
Meet the New
InTeen Second Life, librarians can leap tall buildings in a single
bound and save kids from boring assignments—all betore lunch

By Kelly Czarnecki and Matt Gullett

G
abe (not his real name) was a troubled teenager, drug addicted and given to frightening outbursts of

uncontrollable rage. Video and computer games provided some solace and led him to discover the 3-D

online environment know n as Teen Second Life (TSL). Upon entering the \irtnal world, Cabe trans-

formed into the avatar Tbcharaeh Wake, a slightly taller and more muscular on-screen representation of

himself. He told us that he felt comfortable in TSL, where you can meet people and it doesn't matter what you really

look like, where you can be "something other than a bum." Now an established TSL citizen, Gabe is running his

own business in the \irtnal world. Spider Clothing, a Gothic line that he designs and sells to his online pens.

Cnibe is among 40,000 teenagers who inhabit TSL, a \irtual en\ ironment geared just for youth, ages H to 17.

Cheated in 2005 b\ Linden Lab, TSL is an offshoot of the San Francisco-based company's popular Second Life

(SL) (www.sccondUfe.com), a 3-D world for adults that has attracted more than a mil-

lion residents since it was launched in 200^. While di.smisscd by some as )ust

another massive, multiplayer, online role-playing game (MMORPG), SL lacks

the dragon-slaying quests and other defined objectives topical of MMORPGs.

It is instead a multiuser virtual environment or MUVE, where the experience

is solely determined by its users. If residents, say, choose to build a boat in the

sky or put a shopping mall under water, they can.
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The social ;ippeal of SL is huge, especially for teens, devel-
opmentally inclined, as tbey are, to seek out the eompany of
their peers. As in the adnit grid, yon c;in med friends or make
new ones in TSL, hang out, lislcii Ui ninsic. and c\'en .shop,
using a special currency called Linden dollars, Fooling with
yonr appearanee is a blast—for kids and adults alike. Don
a tnlle niiiiiskirt and transparent hnltcrfk wings, cast yonr
entire faee in glowing acid green, or trJek ont yonr figure to
wildly imaginative spees, residents ean go crazy with iheir \ ir-
tnal selves—and do. Wings or not, everyone has the ahilily to
fl\*. Offering a ereative, social ontlet and relative freedom in a
safe ein ironment ('̂ I'SL's eonnnnnity standards, inelnding no
\ ulgar langnage or sexnal eontent, are strietly enforced), its
averitahle ntopia where yonngstcrs are interacting in nnkpie
>ind snrprisiiigl)' nieanlngfnl wa\'s.

(̂ iiL- teenager, Lncy P îgtree (her sereen name), recalled
her experience in Camp Global Kids, a free snmnier event
rondncted in TSL by C .̂lobal Kids, a New York-ha.se[l non-
profit organization dedicated to getting nrban yonth inter-
ested in piihlie policy and international issnes. "We bnilt a
maze in C-amp Cllohal Kids againsi child sex trafficking," she
says on the MacArthnr Fonndation Spotlight Weh site. "We

all worked hard, had a great opening, and raised a lot of
money." (Linden dollars translate into aetnal bneks).

A Web presenee that helps teens develop positive
identities, take eharge of their lives, and assnnie lead-
ership roles as world eitizens? As librarians, we knew

a good thing when we saw one. Om' institntion. the Public
Library of C l̂harlotte and Meeklenbnrg Connl)' [PI ,CMC) in
Charlotte, NC, is seriously dedieated to teen ontreaeli, and
SL appeared to dovetail perfeetly with those efforts.

So in fall 2UU6, PLCMC and the Alliance Lihrary System
(ALS) in Kast Peoria, IL, annonneed a formal partnership to
ereate Eye4Yon Alliance, an island within the teen grid. By
setting np shop in the virtual sphere, we hoped tu establish
a dedicated space for yonth that was both informative and

From left: Dayton Ra, avatar of Jean Gardner, young adult
itbrarian, Topeka & Shawnee County Public Library (TSCPL);
entryway of TSCPL in Teen Second Life (TSL); at ieft. Chaser
Brody, Peggy Sheehy's avatar, and two of her students on
Ramapo Island; a dragon created by TSL resident Kurenai
iVIeiJI; in iate December, giant hoiiday icons descended on
Suffern Middie Schooi s iibrary.



interactive and conld tnnetiun as a bridge
to other yonth organizations. ALS had
already pioneered virlnai library serviees
in Infolsland, whieh they created for SL's
adult spaee in April 20U6. With hopes of
replicati[ig that success, Eye4You .Mliance
v\enl li\e in October 2()U6.

