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Border Simulation – Student learning in a virtual world at Loyalist 

College 
 

Opportunity 

 

In the Justice Studies program at Loyalist College in Belleville, a customs and 

immigration track is offered to students who wish to pursue careers in customs-related 

fields, including positions as Border Services Officers (BSO) with the Canadian Border 

Services Agency (CSBA). As part of their training, the students participated in field 

placements at various border crossings where they observed the real-life transactions 

taking place. Due to changes in security procedures after September 11, 2001, these 

placements are no longer possible.  In class role-playing and written scenarios were 

used to replace the border experience, but they lacked the reality and dynamism of the 

actual situations.   

 

To bring the realistic component back into the curriculum, it was decided that a 

customs port would be built in a virtual world where the students could function as 

Border Service Officers. The use of a virtual world for learning was based on research 

that showed that participants in virtual worlds identify quickly with roles and situations 

they encounter in virtual situations, they experience the virtual interactions as real 

events, and those experiences carry over into real life. 

 

Loyalist College has been an active user of Second Life (http://secondlife.com ), an 

online virtual world, since 2006, when it first established a virtual campus in Second 

Life to enhance classroom teaching.  Second Life is built on open source software that 

allows users to interact with each other using avatars with clients building 

environments in Second Life that are visited by users.  

 

Innovation 

 

Using Second Life, Loyalist College created a fully functioning border crossing to train 

the students on interview techniques used by Border Services Officers at primary ports 

of entry to Canada. The development process was started three months before the 

launch and involved faculty and the instructional designers, 3-D designers, and 

builders within the Virtual World Design Centre at Loyalist.  

 

The simulation training takes place during class time. Each student takes on the role of 

a BSO, with his/her avatar interviewing the avatars of the travellers wishing to enter 

Canada. All communication is done by voice communications in Second Life, with the 

people playing the travellers in a separate room from the students.  

 

http://secondlife.com/
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The elements of the border simulation include:  

 

 The students begin by being trained on the essential elements in Second Life 

for the simulation, such as how to walk, sit, dress the avatar, control the 

cameras to view the car, occupant, and computer monitor, and how to use the 

controls for communication. 

 

 The border crossing was built using the simulation tools in Second Life to 

resemble the border crossing closest to Belleville.   

 

 The students can modify their avatars as to appearance but they all wear the 

uniform of a Border Services Officer. The uniforms were found to add a strong 

sense of realism for the roles the students were playing. 

 

 The students are given a mandatory questionnaire based on the traveller 

screening questions defined by CSBA. The students follow question trees based 

on how the travellers respond to the questions.  

 

 One student plays the role of the Border Services Officer who is on duty at the 

customs booth. A car approaches the booth, driven by the avatar of a traveller, 

and the student must interview the traveller and determine whether or not 

he/she should be allowed into Canada.  

 

 Each scenario can be different as the travellers can modify their avatars by age, 

ethnicity, and gender; they can add emotions to the faces and create difficult 

situations for the students in the answers that they give to the questions. The 

instructors may provide the travellers with specific situations for them to 

present to challenge the student and ensure that multiple scenarios are 

explored.  
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 The travellers also present travel documents, choosing from various passports 

and citizenships. The documents appear on the BSO’s screen in the customs 

booth, sometimes with warnings about issues such as immigration status.  

 

 The vehicle can also be customized, through license plate numbers and 

warnings about issues with the vehicle that show on the screen in the booth, as 

well as contraband that can be hidden in the car. Each virtual car has doors, a 

trunk, and a glove box that can be opened for searching. The BSO can order the 

vehicle to a secondary site for a complete search for contraband.  

 

Each student interviews three or four travellers and the entire class observes the 

interactions and discusses the situations and the responses.  

 

Additional elements have been added to the scenario, including an immigration office 

and an airport crossing, each of which provides the student with experience in different 

procedures. As well, the secondary site for auto searches features a virtual car that can 

be completely dismantled so students learn all possible places where contraband may 

be concealed. This learning is then reinforced with a visit to the auto shop at Loyalist 

College and the search of an actual car. 

