Integrative Art Education in a Metaverse: ground<c>
Abstract
Virtual Learning Environments present us with unprecedented opportunities in bringing together students and educators from widely disparate geographical locations, as well as diverse cultures and backgrounds to participate in a learning experience that should take into cognizance the affordances of these novel arenas in the design of both content and the environment(s) in which this content is to be implemented/enacted. While VLE’s do seem to address the requirements of well structured learning endeavors, the boundaries of which are clearly defined; they are challenged where complex learning material in which boundaries are less easily defined, as is the case in art/creativity education, are concerned. Given that the learning content of the creative fields is ‘open ended’ by its very nature and as such does not seem to readily lend itself to an implementation within the structure of present day, two dimensional Virtual Learning Environments, can such an environment/methodology be developed in the open ended three dimensional structure of a metaverse, based upon the critical examination of a real life, historic precedent?

Introduction
“ground<c>” is an environment for art education, situated in the metaverse of “Second Life”, inspired by ''The Groundcourse''; Roy Ascott's educational methodology developed and practiced in England during the 1960's;  the aim of which was to shake up preconceptions and behavioral patterns through exercises, games, role-play and the implementation of educational ''irritants'', in accordance with constructivist/experiential learning theories and Cybernetics.  McPherson and Nunes (2004) propose that the design of online learning environments should be based upon sound pedagogical models, appropriate to a specific educational scenario. For ground<c>, this pedagogical model is the Groundcourse, a methodology, which through the emphasis it put upon behavioral change as an approach to the enablement of creativity, especially through the enactment of new personalities, i.e., role-play, is deemed to be particularly suited to the present quest of the author vis a vis the proposed realm of implementation, i.e. the metaverse.
Beyond these, much new ground has been added to the theoretical framework: While still adhering to the tenets of Experiential Learning and Cybernetics, both of which were pivotal to the educational theory of the Groundcourse; ground<c> will also aim to incorporate educational theory that has been formulated between then and now. First amongst these is an examination of electronic education today. However, two recent developments in adult education, namely Transformative Learning and Constructionism will also be examined and incorporated into the formulation of the educational methodology of ground<c>. Since the environment will be situated in a metaverse, taking full advantage of all the attributes of a metaverse, research areas pertaining to the metaverse, particularly, cyber psychology will also be made usage of in the formulation of learning content.
William Mitchell makes a strong case that the disciplines of urban planning and architecture must encompass virtual spaces as much as physical ones. But Mitchell also goes on to point out to what extent this global network is likely to change urban spaces altogether. While he discounts the likelihood of urban hubs disappearing altogether, Mitchell nonetheless foresees a dramatic shift from urban hubs to suburban or indeed rural nodes; a world where these nodes and hubs are so strongly interconnected through telematic channels that physical location will indeed become increasingly inconsequential. Strong, local node/ neighborhoods, active on a 24 hour basis, due to the demands of global connectivity and servicing the needs of increasingly home employed populations will become increasingly the norm of everyday activity across the globe. 

However the shift in lifestyle and location is not the only one that needs to be taken into consideration: Many issues ranging from identity, including the facility with which it can be concealed in the virtual realm, to cultural diversity and linguistic barriers need to be considered at length. ground<c> will need to take all the problems that this novel telematic condition imposes on board, while at the same time reaping its countless benefits.
Following John Dewey’s theories regarding the importance of the physical environment as a crucial part of the learning process itself, much thought has been given to the actual format or physical domain/manifestation of ground<c>. That the metaverse, with all her built-in elements of unpredictability, of play/role-play, of high levels of social interaction was an eminently suitable platform was decided upon, after 2 dimensional as well as 3 dimensional standalone applications were deliberated upon. The project is a design project, the output of which will be a virtual construct generated by the requirements of the underlying educational system. At this stage design strategies are deliberately kept to non-specific keywords, such as, protean, transient, changeable, emergent, and irritant and the like: This decision is related to the complex nature of the content and to the extent to which the successful output of any design undertaking is dependent upon the accurate assessment of its content. In the case of ground<c> this content is the educational methodology to be implemented, which will emerge through background analysis in the many diverse areas described below. What will be gathered from this background will subsequently be formulated into a brief upon which the requirements of the actual design, both methodological as well as structural, will be based.
The Precedent
Combining  cybernetics and constructivist educational theory, The Groundcourse devised a flexible structure, “within which everything can find its place, and every individual his way”. The outcome was a 2 year art foundation course, the aim of which was to create an environment which would “enable the student to become aware of himself and the world, while enabling him to give dimension and substance to his will to create and change”, achieved through a drastic breaking down of preconceptions related to self, art and creativity. Thus the operative tenet that was employed was one of providing an enviroment that fostered the rethinking of preconceptions, prejudices and fixations with regards to self, society, personal/social limitations, art and all the ensuing relationships through a carefully thought out, coordinated and orchestrated range of assignments and exercises that entailed behavioral modification and indeed change. 

