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Atypical Virtual Worlds: Technology, Culture, and (Dis)Ability in the 21st Century
Alex Withers, Class of 2021
UMy project explored the ways in which diversely abled adults engage with technologies and virtual spheres. |
conducted the project in conjunction with Chapel Haven, in New Haven, CT, a ‘residential school and independent living
facility offering a range of supports for adults with Autism and Asperger cognitive disabilities.” Due to Covid, | did my
research remotely, reading anthropological literature, watching documentaries, exploring the work of disability rights
nennr ACHVI SIS, ADG. mygsxejmggr;m;gmnggmguggnngme interviews (four with Chapel Haven professionals, four with Chapel
e smiBMERStUdeRtsrand one Chapél Haven community member.) Below is a summary of my key findings.
ety unguu %B%Q%% was to ex m%r[erenqs%v(ynvqgﬂtljugt)loglcally diverse adults use technology in their day to day lives, how they
engage with social media, play video games, and ultimately engage with virtual worlds. There were two key points that |
togk from my preliminary reading. The first was that disability is just as much a socially constructed idea as race or
ore@ender. The second was that neurotypical people have a learned, acceptable way of existing in a reality and
communicating within that reality which society validates as ‘the norm’. My study explored how technology provides a
avid gy [eRtORY o f Wﬁy@'@f‘ Wmuﬁfwriﬁ el ewmvvp"OW@feWh?ch are particularly appealing to neuroatypical people.

Compared to the real world there afe no lasting consequences, there a very quick, relatively“easy rewards for very little

work, and there is a Ny @b pOREYPICAl oRopleuse a-miH titude-oftechnotegicalidevices in a variety of ways just as anyone would. Students

e ?“é&i ei?faféglaess 20-1h unﬁg’év o ;ﬁéné%m%@io@mmptaﬁbem@ asyigual really helps to calm them if they are uncomfortable or
oo NIBER, ﬁéﬁiﬁ L Was afsh.a greak WAy ot SoneISig in-attidents, as one said, “I’ve never been great with the fluid
:g';gztu{gmomvery &ﬁ@ﬁ%ﬁ?gﬁﬁﬁ%@%ﬁﬂ‘\ﬂﬂ?ﬁ R rEPe ot TR al P4k that. You text, then they respond to your text. It’s very

strureteredel myidighifuriationirey @utistic butimatde neuretypigekpeople are better at fluid conversation.” Social media, in

people communicate are j al aa

contrast, can be a struggle for neuroatypical people, for whom interpretingmtgn, e reno i, , | on.” nteonversution.’h

sense, where virtual worlds are an important space in enabling more comfortable communication for various people. If
someone prefers talking to people over text, on Discord, on an online forum, or through a video game, deeming this as
‘not a “real’” conversation or reality’ is a naive lack of understanding of ways of communication. Until we start to validate
these ways of communicating and realities as credible and legitimate, we diminish the credibility and legitimacy of
neuroatypical lives.
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