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This work draws on:
Soler, J. & Gillen, J. (2009) ‚£5,000 on building a school that doesn’t 
even
exist." Children and teenagers in virtual worlds: a media study of 
literacy issues. Paper presented at the British Educational Research 
Association annual conference, University of Manchester, 2-5 
September.
Soler, J., & Gillen, J. (2009) A threshold moment for virtual worlds: 
literacy issues relating to children and teenagers portrayed in the 
newspaper media. Paper presented at the 45th UK Literacy 
Association Conference, University of Greenwich.  July. 
& Projected work<

Interdisciplinary, historical overview of media examples

Implications for dynamic understandings of  virtual worlds & 
literacy issues



Outline of presentation
 Interweave tale of history of virtual worlds with 

historical and contemporary media quotations

 Implications for dynamic understandings of  virtual 
worlds & new literacies



methodology for media 
searches (with J. Soler)
 Use of Lexis newspaper database to search English 

language nationally based newspapers world wide

 Key search terms: ‘Virtual worlds’, ‘Literacy’, 
‘teenagers’, ‘children’ 

 Period 1990-present (searches establish that this 
represents period where emergence of ‘virtual 
worlds’ as a term in the press)



Media examples
Year newspaper Shortened title

1992 The Independent
(London)

Almost anything is possible- virtually

1995 Dallas Observer Caught in the web

1999 The Guardian 
(London)

Think Piece: Victorian classroom values

2000 The Guardian
(London)

Wicked world: Grapevine where schools share 
good ideas

2008 The Times 
(London)

When hatred comes to your home page

2009 The Times 
Educational 
Supplement
(London)

Virtual learning- Untangled Web



Current (complex) 
conceptions of virtual 
worlds have 3 significant 
historical antecedents

1.    Virtual reality prosthetic devices

"The helmet, rather like a personal flight 
simulator, contains a tiny display screen on 
to which the software projects its version of 
reality. If you turn your head, the virtual 
world turns with you." (Almost anything is 
possible virtually, 1992)

(influenced by SF [Ok, nd])



2. Video games, esp. strategic simulation games with multifarious goals, 
moving > online, multiplayer
 "Architects and designers are 

using virtual worlds to 
convince supermarkets they 
need new warehouses – by 
showing how efficient these 
would be‛ (Almost anything is 
possible virtually, 1992)

 "Alexander Jason, a ballistics 
expert and computer 
programmer, produced a VR 
animation of the shooting<.‛ 
(Almost anything is possible virtually, 
1992)

Micropolis – Open source version 
of Sim City for One Laptop One 
Child



3. MUDs multi player dungeons, domains or dimensions

"A new Moo on Metronet
needed local help with 
"building" <. MOO stands 
for MUD Object 
Oriented<role-playing 
game similar to Dungeons 
and Dragons."

Caught in the web, 1995

Richard Bartle in 1983, first developer 
of MUD:

"What I would like to see – and it's a 
long, long way off – is some local or 
national network with good graphics, 
sound effects and a well designed set of 
worlds of varying degrees of difficulty. 
In this true meritocracy, you will 
forever be encountering new situations, 
new difficulties, new solutions, and 
above all new people. Everyone starts 
off on an equal footing in this artificial 
world. ‚



‚TV is passive; on the Internet you’re using your imagination, and you’re 
actually with other people. It’s not like a drug. It’s more comparable to 
reading – your brain’s engaged, it’s a broadening experience<..a 
Discovery Zone for bright adolescents.‛ (Caught in the Web, 1995)

‚Through programming, children would be able to actually do things, 
create things, make things happen.‛(Think piece: Victorian classroom values, 
1999)

‚Almost immediately they were finding ways to interact with their 
friends’ avatars< The children began communicating with the Orkney 
pupils through the avatars they met in the virtual world<Time for them 
to create landscapes of their own.‛ (Wicked world: Grapevine where schools 
share good ideas, 2000)

‚They’re developing teamwork skills and communication, as well as 
literacy and numeracy skills.‛(Virtual learning – Untangled web, 2009)



Radical innovations such as  
‘virtual worlds’ have been 
shaped through interaction 
with the wider cultural 
landscape.

Sustained divergent views on 
the implications for (literacy) 
education.

Sustained tendency for 
hyperbolic and ‘moral panic’-
but also a gradual 
development of more subtle 
understandings 

But what is balance?



What this means for new literacies

• Blurring of distinctions between reading and 
writing

• Collaboration

• Creativity, playfulness

• Multimodality

(Gillen, 2009; Kress, 2003; Knobel & Lankshear, 2007; Lankshear & Knobel, 2008; 
New London Group)

‚



Immersion – yet artificial or real?
"<she believed her daughter was wasting real 

emotions on something which was 'unreal' since it 
took place online."  (When hatred came to the home page, 

2008).                 VWs and virtual reality  (Bainbridge, 2007)

‚Human beings are adaptive systems 
continually producing and exploiting a rich 
world of cultural structure<With the focus on 
a person who is actively engaged in a  
culturally constructed world, let us soften the 
boundary of the individual< (Hutchins, 1995, 
p. 288)



Further implications

New understandings of notions of human 
agency and subjectivity (Suchman, eg. 2009)

Entanglements of the human, perception, 
materiality  (Barad, 2007)

Possibility of designing new futures, 
untrammelled by technological determinism 
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