
Introduction 
1. Our presentation today is entitled Ghost Towns: Virtual Campuses and Virtual Tourism. I’ll be 

presenting with a colleague from Monash University, and creator of the Chinese Island, Virtual 

Arabia, and Virtual Prato environments, Scott Grant, who hopefully will be able to help me, a rather 

inexperienced Second Life user, today! 

2. At first glance, this classroom looks like any other before the students have arrived or after they 

have gone home for the day. A typical, in this case, Taiwanese classroom. The desks and floor are a 

little dustier than might ordinarily be the case – perhaps the students and teachers are away on 

school holiday. 

3. But, as we begin to explore other parts of the school – the outdated computers, the broken light 

fixture and chairs, the discarded trash piled up in the corner of the room, we our uneasy feeling 

grows. 

4. As we see the state of utter disrepair in this room – every book lover’s worst nightmare, our initial 

assumptions change rapidly. This is no school on lunch break or on holidays, but rather, it is an 

abandoned building, and a somewhat creepy one at that. 

5. Urban Ghosts Media, which hosts these photos of Chianan Home Economics Vocational High 

School in a series on nine abandoned schools and universities, explains the common fascination with 

abandoned buildings, and classrooms in particular, stating that “Decades of horror movies, Gothic 

novels and campfire stories have turned the phrase ‘abandoned school’ into a byword for creepy” 

Background 
6. Three months ago today, Patrick Hogan posted an article on Fusion.net called “Virtual Abandoned 

Porn: We took a tour of the abandoned college campuses of Second Life”.  

It begins, “Once upon a time, in the year 2007, people were really excited about Second Life. 

Businessweek ran a coverstory with the headline “Virtual World, Real Money. Brands opened stores 

in Second Life malls. It was even featured in an episode of The Office. Colleges were among those 

that bought the hype of the Linden Lab development”.  

But what does he mean “Were excited?” 

And how do we defined abandoned campuses? 

7. In his article, Hogan posted a number of images of what he called “abandoned college campuses”, 

often beautiful environments vacant of people, but equally, vacant of the dust and decay that we 

see in abandoned buildings in the real world. 

8. Soon afterwards, Hogan’s article was reblogged by educational theorist, Stephen Downes, linking 

to his (2007) presentation critical of the affordances – or at least, the uses in practice of - Second 

Life, and quoting Hogan: "Most of these virtual universities are gone –– it costs almost $300 per 

month to host your own island –– but it turns out a handful remain as ghost towns." 

Downes’ post was in turn reposted by a blogger at our own institution, who stated “I like the idea of 

Second Life but for me, it is still a solution looking for a problem. Some people in Design in the VET 

sector did some interesting things with virtual display spaces, but largely it was just universities 

recreating slightly lame versions of their existing campuses. We had a crack at it at Monash, but 

despite some interesting research results, enthusiasm had largely petered out by 2009.  An exciting 

http://slurl.com/secondlife/Monash%20University/72/170/28


project called Pharmatopia was originally on SL but switched Unity. The new idea for Second Life is 

to pair it VR headsets like Oculus Rift to create a more immersive environment.” 

9. According to Downe’s (2007) presentation linked to in his post, Gartner predicted that 80% of 

internet users would have a Second Life by 2011, but in 2013, it was reported that although the 

company claimed 1 million monthly users, close to half were new sign-ups who never returned, and 

70% of users failed to explore very far. 

Downes had two key criticisms of the uses of Second Life in this presentation – firstly, it’s all so 

familiar, on the closed nature of many Second Life initiatives, which frequently require special 

permission, involve select groups, or special access. It is important to note, however, that this does 

not apply to all Second Life initiatives. While users do indeed require a free viewer and account, 

many educational and other spaces, including language learning and language exchange 

environments, are publicly accessible. 

Secondly, he stated, it’s all so derivative, referring to the reproduction of existing structures and 

spaces in Second Life. We argue that this indeed can be a problem where existing structures and 

spaces are reproduced unthinkingly, but that the intentional reproduction of some types of spaces, 

which Scott will identify later, can be an important affordance of virtual environments. 

10. Further, Downes cited David Noble, who stated that "universities are not only undergoing a 

technological transformation. Beneath that change, and camouflaged by it, lies another: the 

commercialization of higher education".  

As a result of this commercialisation, many of the issues which face the bricks-and-mortar institution 

are replicated online, with silos and walled garden environments designed to keep the knowledge 

produced in and lock others out. 

