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Executive Summary

The evolving growth in networking and telecommunication technologies leads to their enhanced usagein
many and different aspects of human activity. One of the technologies that shows great interest is Collabo-
rative Virtual Environments (CVES), which may be used in various applications, such as tele-education.
This paper presents, analyzes and evaluates the basic elements of Elearn, a Collaborative Virtua Learning
Environment (CVLE) that has been created for teaching electronic commerce. In Elearn, the virtua world,
the web pages and the synchronous chat among the participants are integrated into the same environment.
A user isrepresented as an avatar who can move, make gestures with its hands and head, bump into ob-
jects, pass through them, etc. A detailed list of navigation directionsis provided in order to help the user
to move freely into the environment. The possibility of many usersto coexist in Elearn is also supported.
Collaboration and cooperation are its two components that enhance the learning effectiveness. Collabora-
tion is supported among students and teachers with the use of synchronous chat. The chat window appears
on the screen along with the virtual world and the web pages, motivating the participants to use it. Asyn-
chronous communication is also supported, viaemail and discussion board.

The evaluation of a CVLE isan important and difficult task. Pedagogical issues, like conceptual learning,
collaboration, constructivism and adaptability, should be taken under serious consideration. These pa-
rameters are crucial in achieving strong learning effectiveness. An evaluation table has been devel oped
which includes al the important parameters concerning a CVLE. The evaluation is performed at four lev-
els: 1) the pedagogical - psychological level, 2) the technical - functional level, 3) the organizational -
economical level, and 4) the socia - cultural level. Elearn was used in an experiment supplementing tra-
ditional teaching. The students' participation was satisfactory, since they demonstrated great interest in
exploring Elearn and using the synchronous chat capability. The basic pedagogical issues, like construc-
tivism and collaboration, were fulfilled, but greater effort is needed towards the devel opment of the les-
sons content and exams. Students and teachers communi cated via synchronous chat and email, aswell as
using the teacher’ s bot (an avatar that inhabits the virtual world and interacts with users). A lot of time
was invested in developing and managing Elearn. Despite all the difficulties, we believe that the new
methods of teaching, using CVLEs and innovative pedagogica approaches, enhance the traditional teach-
ing methods and improve the student participation.
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Elearn

puter-mediated communication software and on+-line methods of delivering course material. Most of the
systems that are currently under development are intended not simply to reproduce the classroom envi-
ronment online, but also to use the technology to provide learners with new tools that facilitate learning.
An Educational Virtual Environment is a system where the emphasisis mainly on the “education and col -
laboration” (Bouras, Psaltoulis, Psaroudis, & Tsiatsos, 2002). Collaborative e-learning is any kind of
learning process performed by more than one person that takes place mainly in avirtual environment
(Michailidou, & Economides, 2002).

The implementation of innovative pedagogical practicesis aresponse to the social needs for educational
advancement. Participants are experiencing new ways of learning and communicating with teachers by
organizing the learning environment in a different way, based on several technological innovations. Addi-
tionally, one should respond to the academic, linguistic and cultural diversity of today’ s world, to avoid
the risk of creating systems of low social, pedagogical and economic efficiency. Thisis the reason why
the situation needs a holistic perspective of study and discussion.

Tools used for Lessons Development

Elearnisavirtual world that motivates students to participate in the educational process by exploring and
playing with the lessons material, communicate with other students and teachers, and collaborate among
themselves in performing several tasks. The lessons described electronic commerce issues, an attractive
topic in the new information society.

Active Worlds (http://www.activeworlds.com) environment has been used for the development of the les-
sons, using virtual reality. This environment integrates in the same window, the virtual world, the web
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Figure 1.: The integrated environment, which was used for the lessons development.
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pages (Internet Explorer has been used for the development of the web pages) that are connected with par-
ticular incidents regarding the virtual environment and synchronous chat among the users. Synchronous
chat, along with the inhabitancy of many avatars in the same virtua environment enhances collaboration. A
general aspect of the environment, which has been developed, is presented in Figure 1.

Administration of the lessons has been programmed in ASP (Kauffman, & Willis, 1999). In applications
dealing with a group of users, it is necessary to develop a strong administration tool. In the first page of
such atool, the opportunity of choosing any of the offered functions must be given. In such a case the fol -
lowing functions must be considered: the opportunity of adding and removing users (students, teachers)
and even changing some of their elements, such astheir address or phone number. Only the lessons’ ad-
ministrator is entitled to use the above. On the other hand, a user should have the ability of searching and
finding information concerning the teachers or the students.

The administration tool can be connected to a database, which has been created with an SQL Server (Spe-
cifically, an NT Server - SQL Server 7.0 with 11$4.0 has been used) through the ODBC (Open DataBase
Connectivity) environment. A database has been created, with two basic tables, one for the students and
one for the teachers. Both students' and teachers' tables consist of the following fields: Lastname,
Firstname, Age, Address, Td (for the telephone), Email and Comments (for information concerning their
previous education, their interests, etc.).

The web pages that are integrated in the Active Worlds environment have been created using Microsoft
Front Page 2000, an environment capable of easily creating, updating and manipulating web pages. There
has been an effort to integrate some necessary functions and characteristics, concerning the devel opment of
the virtual environment for the electronic commerce lessons, such as the opportunity of enrolling, search-
ing for information, getting help, and so on.

Thefirst page, having the role of a starter page, includes the following:

Lesson map

Search

Information

Online enrollment

Administration

Communication

Online lessons of Electronic Commerce, which is the main page, concerning the lessons devel opmernt.

When the user chooses any of the above, the corresponding page appears and the navigation can lead to
another or the starter page again.

The Lesson Map choice consists of the contents of the chapters that have been developed with educa-
tional material on electronic commerce.

The Sear ch choice concerns the searching for information written in the lesson pages.
The Information choice includes elements of general interest about the lessons.

The Online enrollment choice, gives astudent the ability to enroll in the lessons and ateacher to join
the teachers team, with the objective of helping in the lessons construction. The students or the teach-
ersfill al the necessary information in the appropriate form.

