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ABSTRACT

ThisstudyinvestigatesEnglishlanguagelearner(ELL)perceptionsofusingaprototypevirtualreality
learningenvironment(VRLE)designedforteachingandlearningwritingstructure.Amixed-methods
approachwasused,incorporatingpre-andpost-participationquestionnaires,aswellassemi-structured
interviews.Participantsconsistedof10ELLsenrolledinfirstyearEnglishforAcademicPurposes
(EAP)coursesatauniversityinMainland,China.Resultsindicatethatwhilethemajorityofstudents
enjoyedusingtheVRLE,theymaintainedvaryingattitudesregardingtheusefulnessoftheVRLE.
Additionally,resultsfromacorrelationanalysissuggestthatlearners’attitudestowardsthematerial
orcontentbeinglearned(EAPwriting)significantlycorrelateswithlearners’attitudestowardsusing
theVRLEforlearningwritingstructure.
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INTRodUCTIoN

VirtualReality(VR)asapedagogicaltoolhasgainedincreasingattentionoverthepasttwodecades
(Reisoğlu et al., 2017). Concurrently, the technology has evolved considerably, and is currently
massmarketedtoconsumersforavarietyofeducationalandentertainmentpurposes.Theincreased
affordability and availability of VR devices has likely led to the growing interest in using VR
technologyfortrainingandeducationpurposes(Chengetal.,2017;Haluck&Krummel,2000).Further
still,theuseofVRinsecondlanguageacquisitionspecificallyisjustbeginningtobeunderstood.
Schwienhorst(2002)inoneoftheearliestreviewsofVRinsecondlanguageacquisitionconcluded
thattheresearchintheareaatthetimewasinsufficient,limitingmuchofhisreviewtoun-refereed
publicationsandwebpages.AmorerecentreviewbyLinandLan(2015)hadamuchricherselection
ofarticlestocross-analyzefromtopcomputer-assistedlanguagelearning(CALL)journals.They
concludedthatthereareseveralareasofresearchforVRinsecondlanguageacquisitionthathave
yettobeinvestigated,includingstudiesinlanguageforspecificpurposes.
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MuchoftherecentresearchdonewithVRinsecondlanguageacquisitioncentersonspeaking
andlistening(e.g.Chen,2018;Wang,PetrinaandFeng,2017),orinusingnon-interactive3Dvideos
inpre-writingactivities(e.g.Dolgunsözetal.,2018;Pateraetal.,2008),butnoresearchhasemerged
thatusesVRtoteachandlearnwritingstructure.Itmayseemnaturaltofocusonoralandaural
languageskills,asoneofthekeyaffordancesofVRistheimmersioninuniqueandspecificcontexts,
allowingforabroadspectrumofsituationstosupplyinputandtoelicitkeyoutput.Theadaptation
of2-dimensional text intoa3-dimensionalenvironmentmayseemcounterintuitive,howeverVR
hasotherqualitiesthatareconducivetolearningotherthanthecreatingofspecificvirtualworlds
andtheirrespectivelanguageportfolios.Elementsofimmersionandpresence,asaspectsoftheuser
experienceofVR,haveimportanteducationalbenefits(Mikropoulos&Natsis,2011;Dalgarno&
Lee,2010)andwarrantexplorationinthelanguageacquisitioncontext.

GiventhenoveltyofVRtechnology,especiallyinitsmorecontemporaryiterations,andthe
scarcityofresearchinitsapplicationstoteachingwritingstructure,anexploratorystudyintothe
attitudesandopinionsofEnglishlanguagelearners(ELLs)onusingVRforthispurposeiscalled
for. As VR technology can bring many unique qualities which could benefit language learning
andteaching,andasresearchintothesebenefitsisstillquiteyoung,manyavenuesofresearchare
becomingavailable.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Relevant Terms
DuetotherecentandrapiddevelopmentofVRtechnology,ashortreviewofthekeyterminology
andconceptsastheyapplyinthisstudyisnecessary.AlthoughVRisatermusedliberallytodescribe
avarietyof3-Dtechnologies,suchasmassivemultiplayeronlinegames(MMOGs)likeWorldof
Warcraft™,andAugmentedReality (AR)as applied in thepopular smartphonegamePokémon
GO™,VRisunderstoodinthecurrentstudywherein“therealworldiscompletelyoccludedfrom
thefieldofview”(Martirosov&Kopecek,2017),deliveredbysuchplatformsastheOculusRift™
orHTCVive™.ThekeydifferenceinthistypeofVRisinimmersion.Immersionhasbeendefined
as“apsychologicalstatecharacterizedbyperceivingoneselftobeenvelopedby,includedin,and
interacting with an environment that provides a continuous stream of stimuli and experiences”
(Witmer&Singer,1998).Althoughthisdefinitionallowsforpurelypsychologicalimmersion,such
asthatexperiencedwhenidentifyingwithacharacterinagoodbook,theimmersionexperiencedin
VRisdeliveredviavisual,auralandhapticfeedback.Thisimmersion,asameasurableassetofthe
environment,leadstoasenseofpresence,whichisthesubjectivesenseofbeinginaplace(Witmer
&Singer,1998).Thus,theimmersiveaspectsofVRcanbearguedtocomefromthetechnological
components,whilepresenceispsychological(Dalgarno&Lee,2010).Presenceisakeyattributeto
VRenvironmentsusedineducationalcontexts,asitiswhatallowsthestudentsafeelingof“being
there”.VRenvironmentsorother3-dimensionalenvironmentsthatareusedforlearningpurposes
areknownasVirtualRealityLearningEnvironments(VRLEs).

VR in Language Education
Typically,VRdevicesthatarewearableandprovideafullyimmersiveexperiencethattotallyoccludes
therealworldarenotemployedineducationalresearch,probablyduetopragmaticreasonssuchas
costandscale.MoststudiesonthetopicofVRemploy3Dvirtualworlds,whichusersinteractwith
throughacomputerscreen,andthereforearenottotallyocclusive.However,bothVRand3Dvirtual
worldscanbedesignedandconstructedforalmostanycontext,whichmakesthemparticularlyuseful
forlanguagelearning(seeThomas&Christel,2018;Hsu,2015,forexamplesusingSecondLife™).
AsKlugeandRiley(2008)note,VRLEsarehighlyadaptabletodifferentlearningstrategies,are
studentcentered,andinstilla“learningbydoing”modelofeducation.Arecentreviewoflanguage-
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