One of the salient points of the methodology was that the student be instructed by active practitioners in their own fields and also that the faculty be large and of varied disciplines and backgrounds, ensuring multiple and diverse feedback loops in the educational process. Thus numerous painters, sculptors and designers as well as scientists were enlisted as faculty members who, in vivid interaction with not only the students but also with one another, formulated the wide range of exercises that spread over the two years.

The first year was devoted to countless exercises of creative problem solving, ranging from drawing exercises to the acquisition of artistic skills and perception; that could at times seem absurd, aimless, even terrifying.  Empirical enquiry to precise questions was balanced by scientific study; irrational acts by logical procedures. At the core however was a concept of power, the will to shape and change, this indeed being The Groundcourse's overriding educational goal. Cybernetics and behavioral sciences were studied regularly. While the nature of drawing was re-examined, the values of perspective and mechanical and architectural drawing were practiced and tested against problems of space. Natural growth and form was examined in the context of scale and reproduction, while other studies examined the modes of human perception. Students set about analyzing and inventing games, logical propositions, idea sequences, and matrices in which codes were designed and broken. Thus, “in this first-year course, the student is bombarded at every point with problems demanding total involvement for their solution. Ideas are developed within material limitations and in the abstract. For the teachers, the formulation of problems is in itself a creative activity...”
During the second year of the Groundcourse the problem that students had to address was the task of acquiring and acting out a totally new personality, which was largely the converse of what they would consider to be their normal “selves.” These new personalities were monitored with “calibrators” that were designed to read off responses to situations, materials, tools, and people within a completely new set of operant conditions. These responses were then used in the creation of mind maps to be utilized as consultational charts enabling handy reference to behavior pattern dictated by change in the limitations of space, substance, and state. These “new” personalities were asked to form hexagonal groups which had the task of producing an ordered entity out of substances and space in their environment, with severe limitations on individual behavior and ideas, forming the “irritants”, i.e. the educational aids of limitation in the pursuit of creative enablement. The irritation of the organism was applied in three different directions: Towards the social relationship of the individual to his environment; towards the limitations implied in material situations; and towards conceptual possibilities.

“The groundcourse places the student at the centre of a system of visual education designed to develop in him awareness of his personal responsibility towards idea, persons and the physical environment such that he may contribute to a social context within which his subsequent professional activity may become wholly creative and purposive. The intention of the groundcourse is to create an organism which is constantly seeking for irritation. The term “organism” may be applied to both the individual student and to the groundcourse as a whole.”

