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1. Introduction

This chapter offers an overview of two distinct virtual reality (VR) projects
and their application in two undergraduate Italian subjects. These projects,
designed and developed by the authors at the University of Melbourne, aim
at diversifying content delivery and enhancing student learning experience
and engagement through the use of a virtual learning environment (VLE).
Both projects have been created using available resources in addition to
authentic historical material and have been inserted into the curricula of
two subjects, taught in Italian, that focus on the study of the historical
and cultural period from the Italian unification (1861) to the end of
World War II (1945). The projects not only give students a new approach
to understanding this historical period, but also offer the opportunity for
language immersion, which has the potential to improve listening and
comprehension skills. Additionally, as will be discussed in this chapter, this
approach implements diversified pedagogical practices within the subjects’
curricula to enhance student participation and motivation.
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The first project, Dal Foro Romano al Foro Italico (From the Roman Forum
to the Foro Italico), was realised using a non-immersive interactive video
and a 360° virtual tour achieved using exports from Google Earth, Google
Streetview and H5P Interactive Video. The virtual tour allows students to
explore the architectural features of two distinct areas of Rome that were
built during the Fascist dictatorship (1922-43) to better understand the
connection between Fascist propaganda and architecture. The virtual tour is
accessible to students on their own computer or tablet. Offering a voiceover
narration in Italian and interactive links to deepen their understanding,
it creates pathways for individual learning. The second project, La Spedizione
dei Mille (The Expedition of the Thousand), consists of an immersive VR
360° video that is accessible via the use of Oculus Quest headsets or as an
immersive video on tablets or computers. This virtual tour recreates part
of the voyage undertaken by the so-called ‘Expedition of the Thousand’ in
Italy in 186061 that led to the unification of the nation. It also includes
a voiceover narration using extracts of diaries compiled by volunteers who
participated in the expedition.

The first project was conceived during the context of a worldwide pandemic
that limited our ability to travel and experience firsthand different cultures
and languages. Initially, the project was designed to give students the
opportunity to experience virtual travel during a period when actual travel
was not possible, as Australia had closed its borders. The shift undertaken
by many tertiary institutions to online and/or dual delivery teaching modes
and content during COVID-19 highlighted the need to increase the use of
new learning environments capable of stimulating students’ engagement and
deeper connection with topics studied. This shift in teaching and learning,
which involved long periods of online delivery and working from home,
forced many in the higher education sector to quickly become solo video
producers, composing video backgrounds, optimising lighting and sound,
and modifying speaking delivery for pace and energy. These are, in fact,
the foundation blocks of regular video production, and it quickly became
apparent that we, as instructors, needed more variety than the talking head/
webcam style production available to most people. One positive result that
emerged from this disruptive period is that it has prompted many in the
sector to rethink teaching outputs and diversify modes of delivery. The
second project was, in fact, the result of this synergy and was created from the
desire to continue to offer students the opportunity to experience different
perspectives in studying traditional material. With the easing of restrictions
and the return to on-campus teaching, the first project continued to be used
successfully as an effective tool to diversify content delivery.
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In this chapter we offer a review of existing scholarship that focuses on the
use of VR in the classroom setting and its theoretical foundation, while
also highlighting the diversity of applications and degree of interactivity/
immersion that can be achieved. We then provide a detailed description of
the two projects, their technical realisation and required equipment. We also
offer an overview of the structure and implementation of the VR content
and related activities, and discuss the engaging learning opportunities these
projects can offer to language students. Finally, preliminary informal student
feedback on the two projects is discussed to demonstrate the effectiveness of
their use. We also provide some suggestions on the application of these tools
in other educational or cultural contexts.

