF05 Beizer).

Avatar: I have a unique avatar and others 
have theirs. And I can change my avatar 
as I want to. People can make friends 
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with avatar’s image here; it’s really 
good and makes me happy (GSUF03 
Baran).

Actions: There are so many actions and 
functions, including fly and teleport, 
which cannot be realized in real life. 
There, I can change clothes, do lots of 
actions, and make a variety of sounds, 
which can really enrich our talk 
(GSUM01 Biler).

Communications: It looks like a vivid 
English-corner. The atmosphere is 
active and real. In classroom learning, 
we don't have much chance to talk, 
while here, partners are warm-hearted, 
and talkative. I enjoy the feelings 
of communication here. (GSUM02 
Migden).

General Feelings: SL is a virtual world. 
It’s something like a virtual game since 
people can change images and doing 
actions in it. However, it isn’t just a 
game but a medium of learning with the 
combination of a learning element and 
game element…. People can learn with 
fun and enjoy pleasure from learning, 
which improves our learning interests 
greatly (GSUF22 Altstatter).  

Additionally, the EFL Program participants 
also completed 77 weekly blog postings 
commenting on their learning experiences in 
SL. Although the blog postings focused on 
describing the learning experiences in SL, the 
postings also portrayed their feelings toward 
SL as a language learning platform. 

When I entered the virtual world, I 
was greatly shocked in that it was very 
vivid. There were many green trees, a 
beautiful lawn, and a big fountain. We 
were shown around the university…. I 

was deeply impressed. How fantastic it 
was! There was blue sea, clear sky and 
a lot of beautiful flowers. I liked it very 
much. My tour partner was GSUF27 
Breiz. She enjoyed the virtual tour a lot 
too. We talked quite well, and we also 
walked around and flew together. It 
was terrific! We had a very good time, 
and both of us are now looking forward 
to the next tour (GSUF17 Beres). 

I met my partner and took several 
pictures. I flew in the sky overseeing 
the objects on the ground. It was very 
interesting. My friends also like this 
kind of virtual life. It’s a very good way 
to make friends online and it makes the 
process more interesting and they have 
more topics to talk about. We think that 
the project will do much good to our 
English study (GSUM03 Atlass).

To sum up, the Chinese students had 
positive feelings towards SL as an EFL 
learning platform and wished to use it for EFL 
learning more often in the future. 

4.3. The EFL Program in SL

The participants’ perceptions of the EFL 
Program in SL were also revealed through 
the post-program survey, interviews, and blog 
postings. Of the 23 survey items in the post-
program survey, 13 addressed the participants’ 
perceptions of the EFL Program in SL, 
specifically the SL learning environment, 
communication, task partner, and their general 
feelings. The analysis of the post-program 
survey yielded positive results as indicated in 
Table 6. 

The EFL Program participants perceived 
the EFL program to be generally interesting 
and positive (Mean = 4.18, SD = .76). They 
liked the SL learning environments and 
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communications in SL. They enjoyed working 
with their task partners as avatars in SL. The 
interview analysis also supported the findings 
in the post-program survey.

SL Learning Environment: I feel 
relaxed and free in Second Life. And, 
I think that it can improve English 
learning a lot. I’ve been searching for 
this kind of environment since I entered 
this college, because when you speak 
English in a campus or dormitory, other 
students may regard you as a crank. But 
here, I don’t need to worry about losing 
face, since partners cannot see my face 
(GSUF02 Baran).

Communications: This kind of 
communication is efficient and better. 
We can talk with an avatar, not face to 
face. In this way, we can talk without 
anxiety. I like the teamwork form of 
communication. It’s new and interesting 
(GSUF03 Baran).

Task partners: The American students 
were patient and supportive. When 
they talked with me, they deliberately 
slowed down their speech a bit. When 
I was nervous, they always encouraged 
me by saying that I was excellent. When 

the communication dropped, they tried 
to think of something to say. I feel lucky 
to talk with them (GSUF22 Altstatter).

General Feelings: This is a convenient, 
practical, and reliable learning platform. 
We can learn many things while staying 
in the dormitory. Meanwhile, we can 
learn a lot of things which cannot 
be learned in the textbooks. It’s real 
English and everyday English. Leaning 
by talking with other English speaking 
people would let me learn more 
(GSUM08 Kass).

The appreciation of the EFL Program in SL 
was also exhibited in their blog postings. Many 
of the EFL Program participants indicated 
that the learning tasks they completed with 
American partners were interesting and their 
communications with them in SL were of 
unforgettable learning experiences. The impact 
of this interaction was more than language 
learning as described by the following blog 
postings. 

