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ABSTRACT

This study investigated the various methods involved in creating an intelligent tutor for the
University of Central Florida Web Applets (UCF Web Applets), an online environment where
student can perform and/or practice experiments. After conducting research into various
methods, two major models emerged. These models include: 1) solving the problem for the
student 2) helping the student when they become stymied and unable to solve the problem. A
storyboard was created to show the interactions between the student and system along with a list
of features that were desired to be included in the tutoring system. From the storyboard and list of
features, an architecture was created to handle all of the interactions and features. After the
initial architecture was designed, the development of the actual system was started. The
architecture underwent a several iterations to conclude with a working system, EINO. EINO is
an intelligent tutoring system integrated into the UCF Web Applets. The final architecture of
EINO incorporated a case-based reasoning system to perform pattern recognition on the student’s
input into the UCF Web Applets. The interface that the student interacts with was created using
Flash™. EINO was implemented in three of the experiments from the UCF Web Applets. A series
of tests were performed on the EINO tutoring system to determine that the system could actually
perform each and every one of the features listed initially. The final test was a simulation of how
the EINO would perform in “real life.” Test subjects with the same educational level as the target
group were chosen to spend an unlimited time using each of the three experiments. A single
experiment is designed to reinforce a topic currently being covered by the book. Each of the test
subjects filled out a survey on every lab to determine if the EINO system produced a helpful
output.
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INTRODUCTION

ith education budgets shrinking every year and class sizes increasing, teachers can use help to

W provide a one-on-one experience to every student[1]. Some students require more attention than

others. This can leave some student perplexed when it comes to understanding the subject matter.

Larger class sizes make it harder on the teacher to perform interactive experiments during class because many of the

students may have problems with the equipment or have questions about the assignment. These questions and

problems increase the amount of time required to complete the experiment for all the students. The ideal solution to

these problems would be to have one teacher for every student in the class. This is the concept behind EINO

(pronounced I-know). EINO is an intelligent tutoring system (ITS) intergraded into set of web applets containing
each experiment.

The first section of this paper contains information about some other ITSs and what can be learned from
these systems. The second section of this paper contains brief information about the web applets or experiments.
An overview of the functionality of EINO is covered in the third section. The fourth section contains the testing and
results of this system followed by the conclusion and future work.
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OTHER TUTORING SYSTEMS

There have been many intelligent tutoring systems (ITSs) over the years. The ANDES system[2] had the
most influence in the design of the EINO system. This tutoring system has been continuously revised since its
development and individuals have used it for a number of years with great success. The first version of the ANDES
system used a Bayesian network to create a model of the student[3]. The information within the student model
consists of the student’s general knowledge, the student’s specific knowledge, the student’s problem-solving
approach to the current problem, what help the student has received in the past, and what questions the student has
already completed of the assignment. The “solution graph” and the assessor are two of the most important
components in the student model. Without these two mechanisms, the student model and the hint system would not
function properly.

In the ANDES system, a key factor in providing hints for the students is the “solution graph.” A “solution
graph”, which is generated by the problem solver, contains all of the rules, facts, strategies, and goals needed to
solve the presented problem. The problem solver is a rule-based system that when it is finished running, results in
the creation of the “solution graph.” The problem solver is only run once with the given problem, as the “solution
graph” for a given problem will not change.

The assessor is recreated from the “solution graph” every time a student selects a problem. This implies the
basic structure of the assessor, which is a Bayesian network, is the same as the “solution graph.” The difference is
that the assessor has the probabilities that the student knows a given rule, fact, strategy, or goal in the current
problem. There are five kinds of nodes used in the assessor. The five nodes are: Rule, Fact, Goal, Rule Application,
and Strategy. The Rule nodes are used to determine if the student has the ability to apply the corresponding rule.
The Fact nodes are used to determine the probability that the student has the knowledge of the corresponding fact.
The Goal nodes are used to determine the probability that the student has been working toward the corresponding
goal. The Rule Application nodes are used to determine the probability that the student can apply current
knowledge and form a new fact, rule, or goal. The Strategy nodes are used to determine the probability that the
student could choose a different strategy to solve the given problem. Once a step has been detected by the action
interpreter, the corresponding node is set to “true” as the system is now sure that the student has the knowledge
necessary to solve the problem. When the user requests “help” from the ANDES system, the probabilities in the
assessor are used to give the user what the system deems the most helpful to solve the problem.