The Administration choice gives the ability of administering the lessons to the administrator. A pass-
word is necessary to add, delete and change information concerning students and teachers. Any user
can search for student and teacher information.
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The Communication choice offersto any user the ability to communicate with the administrator by
sending email and asking specific questions or making certain remarks.

The Online lessons of Electronic Commer ce choice leads to the central page of the lessons. From
this page, the learner can choose any of the following choices:

I ntroduction includes general information about electronic commerce. Navigation is easy enough,
with the use of appropriate links at the beginning of the page, leading to the corresponding paragraphs.
This appears to other pages too.

Contents includes the contents of the lessons.

Chapter 1 concerns the first chapter of the lessons. The user can proceed to some other paragraph of
this chapter by clicking on any of the links at the beginning of the page, or on the navigation arrows that
appear at the end of the page. This chapter consists of four paragraphs with text, images and navigation
links. The contents include information about the World Wide Web, definitions of electronic com+
merce, the necessity and the advantages and disadvantages of its usage.

Chapter 2 concerns the second chapter of the lessons. It aso consists of four paragraphs with text,
images, tables and navigation links. Additionaly, in the fourth paragraph, two videos are included as
examples of two online electronic stores. The student can watch the development of these stores, make
remarks and trace the interesting spots. The contents include information about the stages someone
should follow in order to “build” an electronic store. Specifically the paragraphs refer to the market
research that should be done before the construction of an e-store, the strategic planning which pre-
cedes, the right presentation in the World Wide Web and the fina stage of actua making the online
store.

Glossary consists of some basic terms, in aphabetical order, concerning the electronic commerce les-
sons.

Help includes information on how the user can get help, through email to either the administrator or
any of the teachers or students. Additionally, some sites that give information about Frequently Asked
Questions (FAQ) on electronic commerce are included.

Exer cises. In order to make the application more educational, two tests are included, corresponding to
the first and second chapter of the lessons. These tests consist of exercises, where the student can type
the answer to the appropriate orthogonal frame and also of multiple-choice questions, where the stu-
dent must choose the right answer from a group of choices. Once a student completes atest, he can
click ACCEPTANCE and anew page will appear. From there, the answers can be checked and cor-
rected, if necessary, by returning to the exercise form.

Library includes sites concerning electronic commerce in a structured way so the users can learn
more according to their interests.

Discussion Board isatool that can enhance collaborative learning. It can be used for creating discus-
sions among interested users.

Virtual Chat also enhances collaborative learning. It can be used for synchronous chat between the
participants. It also supports online discussions in the virtual classroom or even sessionsin certain
hours where students can ask their questions and teachers answer them. There might be a guest speaker
or some expert’ s presentation in a certain theme of interest.

For the integration of all these functions, the Active Worlds environment has been used
(http://www.activeworlds.com, http://www.activeworlds.com/tech/index.asp ). The Active Worlds environment
helps the user to create a virtual world and visit anumber of other available worlds. Active Worlds or-
ganization produces software that allows interactivity between usersin athree dimensional virtual envi-
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ronment, through the World Wide Web. A virtual world is a place that can be inhabited by many users at
the same time. The users can communicate with each other in away that can resemble redlity astheir ava-
tars appear, move and speak in the virtual world. The objects that have been placed in avirtual environ-
ment are visible to anyone who visitsit. In other words, a shared virtual world uses the Active World
browser in order to achieve collaboration and communication between the users. One virtua world might
differ significantly from another, but they all appear in a common communication environment offered by
the browser.

Any user that has downloaded the Active Worlds browser, (it is offered free in http://activeworlds.com),
can visit any of the virtual worlds that appear a the main window or create his own world as atourist or
citizen. Tourists have restricted rights and can “build” in particular worlds that are “open for building.”
People who become a citizen have access to the following rights:

to maintain a unique name for exclusive usage,

to build their own possessions,

to send telegrams (brief messages) to other citizens,

to send filesto other citizens,

to trace and “visit” other citizens wherever they are (even in another virtual world),
to maintain a contact list,

to choose from awide variety of avatars that are available to each world visited.

Hardware Requirements
In order to use Active Worlds browser, version 3.1, the following must coexist:

a) An active connection to the Internet. If amodem isin use, then a minimum rate of 56K bpsis proposed
for better results.

b) A Pentium microprocessor of 32MB RAM at least is needed. If a64MB RAM or larger isin use the
performance improves greatly. A Direct 3D compatible video card with at least AMB RAM and 16 bits
high color isrequired.

¢) Aninstallation of Active Worlds software. Theinitial installation demands less than 5SMB on hard
disk, but asindividuals “travel” in various virtual worlds, the objects that coincide with themare
stored on the hard disk and as a result the same virtual world will be loaded considerably faster the
next time the users wishes. This demands a significant amount of additional space on hard disk. At least
100MB free space on hard disk is proposed for problem-free functioning.

d) The operating system that is required for version 3.1 is Windows 98, 2000, with DirectX, version 7.0
(or later).

€) A 16-hit (at least) color graphic card must be used.

The owner of avirtual world must retain a Windows 9x/Me/NT/2000 or Linux or a Sun Solaris work sta-
tion. A Windows NT/2000 or UNIX operating system is proposed. A dedicated connection to the Internet
is also proposed. It is possible for someone to have her own virtual world on her PC at home, but in that
case the world will be accessible only if the computer is connected to the Internet. For the world to be
accessible 24 hours a day, the owner must either be connected 24 hours aday to the Internet or pay a cer-
tain amount to host her world on another server. It is possible for someone to host more than one world at
the same computer. The number of the worlds depends on the capabilities of that computer. The require-
ments that are presented below do not include the disk space and the bandwidth that are required for the

135



Elearn

objectsin the virtual world. The objects for a certain world could be at any site on the web. It is not nec-
essary to be placed at the same machine where the Active Worlds Server is hosted. The disk space and the
bandwidth that are required depend on the number of objects and also on thelr artistic outfit.

Active Worlds Server has been designed in such away that less RAM memory, CPU capabilities and disk
space will be occupied. In atypical computer with Windows 9x and 16MB RAM only one virtual world
can be supported. Under Windows NT/2000 or UNIX, especially when other applications are used con-
currently, at least 32MB RAM is proposed. Hosting atypical personal world should require less than 5
Mbytes of disk space. Larger commercia worlds and especially worlds that are open for building demand
at least 20MB hard disk space. With respect to CPU capabilities, even a 486 processor would be enough.
For example, for an Active Worlds Server with aworld where 100 users coexist, less than 10% of a
200MHz Pentium would be satisfactory.