2. Literature review

2.1. VR and virtual learning environments as
pedagogical tools

VR technology and tools have been extensively used in various commercial
and gaming sectors (for example, Second Life, Open Simulator, etc.).
However, it is now increasingly common to see the use of VR as a VLE in
teaching and learning. This, in turn, has generated a plethora of research
in computer-assisted language learning (CALL) focused on the evaluation
of these tools on a pedagogical level (Lin & Lan, 2015). Among early VR
adopters in the first part of the new millennium, Second Life, in particular,
proved to be an engaging tool for language learning applications. It was
embraced by various language institutes (e.g. Instituto Cervantes, Goethe
Institute) for its immersive features, which are able to recreate a virtual space
for education, interaction and exchange (Coppola, 2016). Second Life
has now been superseded by newer technologies adapted for educational
purposes; however, one relevant key observation from the research concerned
the disconnect between the potentiality of such programs and the way in
which they were utilised by language teachers. Teachers tended simply
to transfer, into these virtual worlds, activities and methodologies used
in a traditional language setting, without taking advantage of the virtual
dimension and opportunities available (Panichi & Deutschmann, 2012).
Physical/spatial, affective/creative and social/communicative/cognitive
dimensions are vital in the use of 3D worlds and need to be considered when
adapting virtual environments for educational purposes (Coppola, 2016;
Panichi & Deutschmann, 2009).
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The use of VR applications in language teaching has also been studied
for its ability to provide students with a more realistic engagement, not
only with the content of their subjects, but also with their overall learning
experience. Scholarly literature on VR and experiential learning underlines
the pedagogical benefits of the use of the former in the classroom context
(e.g. Chittaro and Ranon, 2007; Lin & Lan, 2015; Pilgrim & Pilgrim, 2016).
VR can be used and applied with different degrees of virtual participation
(through avatars, headsets, interactive spaces, etc.) and in many different
contexts (gaming, entertainment, medical and science fields, education,
etc.). VR provides an immersive tool that can enhance students” experience
and interaction, and facilitate the learning of difficult concepts through
firsthand visualisation that is not achievable in more traditional learning
environments (Amara et al., 2023).

Two important features observed in the use of VR are immersion and
interaction. These can be developed through a learner-centred approach
(Lan, 2020; Schwienhorst, 2002). In particular, immersion through virtual
motion has been found to be beneficial in the learning of additional languages
as it enhances verbal memory in an environment perceived as true-to-life
(Repetto, 2014). Moreover, VR has been studied for its ability to position
learners in a situated experiential education environment in consideration of
the fact that, while offering immersion and interaction with space and other
people, it also provides a complex experience (Schott & Marshall, 2018).
‘Complexity’, considered in pedagogical terms, is identified as one of the
key elements in student learning objectives, as it enables the development
of critical thinking skills by exposing students to intricate and challenging
problems (Schott & Marshall, 2018). This is in line with foundation studies
centred on situated activity and cognition theories of learning (Lave, 1988;
Lave & Wenger, 1991) that focus on positioning the learning process in
the ‘real world’ to provide meaningful experiences and promote knowledge
acquisition.

Further, the use of VR applications within the teaching curriculum
constitutes an optimal framework to engage in experiential learning while
also creating an opportunity for students to develop digital literacy skills.
Experiential learning encourages learning by doing in an attempt to shift
the focus of the student from a passive role (visualising and listening) to an
active participatory role (Jackson, 2015; see also Bonwell & Eison, 1991;
Kolb, 1984).
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2.2 VR as a form of multimodal delivery

Research demonstrates that the use of diversified teaching approaches in
both content and delivery, with a focus on learner-centred activities and
experiential learning, is essential for successful outcomes, especially in
language learning (Bhattacharjee, 2015; Lan, 2016). Digital technologies
are key tools for a range of modalities and media as they allow meaning
to be conveyed through various communication resources (Magnusson &
Godhe, 2019). It follows that VLE offers the opportunity for engagement
in the study of a language and diversification of teaching delivery

(Coppola, 2016).

A multimodal approach was central to the design and teaching format of the
Italian subjects under consideration in this chapter. Teaching delivery for
these subjects had originally been conceived following the traditional lecture
and seminar class format. By interposing content assimilation in different
formats and styles, while still linking these to the rest of the program, students
are given the opportunity to differentiate their learning experience and
approach to learning. The aim is to diversify the content delivery of lecture-
style classes that are usually offered in person and recorded for students
who are unable to attend. Lectures are not counted as part of students’
attendance hurdle requirements; consequently, in-person attendance is very
low. It is common knowledge that one of the major challenges faced by
Australian universities is a lack of student attendance at face-to-face lectures
when recordings are made available. Additionally, students tend to listen,
only partly, to recorded content as observed in statistics from online student
lecture access.

There has long been debate over the effectiveness of the lecture as a teaching
method (French & Kennedy, 2017). Notwithstanding this, it is now
recognised that the lecture format is changing and becoming increasingly
interactive (e.g. French & Kennedy, 2017; Palaima, 2014). Research shows
that it is essential to implement a range of teaching methods that create
an alternative to standard lectures and that take into consideration our
changing educational environments (French & Kennedy, 2017).

In the case of the two Italian subjects considered here, a multimodal
approach was achieved by interposing other teaching delivery styles that
complemented the VR activities. Students were given access to an object-
based learning (OBL) lab to consult primary sources from the university
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library special collection, enabling them to analyse, firsthand, a range of
authentic material and exposing them to a different kind of immersive
approach in their studies.