Questions 
11. These posts prompted four questions: 

Firstly, we wondered, why do towns become ghost towns, in real or virtual world environments and 

what constitutes “decay” or “the elements” in a digital environment? 

Secondly, what parallels might exist with the imperilled bricks-and-mortar campus? And how lively 

should we expect a campus (online or otherwise) to be? 

Thirdly, while the possibility for digital presence to enhance reputation is widely recognised, are 

there detrimental effects when this presence begins to “decay”?  

And lastly, has or will the university campus gone the way of the motel or mall? Is it important that 

we conceal or preserve examples of early virtual architecture? 

Definition 
12. According to Wikipedia, “A ghost town is an abandoned village, town or city, usually one which 

contains substantial visible remains. A town often becomes a ghost town because the economic 

activity that supported it has failed, or due to natural or human-caused disasters such as floods, 

government actions, uncontrolled lawlessness, war, or nuclear disasters.” Famous examples of 

course including Chernobyl and Fukushima.  

http://www.monash.edu/pharm/innovative-learning/technologies/pharmatopia


Types of Real World Ghost Towns 
13. Two types of real world ghost towns we identified are those which are unused – new, empty, 

and yet to be used places, and those which are abandoned, or no longer used and deserted. 

14. China is famous for its unused “ghost cities”, which don’t fit the normal definition of abandoned 

“ghost cities” in that they are (essentially) brand new but no-one ever came to live in them. We 

speculate that this phenomenon might be a bit like some educational facilities built in SL in that 

during the first phase of the Gartner Hype Cycle were built in SL just out of sheer enthusiasm, but 

without much thought as to who would want to use them, how they could be effectively used, what 

sort of pedagogical approaches would be appropriate. A kind of “build and they will come” 

mentality, much like that behind the ghost cities in China. 

Some of these Chinese ghost cities are now “coming alive” Vagabond Journey.com reports that 

“when a Chinese “ghost city” does fill up with people and businesses it inconspicuously falls off the 

radar of the dominant international media. It becomes a regular city, mashed into China’s broader 

urban matrix — a success story that few seem interested in hearing.” Now that the initial, utopian 

hype about Second Life is well and truly over, do people only want to hear about the ghosts? 

15. Of course the other type of ghost town, perhaps the more familiar definition, is the sort of 

deserted place seen in the images of the abandoned school at the start of this presentation, or in 

increasingly familiar examples such as the deserted motel, the empty mall. TV shows like Off Limits 

or Urban Explorers, and YouTube series like the Dead Motel and Dead Mall series, or videos by the 

Proper People and others, highlight the intrigue these abandoned places hold for UrbEx – or urban 

exploration – enthusiasts. Hogan’s article title – Virtual Abandoned Porn – possibly speaks to this 

sort of fascination.  

16. As petrol prices and online shopping increase, and global mobility including cheaper 

international holidays take hold, abandoned motor inns and malls seem to litter the landscape in 

some regions of the world. 

17. I recently visited one such defunct motel 

18. decayed, ruined and graffitied 

19. where, as frequently depicted in the Dead Motel series also, the original signage and logos of the 

building were covered up or removed. 

Hotel chains and retail franchises in malls commonly recognise the importance of protecting a brand 

image by removing signage from deserted buildings that fall into disrepair.  

But what of online presence? While online presence is often framed as universally positive, is there 

such a thing as a detrimental online presence?  

What should the position of the university – or indeed any institution be – in relation to protecting 

their “brand”, image or name versus preserving early virtual architecture, similar to a heritage listing 

of unique buildings in the real world? 

Types of Digital Decay 
20. There appear to be two types of “digital decay” also: environments that are designed to look 

ghostly and empty, an aesthetic of decay, and those environments which are actually abandoned, 

unused or no longer used or maintained places. 



21. Examples of designed digital decay include post-apocalyptic games such as Defiance and The 

Division, and S.T.A.L.K.E.R, based on the Chernobyl disaster previously mentioned. 

Like many immersive 3D games and MMOs, Defiance is set in a post-apocalyptic world where war 

between humans and a number of alien species who came to earth looking for a new home after 

their own planets were destroyed by the forces of nature devastated the cities and civilizations of 

earth. Defiance is set in the San Francisco area and is full of destroyed and abandoned buildings that 

were once alive with activity. Tom Clancy's The Division, set in post plague New York, once again full 

of the abandoned remnants of a once vibrant city. Many MMOs have these post-apocalyptic themes 

and are full of such abandoned spaces that, even though they are not real, are still fascinating to 

explore and contemplate.  

