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Building a Second Life on a Shoestring 
!
I directed an office of instructional technology that took possession of an island in Second Life in 
October 2007. The purchase at the educational discount of $2607.50, was made possible through 
one of the office’s regular teaching-incentive grants to faculty of $2800. The recipient, a 
mathematics and computer science professor, wanted to develop a computer programming 
course for non-majors, using traditional computer programming, as well as the Linden Scripting 
Language of Second Life. The secondary benefit of his grant was the opportunity for the 
institution to begin to develop the space for other departments and faculty. With no other funds, 
we began building a number of spaces, such as an art gallery for art students to display 
traditional as well as 3D art, a library where current library news and information could be 
displayed, a theater for presentations, a science research building, classrooms, and a large, multi-
use educational space or Learning Lab in the sky.  

All building was completed by me and one undergraduate student with Second Life experience. 
We intentionally built on a shoestring to demonstrate the ease of using the Second Life tools, but 
also to emphasize the creative aspect of Second Life as one of its values in education. I would 
encourage faculty to incorporate building into learning experiences, whether it is to build life-
size replicas of microscopic specimens, or to build a space out of which to conduct field research 
or business case studies, just to name a few possibilities. 

Volunteer faculty participated in a discussion group to guide development of the space and to 
assess possible pilot projects.  

Design Your Island: Determine needs, remembering that you don’t really need or want to be in a 
building all the time in SL—no rain or snow, unless you make it! 

• Think more in terms of creating spaces where certain activities can take place. 

o Distributing information to visitors and/or students 

o Conducting presentations and instruction 

o Setting up simulations for students to perform 

o Meeting formally and informally with distant collaborators 

o Allowing visitors to practice building 

o Recruiting students and faculty to your campus 

Building Tools and Support: Built-in building tools are easy to use, and there are ample 
tutorials for users in Second Life and on the Web 

• The Ivory Tower of Building Primitives in SL is the first stop for fledgling builders. 
Users wind their way through various hands-on tutorials from basic to advanced skills. 
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http://slurl.com/secondlife/natoma/209/164/27/ 

• Second Life Knowledge Base: Find information on building as well as everyday 
concerns. http://secondlife.com/support/ 

• Video tutorials from Torley Linden address one item per video, showing exactly how to 
accomplish a building task or how to use any of the SL tools. http://wiki.secondlife.com/
wiki/Video_Tutorials  

• The Second Life Wiki is a searchable and collaborative tool for finding and sharing 
information, about building or any aspect of SL: http://wiki.secondlife.com/wiki/
Main_Page  

Basic Costs 

Island Purchase: The cost is half price for non-profit educational institutions—$2607.50—
$837.50 for the island and $147.50/month for maintenance. See the land ordering and 
pricing here: http://secondlife.com/community/land-islands.php 

Optional paid accounts for avatar managers : $72 US/year gives a L$300/week stipend. Your 
main builder can build quite a bit with this amount in a year, but waiting for it to build up 
or for the next stipend can slow down the work. 

Linden dollar rate of exchange: On 3/20/08 the rate of exchange was US$1.25 = L$250. You 
can easily purchase thousands of Lindens at once for a nominal fee. Clearly tools and 
furnishings are inexpensive, even those costing L$3000. 

Showing your campus in SL in-world search: You do want residents to be able to find your 
campus using the in-world search. The results will include a teleport button if your 
campus is open, as well as information that aids recruiting. L$30/week. 

Uploading images/textures: Every sign you make or photo you want to display must be 
uploaded as a texture that you can apply to a prim. Each upload is L$10. Be certain you 
need the texture, especially if it is a decorative texture like grass, wood, or something that 
is meant to make your built objects look real. Every avatar has a complete inventory of 
FREE textures, so that you really may only need to upload signs and artwork. 

Look for objects you may copy: Copyable landscaping items like trees and shrubs can help fill 
in space and make the environment look more inviting. 

Take advantage of the natural features: The four island styles come with varying water and 
land features. Take advantage of nature in your building. You don't have to flatten 
everything to build. Build on the side of a hill. Build out over the water with a glass floor. 
Build under the water. Build suspended in the sky. You can terraform your island as you 
see fit, flattening, raising, extending shorelines, creating streams and even subdividing 
your island into a series of smaller islands. 
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Don't forget leisure spaces: Even avatars like to sit and talk, share virtual coffee, dance, watch 
the sun set. Informal gathering spaces can even become performance venues, like our 
coffeehouse, where we invite poetry and fiction readings and musicians to try out new 
audiences. 

I've calculated that I spent around US$100 to furnish the entire space with buildings, 
landscaping, furniture, including the necessary tools. To add any extra furniture and completely 
outfit all rooms, even though items can be moved from one room to another, would probably not 
double that initial investment. That's a pretty good deal. 

Visit the island illustrated in this presentation: http://slurl.com/secondlife/Mercyhurst College/62/171/23
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