The bandwidth that is necessary for each visitor to avirtua world varies significantly. The demandsrise
when the user visits the virtual world for the first time. Then, the user’ s browser occupies the larger
available bandwidth for a brief time period due to the massive amount of information needed for the ob-
jects to appear on screen. If the user wishesto visit the - -
same world, the demands are going to be substantially Connection Type | Maximum number
less, as the information acquired at the first time has of users

been stored at the hard disk. The required bandwidth 56K Modem 20
can be approximately calculated by assuming an aver-

age of about 150 bytes per second for one user. Table DSL or cable 100
1 gives some information concerning the maximum T1 1000
number of users and the connection type. If someone
hosts more than one world, the maximum numbersmust  Table 1: The demands on the bandwidth with
be adjusted accordingly. respect to the number of users.

Version 3.1 of the Active World Server supports:

Multiple Worlds: one world server can host any number of worlds, although with previous versions
one world server was required for one world.

Administration: the world server offers the opportunity for administering the virtual worlds. The ad-
ministration program can inspect the world serversthat can “run” either at the same Windows machine
or at remote Windows or UNIX units. World's server administration is an easy task and the icon that
is spotted at the start line on the desktop may be used.

Figure 2 shows the administration window of the Active Worlds Server. Once the administration tool is
downloaded, it may control any number of worldsthat “run” at any number of servers. The tool is con-
nected and controls one server only at a particular time instant, but one can easily select another one using
the Server menu. The administration tool environment permits certain tasks, such as adding aworld,
changing aworld or deleting aworld.

After the license that permi tted its usage had been acquired from the Active Worlds company
(www.activeworlds.com), the virtual world that supports the e ectronic commerce lessons was created.
The virtual world was named Elearn and its characteristics are reported in Table 2.

* 1 Active Worlds Server Administration: Local

File Server Help

' orld I Status I Usersl b ax Uzers I Objects I Size [meters) I E nabled I E =pires I E rror I
Elearn Running 1 5 1029 200 = 200 ez D 3 2002 MNare

Figure 2: The Active Worlds Server Administration tool.
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Server’s characteristics Charge amount

World World size Maximum Number of | 5 Simultane- 10 Simulta- 15 Simulta- 20 Simul-
Class coordi- free citi- ous Users neous Users neous Users taneous
nates zens Users
P-10 40,000 sq. 10 N,S,E,W 1 $10 $60 $110 $160
meter

Table 2: The characteristics of the virtual world.

For the administration of the virtual world, the administration tool may be used (Figure 2). From thisfig-
ureit is obviousthat the name of the world is Elearn, is occupied by one user at this moment and it can
support amaximum of five users simultaneously. With the acquisition of the virtual world a citizen is sup-
ported, who can also be the world’ s administrator. A name and a password are given to this citizen, so he
can attain the rights of the citizen - administrator. He can give rights regarding which users will have
building rights, who will have rejection rights (it is the right to reject a user who annoys other users, for a
certain time period) or who can be a public speaker (the caretaker of aworld may occasionally designate
certain citizens to be Public Speakers. Public Speakers are citizens whose chat messages are transmitted
to all userswith in agiven area).

Elearn: A Virtual World for Teaching Electronic Commerce
Figure 3 presents a map of the virtual world - school.

There are six spaces to the virtual world:

The reception room

The selection room

The lessons room

Thelibrary

The lecture room
- Theelectronic store
The map on Figure 3 refers to the position of each room at the virtual school, according to the north, south,
east and west coordinates and to the direction of the avatar, the first time he/she visits the particular room.
Once the Active Worlds environment is entered, the virtual world named Elearn may be chosen from the

T — (T

LESSONS ROOM
Position:5?, 5W, at N

LIBRARY
Position:3N, 5W, at W

LECTURE ROOM
Position:5?, OW, at N

SELECTION ROOM
Position:IN, 2W, at N

South (9

RECEPTION ROOM
Position;0S, OW, at N

ELECTRONIC
STORE
Position:2?, 3?, at ?

Fioaure 3: A mab of the virtual school.
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list

of virtual worlds, whichislocated at the left side of the screen. In the following paragraphs, a brief

description of all the parts of the virtual school is given.

138

The reception room contains an ancient temple with asign placed at the center, which is wel coming
the user. Additionaly, at the chat window, the following message appears, “WELCOME TO THE
WORLD OF ECOMMERCE!" and a corresponding sound is detected. The screen is partitioned into
the virtual world window, the window where the web pages that are connected to the virtual world
appear, and the chat window, where the users can chat synchronoudly (Figure 1). The reception room
is connected to a web page that includes navigation directions to the virtual world, using the keyboard
or the mouse. The map of the virtual school is also included at that page. The user isinformed that if
she wishes to be transferred to the main room of the lessons, she should press with the left mouse but-
ton at the sign that appears at the virtual world.

The selection room is connected with aweb page that is also the main page of the lessons and in-
cludes the following choices: Lessons Map, Search, Information, Online Enrollment, Lessons Admini-
stration, Communication and Online lessons of Electronic Commerce, which is the central page that
refersto the devel opment of the lessons. Each of the previous choices corresponds to an object at the
selection room. If someone presses with the left mouse button on an object, a corresponding web page
will appear. For example, if the object with the sign “ON LINE ENROLLMENT” is pressed, aweb
page with an enrollment form will appear at the right side of the screen.

L essons r oom includes objects with signs, each one of whichis connected to aweb page that contains
information according to the specific topic of interest. The topics that are included are the following:
Introduction, Contents, Chapter 1, Chapter 2, Glossary, Help, Exercises, Library, Discussion Board,
and Virtua Chat. If the“ Chapter 1" or “Chapter 2" sign is pressed, the user istransferred to the Lec-
ture Room. If the“Library” sign is pressed the user will have the opportunity of visiting the school’s
library. Additionaly, in certain spots of the virtual world, a mailbox is spotted. The user may use this
box in order to send a message to the lessons’ admi nistrator.

