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Virtual worlds have been in existence for much longer than most people think. I first became acquainted with what could be loosely termed a virtual world in 1979, while I was attending a one-week course in programming in the humanities. During one of the coffee breaks the conversation turned to a computer simulation known as Colossal Cave Adventure – or simply Adventure for short. A version of Adventure was available on the mainframe computer which we were using for our course, and a number of the course participants had discovered it. The simulation was designed by Will Crowther in 1975–76 and based on a real cave network in Kentucky that he had explored as an amateur speleologist. When I returned to my college after the course I asked staff in the computer studies department if they had heard of Adventure, and I was told that there was a version on the college’s Prime minicomputer. I was immediately hooked, spending hours exploring the colossal cave and swapping experiences with a colleague who was similarly addicted.
At that time most computers produced only text output, and the normal way of inputting text was via the keyboard. In keeping with these limitations, Adventure was a text-only simulation in which the user communicated with the computer by typing commands at the keyboard and had to imagine how the cave network looked. The user could give commands to follow a certain route and to pick up objects that might be useful at a later stage of the simulation, for example a weapon for slaying potentially hostile beasts. There was even a primitive teleport command. Adventure spawned many imitations, including variants that ran on the early home microcomputers. The 1980s saw the arrival of a number of Adventure-like simulations that were specially designed for language learners: for example, Osman Durrani’s Schloss Schattenburg (Camsoft), Roger Woodward’s Manoir des Oiseaux (Camsoft), and Barry Jones’s imaginative Granville (Cambridge University Press), which was a virtual representation of a real French town.
The next landmark in the history of virtual worlds was Multi-User Dungeon (MUD), the brainchild of Roy Trubshaw, who developed the first version of the program in 1978 while he was an undergraduate student at the University of Essex. MUD was the first major simulation to be available over a wide area network when it was adopted by CompuServe in the mid-1980s and renamed British Legends. Like Colossal Cave Adventure, it was text-only, with the difference that it was available to a much wider audience. British Legends still exists in an online form and continues to be popular with retro-computing enthusiasts.
The name Multi-User Dungeon was probably a disadvantage because it was too closely associated with the Dungeons and Dragons board game and lacked appeal to educators, but then the generic term Multi-User Domain emerged as a more acceptable term to describe programs of this type. This led on to the next major landmark in the development of virtual worlds, the MOO (Multi-User Domain Object-Oriented). At first sight this appears to be an impenetrable term. The important thing that makes a MOO different from a MUD is that it not only allows text chat between its participants but it also allows them to build their own “objects”, for example a room into which they can retreat and entertain their friends. The objects are not visual objects, however, but written descriptions of them. In this respect MOOs, like their text-based predecessors, rely on the imagination of their participants. Participants can also create a description of themselves, forming the basis of their online personality – a described avatar, as it were. MOOs have been used in education since the early 1990s, and a number of MOOs have been designed specifically for learning foreign languages and for intercultural exchanges: schMOOze University, Dreistadt, MOOlin Rouge, MOO Français and Mundo Hispano. See Donaldson & Kötter (1999) and (Shield 2003).
The next important breakthrough was the development of a graphical user interface for communication and the development of a visual virtual world. A primitive graphical interface was incorporated into Quantum Link online service. One of the products developed for Quantum Link was Lucasfilm's Habitat, an online role-playing game (1986), which in many respects was a forerunner to the virtual worlds that we know today, but it was only two-dimensional. Each game player used a home computer to connect to the mainframe host that received messages and relayed messages input by the player, while the client software stored on the player’s computer generated a real-time animated display of the Habitat environment. Players in this virtual world were represented by visual avatars who could interact with one another using text chat.
Traveler (1996) was another important development, adding the possibility of audio communication between avatars who were represented as disembodied heads in a three-dimensional abstract landscape. In this respect Traveler comes close to the virtual worlds that we know today. Its lip-synchronisation technology creates an impression of someone actually talking and therefore it is particularly suitable for teaching foreign languages. A drawback, however, is that it does not include text chat.
Now there is wide choice of virtual three-dimensional virtual worlds, many of which are catalogued in the online Virtual Worlds Review. A number of them have been used for educational purposes, especially Traveler and Active Worlds (Svensson 2003).
Second Life was launched in 2003 and is now the fastest-growing virtual world in the Web. When I first ventured into Second Life in early 2007 I was not particularly impressed. I had already had some experience of using virtual worlds such as Anarchy Online and Active Worlds, and my first impression of SL that it was just another online game. I struggled to control my avatar, who proved to be an inept creature, blundering into numerous objects and other avatars, falling off buildings and precipices, and occasionally engaging in text chat with other visitors to this virtual world, most of whom did not seem to have much to say. I could not see that SL offered anything new and exciting, especially for education. Nevertheless, spurred on by recommendations in messages posted to the online discussion list of the European Association of Computer Assisted Language Learning (EUROCALL), I thought that Second Life was probably worth a “second look”. I registered for the first SLanguages conference, which took place on one of the EduNation islands on 23 June 2007. At that time voice chat in SL had not been implemented, so the speakers and participants had to run SL in tandem with the Ventrilo audioconferencing software, combined with standard SL text chat. Speakers' and participants' voices came through very clearly on my computer, and the speakers were able to put up PowerPoint slides on a large display at the EduNation conference venue, the Glass Pyramid. In the discussion sessions, participants could use text chat with the presenters or they could illuminate a light bulb on their head to indicate that they wished to speak, and then the chair would call upon them in turn. This approach to conferencing was new at the time, but it worked surprisingly well. In the meantime it has become commonplace now that SL has introduced its own voice chat facility.
I was encouraged to explore SL further. I began to look around for online language courses in SL. It was easy to find them. It took me very little time to discover Avatar Languages, English Village, Language Lab and Languages United. As a former teacher of German, I began to discover German-speaking SL sims such as Munich and Apfelland, where many of the signs and instructions are written in German and where one is likely to meet German-speaking avatars – ideal environments for exploratory and task-based approaches to language learning.

I was now convinced that it was time for EUROCALL to set up a base in SL, and I persuaded the EUROCALL Executive Committee to make funding available for a headquarters building on EduNation III Island, one of a group of islands maintained by The Consultants-E, Barcelona, and dedicated to education in SL. I was given the task of furnishing and equipping the EUROCALL HQ. It was a challenging task, but it taught me a lot about Second Life. The HQ is now fully furnished and equipped with slide presentation screens and a media player. It has proved to be very useful for small meetings and for delivering online training for newcomers to SL. There is also a EUROCALL SL Group that you can join. EUROCALL's sister organisation in the USA, CALICO, maintains a CALICO SL Group too and has recently (2008) set up a Virtual Worlds Special Interest Group.
Educators are now taking an active interest in virtual worlds. See Section 14.2.1 of Module 1.5 at the ICT4LT website for further information:

http://www.ict4lt.org/en/en_mod1-5.htm#secondlife
The content of this article also appears in the preface of this publication:

Molka-Danielsen J. & Deutschmann M. (eds.) (2009) Learning and teaching in the virtual world of Second Life, Tapir Academic Press, Trondheim, Norway, ISBN: 9788251923538: http://butikk.tapirforlag.no/en/node/1195
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