from the prospectus for 1963/64 at Ealing 

Students were then invited to return to their former personalities, making a full visual documentation of the whole process in which they had been engaged, searching for relationships and ideas unfamiliar to art, reflecting and becoming aware “of the flexibility of their responses, their resourcefulness and ingenuity in the face of difficulties. What they assumed to be ingrained in their personalities they now tend to see as controllable. A sense of creative viability is being acquired”.
The Groundcourse, with its pivotal emphasis on behavioral change as a founding tenet for the enablement of creativity, utilized the creation and enactment of new personalities as an educational process. This corresponds to the present day phenomenon of role-play in MMORPG’s and the metaverse. Research conducted in the emerging field of Cyberpsychology also substantiates the importance of role-play, the aquisition of alternative characters and indeed the aquisition of many alternative selves in the engenderment of behavioral change not only within the virtual environment itself but also, by extension, in real life. Beyond role-play, the importance of playful activity itself as well as  the building of concrete objects, i.e. toys, in the development of creative thinking, as proposed by Papert, is yet another key concept that can be adapted with fascility to the fundamental premises of the Groundcourse’s methodology. Thus, it is the position of the author that much insight and benefit can be attained from a critical examination and subsequent adaptation/re-interpretation of the Groundcourse’s educational philosophy and premises as a pedagogical model aiding the enablement of creativity in a metaverse.
Transformative Learning and Constructionism
Although the Groundcourse does constitute the pivot of interest for this study, much new ground has been added to its theoretical framework: While Experiential Learning and Cybernetics were pivotal to the educational theory of the Groundcourse; ground<c> will aim to incorporate educational theory that has been formulated between then and now. First amongst these is an examination of electronic education today. However, two recent developments in adult education, namely Transformative Learning and Constructionism will also be examined and incorporated into the formulation of the educational methodology of ground<c>.
Transformative learning, which specifically addresses adult education and lifelong learning, is a process of getting beyond gaining factual knowledge alone to instead become changed by what one learns in some meaningful way. It involves questioning assumptions, beliefs and values, and considering multiple points of view, coming out of Jack Mezirow's earlier theory of perspective transformation. In theorizing about such shifts, Mezirow proposes that there are several phases that one must go through in order for perspective transformation to occur. “Perspective transformation involves a sequence of learning activities that begins with a disorienting dilemma and concludes with a changed self-concept”. While instrumental learning involves cause-effect relationships and learning through problem solving, communicative learning necessitates actively negotiating one's way ‘through a series of specific encounters by using language and gesture and by anticipating the actions of others’ (Mezirow, 1991:78). The former is about prescription whereas the latter is about ‘insight and attaining common ground through symbolic interaction’ with other persons. For Mezirow, this is not a dichotomy but two distinct types of learning, both of which are utilized in many human activities. 
Structuring the cybernetic art matrix in 1966 Ascott alerts readers to the emergence of “a new, leisured class” that will be in search of creativity enablement and that falls outside of the boundaries of traditional art educational practice. The current phenomenon of creative participation and sharing via www2 domains seems to amply validate Ascott’s early claim, who, in the CAM, structured his learning system as a fluid, symbiotic construct within which diverse learner groups could be accommodated. ground<c> intends to follow this framework by specifically targeting non professional practitioners of creativity as one of the learner groups. Thus Mezirow’s educational theory, given that it does indeed specifically address the issue of lifelong learning, is considered to be a relevant component of the theoretical backbone of the project.
Seymour Papert’s Constructionist learning is inspired by constructivist theories, as well some of the cognitive theories of Jean Piaget: Learning, according to Papert, is an active process wherein learners construct mental models and theories of the world around them. Constructionism holds that learning can happen spontaneously when people are engaged in actively making things. Unlike Piaget, for whom it is a mere stage that the infant outgrows in due course of time, Papert places great value on concrete thinking – i.e. thinking with and through concrete objects – as a mode of thinking which is complementary to more abstract, formal modes of thought. It is a grave mistake, in Papert’s view, to forsake or cast off concrete thinking, in favor of purely abstract thought. Constructionism is a way of making formal, abstract ideas and relationships more concrete, more visual, more manipulative, and therefore more readily understandable.
Some of the research on which “Serious Play” is based has been charted into basic concepts such as play and identity; while the goals of the method are listed as social bonding, emotional expression, cognitive development, and constructive competition... Within this context play is defined as “a limited, structured, and voluntary activity that involves the imaginary. That is, it is an activity limited in time and space, structured by rules, conventions, or agreements among the players, uncoerced by authority figures, and drawing on elements of fantasy and creative imagination”, involving storytelling and metaphor. Emotions such as love, anger, or fear shape the different forms of play in which a player engages, as well as the symbolic expressions the player produces. Since play involves the capacity to pretend, and to shift attention and roles, it provides a natural setting in which a voluntary or unconscious therapeutic or cathartic experience may take place.
The Metaverse