3. Analysis of content and technical details
of the two VR projects presented

3.1. Overview of projects

The two VR projects presented in this chapter were created as teaching and
learning material to be included in the curricula of two Italian subjects—
ITAL10002/20008 Italian 4 and ITAL20001 Italian Cultural Studies B—
offered at the University of Melbourne to post-beginners and second-year
advanced students of Italian. The two projects were designed as VLEs. Their
goal is to enhance students’ experiential and active learning, immersion
and participation in the approach of language material—key concepts for
successful language learning (Lan, 2020). Additionally, the inclusion of
VR projects in the subject curriculum contributes to diversifying teaching
approaches and complements other styles of content delivery. Both projects
foster immersion in the study of the language: while they are both offered in
Italian for students enrolled at an advanced level, students at post-beginner
level take part in the first project in Italian and have a choice of Italian
or English for the second project, depending on their listening abilities.

It is important to note that, although the focus on language learning is
prominent, it does not constitute the main learning outcome; one of the
major aims is to achieve a competent historical and cultural understanding
of the period analysed. This aspect places these projects in a slightly different
position to traditional VR use within language teaching and learning.
Research shows that, in the teaching and learning of additional languages,
VR has predominantly been used as a successful tool to improve and
develop students’ language skills (vocabulary, pronunciation, syntax, etc.)
and understanding of some contemporary cultural aspects (Berti, 2019;
Chen, 2016; Figueroa et al., 2022). The use of VR in these two projects
enables students to delve deeply into a historical context through evocative
immersion in the places, sentiments and forces that shaped the period.
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The curricula of the two subjects in question are structured over a 12-week
semester (with four contact hours weekly for post-beginners and 2.5 for
advanced students, respectively). The curricula focus on the study of the
historical and cultural period from Italian unification to the end of World
War II. Although the content is similar for the two subjects, the language of
instruction and material is tailored according to subject level. Students attend
diverse class styles (seminars, lectures and OBL laboratories) where they
are given the historical, social and cultural context necessary to discuss and
analyse different kinds of primary and secondary sources. The use of OBL,
in particular, allows students to analyse authentic primary sources (made
available from the university library special collection) and view historical
documents firsthand. Texts studied to analyse the historical period cover a
wide range of genres, from primary sources in Italian (diaries, extracts from
novels or short stories, manifestos, etc.) to secondary sources in English and
Italian (academic articles on contextual topics). Importantly, the subjects
are also devoted to the investigation of visual arts (painting, artefacts, etc.)
and the artistic elements used in the representation of the historical periods
covered. Students enrolled at post-beginner level attend, in addition, a one-
hour weekly language workshop aimed at improving grammar and oral/
aural skills, focusing on a range of topics related to Italian culture.

The two VR projects were created with the assistance of the Faculty of
Arts eTeaching Unit at the University of Melbourne. This unit, like those
in many tertiary institutions, supports staff to create and deploy digital
teaching assets with various hardware and software—from standard
learning management system (LMS) websites (like Canvas) to large-scale
web tools (Padlet, H5P, Feedback Fruits and others) and teaching videos
(Kaltura, Echo360, Zoom). In recent years, the demand for new teaching
methodologies has seen increased experimentation by eTeaching units in
the university sector, with new forms of production, such as 360° video and
cameraless, low-code/no-code video production, particularly using free-to-
use and open-source tools.

The two projects outlined here offer two different kinds of VR applications.
VR use can be distinguished as immersive, which usually refers to the use
of a VR headset or Oculus Rift, or non-immersive or desktop VR in a 3D
environment (Lan, 2020). Following this categorisation, the first project
(From the Roman Forum to the Foro Italico) can be defined as a non-
immersive VR application, whereas the second (The Expedition of the
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Thousand) represents a fully immersive VR experience. The choice of two
different VR applications reflects the desire to diversify the ways in which
students experience and interact with material made available to them.

3.2. Project 1: Dal Foro Romano al Foro Italico
(From the Roman Forum to the Foro Italico)

For the first project we designed and developed a non-immersive interactive
video and a 360° virtual tour of two distinct areas of Rome (EUR and Foro
Italico). Both areas of Rome were built during the Fascist dictatorship and
are representative of the way in which the regime used architecture and urban
spaces for propagandistic purposes, while also highlighting the paradigm of
rationalist architecture merged with elements of classical Roman Empire.
For this reason, the virtual tour departs from the Colosseum (within the
Roman Forum), moving from the centre of Rome to the southern part of
the city where the suburb EUR is located. Various buildings of the EUR
complex are then virtually visited to highlight architectural features and
stylistic elements. Images vary, from aerial shots to frontal and interior shots
of the buildings visited (Palazzo dei Congressi, Palazzo degli Uffici, Palazzo
della Civilta Italiana), to outside spaces and other areas. The virtual tour
then continues to the north side of the city towards the Foro Italico, offering
an overview of this sports complex and its architectural style, statues and
use of symbols. The virtual tour concludes by taking the viewers back to the
Colosseum, demonstrating the visual correlation between the architecture
of ancient Rome and the use of classical elements within the architecture of
the two other areas visited.

