Heron Sanctuary: An Interview with Gentle Heron

(Note: All externa links below will open in a new browser window or tab.)

| NTRODUCTI ON

This special issue of CultureWrk explores the Do-it-

yoursel f (DY) aspect of Second Life (http://secondlife.com/)
, SE CON D:‘.F‘s the virtual online world. Second Life has both its

chanpions and critics, but one cannot deny the interest
generated fromaround the world in this new Wb forum
for personal and organizational exploration and

net wor ki ng.
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Second Life is best described as a 'non-gane' ganm ng style environnment where individuals create
personal i zed avatars (1) and neet with others in a variety of foruns. Linden Labs (Linden

Research, Inc. http:/lindenlab.com/) has created Second Life as a commercial venture, but one can
sign up and explore the world for free. Second Life also offers the opportunity to create your
own world, or according to the Linden Labs Wb site:

Fromthe nonment you enter the World you'll discover a vast digital continent, teem ng
W th people, entertainnment, experiences and opportunity. Once you've explored a bit,
perhaps you'll find a perfect parcel of land to build your house or business. (2)

W want to consider how organi zati ons use Second Life virtual spaces. Many organi zations from
| BMto Hone Depot to Playboy to the NBA have a presence within Second Life. In contrast to the
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comerci al aspects of this virtual world, a | arge educational and non-profit presence al so
exists. Universities and academic libraries are presenting classes, book groups, seninars, and
conferences (3). The DY aesthetic of creating an organization within a space that allows for
| ow overhead is equally intriguing.

As such this issue of CultureWwrk’s DY series introduces an organi zation using Second Life to
create itself fromthe ground up in a fully online environnent. W have approached the group
The Heron Sanctuary (THS) because of their work with people with disabilities, (physical,
mental, and enotional) and the fact that this group is westling with start-up organi zati onal

i ssues. THS recently celebrated their first open house (Septenber 15 - 16, 2007) and has begun
to address questions of outreach, progranm ng, nenber base, and board devel opnent.

The Heron Sanctuary is a project in Second Life [SL] to develop and sustain a
supportive community for disabled people both already in SL and those who want to
enter it. Just as in the real world, disabled people face access barriers in joining
and participating in SL. The Sanctuary project is designed to provide the assistance
di sabl ed peopl e need.

The Sanctuary officially began on June 29, 2007 when groundbreaki hg occurred on
Edul sl and 4. The project erected a building and several auxiliary structures, such as
a swi mm ng pool. Many volunteers assisted in the construction process. W continue to
make progress using the donations and skills of many interested people. (Heron
Sanctuary Newsletter #1, 2007, August 1)

Anot her level of interest for us in the field of virtual spaces and organizational structure is
the use of digital arts as forns of personal expression for THS nenbers. This interview
features sanples of THS co-founder SuperQuiet Heron's digital and anal ogue phot ography al ong

Wi th poetry that conmes froma THS supported publication. W see a very strong DY influence in
wor k such as this and have been intrigued by the possibilities that digital online worlds offer
i ndividuals to self publish and distribute their work.

We thank Gentle Heron for her agreenment to take part in introducing us to The Heron Sanctuary.
Jump to various snapshots of The Heron Sanctuary by clicking here.

Robert and Julie Voel ker-NMorris, co-editors

THE HERON SANCTUARY: An Interview wth GentleHeron
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What

is the Heron Sanctuary?

The Heron Sanctuary is a planned supportive comunity
[Wwthin Second Life] for people with all kinds of

di sabilities. Qur nmenbers consist of people with

di sabilities and those w thout who have al ready becone

menbers of Second Life, and new Second Life nenbers with
di sabilities who need assi stance overcom ng barriers I I . R
that mght prevent their full participation in this

virtual reality environnment.
S ANCTUARY

When | visited with you previously, you said that the Heron Sanctuary not only addressed
physical disabilities, but also nental/enotional ones. Can you el aborate on sone exanpl es?

We have nenbers with several kinds of nental or enptional disabilities. These range
from auti sm spectrum di sorders to bipolar disorder to learning disabilities to socia
anxi ety disorders. Many people with physical disabilities such as multiple sclerosis
al so have nental synptons such as depression, nenory |oss, and inpul se control issues.

What do the SL spaces offer that "real life/real tine" spaces cannot offer to the disabl ed
communi ty?

Mich depends on the nature of the disability. Virtual reality offers benefits to many
people with disabilities for whomit can be adapted. For instance, people with
nobility disabilities such as cerebral palsy or para- or quadriplegics benefit from
navi gati ng through the rich 3-D environnment. They inprove their spatial awareness as
the realistic graphical interface allows themfull nobility, even flight, with mninma
physi cal effort.