Library includes sections filled with books. Each object that contains books is divided into three sec-
tions. In the first section, asign is placed that informs the user for the contents of the next two sections.
(Figure 4). If the user left clicks on a section, he will be able to inspect the information that corre-
sponds to that particular choice, at the web page window.

L ectureroom. The basic objects of the lecture room are the signs, the computer desks and the projec-
tion board. Every sign contains a paragraph
title, from the first or the second chapter,
concerning electronic commerce. If the user
presses with the left mouse button onasign,
aweb page concerning the correspondent
paragraph will appear. If the user’s avatar
collides with asign, a narration about the

subject will begin. Apart from the signs cor- 1 R s
responding to the paragraphs, thereis one o | SEEE
additional sign that refersto an example of '

an electronic store. If the user presses on

that sign, she will be transferred to avirtua SEEEN
electronic store, which functions as an ex- -
ample and covers the objective of under-

standing the way of eshopping, the advan- Figure 4: If the user presses on the section that refers to the

Supersites, the third from above, a web page with links that are

tages and disadvantages of an online store. related to thisterm will appear.
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There are two additional signs, one for the use of the Discussion Board and the other for the Virtua

Chat, which enhance collaboration.

At the |eft side of the lecture room, there are desks with computers. If the user approaches a computer
with the mouse pointer, an explanatory sign will appear that gives information on what will happen if the
computer picture is pressed. Every computer is connected to aweb page and the following choices are
available: Introduction, contents, library, exercises, help, glossary, teacher search and student search.

The projection board islocated at the center of the room in front of the desks (Figure 5). In the lecture
room, there are two lectures about electronic commerce. The projection board is used for the lecture
dides change. It is possible for the lectures to be repeated at any time the administrator wishes.

The electronic store is an example of an electronic store (Figure 6) that is located in the virtua

world with the purpose of giving the
students the opportunity to understand
how an electronic store is constructed
inthe “real” world. The storethat is
described offers cars, motorcycles and
bicycles.

Once the user istransferred into the store,
the signs that welcome him appear with the
message, “WELCOME TO OUR ELEC-
TRONIC STORE.” As the user keeps
walking, a desk will appear in front of him.
At the left side of the room some cars are
located and at the right side there are no-
torcycles and hicycles. At the beginning,
the user will see only the red color of the
car model. Simultaneoudly, two signs ap-
pear that allow the user to see the blue and
the yellow color of the same car model.

Towards the right side of the electronic
store the user can see the motorcycles,
while the bicycles will appear once the
user left clicks on the sign with the message
“PRESSHERE TO SEE THE BICY -
CLES” If the virtua customer wishesto
make an order, he may presson thesign
with the message “ARE YOU INTER-
ESTED ON MAKING AN ORDER?
PRESSHERE.” Thissignislocated on the
table at the center of the electronic store.

Once the order sign is clicked, an order
form will appear at the right side of the
screen, which can befilled by the future
customer. From every room of the virtual
world, the user can be transferred to every
other room, just pressing on one of the
signs that appear on appropriate places.

Projection
Board

Signscorresponding

Deskswith | __ Bl 7l tothelessons

computes i i : paragraphs

HHRTEAL

Figure 5: An aspect of the lecture room, where the basic
objects are being viewed.

KATAETHMA

i r. = 4 = - ~

Figure 6: A view from the electronic store.
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The Active Worlds environment offers the opportunity of using a Software Development Kit (SDK)
(http://www.activeworlds.com/sdk/) that allows the programmers to devel op applications. These applica-
tions can interact with the virtual world's environment created by Active Worlds software.

The most common type of application for the SDK isabot. (A bot istypically an avatar that inhabits a vir-
tual world and interacts with users, but it is driven by a computer program instead of a human being (citi-
zen or tourist).) To develop an application using the Active Worlds SDK, a programmer simply writesaC
program. This program is constructed in such away that the users can interact not only with the virtual en-
vironment but with other users also. There are three (3) botsin the Elearn virtual world.

Thefirst bot is named Teacher (Figure 7) and, asits name declares, it is built for the purpose of helping
the students during their navigation of the virtual world, in order to strengthen the learning process. The
teacher can appear whenever a user calls her by typing her name at the chat box. She can also disappear, if
the user wishes, by typing “Leave” at the chat box.

The user can ask the teacher various questions concerning el ectronic commerce. The subjects about which
the teacher could be asked appear at the chat box, once the user types Help. Then, the teacher responds
with the following: “ Ask me about the following (ecommerce, advantages, planning, aims, success, estore,
question 1-5).” If the student types any of the previous words, the teacher will give him information about
it.

Thisinformation appears at the chat window. Likewise, the student can see the hour if he types“Time” or
get amessage if he types* Thanks.” The Teacher bot will be manipulated by areal teacher and therefore a
discussion could be build among the teacher and some other users, based on any subject concerning the
lessons and not only on the “fixed” type of discussion, using the above words.

The teacher can also examine the students
by asking them questions unknown to them,
apart from the ones that are already given.
In order to achieve this, the administration
window of the bot must be used. Addition-
aly, a student can “whisper” (A whisper is
achat message sent directly to another user.
When one whispers, the recipient isthe
only person who can hear what he says.) to
the teacher and become recognized only by
her.

The teacher isin a position to address more
than one student, organize discussions and
impose duties. Furthermore, as it advances
in the text box, al the conversation is
stored in afile, named LogChat.txt. The
teacher can use this file whenever she
wishes (It is assumed that the teacher isthe

bot’ s administrator.) in order to reexamine = ey =
the students’ answers with the purpose to o i
Learm: i I ’
grade them. 'c?ﬁ?er]; T'Eﬁw i Mcrwday, fug 13, 2001 at 145346,
Leam: thanks
Tamcher]. Yoy are walcome, BLesrn "omia® E

Figure 7: The teacher and the student
coexist in the virtual world.
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The second bot is named Salesman (Figure 8)
and its usage is to appear whenever another
user (avatar) entersthe electronic store. The
salesman can give information concerning the
products that are offered in the electronic store
and advise the user of how he might fill an or-
der form. The salesman can be used the same
way astheteacher. If theword “help” istyped
in the chat window, the salesman will answer
the following: “ Ask me about the following
(goods, cars, motorcycles, bicycles, testdrive,
order).”

