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I had the opportunity to participate in the Second Life "Stepping Into Science" conference 
on January 30, 2009.  The "Stepping Into Science" conference was hosted by the 
University of Illinois Graduate School of Library and Information Science, and in 
addition to the "Stepping Into Science" conference, they provide a plethora of continuing 
education classes (current schedule can be found at this website: 
http://www.lis.uiuc.edu/programs/cpd/VW/). 
 
This conference was conducted exclusively through Second Life, the user-created 3D 
virtual world where content is created completely by its residents (http://secondlife.com).  
In my "real life" I teach chemistry at Mt. Hood Community College in Gresham, Oregon.  
I have participated in Second Life since October of 2006 as the avatar Regulus 
Darkstone, but I was attracted to this conference in order to see what kinds of science 
opportunities might exist to educators and to interested members of the public. 
 
All times for the conference were "Linden time", which is the same as Pacific Standard 
Time. 

 
The Overview - Monday, January 26, 2009 
 
A part of the Stepping Into Science conference consisted of an "overview" of Second 
Life.  On Monday, January 26, I participated in one of these "overview" sessions (three 
such sessions were scheduled, all of them optional) held at Squirrel Island 
(http://slurl.com/secondlife/Squirrel%20Island/130/139/23).  Squirrel Island is the official 
site of Learning Times (http://www.learningtimes.org/), one of the sponsors of the 
Stepping Into Science series.  The overview provided people new to avatars and Second 
Life the opportunity to explore the concepts of movement, flying, teleporting, and voice 
communication from within the Second Life interface.  This hour long overview helped 
to "iron out the kinks" of communication that would be vital to the actual Stepping Into 
Science conference the following Friday. 
 

  
Rye (left) and Corwin help the avatars learn about 

communication and travel in Second Life during the 
Monday "Overview" session 

Regulus Darkstone (far right) and the other 
participants of the Monday "Overview" session. 



 
The Stepping Into Science Conference - Friday, January 30, 2009 - Morning Session, 
 8 AM - 11 AM 
 
After the overview session, I was definitely ready and excited about attending the actual 
Friday "Stepping Into Science" conference.  The conference organizers had a full day of 
activities for the participants. 
 
At 8 AM the "Welcome and Keynote Address" was given by Troy McLuhan, a scientist 
with a Doctorate in Aeronautics and Astronomics.  Troy was involved in the creation of 
the International Spaceflight Museum in Second Life 
(http://slurl.com/secondlife/Spaceport%20Alpha/36/95/23) which is a fantastic place.  I 
would have loved to attended his lecture, but I teach a chemistry class on Friday 
mornings and was unable to attend... darn those real life responsibilities! 
 
At 9:30 AM the groups began splitting up into one of four "breakout sessions".  The 
morning breakout sessions included: 
 

• Astronomy 2009 - a celebration of the official presence of the International Year 
of Astronomy 

• Elon University - Working With Students in Second Life (more below) 
• Genome and Biome Islands (a study of the biodiversity and ecology as well as a 

focus on genetics and cellular biology) 
• NASA Jet Propulsion Lab (JPL) 
• National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, a field trip to a sim which has 

links to actual weather data and a simulated tsunami. 
 
I participated in the Elon University (http://www.elon.edu, located in North Carolina, 
USA) breakout session, held at their island in Second Life 
(http://slurl.com/secondlife/Elon/128/191/501).  The break out session was given by Tony 
Crider, an astronomy professor at Elon University, who has used Second Life as a 
teaching tool for more than a year. 
 
Tony used his island space to create an Apollo moon landing replication, complete with 
footsteps from the astronauts and much more.  The audience was astounded by the detail, 
including this author.  Pictures of the event can be found on the next page: 
 



  
Tony Crider talks to the "Stepping Into Science" 

group about his teaching experiences in Second Life 
Regulus Darkstone (left, center) looks upon the 

Apollo moon craft and is impressed! 
 