While still in the process of terraform-
ing—shaping onr virtnal landscape—we're
gearing np a fnll roster ofofferings for spring
and winter 2007. There will be classes on
how to rnn an SL bnsiness, among other
topics, and book cliseLis.sions, as well as
opportnnities far teens to tell their ou n sto-
ries. L'',ye4Yon Allianee has already altraeted
partners, sneh as the New York-based Lower
r'ast Side Girls CInb. which will spon.sor a
yonth-nientoring program, and j)nblisher Random Honse,
who will help kick off anthor "appearances" and other book-
related e\ents. Speeial emphasis has been given to workshops
thai will help teens fxjjlorc a variety of virlnal-world skills,
from scripting to designing bnildings for the island.

Get a (Second) Life
Sign up and get acquainted wttti the virtual world (www.secondiife

.com). Ifs free.

Visit the Second Life Education Wiki

(www.simteach.com/wiki/index.php7titie =Second_Life_Education
_Wiki} to see what your peers are doirsg.

Learn the cost ot purchasing and maintaining an island in SL
{secondlife.com/community/land-islands.php). Can't aftord
it? Partner with someone who can give you land space to try
out for free.

Create a proposai, including supportive materiais (such as
this article), to present to your administration.

Join SL's Educators Working with Teens mailing list

(lists,secondlife.com/cgl-bin/mailman/listinfo/educatorsand
teens).
Contact us. While we're stiti finding our way in TSL, we're willing
to share and learn from you, as well.

'leenpartieipation, after all, is central to onr mission as yonng
adnU librarians. With Eye4You Alliance, the overarching goat
is for kids to create the programs and serviees, as (}]>posed to
simply consnming what we t)ffer. Rceentl\\ we lannelied a
recrniting campaign, both in-world and in RL (real life), for

teen designers. Dnring one open call, an avatar named
jaek.son Widget approached ns. Pnlling ont terraforming
maps from his portfolio, the teenage resident impres.sed ns
with his vision for onr spaee—he knew where the hills and
water shonld be. We hired jaekson on the spot.

Although we're prond of onr earl\' sleps in shaping
TSL, we're certainly not the first gronp ot edueators to
inhabit this \'irtnal world. At abont the same lime as the
pnblic library partnership for rue4>bn .Mliance Island
was announced, Snffern Middle School in Roekland
Connty, NY, was relocating its virtnal presence, three
islands named Snffern, Roekland, and Ramapci, from
the main SLgrid to the teen grid. While it was in it ia II)
easier to construct the project In the adnit space (there

are fewer restrictions than on the teen gridl. it was time
to share the environment wilh its intended andicnce: the
seliuol's eighth graders.

I .eacling the proiect is Peg Sheehy, Snffern's instructional tech-
nolog}- facilitator. Sheehy, who is close to becoming a certified
media specialist, worked uitli kids thronghont November 20(16,
getting them eomfortable in-world, gelling them started ereating
their avatars, and learning how to move and use creation tools. As
one mighl imagine, the kids took to this like fish to uater. As for
the adnits? "The ke\' is baby steps," she advises. Administrators'
reservations abont strident safety were easily addressed: access to
the islands is restrieted to Snffern's eighth graders and teachers,
who are snbjeet to TSL's baekgruiind cheeks. Any resident need-
ing assistance ean always tap one of the "Lindens," TSL staff
w ho are easily fonnd roaming the beat in-world.

" rhis is also a social network. I he same rules for behavior
in school apply here," adds Sheehy. "I'd better not see nnder-

From left: Students inspect Suffern Middle Sctiool's schedule
Above, from left: teen avatars David Gall (with spiky 'doo)
and Ben (with tiie green face)
Opposite page: students posing in front of Suffern's geo gallery
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wear hanging ont of yonr pants." Treat-
ing others—and their avatars—with
nuittial respect is another reqiiirenieiit.