The video is five minutes and 10 seconds long and contains five break
points where students can choose to pause the virtual tour and access various
interactive links. This allows students to further analyse and research specific
aspects of the sites visited (Figures 9.1 and 9.2). Links include 2D recorded
videos (in Italian), academic articles and YouTube videos (in English or
Italian). These extra resources represent further contextual and informative
material to help in the understanding of the virtual tour elements and are in
line with the material used during the rest of the subject programs.

The goal of the virtual tour is not only to give students an engaging learning
experience but also to immerse students in the country of their studies from
afar. Additionally, the tour gives students an approximation of the spatial
aspect of the city and an appreciation of spatial distances, dimensions and
the scope of the area.
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Figure 9.1. The beginning of the VR non-immersive video tour (Project 1)
Source: Authors.

Figure 9.2. Example of a virtual tour break and interactive links (Project 1)
Source: Authors.

With this first project, through the use of non-immersive VR, we wanted to
create a virtual tour experience for students using resources already available
while also retaining the element of authenticity in the teaching material
(Lan, 2020). Additionally, we wanted to achieve an experience that was
cost-neutral and/or cost-effective; thus, it was important to be able to create
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a virtual tour that did not necessitate filming on location (for example,
with a 360° 3D camera—a popular use of interactive VR in education).
Therefore, rather than make a video slideshow from still images and
a voiceover, we decided to break new ground and combine three web-based
tools to make a ‘no-camera’ video, but with all the movement and dynamism
of real camera moves, such as drone shots, pans, tilts and zooms. We then
proceeded to weave through some interesting links, pop-ups, text and music
for higher engagement and impact. Finally, a voiceover narration was added
in specific parts of the tour to guide viewers through the principal locations
of the journey.

The project was achieved using exports from Google Earth, Google
Streetview and H5P Interactive Video. This is quite an innovation, as video
exports from Google Earth Studio were, until fairly recently, only available
to network broadcasters with expensive licensing fees; it is really only since
2019 that it has become a viable product for this kind of purpose (it is now
a free, cloud-based, 3D animation tool, exporting up to 4K resolution in 2D
and 360° formats without any copyright restriction). Additionally, major
cities like Rome are sumptuously rendered, as they have been extensively
scanned in 3D for Google’s mapping services. This allowed us to use
dramatic drone shots to simulate, for example, a flight at high speed from
the Colosseum and around EUR and then to the Foro Italico. At ground
level in Rome, Google Streetview (using iStreetView software) gave us the
choice of thousands of 360° spherical panoramas, and allowed us to simulate
pans, tilts and zooms at the various locations featured in the virtual tour.
For this purpose, we extracted the panoramas and used a combination of
screen capture and semi-automated spins and turns.

All the video assets, along with voiceovers and a soundtrack, were edited
(on Adobe Premiere Pro) for brevity and pace, and strategically placed black
dissolves were added to allow for the next stage. The resulting virtual tour,
rich with action and interaction, was created without leaving the laptop.
Finally, we used H5P Interactive Video to make a dynamic video by adding
interactive links. This allowed us the additional benefit of exporting the
project on a platform that is supported by LMS/Canvas sites (used by most
tertiary education institutions) and that could be easily embedded into
these student portals.
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3.3. Project 2: La Spedizione dei Mille
(The Expedition of the Thousand)

The second project consists of an immersive VR 3D journey accessible with
both Oculus Quest headsets or as a 3D video watchable on computers or
tablets. This virtual project is designed as a historical re-enactment of part
of the journey undertaken by the volunteers participating in the ‘Expedition
of the Thousand’ in Italy in 1860-61, which was fundamental to the
unification of the nation.