22. Second Life itself also has many similar spaces. 

23. On the other hand, the spaces Hogan visited were of course, not intended as post-apocalyptic 

environments, but, presumably, designed as vibrant learning spaces.  

The reasons for designating them abandoned, instead seems to be based not only upon an absence 

of people but, in some cases, on signs that promised updates or new areas have not eventuated 

years after the promised date, or signs of freeloaders taking up residency in the region.  

Of course, most universities and other large institutions around the globe are plagued by facilities 

upgrades that take years, and what campus is without graffiti? 

Another blog post on Nalates.net in 2014 describes a region in Second Life that could be considered 

to be in a state of decay, evidenced by comments such as “The elevators no longer work. Many of 

the other devices there no longer work. It is still a pretty build, but somewhat sad remembering 

what it was.” To me this represents a kind of digital “decay” in that, similar to real life ghost towns, 

the buildings and objects were still in place at the time, but for various reasons the scripts that 

animated some objects were no longer working, i.e. they had somehow been depreciated with, I 

imagine, changes to the platform that possibly required parts of the scripts to be re-coded.  

Criteria 
24. From these examples, we can distinguish three criteria for defining ghost towns – firstly, the 

absence of people other than “ghosts” or perhaps, in the virtual space, bots. Secondly, a depreciated 

state of surrounds. This applies not only to the rot and ruin of the physical environment, but the 

broken promises and broken code of the virtual environment. And finally, a lack of activity.  

25. What types of virtual worlds are at risk of becoming ghost towns? 

Virtual Educational Tourism Environments and Language Learning 
26. In the paper we are currently writing, we identify two types of virtual worlds used in education. 

Firstly, specially designed pedagogical environment, such as Chinese Island, which takes cues from 

real Chinese buildings, environments, artefacts, and communicative situations, but is not modelled 

on any single real life space. The region includes a restaurant, airport, market, and clinic all with in 

easily navigable distance, in order to facilitate language learning in these highly pertinent 

environments.  

Secondly, replicated environments, such as the copies of campuses that Hogan and others have 

commented upon, and also, replicas of historically or culturally significant locations. Virtual Prato is a 



blend of these aims, in that it includes a reconstruction of the Monash Prato Centre in Italy, used as 

an orientation site for student who will go on exchange to the Centre, and replicas of significant 

cultural locations such as a cathedral and a castle in the centre’s immediate surrounds.  

27. So why would one build, in the words of the eMeanderings blog, a “Slightly lame version of an 

existing campus” or indeed, any existing space? 

Firstly, one reason is to orient students to real campuses, as in the case of Virtual Prato. 

Furthermore, 3D Virtual Campus Tours has made a business of providing access to university 

campuses for those high school students contemplating college but unable to visit campuses in 

person. This is a particular boon for regional students.  

Secondly, an “as-close-to-bricks-and-mortar-as-possible” experience may be desirable for those 

students who cannot attend classes in person due to remoteness, family responsibilities, health or 

mobility constraints. The Freedom Project has demonstrated the importance of university campuses 

without leaving your chair for such students. 

Finally, students who are already at university might be oriented to the virtual environment via the 

reproduction of a familiar environment to initially explore and learn in, rather than having to deal 

with an unfamiliar cultural or linguistic environment and an unfamiliar mode all at once.  

28. Examples of replicated environments in virtual educational tourism include historical locations 

and events, such as the Acropolis, allowing experiences of other nations and cultures, even those 

which no longer exist, including reproductions of costumes and foods and peoples and animals not 

possible to experience if visiting the actual physical location. Furthermore, Blascovich and Bailenson 

note a number of simulations of dangerous locations and events, like war zones or disputed 

territory, useful for the language and culture training of military personnel. Our examples of Chinese 

Island and Virtual Prato are also demonstrations of the use of virtual worlds for taking students to 

distant locations, not easily accessible without passports, visas, and plane tickets. While we do not 

intend these environments and their activities as a substitution for real-life experience of China or 

Italy, we hope that they will provide a useful bridge between the classroom and in-country 

exchange.  

SAMR  
29. We can locate the activities engaged in in both reproduced and designed spaces on Puentedura’s 

SAMR model. Although no level is inherently superior to another, but instead, tasks must be fit for 

purpose, it may be that some “decay” can be explained via the use of Second Life or other virtual 

worlds largely at the “enhancement” level – with the use of SL acting as a direct substitute with no 

functional change (e.g. reproducing lecture theatres and offices with no modification of how tasks in 

these environments might be carried out), or the augmentation level (e.g. with only minor functional 

improvement to tasks).  In some senses, these first two stages of the SAMR framework relate to the 

first stage of the Gartner Hype Cycle for the adoption of emerging technologies, i.e. moving through 

the hype phase where there is huge interest in a new technology and rapid uptake towards the Peak 

of Inflated Expectations.  