If for example the word “cars’ is entered in the
chat box, information will be given concerning
the cars that are offered in the store. Likewise,
if theword “order” istyped, information will
be given on how an order is made. Asin the
teacher’ s bot case, a discussion can be devel-
oped, with the use of the chat box.

The third bot is named L ecturer and hasthe
capability to give lectures, in the Lecture room
(Figure 9). The Lecturer can synchronize text
spoken by the bot with changes in objects or
Jpg images. Therefore, avirtua “dlide show”
can be created.

The Lecturer’ s bot communicates by normal
chat, but its more powerful feature is the ability
to whi sper to the avatars that are located in the
lecture room. As aresult, any other avatar that
exists in another room of the virtual store, for

example the electronic store, will not “hear” the

Lecturer. The Lecturer has the ability of pre-
senting two lectures, with pictures that alter on
the dlide board and narration relative to every
picture that appears.

If the user wishes to hear the narration, he must
click onthe picture object. Asalecture pro-
ceeds, the pictures on the dlide board, which is
located behind the lecturer, automatically
change and the corresponding text appear in the
chat box. The lectures are repeated every hour
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Figure 8: The appearance of the Salesman in the
electronic store.
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Figure 9: A lecture, asit developsin the
lecture room.

and therefore, if a student wishes to attend them again, he must enter the lecture room and simply wait.

Pedagogical Issues

Elearn isavirtua desktop educational environment, adopting a collaborative approach to courses devel-
opment, along with the support of constructivism, through the enhancement of students experiences and the

alowance of new ones.
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Jackson, & Fagan (2000) point out that Virtual Reality (VR) in collaborative learning appears to have
great potential. More research is needed before effective collaborative learning strategies can be devel -
oped. It is anticipated that these strategies will vary, depending on the kind of educational experience de-
sired at the specific learning environment employed. Designers of hardware and software must make sure
that it is easy for multiple participants to collaboratively navigate and perform tasksin VLEs.

Research on VR suggests that it could be a powerful tool for education (Micropoulos, Chalkidis, Katsikis,
& Emvalatis, 1998). Students must be encouraged to experience more, exploiting new technologies and
approaching new methods of learning. In addition to immersion which has been proposed as the key point
of VR for educational use, we believe that desktop virtual reality learning systems have also potential as
powerful educational tools.

Some tasks can be performed only via collaboration. Educational strategies can enhance student collabo-
rative abilities using CVLEs. The potential benefits are the ability of managing certain situations concern-
ing the learning procedure more effectively, such as the interpretation of atask, the understanding of the
goals, and the solution of a problem.

Cooperation aims at every learner’ s success, everyone' stask isimportant and nobody should bein a
situation of failure. Work in a team arouses mutual assistance. Regarding distance learning, collaboration
is essential, because the learner belongs to a community and finds an identity. Effectiveness of collabora-
tion depends on the composition of the team, on the learning context, on the medium for communication
and on the features of the task (George, & Leroux, 1999). In developing methods to assess the effective-
ness of collaboration, group and individual performance should be considered simultaneoudly.

Collaboration concerns conceptual learning too. Specifically, the following questions arose:
Can |learners communi cate with each other effectively?
Can learners take advantage of the freedom of movement and technology provided by CVLES?
Does collaboration promote conceptual learning?

Effective communication among the students includes discussions about how to approach the learning is-
sue, who isto do what and when, what the conceptua difficulties are, what has been learned and how am+
biguities can be removed. Under the conceptual point of view, the design and devel opment of aVR system
for educational applications focuses on the cognitive, intellectual, social and emotional processes of the
student (Micropoulos, Chalkidis, Katsikis, & Kossivaki, 1997).

Generaly, learners do take advantage of the possibilities given by the freedom to movein a CVLE, and
also of the technology provided. Freedom in navigation and interaction is essential for avirtua environ-
ment designed to educate the users. One of the CVLE objectivesis to provide such experiences that are
difficult to obtainin the real world.

The basic theoretical statement of constructivism leads to the estimation that techniques like the strict
planning of the didactic content or the form of interactivity in the typical educationa process are ineffi-
cient. Students have to work in an environment where they can construct knowledge by themselves. Since
real environments are not always available, artificial environments can be used.

Constructivism has been proposed as the best basis for building atheory of learning in virtual environ-
ments (Micropoulos, Chakidis, Katsikis, & Kossivaki, 1997). Although constructivism is connected with
fully immersive VR systems, it is believed that its aims are fulfilled with desktop systems too. Usersin
desktop VR systems are not immersed in virtual worlds. Nevertheless, some basic principals are being
fulfilled: learners can proceed at their own pace, interaction is required and active participation is en-
couraged rather than passivity.
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Theissue of adaptability is also essential. The representation of information in VR can be compatible to
the different learning styles of students and the different ways that people acquire information and think.
CVLEs can support adaptive curriculum generation, on-demand quizzes and tutorials, interactivity in
learning elements involving multimedia animations and dialogues, interaction among tutors and learners
through asynchronous and synchronous communication, flexibility of time and location of learning.

Learning Effectiveness Evaluation

The evaluation of aCVLE isnot asimple task (Holst, & Holmer, 2000). Without a descriptive model of
theideal collaborative learning process, we cannot easily find indicators (either qualitative or quantita-
tive) that will tell us whether effective learning is taking place. Neither are we in a position to assess
whether a new technology adds or subtracts from this process,; we should consider how to create models
of learning that explain and predict the behavior of virtual learning groups supported by technology. The
effectiveness of new technology should be considered at a number of different levels simultaneoudly.

In contrast to traditional ways of computer - supported learning, e.g., asingle individual using a PC to
navigate through a CD -based multimedia course, CVLEs include a number of complexities for evaluation
(Pfister, Wessner, Holmer, & Steinmetz, 1999). Additionally, on the level of evaluation criteria, the crite-
riathemselves need to be changed and adapted according to new findings and new constrains that result
from system devel opment. Therefore, formative evaluation needs to be performed at four levels simulta-
neoudly: A) the pedagogical - psychological level, B) the technical - functiona level, C) the organiza-
tional - economical level and D) the social - cultural level.