I really enjoyed talking with him, 
because he is so kind, humorous, and 
patient. To my surprise, we share lots 
of similarities. We became good friends 
the moment we started discussing. I’m 

Table 6. Summary of the Post-program Survey Results on the EFL Program in SL 

EFL Program participants at the Chinese university (n = 20)

Survey Categories No. of Survey Items Mean SD
Learning Environment 3 4.08 .77
Communications 3 4.25 .85
Task partners 4 4.30 .72
General Feelings 3 4.10 .82
Overall 13 4.18 .76
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very thankful to him for encouraging me 
to speak which increased my confidence 
in speaking English (GSUF02 Baran). 

Personally, I use Xiaonei.com and 
QQ to talk with my friends. I also use 
email to communicate with others.…
Obviously, they have more advanced 
technology which we haven’t heard 
of before. She (GSU partner) uses 
Facebook and MSN while I use 
Xiaonei.com and QQ. But we both use 
email. That’s wonderful. I learned a lot 
in the discussion. I’m really happy to 
talk with Ashley. I’m looking forward 
to another talk (GSUF27 Breiz). 

4.4. Perceived Problems

The participants also perceived some 
problems as documented in their blog postings 
and through their interviews. Technical 
problems reported included poor audio quality 
during the chats (e.g., echoing and interrupted 
flow of audio sounds) and frozen screens. 
Both problems seriously impeded smooth 
communication and task completion in SL. 
Students also identified class management 
problems. Some American participants were 
late to be online at the given time and location 
in SL to work with the Chinese participants. 
After waiting for a short while, the Chinese 
participants who were so anxious to use every 
minute in SL for EFL learning would go to talk 
with other participants in other SL locations. 
As a result, the American participants could not 
find their Chinese counterparts when they got 
into SL. In addition to the problems mentioned 
above, the EFL Program participants also 
mentioned distracting objects in the SL learning 
environment in their interviews. These were 
the problems perceived by the EFL program 
participants and the problems that need to be 
dealt with when implementing the similar EFL 
programs in the future.    

4.5. Summary

For perceived technology readiness, 
despite variances in online activities, the 
Chinese students were ready to use SL for 
EFL learning. The EFL Program participants 
perceived SL as a useful and interesting 
language learning platform. In addition, the 
EFL Program participants perceived the EFL 
Program in SL to be interesting and successful. 
With the problems observed and perceived, 
all the EFL Program participants liked the 
program and indicated that they would like to 
have more learning opportunities in SL in their 
future study.

Some limitations of the study need to be 
mentioned. Due to practical constraints, the 
study was conducted among a fairly small 
group of target students. Both the pre-program 
and post-program surveys were in English 
and some participants had difficulties in 
understanding some of the terms used in the 
surveys accurately as they indicated in both 
in the surveys and in the interviews. As a 
suggestion, formatting the survey in Chinese 
will help enhance the validity and reliability of 
the surveys, and hence, their results. With these 
limitations, we want to remind the readers of 
the extent to which the study’s results and 
conclusions can be generalized. 

5. Discussion 

Because the overall purpose of the 
research collaboration was to find appropriate 
and innovative ways to integrate SL into an 
EFL program in Chinese universities, the 
discussion focuses on the implications drawn 
for integrating SL into the future EFL Program 
in China. 
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5.1. Designing EFL Programs in SL

Technology readiness is a crucial factor that 
contributes to the success of any technology 
enriched learning programs. Lim, Nonis, and 
Hedberg (2006) explored ways in which a 
MUVE, known as “Quest Atlantis,” was used 
in science lessons to support eight elementary 
students’ learning in Singapore. They found 
that lack of computer competency was one of 
the factors that contributed to a low level of 
engagement of the students in virtual inquiry 
activities. However, the Chinese students 
were technologically ready to use SL for EFL 
learning according to the findings in this study. 
After a relatively short training session, they 
were capable of completing more sophisticated 
tasks than just chatting with avatars in SL. 

Because the Chinese students were 
technologically ready to SL for EFL learning, 
it is suggested that the future EFL programs use 
a wide array of tasks including those that are 
sophisticated to perform in SL. In other words, 
the future EFL programs should use not only 
learning tasks that elicit structured interactions 
(e.g., interviewing native speakers), but also 
those that elicit semi-structured or improvised 
interactions (e.g., virtual field trips to 
historically significant places, visits to virtual 
museums, organizing and participating in 
virtual conferences, designing and constructing 
cultural centers, creating virtual art shows 
and so on). According to Vygotsky (1978), 
interactions promote learning. Meaningful 
and authentic interactions of those tasks in SL 
would equip the EFL students with knowledge 
about English speaking cultures and provide 
them with appropriate ways of expressing 
themselves in social circumstances. 