As Hogan’s article alludes, some uses of virtual worlds replicate what is possible – and often easier – 

on platforms such as Moodle and Blackboard. Given the extra effort required on the part of the 

student and the teacher – installing a viewer, registering, creating an avatar, learning how the 

controls work, navigating the environment, and even developing the environment and activities – it 

is unsurprising that, unless activities in Second Life add something else, easier options that require 



less commitment may be preferred. The initial enthusiasm for the new technology at this point often 

descends into the Trough of Disillusionment of the Gartner Hype Cycle and never recovers to move 

on to the Slope of Enlightenment and Plateau of Productivity where use of the new technology 

reaches a new level of maturity and moves through the final two stages of the SAMR model where 

true innovation occurs, i.e. Modification and Redefinition. 

The level of commitment required to engage in Second Life can have upsides and downsides. On one 

hand, it may be the sense of embodiment and personal identification and attachment via the avatar 

that, when a student is engaged, leads to prolonged use and a sense of community. We know, for 

example, that MOOCs which do not use virtual 3D environments have enormous drop-out rates. But 

by the same token, unless Second Life is adding something that a simpler, less resource-intensive 

environment or a real life class could not, the additional commitment may be off-putting. Having the 

time to develop pedagogical designs that fit the Modification or Redefinition level can be a 

challenge. This can sometimes be due to the disciplinary area with, for example, foreign languages 

potentially appearing more suited to these environments than others such as accounting. 

Anecdotally, a number of educators have commented that despite their interest in VWs for 

education they simply cannot come up with any meaningful activities in these environments for their 

students. However, as a recent Transforming Assessment Webinar on a 3D virtual business 

simulation for experiential learning in first year accounting showed, innovation is certainly possible 

with appropriate support. Like real world towns, the commitment of a community, financial viability 

or ideally both are required to ward against ghost towns. 

The Importance of Tasks in Language Teaching and Analysis 
30. The SAMR model highlights the importance of tasks, not only in education, but in our evaluations 

of environments. We maintain that just as it is impossible to properly evaluate the types of learning 

activities and the effectiveness of teaching that takes place within the walls of a classroom if you 

visit at a time when no students are present, the same is true in Second Life. 

We get lots of visits from random people all over the world on Chinese Island every day. From time 

to time we get visits from mainland Chinese visitors too who are keen to find regions that they can 

identify with and where information is written in Chinese, which they can understand, rather than 

English, which they often can't. A frequent question I get from these visitors is "where are all the 

people", "why don't you do something to liven the place up", and so on.  

As a teaching and learning region, things get incredibly lively, even chaotic, when we have lessons on 

the island, but for the rest of the time things are fairly quiet. In that sense, Chinese Island at least, is 

different from other regions that are social networking-oriented, where keeping things active and 

lively is a major priority for the survival of the region.  

In the early days there certainly were a lot of academics and other university staff that imagined the 

virtual replicas of their real life institutions being filled with the bustling activity of students and staff 

every day, but even our RL institutions are not like that. During semester our campus, for example, is 

overflowing with students and staff busy with all kinds of activities, but after semester finishes the 

campus can seem (thankfully) quite empty a lot of the time. 

31. In the Chinese ghost towns shared earlier, where cities are built rapidly rather than growing 

organically, it takes time for people to move into the newly established cities, often under 

governmental direction or persuasion.  



In Australia, where regional centres may be shrinking or at risk of becoming abandoned, the 

government has established scholarships for young people to train as doctors or teachers who will 

work in these remote areas, and grants for those willing to move from the city to the country.  

Similarly, we posit that time is needed in the online environment, as are incentives – or directives. 

Technology is often viewed as adding little more than motivation, and if students appear reluctant to 

use a particular technology, its use is abandoned. However, before abandoning any method of 

teaching or assessment purely on the basis that students do not universally show enthusiasm 

towards it, we must consider the pedagogical purposes of it, other than motivation. After all, few 

students claim any great love for speaking tests, oral exams, classroom presentations, or 

conversational pair work in the classroom, but they remain vital components of language pedagogy, 

and for good reason. 

We believe that students must be rewarded for participation in virtual environments, e.g. through 

assessment weighting or gamification as appropriate, in order for benefits to accrue. A semester or 

more is needed for students to become used to the environment and learn how to engage in it 

effectively, and likewise, for teachers to experiment and learn how to create effective learning 

activities.  