The term “metaverse” was coined by Neal Stephenson in 1992, in “Snowcrash”, where real world events are mixed with events that take place in a mass-visited communal virtual world, in which individuals can interact in a three-dimensional landscape by creating avatars. Each avatar is visible to all other users, and avatars interact with each other in this communal virtual space through software-specified rules. The metaverse uses the metaphor of the real world, but without its physical limitations.
What differentiates the metaverse from online role playing games is that unlike games, the metaverse has no intrinsic rules that are game related: There are no scores to be gained, no levels to be attained. However metaverse activity can be thought of as a game on a very basic level: These are unstructured virtual environments where characters undertake activities for the purpose of personal enjoyment, i.e. play. But ultimately, they are virtual realms within which real world rules, such as business acumen, social skills, work, creativity, learning, as well as beauty, eccentricity or charm – to mention just a few, are the keys to success. Unlike the real world however, metaverse allow their residents the ability to fly, to teleport, to change gender or even adopt non-human forms and indeed the ability to switch back and forth between these different persona.
Cyber psychology/The Avatar

Avatars play an important role in structuring social interactions, as their inhabitants both consciously and unconsciously use them in ways very similar to their material body (Damer 1997). While the basic avatar is a human of either sex, avatars can have a wide range of physical attributes, and may be clothed or otherwise customized to produce a wide variety of humanoid and other forms. Avatars may be completely creative or representational. Furthermore a single person may have multiple accounts, i.e. “alts”. Also, a single Resident's appearance can vary at will, as avatars are very easily modified. Given that they visually portray an inhabitant and allow visual communication, Suler (1997) and Jeffrey and Mark (1998) contend that avatar appearance is crucial for identity formation in virtual worlds. Avatars are able to move; they can manipulate objects, talk to each other and make gestures. Reid (1997:197) describes them as a “real” person's proxy, puppet or delegate to an online environment'. 

Research conducted by Yee and Bailenson, verifies the profound nature of the relationship of the individual to his/her avatar. Studies on addiction, on whether the changes in self-representation that virtual environments allow individuals affect behavior both in-world as well as in “real life”,  the motivations of participation and play, related to demographics such age, gender and usage pattern, investigation into the benefits of embodied perspective-taking in immersive virtual environments, research into whether social behavior and norms in virtual environments are comparable to those in the physical world all show that there is indeed ample material for implementing an educational methodology that embraces the breaking up of behavioral ruts due to preconceptions related to self, society and creativity through the realization and enactment of new personalities, through the avatar.
Designing an environment for creative activity and learning 
While the avatar can indeed prove to be a valuable learning aid in terms of acquiring new personalities and exposing the learner to assignments and experiments whilst enacting these new personalities; there will still remain considerable work to be accomplished in controlled situations and environments. The first year of the Groundcourse was devoted to exercises and assignments in perception, visual observation and analysis, drawing and building as well lectures covering a range of topics from cybernetics to behavioral and cognitive sciences. ground<c> intends to follow suit in this regard. Thus environments and structures within which these activities can be accomplished need to be provided and these call for the formulation of a sturdy visual language that will engender a cohesive whole, a gestalt, as the actual design process begins to unfold.
John Dewey tells us that learning depends on two sets of conditions that enhance the nature of the learning “experience”. First the external, i.e. controllable conditions and second the internal conditions/mindset of the student, which are inevitably beyond the control of the educator. Thus, at least one of the aims of any educational methodology aiming to develop and train minds is to provide an environment which does indeed induce such an activity. Dewey puts high value on the design and structuring of the actual physical educational as well as social environment and its operant components, indeed proclaiming that “in last analysis, all that the educator can do is modify stimuli so that response will as surely as is possible result in the formation of desirable intellectual and emotional dispositions” . A truly successful educational environment then, according to Dewey, is one where the reaching out of an experience may be fruitfully rewarded and kept continuously active, as well as its outcome closely monitored . 

