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SUPPORTING THEORIES:

• Universal Design for Learning (UDL)

• The principle of Multiple Means of 

Engagement (recruiting interest, 

sustaining effort and persistence, self-

regulation), Representation (perception, 

language and symbols, comprehension), and 

Action/Expression (physical action, 

expression & communication, executive 

functions) can all be addressed and 

practiced through VR6.

• The Control Value Theory of Achievement 

Emotions (CVTAE)

• Control over learning adds positive value 

for the task and object of learning10.

• Social Constructivism

• This concept is “learning and knowing as 

a social process, situated in physical as 

well as socio-cultural context and 

distributed across person and tools”15

• Method of Loci

• Memory palace—where one mentally 

navigates an imagined structure to 

remember information16.

• Research demonstrates the VR provides a 

powerful memory palace that enhances 

productivity and allows for processing of 

large amounts of information16.

• Experiential Learning

• VR provides safe place for trial and 

error without real world consequences

• “Transduction or extending user 

capabilities to feel “data” that would 

normally be beyond the range of their 

senses or experiences”12.

• Bloom’s Taxonomy

• Each level of Bloom can be used in VR

• Students can create anything from their 

imagination and manipulate them4.
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WHAT IS VIRTUAL REALITY (VR)?

VR is “an experience in which agents 

interact within a 3D world with movement of 

their body, experiencing images and 

sounds…in an attempt to replicate reality”1

VR is most commonly accompanied with head-

mounted displays (HMDs) to add to the 

immersion and presence felt by students.
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I decided to explore how VR can positively 

impact engagement and comprehension of 

secondary social studies students. Knowing 

that many of my students play video games in 

their free time,  I looked to immersive 

technology to spark creativity and 

motivation in presenting complex issues. 

While in our Human Rights unit teaching 

about refugees, I quickly realized that my 

students did not have a strong frame of 

reference of what becoming/being a refugee 

means--their plight, resilience, and 

experience. As a result, I strove to find a 

resource to best represent the experience of 

refugees, and VR presented itself as an 

exceptional way to build students’ schema of 

global perspectives and cultures that my 

students had never before interacted with.

TPEP Alignment: Criterion 2: Demonstrating 

Effective Teaching Practices.

WHAT ARE THE LEARNING AFFORDANCES 

OF USING VR?

GIVE IT A 
TRY!

Problem Opportunity

• Traditional methods of 

teaching can contribute 

to a lack of engagement 

and motivation from 

students4,5,6.

• Lack of engagement 

can lead to adverse 

behaviors such as 

dropping out7.

• Students find content 

irrelevant and lack 

“real world” meaning4,8.

• We are living in the 

Experience Age, 

where 92% of 

secondary students 

are online daily and 

experiencing new 

perspectives on 

their own—this is a 

largely untapped 

tool in the 

classroom4.

• Teaching 21st century 

skills such as 

creativity, empathy, 

critical thinking, 

abstract reasoning, and 

technological literacy 

is increasingly 

difficult in a 

classroom4.

Use the Google 

Cardboard and your 

phone to scan the QR 

code and watch this 

short documentary with 

refugees from around 

the world. This 

experience works best 

if you select the 

Cardboard setting on 

the Youtube video in 

the bottom right by 

“settings”.

SOCIAL STUDIES VR RESOURCES

• Google Expeditions/The Smithsonian

• Take virtual field trips and interact 

with content and classmates in VR

• Does not require internet connection-

pre-packaged lessons

• Minecraft Education Edition

• Construct mental models and reify 

abstract thoughts and ideas

• Create own environments and world

• Timelooper

• Walk through iconic moments throughout 

world history

• Record own personal histories in VR 

with the cultural preservation feature

• HistoryMaker VR

• Embody 8 famous figures in US history

LET’S GET INTO VR AND 

SOCIAL STUDIES

VR provides incredible opportunities to engage 

and immerse in social studies. The development 

of VR field trips from Google Expeditions and 

The Smithsonian uses the benefit of immersion 

to maintain student attention as well as take 

students outside of the classroom and be 

placed at the helm of their learning. It 

provides an equitable opportunity for 

excursion-learning for all students, 

regardless of financial situation or 

accessibility needs13. VR can also allow 

students to establish an empathetic connection 

to content and perspectives from around the 

world, as seen with the VR 360 degree video 

Clouds Over Sidra where students are 

transported to a refugee camp in Jordan, as 

well as engage with and be able to share their 

own histories with their peers. In social 

studies, utilizing VR “can allow teachers to 

facilitate effective inquiry-based learning 

experiences for students, engage with global 

perspectives, and making deeper connections to 

global events”14. Presence is essential to 

facilitate a stronger connection and empathy 

to history and culture13. One teacher observed 

that VR experiences and discussions “led to 

students having more meaningful conversations 

about global issues, demonstrating a stronger 

sense of empathy, and making deeper 

connections between global perspectives and 

their own lives”14.

• VR can enhance content 

and pedagogy by making 

immersive learning 

environments 

customizable, actively 

engaging, and self-

paced for student 

success9.

• Simulating/replicati

ng an environment 

increases student 

engagement and 

motivation10.

• VR provides 

opportunities for new 

perspective taking and 

empathy4.

• Fostering empathy is 

essential in our 

increasingly 

divisive age to 

engage in 

alternative 

perspectives.

• VR affords creativity 

and the ability to 

visualize difficult 

models11.

• Students can 

illustrate abstract 

concepts and 

demonstrate their 

mental models4.

• 15-20 min increments

• Prevent against cyber-sickness

• Motion-sickness as a result of tech

• Assessing with VR

• Formative is most appropriate

• “Can be overwhelming and distracting 

especially if a student is new to VR”12

• Scaffold the technology

• Gartner Hype Cycle3

• Make sure it is relevant

• Integration of immersive technology must 

be curriculum-aligned12

• Plan for alternatives:

• Visually impaired

• Unstable WIFI connection

• Making sure devices are charged

• = alternative assessments

• Ensure students know the cognitive benefits 

• Higher perceived learning outcomes from 

students10
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