
Contact the Loretta C. Duckworth Scholars Studio or the 
Ginsburg Innovation Space for individual or class bookings.

To find VR labs at your own institution, check with your 
libraries, digital humanities centers, or technology centers.

List of cited references:  https://bit.ly/EbVR-References

Comments or questions? Email the authors: 
olivia.castello@temple.edu, jordan.hample@temple.edu,  
patrick.lyons@temple.edu

To Find Out More

Figure X. Students use VR headsets in designated areas

This past year has been a struggle for many fields, including 
public VR spaces. Placing a communal device directly on your 
head in a pandemic is risky. However, there are safety 
measures that can mitigate the danger, as well as ways to 
move the experience to a remote environment.

Temple Libraries’ VR labs have limited maximum occupancy. 
Use is by appointment only and must be booked in advance to 
allow time for cleaning the equipment. Users must wear masks 
at all times and we offer VR masks that go around the eyes for 
added protection. In addition to these extra precautions, we 
are exploring ways to move VR beyond the lab space.    

Through our Makerspace Grant program, we have lent VR 
headsets to students in certain classes for home use. 
Professors can also host their remote classes from our VR lab 
to demonstrate how a VR experience would play.

While in-person studio use is down, interest in VR is still high. 
Staff offer individual consultations with faculty and students 
interested in developing VR programs.

2020 and Beyond

Figure 5. Social Work EbVR participants were asked, “How much do you 
agree or disagree with the following statements?”

In Fall 2019, a class of Temple School of Social Work students 
used Becoming Homeless: A Human Experience to walk in the 
shoes of a person who is behind on rent payments, is being 
evicted, and who later struggles to find comfort and safety 
with no home (Figure 2). 

Classroom supports framing the VR experience included an 
introduction and trigger warning, a post-experience 
debriefing and discussion session, and an opportunity to 
submit anonymous feedback. Participants positively rated the 
Becoming Homeless VR experience, its utility for social work 
education, and its potential for increasing empathy (Figure 5). 
Participants also submitted numerous positive comments 
(Figure 3). 

Case Study: Becoming Homeless

Figure 4. Embodied Lab’s first-person perspective of macular 
degeneration and partial hearing loss

Ginsburg Health Sciences Library worked with Temple’s 
Department of Nursing to trial Embodied Labs’ clinical EbVR 
modules in 4 classes and collect feedback. It was then 
integrated into  6 first-year Nursing classes in Fall 2019. 
Classes were taught with 1 volunteer per case study wearing 
the headset while the simulation was also displayed via 
projector for the rest of the class to see and hear. 
Simultaneously, the instructor engaged in discussion with the 
students and prompted the volunteer to describe their 
experiences. Afterwards, the Nursing Resource Center 
affirmed that Embodied Labs would be integrated into their 
curriculum as a required assignment. They found its 
presentation of clinical conditions and their treatment from 
the patient’s perspective (Figure 4) to be an excellent method 
of exploring compassionate care.

Case Study: Embodied Labs

Figure 3. Selected Social Work EbVR participant comments. 

For educators, VR has the potential to give students 
experience in the virtual world before they become 
practitioners in real life. EbVR experiences, because they go 
beyond typical VR simulations, may deepen students’ 
understanding of a topic and enhance their ability to 
empathize with those they will encounter in professional life. 
Non-immersive role playing and perspective taking techniques 
have been shown to enhance cognitive empathy, decrease 
stereotyping, and increase positive evaluations of and interest 
in learning about others (Bachen et al. 2012, Galinsky & 
Mussweiler 2001, Gutierrez et al. 2014). Some also found that 
subjects’ use of VR can result in higher levels of empathy than 
non-VR control groups (Schutte & Stilinovic 2017, Stavroulia
2019). Research on EbVR is emerging, but a few studies 
suggest it is effective in decreasing implicit racial bias (Peck et 
al. 2013, Banakou et al. 2016) and increasing understanding of 
challenges faced by outgroups (Bertrand et al. 2018). 

Pedagogical Potential

Figure 2. Becoming Homeless first-person perspective

Virtual reality (VR) is an artificial, interactive environment 
created with software that is designed and presented to users 
in a manner intended to suspend disbelief and seem real. VR 
has been called the “ultimate empathy machine” (Milk, 2015) 
and many VR apps are designed to be explicitly “empathy-
based” (EbVR). EbVR intends to foster understanding and 
enable users to experience feelings intrinsic to others by 
placing them in another’s first-person perspective.

What is Empathy-based VR?

Figure 1. A Temple Social Work professor experiencing an Embodied 
Labs EbVR module at the library’s Duckworth Scholars Studio

While “there is no single recipe for 
empathy development” (Bertrand et al. 
2018), our experience hosting EbVR 
course collaborations suggests that 
when supported by a structured 
curriculum this may be an exciting new 
mode for engaging students by 
harnessing emotion for learning.
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