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Understanding Presence, Affordance
and the Time/Space Dimensions
for Language Learning in Virtual Worlds

Susanna Nocchi' and Frangoise Blin?

Abstract. Notwithstanding their potential for novel approaches to language
teaching and learning, Virtual Worlds (VWs) present numerous technological
and pedagogical challenges that require new paradigms if the language learning
experience and outcomes are to be successful. In this presentation, we argue that
the notions of presence and affordance, together with the time/space dimensions of
interactions in virtual worlds (e.g. Bakhtin’s (1981) chronotope, Foucault’s (1984)
heteropia, and Lemke’s (2000) heterochrony), provide new insights into language
learners’ trajectories as they attempt to carry out tasks that are designed to make
use of virtual worlds’ characteristics and potentialities. We explore and analyse a
critical incident that occurred during the realisation of a language learning task by
university learners of Italian in Second Life©. Recordings of the session, teacher
observations, learner reflections and interviews have provided large amounts of
data highlighting a number of critical incidents that emerged during their execution.
Analysing these critical incidents through the lenses of presence, affordance, and
time/space inseparability allows us to highlight the non-linearity of temporal
and spatial aspects of interactions in virtual worlds, and to reveal the emergence
of affordances and learning chronotopes linked to such interactions. In turn, the
analysis of these emerging learning chronotopes helps us refine the design and
implementation of language learning tasks in virtual worlds.
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1. Introduction

In the last decade VWs have been used and studied by the educational community,
with a particular focus on their potential for immersive learning, simulation and
cross-cultural exchanges. Language learning has become a popular activity in
VWs (see experiences, such as Avalon, Euroversity, Virtlantis), and the enthusiasm
of the foreign language (FL) teaching community has led many to tap into the
potentialities offered by VWs such as Second Life®©.

Research in the pedagogy of FL teaching and learning in VWs is however still quite
young and an analysis of some of the first language courses in these environments
showed that early adopters tended to reproduce known and safe pedagogical
choices; this brought the researchers’ attention on how to best exploit the unique
characteristics of this new technology (Blin, Nocchi, & Fowley, 2013; Girvan &
Savage, 2010; Zheng, 2012; Zheng & Newgarden, 2011).

In this short paper, we show how the concepts of presence and affordance, as well
as the spatial and temporal dimensions of VWs can be useful tools for making
sense of these spaces as learning environments.

1.1. Presence and affordances

The cyber psychologist Riva defines presence in a mediated environment as “the
intuitive perception of successfully transforming intentions into action” (Riva,
Waterworth, Waterworth, & Mantovani, 2011, p. 2) and social presence as “the
capacity to act on one’s intentions and to understand the intentions of the others”
(Riva, 2004, p. 51). According to Riva (2004), a high degree of presence can
give an indication of how successful one has been in using the medium; through
full usability of the medium one can act how one wants and become more fully
aware of the medium’s possibilities for action, i.e. its affordances (Kaptelinin &
Nardi, 2012). Our understanding of affordances draws on an activity theoretical
perspective, which highlights the strong link between affordance, context, activity,
the user’s previous history and experience and the mediational aspect of the
technological tool/artefact and its cultural and historical significance for the user
and the educational activity (Morgan, 2007).

1.2. Spatial and temporal dimensions — heterotopia and the chronotope

VWs do not only provide a new learning environment with exciting affordances; a
VW is a separate space, but it is also part of the user’s physical world. Foucault’s
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(1967) concept of heterotopia as a space that is in relation to other sites but, at
the same time, contains in a single place different spaces and locations that can
be incompatible with each other, seems apt to describe the cyber experience.
Heterotopias “always presuppose a system of opening and closing that both isolates
them and makes them penetrable at one at the same time” (Foucault, 1967, p. 7).
VWs, as well, are located in the world and outside it and assemble a variety of real
and imagined spaces and realities.