The virtual project comprises two parts: first, a voyage by sea from Quarto
(Genoa), in the north-west of Italy, to Marsala (Sicily) aboard the historical
steamships Lombardo and Piemonte. The first part of the voyage is mostly
seen through the sailing of the two vessels; on board are a group of volunteers,
headed by Giuseppe Garibaldi, engaged in an expedition to liberate the
Kingdom of the two Sicilies and other occupied states, to achieve Italy’s
unification (Figure 9.3). Once the steamships reach Sicily, the second part
of the voyage follows the disembarkation of the troops and then moves
through military battles and fights on land. The expedition continues from
the south of Italy to Naples, and finally to Teano (near Rome) where the
famous encounter between Garibaldi and King Victor Emanuel II took
place, symbolically establishing the new Kingdom of Italy.

Figure 9.3. The voyage by sea of the two steamships, Piemonte and
Lombardo (Project 2)

Source: Authors.
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The VR expedition includes a voiceover narration of diary extracts compiled
by three volunteers who participated in the expedition (Ippolito Nievo,
Giuseppe Bandi and Giuseppe Cesare Abba). A carefully chosen selection of
diary entries was used to create the narrative of the expedition throughout
the whole virtual journey, giving the re-enactment a realistic and authentic
tone. Additionally, along the journey, viewers are transported into a virtual
exhibition space where they can see a display of images—ranging from
paintings, maps and military relics to artefacts of the period—and a video
installation chronicling the events of the journey (Figures 9.4, 9.5 and
9.6). The visual aspect, and specifically the use of paintings and other
artefacts, is fundamental to the narration and representation of an event
that has otherwise largely been depicted in official portraiture and patriotic
propaganda. The narrative device of the voices of the three volunteers
reading their diaries gives additional context and coherence to the series of
360° vignettes.

Figure 9.4. 3D models of the expedition artefacts created with Sketchfab
(Project 2)

Source: Authors.
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Figure 9.5. Virtual gallery of the three diarist-volunteers (Project 2)
Source: Authors.

Figure 9.6. Video installation (Project 2)
Source: Authors.
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Much like the previously presented virtual tour, the aim of the second
project is to foster engagement in the study of the historical period while
also providing an immersive experience through a historical reconstruction
offered in an innovative way.

The project is produced in two versions, one with an Italian voiceover (for all
students), and one in English, offered as an option to students enrolled
in the post-beginner stream to facilitate comprehension. Students accessing
the VR project in Italian benefit from the possibility of improving linguistic
and comprehension skills.

This project was undertaken and completed in the post-pandemic context,
once we were able to return to in-person teaching and had regained access to
the required specialist equipment. Unlike our experience of the more linear
2D video production process, we spent a long time experimenting with
the various production tools before the script and the storyline eventually
came together. Our intention was not to construct a literal retelling of the
expedition, but, rather, to generate evocative immersion in the places and
the depictions of the expedition.

The project was realised through the use of both production hardware and
software. For the production hardware, we used:

* Oculus Rift S VR headset and a high-powered gaming PC
(handpainted 3D scenes)

* MacBook laptop (360° video production and virtual drone/satellite
animation)

*  Meta Quest 1 headset (360° video drafts and classroom immersive
viewing).

For the production software we used:

* Google Earth Studio

* Adobe Premiere Pro

* Open Brush

*  Google image search

* Sketchfab.com 3D model platform.

The production process comprises five types of 360° video shots that were
devised using the following:
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1.  Google Earth Studio was used for virtual drone and low-orbit satellite
shots that were animated to portray the geographical movement along
the Italian coastline, across Sicily and southern Italy.

2. Adobe Premiere Pro was used to cut and remix battle scene re-
enactments from existing documentaries and films into a 360° video
to simulate the confusion and mayhem of combat.

3. Adobe Premiere Pro was also used for scenes of some of the locations
that were edited for pace and brevity and converted to appear as
rectangular 2D videos within 360° videos.

4. The VR painting and modelling tool Open Brush was used to
compose 360° scenes moving through a virtual gallery. Special focus
and attention were given to particular artworks that coincided with
the voiceover narration.

5. Open Brush was also used for the virtual 360° camera shots depicting
the writing desks and small possessions of the diarists to create short
vignettes.

The screening and viewing of the final output was realised as two 360°
videos (approximate running time is seven to eight minutes each), presented
in class in two different formats through either Oculus Quest headsets or
tablets/computers.

3.4. Pedagogical considerations, curriculum
structure and implementation of the projects

Research demonstrates that the role of teachers and the development of
learner-centred activities are central to achieving successful language
learning outcomes in the use of VR (Bhattacharjee, 2015; Lan, 2020). These
premises were conceptually central in the design and implementation of the
two projects, ensuring the pedagogically meaningful, rather than tokenistic
and poorly integrated, use of VR.