Certain disabilities affect attention span. The detailed scenery and opportunities for
realistic interactions with representations or avatars of other humans capture the
interest and focus the attention of persons with attention disorders such as ADHD.
People with auti sm spectrum di sorders nmay be confused or angered by the facial
expressions or gestures of those with whomthey nust interact face-to-face. However,
text chatting with an avatar allows our nenbers with Asperger’s syndrone as well as
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ot hers whose disability renders them non-speaking to converse confortably in new ways.

y Wheelchairs

How | arge is the nmenber base? What are your plans for the future, as in what size of
menbership are you | ooki ng towards over the next year?

Qur present nenbership is just over 70. The nondi sabl ed popul ati on of our group now
out nunbers the di sabl ed popul ati on. The effort expended in integrating one disabl ed
new nmenber into the general culture of Second Life precludes a faster growh of the
total disabled population of our group at the present tinmne.

In general, what types of outconmes are you hoping to achieve for both disabled and non-di sabl ed
menbers (and non-nenbers) of the Heron Sanctuary?

W hope that all citizens of Second Life will beconme nore aware of disability access
i ssues and the technol ogical tools and adaptations that allow people with disabilities
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to beconme fully functioning nmenbers of Second Life.

What type of public progranms is the Heron Sanctuary planning to offer after the grand openi ng?

After the Open House, the Sanctuary w |l cosponsor prograns with the Accessibility
Center (4). These will focus on specific disability issues, how people with those
disabilities can benefit fromparticipating in virtual reality, and the types of
assi stive technology that will allow themto participate as fully as possible.

How i s the Heron Sanctuary using the
arts and cul ture (perfornmance,
visual, literary,.) as part of your
pr ogr anm ng?

We encourage our nenbers to
express thensel ves through

what ever artistic mediumthey
feel confortable with. Many are
casual witers. Some explore SL
phot ography or scul pture. W
can all attend concerts and
museum exhi bits in SL. Menbers
whose creative talents becone
adequat el y devel oped nmay even
find a retail outlet for their
products in SL.

Is the Heron Sanctuary working in
col l aboration with other Second Life
groups? Any future plans for

col | aborati on?

The Sanctuary col |l aborates with
a nunber of SL institutions.
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ful 11115 mich of the et SIS e L R
fulfills much of the education

function initially envisioned Top: Shimmering Tree

for the Sanctuary. There are Bottom: Gull

many groups in SL that support

i ndividuals with specific types © SuperQuiet Heron

of disability, such as Survivors of TBI, Shock Proof (stroke survivors), Depression
Support Goup, and Asperger’s Awareness (5). Wen a new nenber has noved through the
generic intake process, he or she is referred to the appropriate disability-specific
support group for continuing support.

Cat and Rat

What is the value of technology and online artistry for the disabled community? Wat are sone
desired outcones for this artistry?

Technol ogy all ows people with disabilities to participate in a community, to express
t hensel ves through various forns of art, and to interact with others having simlar
interests. W have a new nenber who was a professional scul ptor before his stroke. He
cannot work in marble now, but he can learn to "torture prinms" (6) and create all
kinds of 3-D forns in Second Life. Another new nenber is |earning to make cl ot hing
with disability themed fabric. Her junpsuit featuring i mages of wheelchairs is quite
fashi onabl [see the slide show of MonFish Loon's design bel ow .

http://aad.uoregon.edu/cul turework/heronsanctuary/index.html (6 of 13)1/3/2008 10:00:00 AM



Heron Sanctuary: An Interview with Gentle Heron

What are the chall enges posed by using an environnment such as Second Life (a virtual world)?
Are there technical issues that influence |evels of accessibility?
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Second Life is a mirror of Real Life. In sone ways, the barriers to conmunity
participation that exist for people with disabilities in Real Life also exist in
Second Life. In fact, in some instances, the technology of virtual reality adds new
barriers. For instance, a new nenber who is a stroke survivor and typing with one hand
has difficulty using the DRAG nouse function and the arrow keys on the opposite side
of his keyboard.

Do you feel these challenges are reflective of larger issues found outside the SL world? As
i n, have you encountered situations in which SL reinforces pre-existing barriers found in |lived

cul ture?
Renenberi ng that behind every avatar there is a real live person, the sane enoti onal
ent angl enents and comuni cati on m sunderstandi ngs that can occur in Real Life also
occur in Second Life. Just as in real life disabled people may becone crinme victins

because they are perceived as weak and therefore easy targets, several of our nenbers
have recently been targeted by griefers(7)in Second Life.

What aspects or features of SL break down these barriers? Do you see that nenbers of the Heron
Sanctuary actively enbrace these features of SL?

Many essential functions in the human-software interface can be acconplished in
mul ti pl e ways. Most of our nenbers are quite adept at experinenting, reading

di rections, and exploring the many instructional resources available within SL. W
believe that, in the Sanctuary, we are all teachers and we are all |earners. Wen one
of our menbers finds a new work-around, it quickly passes on to others who share the
same accessibility needs.

How i s the Heron Sanctuary exploring other web technol ogi es (blogging, wikis, etc.) for
outreach and nenber participation?