There are two types of suggestions that could possibly be given to a student[3]. The first type of suggestion
would include conceptual help, which involves helping the student with the theory behind why to perform the
particular operation at that specific time. The second type of suggestion has to do with procedural help. This is the
most common type of help needed. Procedural help is the answer to the question of “what do I do next?” Since the
ANDES system allows the student to solve the presented problem in any manner. ANDES needs to determine
which strategy the student is using to solve the problem. This is to make sure that the hint given to the student is
helpful. The way that ANDES achieves this task is by performing a depth-first search of the “solution graph.” This
will provide all possible ways to solve the presented problem. The next task done by the ANDES system is to
determine which solution path the student appears to be attempting. Once done, the ANDES system can present a
procedural hint that is helpful to the student. This is how help is given in a proven system.

EINO is a Case-Based Reasoning (CBR) system. An example of a case-based reasoning tutor was
presented by Regan and Slator[4]. This team of professors has created a variety of virtual environments for
educational purposes. One of these virtual environments, the DollarBay, was created to assist students in gaining
some experience in retailing merchandise. A decision was made by the design team to add a tutor into the system to
help students who were having trouble understanding the concepts. CBR was soon added to provide assistance to
the student. A new tutor is created each time a student enters the virtual environment. In any CBR system, the
strength of the system is derived from the design of the case library and the ability to find similar cases.

The cases of the tutoring system for the DollarBay virtual environment are divided up into one of three
different groups of cases. The first group of cases includes the historical cases. This group contains all cases of
actions that a good player has made when the simulation is finished. The second group is the case library; this group
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has a copy of every distinctive case. The third group of cases is the prototypical cases. This case group is made up
of possible players designed by the creators of the system. These possible players will be matched up to how the
player is currently interacting with the system, over-cautious, over-spender, etc. The tutor uses the last group of
cases and all the active cases to determine how to interact with the student. The tutor does not appear to the student
until after the student has been in the system for twelve hours[4]. This allows the student to become familiar with
the system. The tutor then presents different messages based upon how the student is doing in the virtual
environment; an example of a message is “Try to keep more cash on hand” if the student has a low cash reserves.
After the system was evaluated, it was determined that the tutor functions properly and provides helpful information
to a struggling student and thus is able to help the student perform better.

When designing a system to handle all the interactions between the tutor and the student, it is helpful to use
a technique that is able to represent the interactions. Storyboarding is a design tool that lets one imagine how the
end product could appear and is used mainly for designing movies and television programs. This same concept has
been adapted for the e-learning environment, but the current storyboarding concepts are just replacing software
design documents. In order for a student to learn, an interaction must occur with a teacher over some form of
medium. This medium could be a simple conversation, a book, a video, or any way a professor may choose to
utilize a learning environment. Current storyboarding concepts are inadequate to handle the use of all of these
mediums[5]. Consequently, a re-creation of storyboarding must take place. The first item needed in the re-creation
is a node. Nodes can represent an entire episode or just a scene in the episode[5]. To make this simpler, an episode
will require a subgraph explaining the episode scene by scene. A scene could include a video that is playing, a
picture or pictures that are being displayed, or a document opening up for the user. By having nodes represent
scenes and episode, this allows storyboarding to be scalable. In most videos, whether it is on television or in the
movies, there are multiple scenes and between each scene a transition is needed. This is also true in storyboarding,
where transitions are represented by edges in storyboarding. To connect a node and the edges, comments are used.
This allows the creator to express knowledge about the interaction between the teacher and the user. Every scene
could be broken down into even more details. This technique is used so the creator of the intelligent tutor does not
become lost in the various interactions of the system and student. A storyboard has been created for the EINO
system.

WEB APPLETS

The content that was chosen for the web applets is based upon The Infinity Project©[6]. The Infinity
Project© was created as an attempt to get high school students more interested in engineering studies, and more
specifically Computer and Electrical Engineering. Several professors at Southern Methodist University (SMU)
noticed a drop in the number of engineering students and created a year-long class that high schools could offer to
their students. The class, the Infinity Project©, was comprised of a textbook and an experiment manual that the
professors developed and produced. In order to complete all of the experiments in the Infinity Lab Manual, the
school must also purchase a lab Kit, that includes a circuit board with the different components for each lab, along
with speakers, and computer software that was used to control the circuit board[6]. In 2005, the University of
Central Florida (UCF) decided to support the project and potential university students and hired graduate students to
create some of the experiment experiments in a web format. This was done so that the students had the option of
spending more time engaged in the activities that went beyond what the teacher had done in class with the lab kits
on the experiments.