Time is also an interesting dimension of the cyber reality. When we are immersed
in a VW’s historical period, season and time, we are also still living and acting in
our own real time, whose reality intersects with the VW reality. Bakhtin’s (1981)
concept of chronotope, a “connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships [...]
in literature” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 84), can be usefully utilised to observe how time is
conceptualised in a learning space and in computer-assisted collaboration (Ligorio
& Ritella, 2010).

2. Method

SLitaliano was an Italian language course that took place in Second Life© in
2011/2012. The course was designed for International Business and Languages
students at the Dublin Institute of Technology, who wanted to work on their
Italian language and intercultural competence, in view of spending their Erasmus
year in an Italian university. SLitaliano consisted of 9 in-world sessions. Each
session was preceded by pre-session tasks on the course wiki.

2.1. Si Mangia! (Let’s eat!)

Session 4 of SLitaliano was called “Si mangia!” (Let’s eat) and focused
on Italian food, food habits and food culture. The session took place on
Imparafacile Island, and most of it was spent in an Italian restaurant/pizzeria.
The participating students, Bea, Ita and Dub, had met a group of Italian native
speakers outside the restaurant and had already tackled a language task with
their help.

At this point in the session, students and Italians are facing a table covered with
food and kitchen tools and have been asked to devise a recipe using the objects
and ingredients they see on the table. These scripted objects show lexical and
morphological information about them if the users hover their mouse over
them. As part of their wiki pre-session tasks, students had been asked to make
sure their hover tips were active.
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2.2. Data collection and analysis

The session was recorded and multimodal interactions were transcribed for
subsequent analysis. Focus shifts were identified, which defined episodes that
were then analysed. Such focus shifts were primarily triggered by technical
issues or breakdowns, and lexical or intercultural queries. Some were expected,
others emerged as students set out to complete the tasks assigned to them.

The episode discussed in this article was the result of an unexpected technical
issue that affected the flow of the activity and caused a shift in the focus of the
action.

3. Results

Before starting to devise a recipe, the students needed to properly identify the
objects they were to use, by zooming in on them and/or hovering their mouse
over them to get lexical and grammatical information if needed. Two students,
Bea and Dub, had not activated their hover tips as instructed. As a result, they
could not take advantage of the affordances provided by the hover tips and by
the zooming option.

As they were unable to access information on the objects on the table, the group
momentarily left the simulation to create an alternative solution that would
enable students to complete the task. Ita was given the role of the ‘seer’ for
the group and helped her colleagues find the names of the objects they could
not recognise. Also, the Italians left their spectator role and actively helped the
students in Local Chat, providing technical and lexical tips.

The group had to resort to alternative actions which caused the emergence of various
affordance based actions. The actions connected to this episode were: languaging
in local and voice chat, native speaker support in local and voice chat, technical
support in voice chat, language reflection, and target language input in local chat.

Also, the ‘hover tips’ incident brought about extensive language production from
the students, with a total of 51 exchanges in Voice Chat and 3 in Local Chat (Bea:
7 instances; Dub: 18 instances; Ita: 29 instances).

As illustrated in Figure 1 below, the technical issue caused a shift in the focus of
attention of the group while giving rise to the emergence of a new chronotope and
of different affordances.
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Figure 1. Hover tips episode triggering a focus shift
as well as a temporal and spatial one
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4. Discussion and conclusions

The hover tips incident illustrates the breakdowns and repairs that are likely
to occur in a virtual world. Such episodes enable us to better understand the
relationship between affordance, presence, and the spatio-temporal aspects that
are characteristic of “in-world” interactions. The learning environment briefly
described above provided educational, technological, and linguistic affordances
to students. While some of these affordances were enacted, others were not. As
Bea and Dub were not in a position to realise the technological affordances offered
by Second Life©, they could not enact the linguistic affordances offered by the
scripted ingredients. Yet, unexpected affordances soon emerged, following the
teachers’ and students’ temporary withdrawal from the simulation, also known
as virtual corpsing (Marsh, 2003). However, virtual corpsing may potentially
contribute to a loss of presence and to the emergence of chronotopes that not only
interrupt the flow of the simulation but may also weaken the group cohesion and
collaborative learning processes and outcomes.
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