The two projects were conceived with a curriculum-centred focus and
integrated to complement the material studied throughout the semester
by students. One of the central premises in the choice of materials was
diversification of text types to expose students to a broad array of styles and
genres. Additionally, pedagogical consideration was given to the way a series
of lectures could be used to create a coherent and contextual narrative of
the historical period to facilitate understanding and assimilation of themes
studied (French & Kennedy, 2017).
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For the first project (From the Roman Forum to the Foro Italico), students
are asked to watch the tour in their own time (preferably on a big screen)
and to engage with the interactive material at their discretion to foster
independent learning. Following this independent work, students are asked
to complete a structured series of activities and questions in Italian that are
then used during seminar discussions. Activities and questions are organised
on two different levels:

1. Some informal learning activities and conversational prompts
(for example, students are asked to indicate a location or building of
preference and to comment on their general knowledge of the city;
they are also required to take a virtual selfie in front of one of the
locations virtually visited, post it on a Padlet wall and explain their
choice to their fellow students).

2. An in-depth analysis of at least two interactive resources available
in the virtual video, which is then shared with the rest of the class
during the seminar, leading to a discussion on the role of architecture
in the context of Fascist propaganda and its enduring impact on the
contemporary Italian landscape.

For the second project (The Expedition of the Thousand), students are
required to complete some pre-VR tour work to fully understand the
historical context. This work includes an analysis of the diaries of volunteers
participating in the unification expedition and of images of paintings and
artefacts from the historical period.

Students then watch the full immersion virtual tour in class via Oculus
Quest headsets or tablets/computers. They are then asked to comment, in
Italian, on both their experience of the historical re-enactment and their
personal immersive experience. Padlet walls are created to allow students to
record impressions observed during their immersive experience, and they
are prompted to consider which elements differ or are new in comparison
to their previous traditional analysis. Group discussion, in Italian, is
then structured around themes related to personal recollection, historical
memories and ideas of national identity and representation. Additionally,
for one of the subjects, students are asked, as a collaborative project-based
task, to create a virtual exhibition of their own, in line with the themes and
findings analysed during the semester.
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The use of group work for assessment and other class activities allows
students to share personal impressions gained through the use of the
immersive VR experience and apply learning outcomes acquired. Group
activity, as a methodological tool, has been identified in pedagogical
literature as an effective strategy to improve learning outcomes and help in
the development of additional skills (Burke, 2011). Asking students to work
as a group in collaborative teams means they are able to share outputs and
develop skills related to project-based learning, thus decentring a traditional
form of assessment linked to individual outputs.

4. Preliminary findings and potential
skills acquisition

At the time of writing, the two projects discussed had only recently been
completed. The formal results of students’ learning experiences will inform
future research publications, in which both qualitative and quantitative data
will be collected and analysed. However, a preliminary, informal, in-class
survey conducted for Project 1 (From the Roman Forum to the Foro Italico),
aimed at gauging students’ reception and interest, shows that the virtual
tour was received by all students as an engaging and immersive resource.
Students expressed enthusiasm and a desire to have additional resources
of this kind embedded into their subject curriculum. Additionally, this
informal survey showed that the project represented a break from traditional
subject delivery by giving students access to material in a new and engaging
style. Students commented on their enjoyment in experiencing a sense of
the ‘reality’ of the place and a sense of ‘being there in real life’. During class
discussion it was noted that the VR tour helped to spatially visualise some
of the spaces and concepts analysed. One interesting aspect that emerged
during these discussions was a series of observations that had never been
raised by students in previous years (when students had accessed similar
material via traditional PowerPoint images). With the new VR format,
students specifically commented on the spatial distances between the two
areas of Rome and the centre of the city, geographical location, size of the
area, and dimensions of buildings and statues. All comments indicated a
much better appreciation of aspects that are usually connected to ‘real’ site
visits. It was clear that the virtual tour had given students an additional
‘dimension’, so to speak, to analyse and reflect upon.
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For the second project, a class discussion carried out after the immersive
VR experience (through the use of Oculus Quest) highlighted the initial
‘enjoyable’ and ‘immersive’ aspect of the tool. Beyond this initial impression
of novelty, students commented on the fact that the project helped in
understanding and unpacking a complex historical period, bringing to life
the ideas and concepts studied. Students also noted that the VR experience
helped them to understand sentiments of national belonging, patriotism,
and the tropes and metaphors that are central in the Risorgimento discourse.

