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Abstract: 
This report focuses mainly on identifying the impacts of the virtual learning environment (VLE) on students’ education experience at University of Wales Saint David (UWTSD). To understand these effects, two research methods will be examined. firstly, a literature overview is conducted to outline the importance of using VLEs in higher education and their effects on students’ learning.  for instance, “There is an increasing interest in the virtual learning environments supported by the internet, namely among education institutions, students and teachers” (Alves, et al., 2017). The same authors added that virtual learning has become an exclusive teaching method, several theories emphasised that the use of virtual learning platforms enhance students’ motivation for learning and increase their confidence (Alves, et al., 2017). Yet, other studies suggested that using VLE does not have direct effect of students’ final results and a continuous improvement for these environments is vital for effective virtual learning (Chowdhry, et al., 2014). 
secondly, a quantitative research method is applied to collect significant data by using a questionnaire in which students give their opinions regarding the online learning overall experience. The results achieved from this collection will help us to acknowledge the impacts of VLEs and students’ performance and learning experience. Also, to recognize the challenges and difficulties that students face while learning online and to obtain indicators which help us to understand the main reasons students prefer virtual learning rather than face to face.
Introduction:
The entire world has changed since computers and personal laptops were invented. Various social media programs and apps facilitate the communication and exchange of cultures between people globally (Chowdhry, et al,. 2014). Similarly, higher education institutions offer online programs to students by using computers and internet. This is known as virtual learning environment. “virtual learning environment is online programs and platforms aimed to help studying and teaching by using instruments and electronic devices” (Barker and Gossman, 2013).  Students can have access to VLE anytime anywhere unlike the traditional learning when they have to rush to catch a lesson at the university or college and this flexibility has great benefits on students learning experience (Barker and Gossman 2013). For instance, by using VLEs, students can advance their education while working, spend more time for hobbies and family, save transportation cost as they do not have to commute from-and-to campus (Chowdhry, et al., 2014). These factors expand learners’ enthusiasm and motivation for education which lead to learning outcomes (Bakers and Grossman, 2013).
 Although, all these aspects have vigorous effects on students learning, some theories suggested that it is impossible to define the impacts of the VLEs on students’ performance as there are broad factors involved (Alves, et al., 2017). Likewise, Barker and Grossman (2013) argued that the majority of educational institutions inspected by Ofsted between 2005-2007 concluded that the platform was still primarily used and that it was not evident that VLE had impacts on students’ achievement and progress. Other study suggested “the difficulties with the use of VLEs such as: complexity of the instruction, lack of planning and organisation, lack of effective communication, need for more time, lack of institutional support, changing roles, difficulty of adopting new technologies and lack of electronic means” (Chowdhry, et al,. 2014, p4).
Literature review
Before discussing the impacts of VLEs on students’ experience, it is important to look at the history of VLE. This will help us understanding its significance on today students’ life.
In 2001, “moodle” was first ever VLE created to assist educators in improving students’ performance by building an efficient platform for learning, teaching, and collaborating virtually (Barker, Gossman, 2013). In UK, figures showed high rise of the VLE use in higher education sector from 58% to 92% between 2004 and 2009 which force the government to request institutions and learning providers for more effective utilization of technology (Barker, Grossman, 2013).
[bookmark: _Hlk55990314]Broad research has investigated the positive and negative effects of the use of VLE on students’ education. According to Chowdhry, Sieler, and Alwis (2014), three main factors inspire higher education institutions in UK to use VLE are: improving the education system standard, helping learners to the attributes and qualities they predict, and assisting off campus students in gaining an easy developed access for education. Also, the three authors concluded that VLEs enhance students’ reflection, promote progressive thought, and improve impartial creativity. Likewise, other theories highlighted that online educational platforms contain various tools which help students to manage their time according to their daily life This flexibility has great impact on students’ overall performance (Alves et al., 2017). As they get access anytime anywhere, they can check their assignment, join students’ forums to recapitulate what they study or miss in their lessons and improving their digital skills by using online devices (Alves et al., 2017).
 Furthermore, in their article published in 2013, Barker and Grossman explained that a West Virginia study emphasised that higher education students improve their communication and personal attributes when using virtual learning platforms. They added ‘students performed significantly better on standardised tests in reading, language and vocabulary and on measures of depth of understanding, multiple perspectives and independent thought than students who did not use the software’ (p20).
On the other hand, several theories demonstrated that there no evidence of VLEs’ impact on students’ education. for instance, Damian and Morris (2012) as cited in (Chowdhry, et al., 2014), examined an engineering course students’ performance while using a virtual platform and concluded that the connection between the two aspects was shaky. They added that “one the VLE has little very effect on students’ academic performance… but for others a moderate effect on their performance” (p.23). Also, face to face learning allows more collective and sentimental communication than virtual learning platforms (Barker, Grossman, 2013) which make students experience less enjoyable. Similarly, other study summarized several disadvantages of this process in improper assessment of students, poor monitoring, disciplinary issues, focus om theory not on the practice, lack of corrections of mistakes immediately, and Learning always at stake due to poor web connections and application (Shahzad, et al., 2020, p3).
Methodology 
This methodology is intended mainly for academic purposes. A questionnaire was used to collect quantitative data where the students at University of Wales Trinity Saint David had to answer questions about the impacts of virtual learning environments on their current academic year. the questionnaire was distributed among participants via emails which included also consent forms that they had to sign stating that they understood the purpose of this research. Also, ethical approval was received from the university to conduct this questionnaire.
The data collected was among 50 participants with random and convenient sample. First, students needed to fill up their personal information which will be in complete confidentiality. Then they had to answer few characteristics about their learning experience when using the VLEs rating scale close ended questions. 



