
Facebook,	the	metaverse	and	the	monetisation	of
higher	education
Following	the	recent	announcement	by	Facebook	of	its	pivot	towards	developing	a	metaverse,	John	Preston,
considers	the	role	it	may	play	in	education	and	the	potential	it	holds	for	the	further	monetisation	and	marketisation
of	higher	education.	

The	metaverse	is	a	virtual	world	in	which	users,	represented	by	an	avatar,	can	shop,	socialise,	take	part	in	leisure
activities	–	and	learn.	Its	development	has	become	a	priority	for	many	tech	companies,	including	Facebook	(which
recently	changed	its	company	name	to	Meta)	and	Microsoft.

In	a	recent	video	presentation,	Facebook	CEO	Mark	Zuckerberg	outlined	the	ways	in	which	the	metaverse	would
supposedly	revolutionise	life.	Education	was	a	key	focus.	Learning	would	become	an	immersive	experience.	By
donning	glasses	or	a	headset,	students	could	virtually	“teleport”	to	any	place	or	time.	They	could	bring	any	object	–
a	planet,	a	human	organ,	a	car	engine	–	to	them	to	learn	about	it.

Some	aspects	of	the	metaverse	have	already	made	their	way	into	universities.	The	real	revolutionary	potential	of
the	metaverse	lies	in	how	it	allows	for	further	profit	to	be	made	in	higher	education.	As	my	recent	research	on	digital
technologies	and	higher	education	shows,	these	developments	may	further	monetise	the	student	experience	and
exploit	the	work	of	academics.

Existing	technologies

The	metaverse	promises	a	joined-up	online	experience,	in	which	a	single	avatar	can	move	between	spaces	–	such
as	an	online	shop	and	a	lecture	theatre.	However,	many	of	the	individual	innovations	mentioned	in	Facebook’s
presentation	already	exist	in	some	forms.

Online	worlds	such	as	Second	Life	and	even	the	block	building	game	Minecraft	are	used	by	universities.	They	can
enhance	lectures	or	allow	distance	learners	to	virtually	visit	a	campus.	Virtual	reality	simulations	help	students	in
medicine	or	architecture	practice	skills	that	are	difficult	to	rehearse	in	real	life.

The	metaverse	will	allow	students	to	have	an	increasingly	“cyber-physical”	university	experience,	where	the	virtual
world	merges	with	the	real	one.	Many	students	have	already	experienced	something	similar.	During	the	pandemic,
learning	has	shifted	between	online	and	in	person.

In	his	presentation,	Zuckerberg	described	how	the	metaverse	would	lead	to	the	employment	of	developers	and
creatives	to	build	new	teaching	environments.	However,	this	industry	is	already	up	and	running.	An	example	is
online	“edutainment”,	where	games	facilitate	learning	through	a	combination	of	education	and	entertainment.
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https://theconversation.com/metaverse-five-things-to-know-and-what-it-could-mean-for-you-171061
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Uvufun6xer8
https://www.routledge.com/Artificial-Intelligence-in-the-Capitalist-University-Academic-Labour-Commodification/Preston/p/book/9780367533779
https://secondlife.com/destinations/learning/universities
https://www.techlearning.com/how-to/how-colleges-are-using-minecraft-to-create-events-and-activities
https://www.gla.ac.uk/colleges/mvls/digitaleducation/secondlife/
https://virtualspeech.com/blog/vr-education-example-use-cases#:%257E:text=One%20of%20the%20first%20uses%20of%20VR%20in,improve%20communication%20skills%20essential%20for%20employment%20after%20graduation.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6798020/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8445757/
https://www.wired.com/story/best-educational-games-for-kids/


Profiting	from	education

The	metaverse	has	the	potential	to	change	how	a	university	education	and	the	work	of	academics	is	monetised.	A
university	lecture	used	to	be	delivered	in	real	time,	by	a	real	lecturer	to	a	limited	real	audience	of	students	–	a	single
commodity.	The	rise	of	virtual	environments	such	as	Zoom	have	changed	this.

Now	a	lecturer	is	often	teaching	both	an	audience	of	real	students	and	a	virtual	audience	simultaneously.	The	in-
person	lecture	and	the	virtual	presentation	represent	two	commodities	which	can	be	sold	and	bought,	increasing
productivity	and	profits.	In	the	metaverse,	what	was	originally	one	lecture	could	become	available	in	multiple
formats.

If	recorded	academic	lectures	become	the	intellectual	property	of	universities	rather	than	individual	lecturers,	the
metaverse	academic	might	find	their	words	and	ideas	repackaged	and	presented	through	artificial	intelligence	in	the
metaverse.	These	technologies	could	allow	for	the	production	of	an	infinite	number	of	lectures	delivered	by	a	range
of	animated	and	avatar	academics.

It	will	be	possible	for	money	to	be	transferred	between	the	metaverse	and	reality.	Students	may	find	that	their
learning	can	be	paid	for	in	a	variety	of	new	ways.	This	might	be	buying	a	virtual	seat	in	a	lecture	hall	with	a
particularly	entertaining	animated	professor,	converting	a	qualification	earned	in	the	virtual	world	into	a	real-world
certificate	or	paying	fees	in	bitcoin.

Ultimately,	the	metaverse	might	result	in	the	end	of	some	traditional	forms	of	university	education.	Rather	than
attending	a	single	bricks-and-mortar	institution,	students	might	flock	to	the	cyber-physical	realm	instead.	In	the
metaverse,	they	could	learn	from	virtual	experiences	provided	by	a	range	of	global	universities.

Academics	might	become	edutainers,	working	with	developers	to	create	experiences	for	students.	The	future	for
university	lecturers	might	lie	in	self-employment,	providing	tailor-made	learning	experiences	for	a	range	of
customers.

Paradoxically,	the	rise	of	the	metaverse	may	eventually	lead	to	the	creation	of	face-to-face	alternatives.	In	this
hypothetical	future,	academics	who	find	themselves	replaced	by	AI	lecturers	and	students	who	cannot	afford	state-
of-the-art	online	learning	experiences	will	turn	to	in-person,	co-operative	education.
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Students	whose	education	has	shifted	online	during	the	pandemic	have	been	increasingly	demanding	a	return	to
face-to-face	lecturing.	It	may	be	that	the	metaverse	is	not	the	inevitable	future	of	education	after	all.

	

Note:	This	post	gives	the	views	of	the	authors,	and	not	the	position	of	the	LSE	Impact	Blog,	or	of	the	London	School
of	Economics.

Image	Credit:	Stella	Jacob	via	Unsplash.

This	article	is	republished	from	The	Conversation	under	a	CC	BY-ND	4.0	licence.	Read	the	original	article.
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