These informal preliminary comments are, in fact, in line with theoretical
literature on the reception of VR and reinforce the importance of innovative
and diverse class formats. Additionally, these kinds of projects allow students
to build on their language skills, fostering listening and comprehension,
and facilitating vocabulary retention. Although listening and speaking
skills have been the major focus of research on VR tools and affordances
(Bahari, 2022; Dhimolea et al., 2022), it is important to note a range of
additional skills gained by students through the use of VR with a focus on
visual arts. Skills related to digital literacy, understanding of online virtual
digital platforms and digitisation of images constitute essential skills that
are easily transferable to other sectors (for example, museum curatorship,
digital production, etc.).

5. Conclusion

In this chapter we have reviewed some of the current literature on the use
and implementation of VR and VLE in the education context. Scholarly
research highlights the beneficial use of VR as an educational tool, due to
its variety of applications and ability to foster active, experiential learning
through immersion and interaction (Lan, 2020; Schwienhorst, 2002).

The two VR projects presented show a diverse pedagogical approach centred
on innovation and immersion and the use of multimodal delivery styles. The
projects, initially conceived during the disruption caused by COVID-19,
try to capitalise on the circumstances that emerged through the pandemic
period, which forced most teachers in the educational system to adapt their
teaching and learning practices to the online/dual delivery format.

With these projects, we seek to build from the newly decentred teaching
methodologies and diversified subject delivery methods of the post-pandemic
period, using available VR resources to promote student engagement and
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experiential learning. The two projects—which have been incorporated
into the curricula of two Italian subjects, offered to post-beginners and
second-year advanced students, respectively—show, in their distinct use of
non-immersive VR and fully immersive VR, the wide-ranging scope and
adoption that can be achieved with readily available VR tools. Designed to
deepen students’ understanding of two historical periods, the projects form
part of the multimodal approach conceived for the two subjects. Through
immersion, engagement and project-based activities, they aim at developing
a wide range of skills related to language and culture learning outcomes, as
well as transferable skills for other work and study sectors.

This chapter has provided a detailed description of the implementation and
use of the projects within two Italian subjects and offered some preliminary
informal findings. A further study on VR application in the classroom
environment, and an analysis of qualitative and quantitative data collected
from students, will be the subject of future research.

A key benefit to emerge from the two projects was the ability to create virtual
material that did not necessitate costly additional resourcing or activities,
such as on-location filming. This demonstrates how available technology
allows us to create innovative content in a sustainable way. In fact, although
the projects required lengthy preparation time, they use resources that can
be accessed in class, necessitating minimal updates. While showing how VR
tools can be adopted and adapted in the teaching of language and culture,
this study also presents an example of the potential application of VR in
other teaching and learning sectors and disciplines.

References

Amara, K., Zenati, N., Djekoune, O., Anane, M., Aissaoui, I. K. & Rahma Bedla, H.
(2023). I-DERASSA: e-learning platform based on augmented and virtual
reality interaction for education and training. In 2021 International Conference
on Artificial Intelligence for Cyber Security Systems and Privacy (pp. 1-9). IEEE.
doi.org/10.1109/AI-CSP52968.2021.9671151.

Bahari, A. (2022). Affordances and challenges of teaching languages skills by virtual
reality: A systematic review (2010-2020). E-Learning and Digital Media, 19(2),
163-188. doi.org/10.1177/20427530211036583.

219


http://doi.org/10.1109/AI-CSP52968.2021.9671151
http://doi.org/10.1177/20427530211036583

220

DISRUPTING, DECENTRING AND DIVERSIFYING LANGUAGES AND CULTURES IN AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITIES

Berti, M. (2019). Italian open education: Virtual reality immersions for the language
classroom. In A. Comas-Quinn, A. Beaven & B. Sawhill (Eds.), New case studies
of openness in and beyond the language classroom (pp. 37—47). Research-publishing.
net. doi.org/10.14705/rpnet.2019.37.965.

Bhattacharjee, J. (2015). Constructivist approach to learning—an effective approach
of teaching learning. International Research Journal of Interdisciplinary &
Multidisciplinary Studies, 1(6), 65-74.

Bonwell, C. & Eison, J. (1991). Active learning: Creating excitement in the classroom.
ASHE-ERIC Higher Education Report Nr 1. Jossey-Bass.

Burke, A. (2011). Group work: How to use groups effectively. The Journal of Effective
Teaching, 11(2), 87-95.

Chen, Y.-L. (2016). The effects of virtual reality learning environment on student
cognitive and linguistic development. Asia-Pacific Education Researcher, 25(4),

637-646. doi.org/10.1007/s40299-016-0293-2.

Chittaro, L. & Ranon, R. (2007). Web3D technologies in learning, education and
training: Motivations, issues, opportunities. Computers and Education, 49(1),
3-18. doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2005.06.002.