The pedagogical - psychological level includes al the criteria, referring to the learning process itself. For
example, criteria such as support of different didactic methodologies, how to represent and modify knowl-
edge, tools to define learning goals, or support for different roles (learners, trainers, tutors) need to be as-

sessed at thislevel.

Thetechnical - functional level includes criteriathat refer to the proper functioning of a concrete system,
e.g., criteriasuch as stability, required bandwidth, interface design, etc.

The organizational - economical level deals with aspects of organizational context and constraints, e.g.
how efficient and cost - effective are computer - supported learning processes compared to traditional
ways of training.

Finally, thesocial - cultural level evaluates how a system fitsinto the overal learning culture and how its
users from amotivational and emotional point of view accept it. A model of evaluating CVLESs has been
developed (Michailidou, Economides, & Georgiadou, 2001; Georgiadou, & Economides, 2000; Jackson,
& Fagan, 2000; Georgiadou, Economides, Michailidou, & Mosha, 2001) based on the previous factors.
Therefore, the evaluation of the virtual collaborative environment, named Elearn, is a complex task where
various parameters must be taken under consideration. The Table 3 includes the evaluation criteria. A
diagram with the basic evaluation axesis also presented in Figure 10.

It is obvious that the evaluation of a collaborative virtual environment isacomplex and versatile task
where many parameters must be taken into consideration. Furthermore, the true evaluation of software oc-
curs after the environment is tested by the students and teachers that use it. They can grade the software
and suggest ways of improvement. Furthermore, the evaluation procedure is time consuming. It is neces-
sary for the teachers and students to develop a certain friction with the environment in order to understand
its advantages and disadvantages.
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Pedagagi cal -

Psychological parameter |

Presentation
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the content

Didactic
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Evaluation and
control of the
learning
procedure

Social - Cultural
parameters

Organizational -
Economical parameters

Teacher’s tools

Student’stools

Elearn was used as an additional tool for the teaching of Electronic Commerce to undergraduate students.
All the students had common theoretical background, approximately the same age (18-22) and prior cont
puter experience, but no experience in using CVEs. A questionnaire based on Table 3 was formed and
given to twenty of the students, in order to evaluate the environment. The grading included five numbers (1
to 5), each number corresponding to the degree of truth concerning the statement. For example, if collabo-
rative learning is supported, then the grading will be five (perfect) or four (less than perfect), three or two
if itispartially supported and oneif it is not supported at all. At the third column of table 3 appears the
grading of the mgority of the students and in the fourth column the percentage of the students that gave this

Technical - Functional

parameters
Suppor‘t and Development Designing the | | Administration
update characteristics | | communication tools
procedures interface
|4
Design issues Interaction Navigation Feedback

Figure 10: A diagram with the basic evaluation axes for a Collaborative Virtual
Environment.

grading. The issues evaluated were only these that considered being of students' interest.
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Evaluation parameters Grad- | Student per-
ing | centage (%)
A. Pedagogical - Psychological parameters
AL Didactic theories
A1l Collaborative learning is supported. 5 80
A.1.2. The individuality of each student, in regard to hig’hers cultural and social de- 2 75
velopment is taken under consideration.
A.1l3. The individuality of each student, in regard to hishers prior learning experi- 2 75
ence is taken under consideration.
A.l4. Collaboration among the tutors for the purpose of communication and com-
mon creation is supported (team building).
A.15. Students can get help in order to be encouraged and motivated (building moti- 3 60
vation).
A.2. Presentation and organization of the content
A.2.1. The content is valid and trustworthy. 4 60
A.2.2. The content, to its greater degree, agrees to the analytical curriculum. 4 50
A.2.3. The content corresponds to the age group in which it addresses to. 4 65
A.24. The content corresponds to the aim of learning. 4 80
A.25. | Teacher’'stools
A.2.5.1. | Theteacher can participate in the planning and manipulation of the lessons.
A.25.2. | Itiseasy to monitor and renew the lessons.
A.25.3. | There areinstructions for the lessons’ teaching.
A.2.5.4. | The capability of online monitoring and grading the students exists.
A.2.5.5. | Theteacher must be familiar with programming (html or other languages) and
generdly specific knowledge in certain fields is being demanded.
A.2.5.6. | Automated grading of the students is supported.
A.2.5.7. | Course monitoring is easy for the teacher (e.g. control of the information us-
age and the lesson’ s sources from one or many students).
A.2.5.8. | Teachers are helped to create learning sequences.
A.2.5.9. | There are tools for exercises, quizzes, examination tests ,et.c. for the stu-
dents.
?.2.5.10 | Teachers are allowed to use tools for the purpose of common knowledge us-
age (e.g. databases with advice on how the lessons should carried out, exer-
cises, et.c.)
A.2.6. Student’ s tools
A.2.6.1. | Students are allowed to use online help. 5 20
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Evaluation parameters Grad- | Student per-
ing | centage (%)
A.2.6.2. | Each student can use a private email account. 1 70
A.2.6.3. | A bulletin board is offered. 2 75
A.2.6.4. | A discussion ligt is offered. 1 80
A.2.6.5. | Asynchronous communication is being supported (BBS- Bulletin Board Ser- 5 90
vice, file exchange via Internet, newsgroups).
A.2.6.6. | Synchronous communication is being supported (Internet Relay Chat - IRC, 5 85
voice chat that permits to two or more participants to communicate with the
help of a microphone in rea time, audio conferencing, video conferencing,
whiteboard - a distributed window for text or drawing-, application sharing,
meetings on virtual spaces).
A.2.6.7. | Each student has access to highers grading and progress, concerning the les- 2 70
sons.
A.2.6.8. | A glossary isavailable. 5 75
A.2.6.9. | A content tool isavailable. 5 85
A.2.6.10 | Search is being supported. 80
A.2.6.11 | Study skill building is supported, e.g. effective learning, how the learning pro- 1 90
cedure is to proceed, tools for repeating the lessons).
A.3. Evaluation and control of the learning procedure
A.3.1. Each student is in a position to use the software independently, without the 5 45
help of the teacher or the help of a book.
A.3.2. The student can interact freely with the software. 4 50
A.3.3. The environment enhances learning on action. 5 70
A.34. Multiple-choice questions are used in lessons' devel opment. 5 75
A.35. Right - wrong questions are used in lessons' devel opment. 5 70
A.3.6. Fill in the blanks questions are used in lessons’ development. 5 80
A.37. Some questions are to be answered with a short or more extended way. 5 75
A.3.8. There is atime constrain is some questions or answers. 1 85
A.3.9. Exercises that can be assigned to a group of students are concluded. 3 55
B. Technical - Functional parameters
B.1. Development characteristics
B.1.1. Multimedia capabilities are supported (pictures, sound, video, VRML files, 5 75
et.c)
B.1.2. Application software can be used in different platforms (Windows 5 60
95/98/2000/NT, Macs with OS 7.0 or later).
B.1.3. Server software can be used in different platforms (UNIX, Windows NT). 5 65
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Evaluation parameters Grad- | Student per-
ing | centage (%)