These web applets, UCF Web Applets, became the content for the ENIO system. Each web applet contains
three tabs of content. The first tab provides the student with background theory about the concept they are about to
learn. The second tab shows the student the overall layout/schematic of the components used in the experiment.
The third tab is where the student performs the experiment. An example of an each tab can be seen in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: UCF Web Applets
EINO

One of the most challenging aspects of designing the EINO system is designing the tutoring system to
function in conjunction with the UCF Web Applets. EINO is built to stay in the background until needed by the
student so that the system does not aggravate the student. One of the simplest ways to look at a new project and
understand how it works is to look at a block diagram. A block diagram for the standard operation of EINO, while
running, is shown below, in Figure 2. When an experiment is started, EINO is running in the background ready to
help the student. The student will not see EINO until the student requests help or EINO has advice to offer. The
first and simplest block diagram to look at is the one for help requests made by the student. In this situation, help
was requested by the student. EINO responds by opening a webpage with the EINO general help menu. The page
displays a list of components used in the given experiment. The student is able to click on the component in which
they are having problems in the experiment or about which he/she would like more information. EINO presents the
needed information to the student. If the topic is considered a “big” topic, EINO follows up by asking a few
questions about the topic to ensure the student understands the information. With the “small” topics, EINO simply
presents the information requested. The “big” topics are key concepts that are necessary for the student to
understand what that experiment is teaching, while the rest of the topics are considered to be “small.” The general
help menu list included an option for simple experiment problems. EINO can present a step-by-step guide of how to
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fix certain issues that might cause the experiment not to function, for example, the sound malfunctioning. The
webpage with the EINO general help menu is only activated when the student requests help.

Activate EINO Check EINO
with General Component |
Help Input J
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Add Changed
Inputs to
History
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Figure 2: EINO Block Diagram
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Figure 3: Output from EINO

The second way the EINO interface can be activated is shown in the second part of the block diagram of
Figure 2. A sample activation of EINO can be seen in Figure 3. While an experiment is open, EINO checks roughly
every second to see whether any of the inputs for that experiment have been modified by the student. A single lab is

47



Contemporary Issues In Education Research — May 2010 Volume 3, Number 5

an experiment designed to reinforce a topic currently being covered by the book. There are several different
components used in the UCF Web Applets. A slider can change values very quickly while a microphone button has
no numeric values. The only value that a button has is whether the button is pressed or un-pressed. Because a slider
can change values rapidly, EINO requires the slider to maintain the same value for a count of three or roughly three
seconds before the change is registered. This way, EINO knows that the student has stopped moving the slider and
the value is not an intermediate value while the student was changing the values. If any experiment input has
changed since the last check, the changed component’s label and value is added into a history list. In the case of a
button which has no numeric value, it is given a default value of one. This is so every input would have a value.
The history list contains the last ten input changes made during the experiment. A list of the last ten input changes is
enough to determine what the student is trying to accomplish in the experiment. After the item is added into the
history list, EINO begins the first of two different searches.

This first search involves looking though the goals for the experiment. Every experiment is designed to
work as if the student was performing the experiment in class. This implies that the student is expected to be
following an experiment manual in order to complete the experiment. How could a system, like EINO, know if the
experiment has been completed by the student? The first possible solution is to require the student to complete the
experiment step-by-step according to the lab manual. This would make the experiments inflexible and discourage
the students from practicing the lab on their own time as it would limit their ability to experiment with the lab. The
other solution is to divide the step-by-step lab instructions into a set of goals. If the goals are arranged properly, the
student will accomplish the same tasks but this will allow them the flexibility of completing the step-by-step lab
instructions in any order that the student may deem appropriate. A single goal could be anything that deals with the
input into the lab, like setting the volume to a value of 58. EINO is configured to use the second approach. The goal
search looks through history list to see if the last action meets any unfinished goals. A goal may require that another
goal be met before it is able to be considered. In other words, certain goals will need to be done in a set sequence.
This makes the goal search more difficult to perform. EINO gives a higher priority to the goals that must be done in
order than to a single goal. If the student is in the middle of a set of goals and makes a mistake, EINO leaps to the
aid of the student with a “Just in Time” hint of what the student should do next. When a goal or a goal set has been
met, EINO marks those goals as done and they are removed from the search list until all of the goals are met. The
other possible action for EINO is that after the goal search is done is to stop and do nothing. If help is not required
by the student, EINO hides in the background.

