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The virtual learning environment – “Around the world” 

Introduction 

The topic of our active world is “Around the World”. This virtual world is target for upper primary 

to lower secondary students (age 10-15).  

Why choose this topic? 

Due to rapidly economy blooms up, people like to travel outside. Considering financial factors, 

some students may have the opportunities to travel, but some may not. They all want to know or 

explore more about other countries in the virtual learning environments (VLE).  

The learning theory behind VLE 

The learning theory for designing our VLE is based on constructivism. The topic “Around the 

World” is related to our daily lives, social and living environments. 

Constructivist Vygotsky emphasized knowledge is established and constructed on interaction with 

environments. Piaget‟s theory also stressed that children play an active role in developing new 

information and construct their knowledge by the interaction with environment. Thus, students learn 

by themselves and construct their own knowledge during the interaction and discussion in the 

virtual world. 

Learning with Technology constructivist model 

The web 2.0 technology, like blogs or discussion forums, provides an environmental situation for 

students to interact, discuss and cooperate in the VLE.  

New information given in forms of multi-media (picture, video and web-links) assimilates students‟ 

cognitive thinking and develops their generic skills to solve the task problems set up in every 

country zones. New knowledge will be accommodated and formed actively. 

The learning design: Pedagogies & e-Learning Tools 

The design of “Around the World” is focused on the 8 pedagogies and e-learning tools by Martin 

Weller (2007)  

1. Social culture learning - Students learn the cultures of the 3 countries by pictures and videos. 

2. Resource-based learning - Information provided in the web-links for students to solve the 

tasks. 

3. Peer learning – There are group tasks (using VoiceThread & Mind-map), discussion forums for 

encouraging interactive and collaborative learning among students. 

4. Instructivist learning – Contents in the web links provide information on student‟s individual 

learning. 
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5. Complex learning – Students are requested to solve higher level problems (eg. to plan travel 

trips, to compare the characteristics of the 3 countries described in VLE) 

6. Problem-based learning – Students are required to solve the tasks in the 3 country zones. 

7. Collaborative learning - Focus on discussion and cooperation to solve the group tasks. 

8. Instructor-led learning – Instructions are clearly stated for students to solve the tasks in every 

VLE zones. 

The design concept of “Around the World” 

In the Active World – “Around the World”, students can experience different cultures and places of 

other countries. It is divided into 5 main zones: 1) Information Centre, 2) India World, 3) Australia 

World, 4) Egypt World, and 5) Data Corner. 

Information Centre 

The Pyramid situated in the centre the information centre. Instructions are clearly stated and show 

how to travel in the virtual world. Resources about different countries allow students to search 

information on the web.  

Country Zones: India, Australia & Egypt World 

Students can explore the above three countries by travelling in the VLE. They can search and locate 

the country in Google Maps. Pictures with web-links give brief introduction about the geographic 

characteristics, famous attractions, wildlife and cultures of the countries.  

In each country, tasks are set up for students to complete. They are encouraged to follow the 

instructions and work in groups. Students have to finish the tasks and submit them through Google 

Docs. Some online tools, VoiceThread and Mindmeister, have been used to design the tasks to foster 

collaborative learning among students. Also, they can post their comments on the discussion forum. 

Data Corner 

Statistics data on climates and populations of India, Australia and Egypt are provided here. Students 

learn further to analyze and to compare the living environments of these three countries. 

Specific learning objectives 

The design of the VLE is based on the following learning objectives. 

1. Let students know basic geographical information of the countries introduced. 

2. Let students know the cultures, nature and other knowledge of the countries introduced. 

3. Let students construct their knowledge by themselves through exploring the world freely, 

finishing the tasks by analyzing data collected. 

4. Boost students interests to the countries introduced and encourage them to explore those 

countries‟ information more. 
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Difficulties anticipated 

Even with a well-organized virtual environment for students to learn, they may face some 

difficulties in their learning journey in Active World. For instance, students may have difficulties in 

finding information to solve the tasks in Active World as the information in Active World is of wide 

varieties. For the technical problems, both teachers and students may face the difficulties in installing 

and running Active World if there is not enough training provided to them in advance. When 

students do their tasks at home, they may not have enough instant teaching supports from teachers as 

students can learn at any time they like. 

Effective teaching / learning strategy and learning interactions 

To ensure an effective teaching and learning strategy and learning interactions, the following 

actions can be taken.  

1. Students will have a briefing lesson for how to use Active World and how to connect it at home, 

then they can explore the World in a lesson for practice. 

2. Students will be briefed for what tasks they need to finish in the Active World. Students will try 

their best to finish all tasks within 2 lessons by close helps from teachers. 

3. Computer technicians and Liberal teaching assistants will be invited to provide close helps with 

teachers during the lessons and after them. If further helps are needed, boys and girls from upper 

levels will be invited to provide assistances. 

4. Computer rooms will be opened longer after school for students who cannot access Active World 

at home so that they can ask teachers‟ help for the tasks. 

5. All students‟ work will be rounded up in a double-lesson after the submission of assignments. 

They will be encouraged to explore more about the countries they investigated by further 

reading the resources. 

6. The assignment will be counted as a part of students‟ final exam result. Students‟ own 

performance will be also assessed as a part of personal marks to let students pay more attention 

to this work. 