B.1.4. An interconnection with a database is supported. 1 80

B.1.5. Software supports a browser (Microsoft Internet Explorer, or Netscape Navi- 5 90
gator).

B.1.6. There has been a prediction for disabled people. 1 100

B.2. Designing the communication interface

B.2.1. | Designissues

B.2.1.1. | Screens are designed in a clear and interesting way, drawing student’s atten- 4 40
tion.

B.2.1.2. | Text enhances information, without making the application monotonous. 50

B.2.1.3. | Graphics and pictures are being used, without provoking student’s disorienta 60
tion.

B.2.1.4. | The sound used enhances information. 5 70

B.2.1.5. | The video used enhances information. 5 65

B.2.1.6. | Theuser is embodied with an avatar in the virtual environment. 5 90

B.2.1.7. | The selection and manipulation of the objects in the virtual world can be eas- 4 40
ily carried out.

B.2.1.8. | Multiple object selection is permitted. 5 55

B.2.1.9. | The position and orientation of each object is accurately described. 40

B.2.1.10 | An avatar demonstrates face, hands and body gestures. 5 65

B.2.1.11 | Immersion is being supported with the use of suitable devices, like the stereo- 1 100
scopic glasses, the sensor gloves, eit.c..

B.2.1.12 | The user has the right to change the properties of an object in the virtual 1 100
world.

B.2.1.13 | The user can change the point of view from which the objects and other users 5 65

. are seen in the virtual environment.

B.2.2. | Interaction

B.2.2.1. | Theinteraction with the system is done with an easy way, complying with the 4 45
learning team to which the software is addressed.

B.2.2.2. | Student to student and teacher to student interaction is being supported. 4 80

B.2.2.3. | Interaction can occur in the optical or acoustic field, through body move- 70
ments, or even with a combination of the above.

B.2.3. Navigation

B.2.3.1. | Navigation is carried out easily. 4 60

B.2.3.2. | Multiple types of navigation are supported (e.g. for beginners, advanced, 1 85

et.c.).
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Evaluation parameters Grad- | Student per-
ing | centage (%)
B.2.3.3. | Lessonsinclude a content table. 5 90
B.2.3.4. | The basic navigation buttons are included in each page (e.g. next, previous 5 90
page, return to the first page).
B.2.3.5. | A help button isincluded. 5 100
B.2.3.6. | A search button isincluded. 5 100
B.2.3.7. | A navigation map is included, shown al the domains of the virtual world. 5 90
B.2.3.8. | A pedagogica agent isincluded with the purpose of guide the students. 1 100
B.2.3.9. | There has not been a report of tiredness and seasickness after long exposure 3 45
to the environment.
B.24. | Feedback
B.2.4.1. | Student’s answers in various tests or questions can provoke a reaction by the 2 75
environment.
B.2.4.2. | Thereisafeedback, concerning the software use. 2 60
B.2.4.3. | Feedback is supported with the use of sounds, lighting, et.c.. 45
B.2.4.4. | Avatars can demonstrate special movements, corresponding to specific ways 4 80
of behavior, like applause after aright answer, et.c..
B.3. Support and update procedur es
B.3.1. An ingtruction book is included, concerning software use for the teachers and
students.
B.3.2. Technical support is available.
B.3.3. The user has access to libraries, bibliographic sources or databases, with the
purpose of select information concerning the lessons.
B.3.4. Software is being updated often as well as the site is maintained.
B.3.5. The security is adequate, for file exchange, email, grading, et.c..
B.3.6. Mirror sites are included, offering an dternative solution when problems ac-
cur.
B.3.7. There are instructions concerning software installation.
B.4. Administration tools
B.4.1. Crash recovery tools are included.
B.4.2. Backup procedures are supported.
B.4.3. There are tools that prohibit unauthorized access to the server.
B.4.4. Online enrolling and payments are supported.
B.4.5. There is the possibility for a guest to use an account (guest account creation).
B.4.6. There is an administration tool for the lessons (creation of new accounts, de-

letion or updating elements about students or teachers).
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Evaluation parameters Grad- | Student per-
ing | centage (%)
B.4.7. The administrator has the right to determine access rights for teachers and
students.
B.4.8. Remote access is being supported.
C. Organizational - Economical parameters
C.1. The provider, who has developed the software, can host the lessons to a
server.
c.2. The provider uses advertisement policy in order to support the lessons.
C.3. The provider is the owner of lessons content.
c.4. Pricing policy is based on the number of the students.
C5. Pricing depends on the time that a student is using the lessons.
C.6. Technical support, if exists, is being charged separately.
D. Social - Cultural parameters
D.1. Team communication is supported, taking under consideration possible differ- 1 50
encesin religion or in cultural development.
D.2. The environment supports multilingual capabilities. 1 100
D.3. Sex differences are taken under consideration. 1 80
D.4. Age differences are taken under consideration 1 85

Table3: An evauation framework of the Elearn environment.