For ground<c>, which is at its core a design project, Dewey’s proclamations on the importance of environmental design in education are crucial: While the Groundcourse, with its behavioral restraints and irritants took into account the value of both experience and environmental stimulus, ground<c> will be able to put into practice Dewey’s convictions to even further use by designing the entire architecture to suit the needs of experiential learning by taking full advantage of the affordances of the virtual. Real world constrictions would not have enabled the design of spaces for the Groundcourse that were thoroughly changeable, interactive and indeed unpredictable in the 1960’s: Spaces where space itself could become a hindrance, an obstacle to be surmounted – in short an irritant. Space free of gravity, space with increased/decreased collision detection, space that shrinks and expands, space that is beyond the users control can be used in series of assignments to enhance perception, visual observation and in defining behavioral experiments to aid creative enablement in ground<c>. Indeed such space need not even be perceived identically by multiple learners: It is entirely conceivable to create space that presents itself with differences, ranging from the subtle to the drastic, to different users at the same time. A 3D construct, incorporating highly interactive/kinetic elements, that will provide an unpredicatable, changeable learning environment which can be adapted to specific needs of instruction/experience with great ease. Indeed these spaces will constitute the fulcrum of all learning activity and the entire campus will be structured around them. Complementing these will be static components for auditoriums, meeting areas, display and performance areas etc. The overall manifestation will be a strongly interconnected set of structures, based upon forms of growth and visionary architecture, utilising the sky, the earth as well as the ocean of the metaverse; creating a visionary/virtual campus for creative activity in that geography.In fact what has been described here can be summarized with one word alone: A Holodeck.
Conclusion

Given that the learning content of the creative fields is ‘open ended’ by its very nature and as such does not seem to readily lend itself to an implementation within the structure of present day, two dimensional Virtual Learning Environments, can such an environment/methodology be developed in the open ended three dimensional structure of a metaverse, based upon the critical examination of a real life, historic precedent? 
While ground<c> is indeed strongly inspired by the Groundcourse, an exact replication is clearly not intended; nor indeed would such a replication be possible or meaningful, given the changes wrought about by technological, cultural, socio-economic and political change over the past 50 years. Thus, the principles of the Groundcourse that the author intends to fully adhere to, whilst developing ground<c>, are the irritants and role-play in aid of the enablement of creative activity and the very large and diverse faculty for the formulation and instructional implementation of those very irritants and role-play. But even here telematic connections, the metaverse and the possibilities engendered by virtual architecture will bring about considerable change and addition to the underlying concepts, as has indeed been delineated above.
Just as in the real world, very little is under the instructors or the learners control in a metaverse. Thus the metaverse will challenge and “irritate” with its inherent conditions, socially, geographically, architecturally. From a dedicated campus learners and instructors can then disperse to conduct in-world classes, assignments and experiments that further the experiential learning process. Avatars and all the appended social interaction can be used to great efficiency in acquiring and acting out new personalities, as well as their calibration and monitoring, fulfilling the concept at the very heart of Ascott’s educational methodology.
Recent developments in educational theory, such as e-education, transformative learning and constructionism as well as the novel field of cyberpsychology will be incorporated into the instructional approach, culminating in a methodology which may then be considered as a novel approach to instruction for creative enablement, built upon the Groundcourse. A large and diverse faculty, actively engaged in an exchange of ideas and methodologies in the formulation of a diverse pool of exercises and appended irritants, as well as a student body can today be established on a far more dramatic scale through the usage of the world wide web, overcoming geographical dispersion. The educational irritants and the element of confusion in the Groundcourse’s teaching methodology, which are felt to carry as much potential educational impact today as at the time of their inception in the early 1960’s, can be adapted and implemented through electronic interactivity, programming and the usage of temporal as well as structural electronic space, in a manner which was not available in the 1960’s. 
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