Results and data analysis:
This questionnaire was completed during almost 2 weeks and all 50 participants answered all the questions. The gender was divided as 24 students were female and 26 were male. The figure1 shows the number of male/female students by their group age. The data collected shows that majority of these female students are currently studying Diploma course by percentage of 46% whereas the minority (8%) study Master. Likewise, 62% male students are taking Diploma course and only 8% attend Master course (figur4& 5 in appendix have total breakdown).





Figure 1


The second part of the questionnaire focused on answering few aspects about VLE learning experience. The results show that students have different opinions about using VLE and that these platforms have positives and negatives impacts. Responding to question 1, 44 students emphasised that VLEs are important in the current academic year due to pandemic circumstances and only 4 said they found it not important, yet 44% of them evaluated the use of VLE as excellent, 24% fair, 20% good, and 12% poor. When participants were asked about the types of device mostly used to access to VLE, 34 of them said laptops are more utilized and 12 mentioned they frequently use phones. Although 84% of students have accessed online learning with their phones at least once, half of them mentioned that the experience was very awful due to bad audio quality which represented 67% of main problems. Also, responding to question 9, 36% of students argued that saving time is the main advantage of using VLEs, 28% of them found that saving costs is the most beneficial aspect, and 18% replied that comfort and access anytime anywhere have great impacts on their learning experience (Figure2). Moreover, participants argued that other VLEs have other positive impacts. For instance, response to question 8, students emphasised that virtual learning has helped to develop their personal skills as 18 mentioned they have improved their digital cues, 13 said they feel more confident, 11 are more motivated, and other 8 students believe they have enhanced their communication abilities.Figure 2

On the other hand, students highlighted that VLE have negative impacts as well. The results for the question 10 show that 42% of students argued that technical issues are affecting their online learning, 28% of them mentioned that online learnning can cause lack of socializing which can lead to negative thoughts, 18% of learners highlighted that lecturers tend to focus on theory rather than practice, and 12% claimed that they struggle to get a quick feedback if they facing difficutlies and challenges of their learning.Figure 3

