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Abstract. This poster presentation showcases how attending multiple virtual world
conferences and events enable engagement with a global community of practice not
otherwise accessible. The examples include the author’s ongoing contributions to a
virtual world resource center, and other virtual world initiatives at the author’s univer-
sity. The quality and persistence of virtual world events is evidence that accessible,
affordable, and environmentally sustainable professional networking is possible, and
this brief paper synthesizes the literature suggesting why adopting virtual worlds is
more important than ever.
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1 The Affordances of Virtual Worlds

Interest in virtual worlds peaked a decade ago, but lack of institutional support quick-
ly left educators discouraged and simulations abandoned [1, 2]. Redesigning learning
spaces and integrating mixed reality, however, are important trends amid a myriad of
challenges facing higher education [3]. Confusion around terminology is another is-
sue, and widespread adoption of virtual worlds will not happen without remediating a
persistent knowledge gap in what makes them different [4]. While many educators
have moved on [1, 2], the community of practice that remained developed relevant
expertise and continue to articulate the value of virtual worlds in teaching [1]. Large
numbers of those with the most experience want to move beyond Second Life [1], and
open source platforms like OpenSim offer the same options with more freedom [1,
5,6,7], lower cost [8], and the ability to connect separately hosted worlds into an
emerging metaverse [9].

At the heart of the word “immersive” is experiential and learning by doing. Inter-
ested educators would benefit from interacting with peers who have first-hand experi-
ence using virtual worlds in teaching [1, 7, 10]. Among other things, however, a suc-
cessful community of practice needs options for different levels of participation, pub-
lic and private community spaces, and it must be able to evolve to meet the needs of
diverse people [11]. Virtual worlds meet these needs without requiring anything more
than a computer with internet and a willingness to learn.

2 Increase Access and Diversity

Virtual worlds support access to global communities for those who are “ability di-
verse” [12]. Since 2007, Virtual Ability in Second Life has hosted free events and
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professional conferences enabling people of all abilities to get into virtual worlds,
socialize, and learn [13]. Virtual worlds can provide access to learning and socializing
far beyond the isolated silos of our institutions, or physical and location limits. Virtual
worlds also provide a sense of place and collaborative co-presence that facilitates
development of a variety of communities of learning [7, 10], they are an effective way
for educators to build and share their knowledge [10], they increase access to immer-
sive learning for rural and disadvantaged populations [14, 15], they can support the
development of skills in empathy and reflection [16], and they provide opportunities
to express more nuanced representations of self [17], all of which is needed for global
civic engagement.

3 Environmentally Responsible

With urgent concerns about global climate change, and the United Nations calling for
a 45% reduction of greenhouse gasses over the next decade [18], it’s essential we
reconsider our options to increase access to collaborative communities. Researchers
have long known about the impact of travel on the environment and technologies to
promote sustainable professional development [19]. Web conferencing, however,
does not provide the same sense of being embodied in a space and empowered to
interact with others. The fact that more conferences are not held in virtual worlds is
disappointing given that a variety of organizations have been doing this for a decade
[20-24].

4 Conclusion

Virtual world technologies pose challenges to widespread adoption, but primarily
when considered through the lens of expecting industry or institutional support [1, 2].
Virtual world pioneers demonstrate that leveraging virtual communities of practices
enables us to do this for ourselves. Anyone can create, join, and help sustain interna-
tional and interdisciplinary communities of practice, right now, and doing so empow-
ers the robust collaboration needed to solve the complex challenges of the future that
face our global community.
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