Although the traditional way of learning has the main advantage of physical and immediate, face to face
contact, students demonstrated significant interest in exploring and learn through the use of a CVLE. Such
an environment provides the capability of using the network, information and communication technology,
in order to intensify the educational procedure. Still, the majority of the students stated that they feel more
comfortable if acombination of both traditional and neoteric method of teaching isto be used. In particu-
lar, they propose that an innovative educational environment should only be used when it truly improves
learning and when practical difficulties arise, like in the case of distance learning.

Collaborative learning is supported with the inhabitancy of many avatars at the same virtual world and the
use of synchronous chat. Discussion board and virtua chat were also used. Students demonstrated an urge
to use the synchronous chat capability and especially enjoyed the fact that they could impersonate them:
selves with the use of an avatar. A team project had been assigned, (each team consisted of 2 or 3 stu-
dents) and a specific task was given. The results were satisfactory, although some students found peculiar
the situation in which they had to move around in the virtual world, in order for example to get to the li-
brary. They also stated that is was time consuming that they had to send emails to find a common time
schedule in order to inhabit the virtual world at the same time with their team mates. Nevertheless, col -
laboration with the use of a distributed networked virtual environment has been proved quite useful at dis-
tance learning, since a student is allowed to participate, practicaly from everywhere, aslong as he/she
possesses the adequate equipment and an Internet connection.

With regards to adaptability, students stated that they felt autonomous enough to explore and learn at their
own pace. A drawback concerning adaptive learning was that the content of the lessons was common for
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everyone and there was no prediction concerning prior learning experience in the subject. Therefore, a
further development of the content is necessary, in order to expand the field of analysis. Still, each student
can use the library to find the matter that particularly is of interest to him and teachers can prepare and use
tests and questions at different levels of difficulty. Additionally, further work has to be done in order to
encounter issues like age, sex or cultural differences. The language used was Greek, since the lessons
were addressed to Greek students, but it is simple to develop it on a different language, which will widen
the prospects of the software usage, especialy for distance learning purposes.

Asfor teacher tools, teachers are free to participate in the lessons' development, give exercises or grade
students online. It is essential for the teacher to have some basic knowledge of the tools that must be used
in order to fully attain the capabilities of the environment, to make a new test or to communicate with an-
other teacher or student. Course monitoring is simple, since text files with the conversation of ateacher -
student are created when the teacher isimpersonated with the form of a bot. Consequently, all the student’s
answers can be analyzed and graded at a different time, whenever the teacher decides to do so. The
teacher can set atime schedule regarding the time that he/she is going to be online, for the purpose to
communicate synchronoudy with the students.

Students can get help (the bots are essential) about the lessons. A glossary and a content table are avail -
able. Searching is also included so that someone can find information related to the theme of hisinterest.
Each student is able to email at any time to higher instructor. Asynchronous communication is supported
with the use of email and file exchange via Internet. Newsgroups are not included. Participants can use the
chat window, for synchronous communication. Audio conferencing and video conferencing are not in-
cluded. More attention should be given at monitoring the students’ progress.

The usage and navigation in the environment is easy and pleasant, through user’ sinterface. The students
felt free to navigate in the environment, after a short period of time, without getting any help from the in-
structors. They can interact with the environment under certain constraints- for example, they cannot
change the properties of an object, or build anywhere in the virtual world-, but they can move freely, pass
through objects and visit any virtual room. Common ways of interactivity with the environment were also
been used (e.g. signs), with the purpose to provoke the students to explore and learn. The user can be per-
sonalized with an avatar, facial and body gestures are supported, but immersion is not supported. The ma-
jority of the students felt that the use of the virtual environment enhanced learning on action. They stated
that the use of the virtual store was a*constructive experience.” The lessons development contained tests
with alot of types of questions (multiple choice, right - wrong, etc.) and also exercises assigned to a
group of students. Students found interesting the group work suggested to them in the lecture room. There
are no interactive tests included at this time. Feedback is supported, but it is relatively weak, sinceit ex-
istsonly in the form of applause or short text messages.

Various multimedia elements are supported at the lessons’ devel opment, like sound and video. The soft-
ware can be used in different platforms and supports Microsoft Internet Explorer. The server can host
more than one virtual world, so future expansion is possible. The possibility of connecting to a database
wasn’t studied and there has been no prediction for disabled people for the time being.

Regarding support and update procedures, students and teachers can get help concerning the software in-
stallation and usage and also the technical requirements. The procedure of updating the content and the se-
curity problem need more work. There are no mirror sites. It is possible for the lessons' admini strator to
retain backup files of the virtual world. Online enrolling is possible and an administration tool has been
developed. The ability of adding, changing and deleting elements relating to students or teachersis entitled
only to the administrator. There wasn't any study made on advertisement and pricing policy.

In conclusion, we believe that CVES can assist the educational community to improve the educational
process. The integration of information and communication technol ogies offers unlimited capabilities to
educational applications and will become not only a challenge but also a necessity for the future.
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Future Work

The current research and commercia interest in developing CV Es that support rich social interaction in
densely populated virtual worlds is an ambitious goal, one that requires addressing a variety of technical
challenges (Benford, Greenhelgh, Rodden, & Pycock, 2001).

Based on future growth, the conjunction of virtual environments with databases that are continuously en-
riched with new elementsin order to be synchronousis an interest aspect (Davison, & Vreede, 2001
Nunes, Dihl, Fraga, Woszezenki, Oliveira, Francisco, Machado, Nogueira, & Notargiacomo, 2002). An-
other capability of great interest is teleimmersion, integrating CVE and audio, video conferencing and
other demanding technologies for computer power and network bandwidth.

Also, the addition of smart behavior to the system with the usage of intelligent agents is something worth
of studying. The combination of Artificial Intelligence and 3D environment technologies with innovative
interface design offers great opportunities for efficient learning. Pedagogical agents are of great impor-
tance and can be used in CVEs, asthey are represented with a character (avatar), or a specific object (for
example, abook). The software agent technology and learning objects technology will revolutionize
online teaching and learning. The agent - based software paradigm is partially suitable for developing dis-
tributed systems as it enhances speed, reliability and flexibility in alearning environment.

The ongoing research involving VLEs is worthwhile, considering that the networking of multi - participant
CVEs appears to represent a significant trend for future applications (Redfern, & Naughton, 2002).
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