Furthermore, we believe that the setting up of specific lesson times can be vital, for students (and in 

the case of Chinese Island, native speakers invited to the island) to be virtually co-present and 

available to communicate. 

As Beavis states in Doing Literacy Online, although the “any time, any where” affordances of the 

internet are often trumpeted, people are influenced by real-world economics, geography and 

demography, and the time zone you are in, and your work and school commitments, will influence 

when you will play or log on. In her study, players of an online game found it difficult to find others 

to play with during the times they were logged on – mid-afternoon in Australia. This is a particularly 

relevant concern for second language learners whose target language populations largely reside in a 

different time zone. 

The Importance of Case-by-Case Analysis 
32. Furthermore, as we have emphasised throughout this presentation, not all virtual environments 

may be tarred by the one brush, and it is important to analyse them on a case-by-case basis. Not all 

Second Life environments are familiar or derivative, and sometimes, they should be.  

Virtual “ghost towns” are not a solely Second Life phenomena, with the Daily Mail describing social 

network Google Plus as a virtual ghost town in which one third of users post once and then never 

again. The article also uses the word “decay”, stating “The RJM report states: ‘The decay rate here is 

very concerning. ‘Users are less and less likely to make additional posts, even a few months after 

initially joining. ‘At the end of the day, Google+ simply does not show the same level of ravenous 

user adoption and engagement that we've seen in other social networks.’” Other blogs too make this 

point about forums.  

The Future of the Real and Virtual Campus 
33. To conclude, we consider the possibilities for the future of the real life and second life university.  



Having identified the issue of walking into a virtual environment and finding it empty because there 

are no scheduled classes or office hours on at that time, what if virtual spaces were shared by 

institutions in different time zones? 

Certainly, virtual environments that are intended to orient students to a specific university’s campus 

need to replicate that environment as closely as possible, and will likely only be useful for students 

who are contemplating enrolling at that particular university. However, reproductions of historically, 

geographically, and culturally significant sites, as well as particular linguistic environments could be 

fruitfully used by students and teachers from a number of institutions on a timeshare basis, as was 

trialled in Pharmatopia. Furthermore, purpose built pedagogical environments which draw upon 

principles of good teaching and learning, as opposed to copying existing spaces, which are often a 

compromise between physical, economic and OH&S realities and the best intentions of teachers, 

educational designers and architects, could be co-funded and co-maintained by a consortium of 

institutions in different time zones. 

Some educational facilities in RL abandoned for a range of reasons are now being slated for re-

development, e.g. Université du Val Benoît (Liege, Belgium), listed among the 9 abandoned schools 

and universities previously shown. Some sites in SL are temporarily “abandoned” but later re-

developed for other educational purposes. An example of this is the original Monash University 

region which was intended as a central location for any faculty within the university to have a 

presence on. Some basic facilities were built and some use was made of the facilities for a period 

(e.g. Faculty of Education Masters of Education; Faculty of Arts, Behavioural Studies, Digital Selves 

unit), but in the end the educators either set up their own separate regions or simply took students 

to other existing regions to visit, abandoning their original presence in the Monash University region. 

Subsequently the region was re-developed into Virtual Prato which is used for virtual orientation of 

students who travel to a real world city in Italy to undertake short courses towards their degree. 

As Wikipedia states, a few ghost towns in real life get a “second life” due to heritage tourism. Might 

not the same be true of second life environments?  

Another blogger at Kill Screen Daily who re-posted part of the original Patrick Hogan article, but is 

also interested in the concept of “decay” in virtual environments makes the comment “I wonder if 

software like Second Life (which is nearly ancient in internet years) will start to go mainstream again, 

or if something newer and fresher will pop up in its place. I wonder too, if and when people start to 

move away from some virtual worlds and into others, what new kinds of digital ruins will be left in 

the dust for the internet archaeologists to dig up”, carrying on the theme of “abandonment” and 

“decay” (or dust). 

Is there a need for a virtual heritage listing, to preserve these digital ruins for virtual archaeologists? 

The Stanford Humanities Lab has taken some steps in this direction 

(https://archive.org/details/virtual_worlds&tab=about) on the Internet Archive.  

Finally, we posit that second life researchers have contributed enormously to our understandings of 

embodied cognition and language learning, the effects of the environment in education, the 

importance of cultural surroundings in creating authentic experiences for students, and a vast 

number of other areas which, given the improvements in technology and current public excitement 

around virtual reality, may be applied to new innovations.  

  