Coppola, D. (2016). The use 3D virtual worlds in language learning. EL.LE, 5(3).
doi.org/10.14277/2280-6792/ELLE-5-3-1.

Dhimolea, T. K., Kaplan-Rakowski, R. & Lin, L. (2022). A systematic review of
research on high-immersion virtual reality for language learning. TechTrends, 66,
810-824. doi.org/10.1007/s11528-022-00717-w.

Figueroa, R. B., Palma Gil, F A. & Taniguchi, H. (2022). Piloting virtual reality
photo-based tours among students of a Filipino language class: A case of emergency
remote teaching in Japan. AVANT, /3(2). doi.org/10.26913/avant.202208.

French, S. & Kennedy, G. (2017). Reassessing the value of university lectures.
Teaching in Higher Education, 22(6), 639-654. doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2016.
1273213.

Jackson, D. (2015). Employability skill development in work-integrated learning;
Barriers and best practice. Studies in Higher Education, 40(2), 350-367. doi.org/
10.1080/03075079.2013.842221.

Kolb, D. (1984). Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and
development. Prentice Hall.

Lan, Y. J. (2016). The essential components of game design in 3D virtual worlds: From
a language perspective. Springer. doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-17461-7_24.


http://doi.org/10.14705/rpnet.2019.37.965
http://doi.org/10.1007/s40299-016-0293-2
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2005.06.002
http://doi.org/10.14277/2280-6792/ELLE-5-3-1
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11528-022-00717-w
http://doi.org/10.26913/avant.202208
http://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2016.1273213
http://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2016.1273213
http://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2013.842221
http://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2013.842221
http://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-17461-7_24

9.NO TICKETS REQUIRED!

Lan, Y. J. (2020). Immersion, interaction and experience-oriented learning: Bringing
virtual reality into FL learning. Language Learning & Technology, 24(1), 1-15.
hdl.handle.net/10125/44704.

Lave, J. (1988). Cognition in practice: Mind, mathematics, and culture in everyday life.
Cambridge University Press.

Lave, ]. & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation.
Cambridge University Press.

Lin, T. J. & Lan, Y. J. (2015). Language learning in virtual reality environments:
Past, present, and future. Educational Technology & Society, 18(4), 486-497.
jstor.org/stable/jeductechsoci.18.4.486.

Magnusson, P. & Godhe, A.-L. (2019). Multimodality in language education—
implications for teaching. Designs for Learning, 11(1), 127-137. designsfor
learning.nu/articles/10.16993/dfl.127.

Palaima, T. (2014, 11 September). The lost art of listening. Times Higher Education.

Panichi, L. & Deutschmann, M. (2009). Instructional design, teacher practice and
learner autonomy. In J. Molka-Danielsen & M. Deutschmann (Eds.), Learning
and teaching in the virtual world of Second Life (pp. 27—43). Tapir Academic Press.

Panichi, L. & Deutschmann, M. (2012). Language learning in virtual worlds:
Research issues and methods. In M. Dooly & R. O’Dowd (Eds.), Researching
online foreign language interaction and exchange: Theories, methods and challenges
(pp- 205-232). Peter Lang.

Pilgrim, J. M. & Pilgrim, J. (2016). The use of virtual reality tools in the reading-
language arts classroom. Texas Journal of Literacy Education, 4(2), 90-97.

Repetto, C. (2014). The use of virtual reality for language investigation and learning.
Frontiers in Psychology, 5, 1280. doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.01280.

Schott, C. & Marshall, S. (2018). Virtual and situated experiential education:
A conceptualization and exploratory trial. Journal of Computer Assisted Learning,

34(6), 843-852. doi.org/10.1111/jcal.12293.

Schwienhorst, K. (2002). Why virtual, why environments? Implementing virtual
reality concepts in computer-assisted language learning. Simulation & Gaming,
33(2), 196-209. doi.org/10.1177/1046878102332008.

221


http://hdl.handle.net/10125/44704
http://jstor.org/stable/jeductechsoci.18.4.486
http://designsforlearning.nu/articles/10.16993/dfl.127
http://designsforlearning.nu/articles/10.16993/dfl.127
http://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.01280
http://doi.org/10.1111/jcal.12293
http://doi.org/10.1177/1046878102332008

This text is taken from Disrupting, Decentring and Diversifying Languages and
Cultures in Australian Universities, edited by Adriana Diaz, Barbara E. Hanna,
Samantha Disbray, Anna Mikhaylova and Grace Yue Qi, published 2025 by
ANU Press, The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.

doi.org/10.22459/DDDLCAU.2025.09


http://doi.org/10.22459/DDDLCAU.2025.09