Tony told stories of his non-majors astronomy classes within Second Life.  They were 
able to participate in the astronomy related activities and gather information for reports, 
presentations, and more using the media and abundant opportunities already present 
within the virtual world.  His astronomy major students, however, had fewer 
opportunities.  They studied astronomy in a higher degree of detail, and their utilization 
of Second Life was limited to poster sessions at astronomy conferences or through static 
interactions of automated PowerPoint presentations to others, etc.  Tony provided useful 
information which verified some of the results I'd seen in my Second Life educational 
opportunities in chemistry. 

 
 
The Stepping Into Science Conference - Science Friday, 11 AM - 12:15 PM 
 
The next phase of the Stepping Into Science conference consisted of a trip to "Science 
Friday" (http://slurl.com/secondlife/Science%20Friday/213/230/22), the immensely 
popular presentation by Ira Flatley (in Second Life) which is simultaneously broadcast in 
both Second Life and on National Public Radio  (for more information, see: 
http://scilib.typepad.com/science_library_pad/2008/02/science-friday.html).   
 
Science Friday consists of a two one-hour shows held at 11 AM and noon PST.  Science 
Friday is very well attended, and the pictures below will give the reader some perspective 
on what the event was like: 
 
 



  
The "Science Friday" event (as part of the "Stepping 

Into Science" seminar 
The Science Friday event was packed!  Normally 

busy as is, the "Stepping Into Science" crowd 
greatly increased the numbers of avatars present.  

Regulus is located in the back row, center. 

  
Ira Flatley of Science Friday.  Note that this picture 
shows an incomplete "rezzing" of Ira's outfit... the 

lag time at this Science Friday event was quite 
large, resulting in poor texture and clothing 

appearances 

A Second Life celebrity, Prospero Linden (center, 
right) attends Science Friday.  He is also an avid 
astronomy enthusiast, based upon his comments, 

anyway... 

 
The Science Friday event was wonderful (I even saw some of my other Second Life 
friends there, people who were not attending the "Stepping Into Science" conference but 
were there to enjoy Science Friday).  Overcrowding was a bit of a problem: I had no 
problem listening to the Science Friday broadcast, but the rezzing of clothes and textures 
became quite problematic (note the poor detail of Ira Flatley's picture, above.)  As 
Second Life becomes more popular, this will undoubtedly prove to be a challenge for the 
Linden employees (such as Prospero Linden, above) as they attempt to manage a 
successful user experience. 

 



The Stepping Into Science Conference - Afternoon Session, 12:15 - 1:30 
 
After "Science Friday" we began breaking up into one of four afternoon "breakout 
sessions".  The morning breakout sessions included: 
 

• Astronomy 2009 - a celebration of the official presence of the International Year 
of Astronomy 

• StellaNova - Scientists Collaborating in a Virtual Environment, specifically 
through MICA (Meta Institute for Computational Astrophysics) 

• Genome and Biome Islands (a study of the biodiversity and ecology as well as a 
focus on genetics and cellular biology) 

• NASA Jet Propulsion Lab (JPL) 
 
As an astronomy enthusiast, I could not help but attend the Astronomy 2009 breakout 
session... and I was not disappointed.  Astronomy 2009 is an island celebrating 
astronomy heralded by Ourania Fizgig (see: 
http://slurl.com/secondlife/Astronomy%202009/128/128/40).  During this breakout 
session, we received a brief introduction by Ourania, and then were left to roam the 
island, exploring the sites we saw, etc. 
 

  
Ourania Fizgig opens the afternoon breakout 

session with a quick overview of the Astronomy 
2009 Island in Second Life 

Regulus explores the island (shaped like a spiral 
galaxy) and observes 

 
I explored the island as Regulus and saw some interesting exhibits, but accidentally (and 
serendipitously?) I came across the NASA JPL island (located next door)... and wow, talk 
about impressive!  I found a giant "walk in" sun which acted as an observatory on the 
inside... incredible! (see: http://slurl.com/secondlife/Explorer%20Island/183/152/23).  
Pictures can be found below: 
 



  
Regulus prepares to walk into the sun at the NASA 

JPL island 
Inside the sun at JPL, Regulus observes (and 

interacts with) the observatory... amazing place! 
 