 

The Canadian Border Services Agency used the simulation as part of the distance 

learning pre-training for the BSO recruits before they attend the training in Rigaud, 

Québec. About 50% of the recruits were able to access and follow the simulations at a 

distance. Training officers playing the roles of travellers were scheduled online at 

specific times so that the recruits could take part in the role playing. 

 

Outcomes and Benefits 

 

The students in the customs and immigration track are assessed on their interviewing 

techniques as part of their final grades. Students participating in the first year of the 

Second Life border simulation achieved a grade standing that was 28% higher than the 

previous class who did not utilize a virtual world. The next class, using Second Life, 

scored a further 9% higher. 

 

There are also less tangible benefits, as the students acquire greater confidence in 

their capacities, and gain real identification with the role of a BSO. The open-ended 

nature of the encounters and the subsequent classroom discussions allow the 

students to develop capacities for lateral thinking and to assess their own responses 

as well as those of their classmates.    

 

The students become familiar with the mandatory questioning, but they also develop 

their observational skills and capacity to respond to a wide variety of travellers and to 

developing situations. The experience is more complex than previous training when the 

students went to the border crossings, as they were only observers. In the simulation, 

they are active participants. 
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During interviews after the first-time use of the simulation, the students commented on 

the reality of the simulation, its interactions, learning from watching others, and how 

the virtual learning experience met or exceeded their expectations. As one student 

said: “Seeing, hearing, doing: we were actually there.”   

 

The learning results for the Canadian Border Services Agency recruits who followed the 

simulation were equally impressive. The recruits who completed the simulations 

performed 39% better at their testing milestones than those who didn’t. 

 

The border simulation is seen as a best practice in how virtual worlds can be applied to 

learning, especially to replicate situations that are inaccessible or dangerous. 

 

Challenges and Enhancements 

 

The newness of virtual worlds for learning was a challenge for Loyalist College, as they 

created the first virtual campus in Second Life of any post-secondary institution in 

Canada.  They were in “unknown waters” as they developed and tested ways of using a 

virtual environment to enhance student learning. 

 

There were also other challenges along the way: 

 

 As with any new system, instructors and students have to be shown how to use 

the system and convinced of its usefulness.  

 

 As the simulation was allotted the same amount of class time as the previous 

methods of teaching interview techniques, there were concerns with 

completion. The orientation to Second Life was lengthy, but the learning 

happened at an accelerated pace, so that the timetable was met. 

 

 Prior to the border simulation training, the students were asked about their 

attitudes towards and expectations for the experience. There was a high degree 

of scepticism about its value for learning and some push-back against the 

newness of the experience. Once they started learning, the scepticism was 

replaced with enthusiasm.  

 

 Institutional and infrastructure support was essential during the exploration, 

development, and implementation of learning opportunities in Second Life at 

Loyalist College.  

 

Potential 

 

The Virtual World Design Centre has used Second Life to develop other applications for 

learning at the College and for external clients. They built an award winning model of a 

US/Mexico border crossing, environments for psychiatric nurses working with youth to 
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rehearse dangerous and difficult situations, and a partially constructed house to 

explore the roles and skills of construction workers.   

 

Loyalist College is moving away from Second Life to an environment constructed using 

the Unity 3-D authoring tool set. This shift is described in Creating a virtual 

environment for learning at Loyalist College, another description in this series. 

 

Ken Hudson, the Managing Director of the Virtual World Design Centre, works from the 

principle that: “Virtual worlds are naturally engaging experiences and therefore hold 

great promise as learning tools for augmenting the classroom reality.”  The ways of 

using virtual worlds for learning are becoming clearer and there are affordable ways for 

educational institutions to try them out.  Loyalist College has developed a lexicon of 

what works. 

 

The Centre works with clients in government and education as consultants, as artists 

and builders, and as full-fledged developers for virtual environments applied to 

learning. These services are available to any post-secondary institution in Ontario. As 

well, Ken Hudson is happy to share the Centre’s knowledge, field questions, act as a 

point of research, and discuss or speak on the experiences at Loyalist College. 

 

For Further Information  

 

Ken Hudson 

Managing Director 

Virtual World Design Centre 

Loyalist College, Belleville 

kenhudson@infinitespaces.ca 
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