The second search the EINO performs involves looking through the cases library for the lab. One way to
describe CBR is to think of a filing cabinet that is filled with multiple folders[7]. The first step in a case-based
system is to find the closest case, or problem, in the filing cabinet to the one being presented to the system. In the
next step, the system reuses and/or revises the output from the closest case and applies it directly to the one
presented by the student. The last step would be to save the new case and the subsequent output for reuse later. The
whole process can be described in three words and those words are: retrieve, reuse, and retain[7]. The concept
behind the CBR system in EINO is to recognize patterns in the student’s actions and produce help to the student
before they ask for it. A single case contains a history list that has the pattern that EINO is seeking for and a number
of the EINO webpage to display for the student. The student presents a list of actions through use of the lab and
EINO looks through the previous cases to find one close enough to the students” work. Then EINO presents the
help that was needed in the previous attempt. If no match is made, then EINO will wait until the student’s actions
match something in EINO’s case library. The output of EINO when a case is matched is typically an explanation of
a component in the lab. A third way to generate an output from EINO is to change an input while the lab is off.
Every lab has an on and off button. If the lab is in the off state, then the On button is displayed. Likewise, if the lab
is in the on state, then the Off button is displayed. While in the Off state, some of the inputs for the experiments will
not function as the student would anticipate it to operate, if at all. This is simply due to the fact that some of the
connections of the lab components are not made until the lab is turned on. These “malfunctions” may cause the
student to question what is happening and ask for help. Therefore, EINO leaps to action and will give a gentle
reminder that the lab is not turned on and should be turned on to function appropriately.
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RESULTS
The EINO system underwent a series of tests of two main factors. These two factors are:

1. The functionality of the EINO intelligent tutoring system
2. The helpfulness of the EINO intelligent tutoring system

The first sets of tests were designed to test the functionality of EINO. The functionality of the EINO
intelligent tutoring system is tested to determine if EINO can perform as it is expected to perform based on a set of
requirements. For example, would EINO offer assistance to the student when a match was made in the case library.
The system passed all of the functionality tests as expected and will not be discussed further.

The helpfulness of the EINO intelligent tutoring system is tested to determine if EINO is truly helping the
student understand the basic engineering principles. EINO may be providing comments to the student, yet if the
comments do not make a difference in the students’ understanding of the material, then EINO may be of no benefit.
The helpfulness of the EINO is tested by performing a real life simulation and should provide information on the
helpfulness of EINO along with how well EINO functions in the actual world of the classroom or lab. This test was
verified by five test subjects who consented to test the functionality of three different experiments. Three of the test
subjects were within the first two years of their college education. The reason these students were chosen is that
these are the type of students that are the targeted audience of the EINO intelligent tutoring system. The procedure
to perform this test was standardized as following: every test subject was given a copy of the step-by-step
instructions for each lab from the lab manual and unlimited time to “play” with each lab.

After the test subjects finished each lab, a brief survey about the helpfulness of EINO was administered.
The survey consisted of eight (8) questions about the student’s experience with the system. From these completed
EINO surveys, it was discovered that the most common help message presented to the student is “the lab is Not On”
message. This means that most students assumed the lab was ready to go and “On” when they started the applet.
There were two significant questions on the survey that dealt with the helpfulness of EINO. The first question dealt
with whether EINO was easy to understand. Fourteen out of fifteen surveys responded that EINO was easy to
understand. The last survey was not filled in because the test subject did not trigger any response from EINO during
the lab. The second question dealt strictly with the helpfulness of EINO. The question asked the test subject to rank
the helpfulness of EINO on a scale of one to ten with ten as the best. The overall results of this question can be seen
in Table 1.