I b achieve leacher bny-in, Sheehy has
moved qnickly to establish relevancy to
the ctirrienlnni. A social stndies class
examining innnigration, for example, is
hnikling a virtnal Ellis Island, complete
with the Siatne of IJberty and Lower
Kast Side tenements. And when a math
teacher approached Sheehy, asking
for help with his geometry nnit, she
proposed a "geo gallery" of ^-D rays,
angle.s, and other concepts, all rendered
hy stndents. "Imagine walking aronnd
an intersecting line," says Sheehy. A
"wellness" class at Snffern in particnlar
lends itself to a virtnal exercise. "How
much can yon learn abont body image
if yun can go in and create yonr own
phy.siqnc?" j)onders Sheehy. "Think
about the introspection |it will inspire
in kids I. I might choose to bea different
gender, a different race."

High-teeh teaching, to be snre, bnt
Sheehy is qnick to point ont that the
initiative also ealls on traditional lit-
crae\- skills—elick on select jihotograplis
within the KIlis Island projeet, for in-
stiinee, to reveal topical essays, whieh
every student wa.s recpiired to u rite.

"We hope to give kids a literary experi-
enee," says Jean Gardner, a yonng adnit
librarian who speadieads theTSI, project
sponsored by her institntion, the Topeka
and Shawnee Connty Pubiie Library
CrSCPL) in 'Ibpeka, KS. The library re-
cently closed (he deal v\'itli Linden, laying
clown S'̂ ÔO, with a $1>(.1 monthly maintenance fee for the island,
which they ve christened "Oz." TSCPL is partnering with I lope
Street Acadeni), a local charter school, which will provide a
pilot gronp of 15 to >() high school stndents to participate in the
TSL project, beginning this month. Cardner says Hope Street
iidniinistrators were open to the leading-edge initiative, hoping
it would inspire their at-risk stndents.

Gardner admits that all this stuff is pretty new to her, as well.
An SI. newbie, she aeknowledges the steep learning enrve ahead
ot her. bnt nonetheless is starting to find her leg.s in the virtual
landscape. "Yon jnst have to sit down and play with it," she says.
Thns far, the higgest obstacle for her bas been the technology.
Initial]}; Gardner eciuldn't even access SL, until aet[tiiring the
proper video card for her workstation. Sonsersneed to know the
system's reqnirements (seeontllife.com/corporate/sysreqs.php).
The software Is also npdated on a regnlar basis, which necessi-
tates reiniaging every computer rnnning SI. each time yoti load
tlie new version. And since SLs main mode of communication

Take a (Second) Look
Want more on Second Life? Check out the following resources:

Global Kids. Best practices related to a youth development project in

Second Life focuses on human rights, among other issues, www.

holymeatballs.org,'2006/10/sl_best_practjces_for_educatio.html.

Eye4You Ailiance biog. Track our progress through our Web journal.

eye4youa!liance.youthtech.info.

infoisland. Alliance Library System's pioneering presence on

SL's adult grid, offering a full range of virtual library services.

infoisland.org.

Second Life: The Officiai Guide. A hard-copy reference by Mi-

chael Rymaszewski on the basic facts of Second Life

(Sybex. 2006).

Suffern Middle School blog. Catch the latest on the upstate New

York school's virtual presence, including images of the geo gallery,

rampoislands.blogspot.com.

is chat, that niigiit present a problem for many .schools and li-
braries, which commonly bloek thatcapahiiit\ on their eomput-
ers. At the ver)'least. \on'l] need to convince \()nr administrators
and the guys in IT. Despite these issnes, CJardner aEid other
proponents, inclnding ns, believe '̂ I'SL is a worthwhile platform
in which to serve and engage teens.

Moving on. Gardner reiterates her interest in Hterar)-based
projects, "which inehule fantasy books, of conrse," another
idea that has reeently jxipped into her head. Brainstorming
ideas for a medieval marketplace in one moment and recreat-
ing the ecosystem of Walden Pond in the next, her enthusiasm
is so ont there, it's contagions. "1 here are no limits to wbat we
can do," she say.s. "Jnst imagine the possibilities."

Kelly Czarnecki {kczarneckiifi-!plcmc.org) is a teen librarian at
hnaginOn in Charlotte, NC. Matt Gullett (mgullctt('{'plcmc.org)
is the emergent technology mamiger at the Public Library of Char-
lotte and Mecklenburg County in Charlotte, NC.
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