The Heron Sanctuary website (www.theheronsanctuary.info) is set up as a wi ki to encourage
partici pation by group nenbers. Menbers have created blogs to share their devel opi ng
witten works. Several of our nenbers share photos taken inside Second Life through
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external photo-sharing sites (8).

How does one find the Heron Sanctuary within SL?

The Heron Sanctuary is on Edulsland 4. It can be found through SEARCH ng for the group
narre.

Any cl osing conments you want to make about the Heron Sanctuary?

W would like to thank all the volunteers and donors who make this project successful.

Back to Top

Snapshot s
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| mages: Left to Right/ Top to Bottom 1) Front Entrance, 2) Lobby, 3) Skybox/ Sandbox, 4)Pool

Back to Top

Back to Top
Edi t or Not es

1. Avatars are 3-D or 2-D digital representations of an individual utilized in foruns such as
virtual worlds, discussion boards, instant nmessagi ng, Myspace, blogs, and conputer ganes. These
representations can be conpl ex three-dinmensional human or animal figures that can nove about
the digital environnment they are created in or two-di nensional icons that are static figure or
abstract representations. See:

. Second Life: Create an Avatar - http://secondlife.com/whatis/avatar.php

. Yahoo! Avatars - http://messenger.yahoo.com/avatars.php

. iconator.com (Buddy icons, avatars, aimicons and display pictures for use with AIM Yahoo
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IM MySpace and MSN.) - http://www.iconator.com/

(Al above links retrieved Septenber 21, 2007.)

2. Retrieved, Septenber 21, 2007, from http://secondlife.com/whatis/.

3. One specific exanple at the University of Oregon is the Center for Advanced Technol ogy in
Educati on (CATE, http://cateuoregon.edu/) whi ch has a Second Life presences on Edui sl and. For nore
i nformati on about the University of Oregon's use of Second Life see: http://www.eugeneweekly.
com/2007/05/17/coverstory.html (retri eved Septenber 21, 2007).

Back to Top

4. "The Accessibility Center provides continuing education and awareness about disabilities to
the residents of and visitors to SL. The information available at the Center includes material
about specific types of disabilities, accessibility in electronic ganes and virtual worlds, as
wel | as assistive technology in the real world." (Pasteur, E. (2007, Septenber 6). Healthlnfo
| sl and adds accessibility materials. Second Life Insider. Retrieved Septenber 13, 2007, from
http://www.secondlifeinsider .com/2007/09/06/healthinfo-isand-adds-accessibility-materials)

5. For a conprehensive listing of Second Life D sability Resources see: http://www.theheronsanctuary.
info/wiki/index.php?title=SL Disability Resources (retri eved Septenber 21, 2007).

6. Prinms in Second Life are the shapes one can create/design using the editing interface. "In
Second Life, virtual physical objects such as cars, houses, jewelry, and even | ess obvious
things like hair are made out of one or nore primtive parts called prins. Objects nade from
prins are usually created in-world using the built in object editing tool. "(Retrieved

Sept ember 28, 2007, from http://wiki.secondlife.com/wiki/Prim) Primtorture is going beyond the SL
interface's standard attribute choices and creating shapes that are conplex and require expert
editing skills. "Primtorture is the art of using shape changes to produce shapes that are

ot herwi se inpossible" (Retrieved Septenber 28, 2007, from http://rpgstats.com/wiki/index.php?
title=LibraryPrimTorture) .

Back to Top

7. Giefers are organi zed groups and unorgani zed individuals found within Second Life. Their
purpose is to disrupt and disturb interactions that happen within Second Life.
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For a detailed account of griefer activity in Second Life see : Nino, T. (2006, Novenber 3).
Wio are the griefers? Second Life Insider. Retrieved Septenber 21, 2007, from http://www.
secondlifeinsider .com/2006/11/03/who-ar e-the-griefers/

8. Online photo-sharing inlcudes such exanples as Flickr (http://www.flickr.com/), Picasa Wb Al bum
( http://picasaweb.google.com/), and Fot ki Photo Sharing and Printing (http://www.fotki.com/us/) .

Back to Top
Gentle Heron: In Second Life, | amstill relatively new, residing here |ess than half a year. |
am one of three co-founders of a group called The Heron Sanctuary. W are all disabl ed.
In Real Life | ama nother of three children in college. | aman editor and technical witer

for a national educational research conpany, and | amchallenged daily by multiple sclerosis.

Back to Top
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Artsand Administration | Center for Community Arts and Cultural Policy

©2007 Center for Community Arts and Cultural Policy unless otherwise noted; all other publication rights revert to the author(s), illustrator(s),
or artist(s) thereof.

Editors: Julie and Robert VVoelker-Morris Advisor: Dr. Douglas Blandy.

http://aad.uoregon.edu/culturework/heronsanctuary/index.html (12 of 13)1/3/2008 10:00:00 AM



Heron Sanctuary: An Interview with Gentle Heron

Comments to: culturwk@uoregon.edu
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