The NASA JPL island also contained an impressive tribute to Mars and the Mars rovers, 
twin spacecraft which have been patrolling and exploring Mars for many months: 
 

  
Regulus watches a simulation of a Martial dust 

devil... impressive! 
Regulus sits on top of the "balloon mechanism" 

which is able to assist spacecraft on their descent to 
the surface of planets (anyone see the movie "Red 

Planet"? ) 
 
As I walked around the Astronomy 2009 sim and the NASA JPL sim, I kept trying to 
imagine what my students would think if they were in my "virtual shoes", so to speak.  I 
can imagine that they would appreciate the "special effects" and the learning potential 
within them, but I was reminded of the presentation by Tony Crider of Elon University 
given earlier... the appeal to non-majors science students is obvious, but making a 
connection to a majors level science class might require some effort if you wish to 
challenge them as an educator. 

 



 
The Stepping Into Science Conference - Closing Session, 1:30 - 2:30 
 
The final phase of the "Stepping Into Science" conference consisted of a panel of 
educators back on Squirrel Island.  The panel of educators provided insights and a 
discussion regarding education in Second Life and as to the potential of the educational 
process from within this virtual world. 
 

  
The closing "educator panel" as part of the 

Stepping Into Science conference 
The Stepping Into Science participants watch the 

education panel 
 
I never received a list of names for the panel, but they consisted of an astronomer, a 
computer science instructor, Ourania Fizgig (from the Astronomy 2009 presentation), and 
one other participant.  Questions were taken from the crowd and handed to the panel 
members.  Regretfully I had a real life incident occurring at the same time as the panel, so 
my attention was split between the two worlds, and I may not have gleaned as much 
information from this panel as I should have... but they talked about collaborations with 
other educators from all over the world; how they had expanded their horizons through 
collaborations with people in other disciplines (astronomers talking with chemists, web 
and multimedia designers working with geologists, etc.) 

 
 
The Stepping Into Science Conference - Final Thoughts 
 
This conference was incredibly enjoyable.  I loved exploring Second Life through my 
avatar and seeing the great works that have been created for Science. 
 
I do wish that I had been able to participate in more non-astronomy activities.  The events 
I participated in were heavily involved with astronomy, and although I love that field of 
study, it might have been nice to see the explorations that had been accomplished in 
biology (the genome / biome exhibits) or chemistry (the American Chemical Society 
island, etc.). 
 
I also loved the power of being able to attend an international conference from the 
comfort of my office... no annoying plane trips, transfers to hotel, and the cost was 
wonderful! (this conference cost $65 total.)  However, I also had interruptions at my 



office (students, other faculty, etc.) so allowances must be made to keep "distractions" at 
a minimum if the full benefit of the conference is to be realized. 
 
I believe the "Overview" sessions before the actual "Stepping Into Science" conference 
were critical to making this a successful event.  People new to Second Life need an 
"overview" of how Second Life works, how to move and talk, etc.  But one thing that did 
disappoint me was how little intra-colleague networking was facilitated.  For example, I 
overheard that many of the participants were from New Zealand and Europe, but I did not 
receive an opportunity to "talk" to them in Second Life and get to know them, etc.  
Second Life is a social networking tool, and it would have been wonderful to network 
with them, share in our cultures, etc. 
 
But overall I highly recommend this conference and would encourage others to 
participate in the many wonderful offerings provided by the Graduate School of Library 
and Information Sciences.  A complete list of their class offerings can be found here: 
http://www.lis.uiuc.edu/programs/cpd/VW/ 

 
 
Thank you for reading!  If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me.  
Peace,  -- Michael Russell (SL: Regulus Darkstone, mike.russell@mhcc.edu) 
 
Additional pictures of the event can be found here:  
 http://www.flickr.com/photos/regulusdarkstone/ 
 
My thanks to the Oregon Community College Distance Learning Association (OCCDLA) 
for making this opportunity possible.  Please visit us on our island in Second Life, located 
here: http://slurl.com/secondlife/OR%20Community%20Colleges/94/90/35 
 
 


