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ONLINE COMMUNITIES OFFER TERRIFIC OPPORTUNITIES
FOR TEACHING ABOUT SCIENCE.   BY LEE WILSON

M
r. Hawley, my high school chemistry teacher, was fond of small explosions and lots
of smoke in our lab work. He wanted his experiments to spark an interest in sci-
ence and bring core concepts to life. 

There have always been scientific concepts our children should experience but that are
too dangerous, too expensive, or too time-consuming for school. For these activities—some
of the most thought-provoking in science—we have had to settle for lectures and reading.

Virtual worlds change this equation. In a virtual world, students can use million-
dollar apparatus, experiment with lethal substances, and compress years of activity into
a few weeks. The only equipment needed is a computer with Internet access.

||SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY||

VIRTUAL WORLDS =
REAL LEARNING

CREATING A VIRTUAL WORLD

In late 2006, the Texas Workforce Commission
(TxWC) decided it wanted to spark student inter-
est in the burgeoning biotechnology industry. Stu-
dents’ attitudes toward science begin to gel in
middle school, so this is the age to start build-
ing the career pipeline to the sciences. However,
the cost, danger, and timelines associated with
biotechnology make it impractical to deploy in
middle school science labs. A few isolated suc-
cesses wouldn’t fit the bill, either—the commis-
sion’s goal was to
reach thousands of
kids across the state
in the next year. 

To help solve the
dilemma, the com-
mission turned to
Whyville—a free vir-
tual world focused on
STEM (science, tech-
nology, engineering, and math) education. A vir-
tual world is a computer-based environment that
lets users interact via avatars, or graphic repre-
sentations of themselves.

Developmentally, teenagers experiment with
identity, crave recognition for competence, and
turn outward to the larger social world. Virtual
worlds such as Habbo, Teen Second Life, and
Whyville serve these needs well. The social as-
pects of virtual worlds—encouragement, compe-
tition, and companionship—make for a new kind
of learning experience. They harness the natural
social focus of teens as a motivating force for 
engaging with the content. In fact, virtual worlds
are some of the most active sites on the Web:

Since its launch in
1999, more than
three million teens
have joined Why-
ville, built online
avatars, and become
part of the commu-
nity, averaging three
to five hours a
month on the site.

The site hosted more than 8.5 million educational
games last year. Tapping this underlying dynamic
of teen life to engage kids with biotech content
is the concept behind the Texas program. The goal

Screen shots from Whyville.com, where students can
join a community and learn about biotechnology.

VIRTUAL WORLDS ALLOW US TO SAFELY

TAKE STUDENTS TO THE FRONTIERS 

OF SCIENCE WHERE THE REALLY 

INTERESTING QUESTIONS AWAIT. 
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