Table 1: Overall Helpfulness of EINO

EINO Helpfulness Score Number Found Helpful
10 8
9 2
8 2
7 1
0 2

This signifies that twelve of the test subjects gave the helpfulness of EINO an eight or higher. There were
two zeros that were given by the respondents. The first zero was given because the test subject never triggered a
response from EINO on one of the experiments. The other zero was given because one student thought that EINO
kept offering help a little too often and found it annoying rather than helpful. There is no single way to prove a
system is helpful as the term “helpful” has different meaning to every individual.

Another part of the helpfulness of the EINO system is the comprehension level of the system. There could
be a chance that the EINO system is helpful yet difficult to understand. The survey also attempted to ascertain how
easy EINO is to understand to students involved in the use of the program. Fourteen out of fifteen surveys of the
test subjects responded that EINO was easy to understand. The tests have proved that that a good percentage of
students find EINO “helpful.” These findings validate the usefulness of the EINO intelligent Tutoring system for
use in the classroom or lab situation.
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CONCLUSION

The concept of an intelligent tutoring system or CBR or even a combination of using the two concepts
together is not a new idea. In fact, the ANDES system has been in continual development for over ten years and is
still undergoing changes. With each new development and application of an intelligent tutor, the design and process
of these systems must also change.

As discussed above, there are two key types of help or instruction. The first type of help that is offered is
conceptual assistance. Conceptual help involves helping the student understand the theory behind what is occurring
in the particular experiment. The EINO intelligent tutoring system solves the problem of providing conceptual help
to the student in several of ways. The first way is the general help button. At a click of a button the student has
access to a list of the major components in the particular lab. Then by clicking on the subject matter with which the
student is having problems solving, the student has a resource of conceptual help in any experiment. The first
resource the student has access to is the theory tab, which is displayed by default on start up of the lab. The second
resource is the general help button and the third resource is the Infinity textbook, which has all the theory for all of
the experiments in a hard copy format, in the order which they are displayed. Each of these three ways presents the
information to the student a different way. A second way EINO provides conceptual help is with the CBR system.
The CBR system in EINO is looking for patterns in the students’ input into the system. The student may keep
changing the certain component in order to see the effects of what the component does. After a predefined number
of changes, EINO displays a message describing the component and what the component does. This is the second
way EINO provides conceptual help to the student.

The second type of assistance is procedural help. Procedural help involves helping the student answer the
question “What do I do next?”” Procedural help within the UCF Web Applets is a tricky matter. The student will be
using a lab manual. The lab manual provides for the student a step-by-step instruction on how to complete the lab.
Even with the lab manuals, a student could have problems. This is why EINO still provides some procedural help in
the form of a “Just in Time” hint. A “Just in Time” hint is produced when EINO knows what group of goals the
student is working through and the student makes a mistake by changing the wrong input. The “Just in Time” hint
will suggest to the student to change a certain input component.

When both of these help systems are combined to function as one, the student is provided with all of the
assistance they could require to successfully completing the course. This is the overall goal of an intelligent tutoring
system.

FUTURE WORK

The biggest challenge that has been discovered in EINO involves the manner in which EINO delivers
messages to the student. Each message is displayed in an Internet Explorer (IE) window. Every time EINO delivers
a message, a new IE window is opened. This means the old message is still left opened in the background. This
flaw could possibly confuse the student. In the student’s mind, EINO could be suggesting to try two items at the
same time, since there are two items opened. In the real life simulation none of the test subjects had a problem with
the leaving of EINO’s messages open.

What can be done in the future to make a more efficient version of EINO? The most obvious answer
would be to create a better interface for EINO. The Flash™ interface works well but this design involves combining
two very different programming languages. The whole process can become overwhelming and confusing to the
creator. The solution for this can be accomplished by incorporating the interface and web applet into one program
instead of the two window approach used by EINO. Although the two window approach works, it can become
frustrating switching back and forth between windows. When both windows are combined, the tutoring messages
would seem more fluent from the lab and could respond to the student’s actions more rapidly. The lab’s interface
would have to be expanded to allow room for a dialog area in which EINO could communicate effortlessly with the
student. This would also allow for a redesign of the layout of each of the lab’s interface which would allow the lab’s
interfaces to become more uniform. A more concise design with greater potential can be created if the tutoring
system and the web applets are built at the same time. However, the EINO system has proved to function well in its
current form and design.
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