Key technological affordance of this learning design 

Active World (AW) is chosen as the platform for the topic: Around the world. AW does provide 

enough tools that support constructivist learning environments. 

AW is a web-based Virtual World and it is highly accessible. Students can enter the AW at anytime 

and anywhere with an online computer.  
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Within the AW environment, students are represented as avatars. The avatar is not only a visual 

representation of the study, but also a camera or point-of-view. This affords students to look at things 

inside the AW as what they are used to do in a real world.  

Although we have set a path for the students to follow, they can go to each area freely in AW. This 

allows students to construct their knowledge in a non-linear way. Different students have different 

ways of thinking and viewing things. As they can move freely in the AW, they will learn in their 

comfortable way. They can visit a particular area as many times as they want, so they can learn in 

different progress and sequence. At last, they can construct their own mind map effectively. 

The integrated Web browser of the AW provides chances for students to get more information outside 

the Virtual World. Besides, the “forms” created in Google Docs are embedded into the AW. Once the 

students finished reading the course materials, they can click the signboards to see the learning tasks 

and the corresponding “form” will appear in the integrated Web browser. Students have to finish the 

work and submit the forms to the teacher. In this way, teachers can access how well they learn in the 

AW. Teachers can also make some suggestions to students either by chatting directly to that student 

inside the AW or by e-mail or discussion forum. 

Finally, the chatting function also encourages communication and collaboration in the students' study. 

For example, two students logging in the AW at the same time and visit the Egypt corner in "Around 

the World" together, they can discuss what they see there and even do the group work together 

synchronously. Teacher can also get into the AW and supervise their learning. In addition, the 

teacher can chat with students exploring in the AW, check their learning progress or give them 

suggestions and hints to tackle the problems. 

 

Choice of Technology Platform 

We use Active World as our virtual learning environment platform. A standard computer or even 

netbook PC can run Active World at a reasonable speed. It requires relatively lower hardware 

configuration. Active World offers a comprehensive platform for efficiently delivering real-time 

interactive 3D content over the web. However, Active World is not a one-stop platform for teaching 

and learning. It has some disadvantages, such as lack of support for managing teaching and learning 

materials, cannot monitor students‟ learning progress, not support for collecting students‟ 

homework. Therefore, we need to embed some of the easy-to-use Web 2.0 applications in the 

platform. These include Google Site, Google Docs, Dropbox, Mindmeister, Vimeo, VoiceThread, 

etc. These applications can enrich students‟ learning experience and used as compensation to the 

limitation of the Active World. 

A single point of teaching and learning material management is imported for both teachers and 

students. Google Site is powerful enough to support the virtual learning environment. In our virtual 

world, most of the teaching and learning materials are embedded in the Google Site. Extra learning 

materials such as videos, extra resources, hyperlinks, PowerPoint, PDF files are also placed there. 
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Besides, student can also finish some of the tasks and make group discussion and presentation in the 

Google Site.  

Design Overview 

Our virtual world “Around the World” consists of 5 different zones: Information Centre, India, 

Australia, Egypt and Data Corner. 

When students enter our virtual word, they will be attracted by the green arrows on the ground. The 

green arrows will lead them to different zones and finish tasks. Information Centre is the first 

station students need to visit. The design of the information centre is similar to the entrance of 

Louvre Museum in France, give people a mystery feeling. It provides information for students to 

know about the purpose of the VLE. 

India, Australia and Egypt are the main learning zones. Learning objects will be provided and 

students are required to complete different tasks in each area. These tasks include online quiz, group 

discussion, trip planning, picture drawing, etc. Clear instructions will be provided by the “signs” or 

web links. 

Data Corner helps students to consolidate what they learn from the 3 learning zones. They need to 

compare data from the 3 countries and answer some questions. At last, students are required to 

share what they have learnt and fill in online questionnaires as the last part of the activities. 
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Reflection of Creating Process 

The creation of the Virtual learning environment (VLE) is an interesting experience which let us 

explore the potential benefits and implication for learning and teaching with Active World. It is 

challenging for us to design the learning activities with sufficient interaction and well-organized 

activities based on the theories and evaluation frameworks we learnt in the course. However, with 

the collaboration and feedbacks from peers, we manage to shape our VLE into a better one. 

 At first, we built up the world by dividing it into three zones (ie. Egypt, Australia and India). The 

data corner is added for students to synthesis the information they collected and reflect on their 

learning. In order to construct a more supportive environment for students, we also added the 

Information center which includes all useful information, context, and learning goals for them. As 

we found that students may easily get off-tasks in the Active World if there is not enough guidance 

on their learning journey. Thus, we create a „path‟ for students to walk along and complete the tasks 

assigned by adding signs on the floor in the Active World for guiding them the direction. 

In creating the VLE, we focus a lot of on providing enough opportunity for students to receive and 

respond to feedbacks. To achieve this, we designed some Google forms to let students respond and 

reflect on their learning. The discussion and comment function in Google Sites are also opened for 

interaction. With the support of peers, we can overcome all the challenges in creating the VLE. 

Overall, the experience is a precious one which benefits our teaching and facilitates students‟ 

learning. 

Conclusion 

Inevitably, virtual learning environment is a new trend of learning and teaching approach in 

education for the future. Its advantages and constraints are still need educators to explore and 

research. However, it is an enjoyable, unforgettable learning experiences to work in group in set up 

the VLE “Around the World”.  
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