The Chinese students liked SL and the 
EFL Program in SL in general. However, 
the perceived problems with the SL learning 
environment should not be ignored. With regard 

to designing future EFL programs in SL, both 
physical and virtual learning environmental 
elements need to be carefully considered. 
Physical world constraints such as Web access 
and students’ physical surroundings affect 
students’ online experience. For example, 
computer stations need to be equipped with 
large amounts of RAM, high end graphic cards, 
and fast processors as the activities in SL using 
text, audio, and video communications require 
extensive computing resources. Also, a large 
group of students being together in one location 
both physically and virtually in SL creates 
echoing effects with audio communication 
which hinder student interactions in SL. 

Selecting virtual environments needs to be 
equally, carefully considered. There are many 
objects in SL that could interfere and distract 
students when attempting to complete given 
tasks. For example, it may not be appropriate to 
select a seashore site in SL where, among other 
things, several dolphins regularly jump out of 
the sea when the students need to concentrate 
on their discussion that are not related to 
dolphins. 

5.2. Facilitating EFL Learning in SL 

The following is suggested to facilitate 
students’ language performance and scaffold 
their language learning in SL. 

Prepare students for task completion. Prior 
to engaging learners in SL tasks, preparing 
them in the target language is important. The 
task preparation includes both language and 
necessary cultural and background knowledge 
needed for particular social interactions in SL. 
Task preparation increases students’ confidence 
in task completion, and as a result, makes better 
use of SL for language learning.

Set a time limit for any given task. Because 
the interactions in SL require participants to 
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be present at the same time and in the same 
location in SL, managing a class in SL is more 
difficult than that in face-to-face ones. Scholars 
(Ellis, 2003; Lee, 2000) have long recognized 
time as an important factor in student language 
performance. To help students become more 
efficient in their task completion, instructors 
should inform students of the time for task 
completion and set a time limit for any 
given task in SL, especially when it involves 
participants across time zones. 

Closely monitor student language 
performance. Instructors need to closely 
monitor students’ language performance in 
SL. The instructor’s presence helps students 
avoid “just another game” mentality when they 
use SL for EFL learning. There also may be 
unexpected distractions and interruptions such 
as uninvited avatars flying around or falling 
down right in front of the student avatars that 
may be easier to overcome with the instructor’s 
participation. 

Encourage post-task reflection. Ellis (2003) 
examined interrelated research on task-based 
language learning and instruction and found 
that post-task reflection is an important part 
of the task-based learning process. Post-task 
reflection can be done in different formats. Some 
common post-reflection activities include (a) 
individual student reports on task completion 
(oral or written), (b) group discussions on task 
completion, or (c) watching student SL video 
clips in class and then having students comment 
on their language performance. The focus of 
post-task reflection can vary. We believe that 
having students watch their own language 
performance recorded in SL would help their 
reflection and be beneficial to their language 
learning experience.

Provide feedback. Feedback, a 
communication procedure that informs the 
students of their language performance against 

given instructional objectives or academic 
standards, has been an important component of 
learning and instruction (Gagné, 1985; Jonassen, 
1991; Mory, 1996). According to Mory (1996), 
feedback can include a wide array of information 
from answer correctness and language uses to 
motivation messages. The Chinese EFL students 
expressed that they wanted feedback on their 
language performance from both their Chinese 
facilitators and their American counterparts. 
Feedback should include both encouragement 
and error correction. 

6. Conclusion 

This paper reported Chinese students’ 
perspectives on using Second Life for EFL 
learning. Specifically, the paper reported 
the Chinese students’ perceived technology 
readiness to use SL for EFL learning, their 
perceptions of SL, and the EFL Program 
implemented in SL at the Chinese university. 
Our work was grounded on constructivist 
learning perspectives and attempted to draw 
upon the affordances that SL could offer 
to this context. Based on the study results, 
we discussed the implications and made a 
set of recommendations for designing and 
implementing similar EFL programs. The rapid 
evolution of digital media has afforded us the 
opportunity to assimilate new technologies 
while exploring new pedagogies in EFL 
language learning. We believe that the work 
described here has barely touched upon this 
potential and we are excited about what the 
future may bring.
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