Discussion: 
the questionnaire results inderpin what was discussed in the litterature review. The data collected confirms that students at UWTSD agree that the use of VLEs not only has positive impacts such as improving their  digital skills, saving time and cost, and flexibitly to access online course, but also negatives impacts like technical issues and lack of communication.  . Likewise, Bakers and Grossman (2013) supports the students’ feedback by highliting that using VLEs increase students analytic thinking, develop  their motivation to learn, adjust their desires, and enhance their overall performance.
Moreover, 62% of students either agree or strongly agree that learning via VLEs is much better than traditional learning and 82% of them found virtual learning very imortant/important  in the current academic year due to Covid19 pandemic. the article (shahzad, et al., 2020)  supports the data collected as the authors emphisized the negative impacts of Covid19 on higher education system and the importance of switching classes to virtual learning to retain the learning program and provide accessiblity to students.
Although the results show that 78% of participanst mentioned that VLEs need improvement in several aspects of its tools, 63% of them prefer not go back to face to face learning due to the lack of flexibility mainly. Correspondly, Arbaugh (2000) (as cited in Berker and Grossman, 2013) suggested that students’ learning enjoyment is strongly linked with the flexibility that VLEs provide. 


Conclusion: 
Due to the fast growth of internet technology, virtual learning has become the main way of learning.  although, most of higher education institutations implement VLEs to improve the education of students and enhance their personal skills, online learning include negative influences as well. Analyzing  both the literature research and the questionnaire results show  evidence and support the sugguestion that the list of the positive impacts of VLEs on students’ learnning is significantly longer and that  online education system overwhelms the face to face environment. Yet, studies argue that virtual learning environments need improvement in some tools in order to help students get the desired results.
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	 Questionnaire 
The impacts of Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) on Student Learning Experience.

This questionnaire is conducted for educational objectives to evaluate and analyse the impacts of VLE on University of Wales Trinity Saint David students. Thank you for your time to fill up this research which might take up to 10min. All your answers will be treated with complete confidentiality and your contact details will be entirely anonymous. Please reply to this email if you have any questions.
Section1: personal information

Please answer the questions where appropriate:
1. UWTSD Campus: 
2. Your contact details:
· Full name:
· Telephone number:
· Email address:
3. Your age group:
A. 16-25                               B. 25-35                                   C. 35-45                                    D. 45- 55

4. Your Gender:

A. Male                                                         B. Female.
5. What level are you studying currently?
A. CertHE.           B. foundation degree.                  C. Bachelor’s             D. Master’s.
6. Your ethnic identification: 

Section 2: learning experience via VLE
Please respond to the following questions by circling ONE letter:
1. How important the use of VLE in your current academic year?
A. Very important      B. Important.         C. Neutral.               D. Not important.
2. What device you mostly use to access to VLE?
A. Laptop.                B. Phone.           C. tablet.                 D. iPad.
3. If you have ever accessed with your phone, how was the interaction with the class?
A. Very Awful         B. just fine               C. Never used phone.         D. Very good.
4. If the interaction was unpleasant, what was the reason:
A. Bad audio      B. Bad video.        C. Very limited access.         D. No access at all.
5. How often do your colleagues participate via VLE?
A. Always.              B. Sometimes.                    C.  Rare.                  D. Never.
6. How easy do you upload tasks/ assessments on VLE?
A. Very easy.                 B. Easy.                         C. Hard.                  D. Very hard.
7.  In your opinion, how do tutors manage online course time? 
A. Very efficiently.      B. Efficiently.        C. Somewhat efficiently.          E. inefficiently.
8. What skills do you think you improving by using VLE?
A. Communication.        B. Digital skills.          C. Confidence.           D. Motivation.
9. What are the main advantages of using VLE in your opinion?
A. Saving time.                                   B. Comfort.                         
D. Saving learning costs.                    E. Access to learning anytime, anywhere.
10. What are main disadvantages of using VLE?
A. Technical issues.                            B. Lack of interpersonal interaction.
C. Lack of practice.                                D. No immediate feedback.
11. How do you find in-class activities while using VLE?
A. Helpful.                B. important.        C. Relevant.       D. Useless.
12. How strongly do you agree that VLE need improvement?
A.  Strongly agree.         B. Agree.              C. Disagree.                  D. Strongly disagree.
13.  How strongly do you agree that students pay full attention to tutors on VLE?
A. Strongly agree.          B. Agree.              C. Disagree.                  D. Strongly disagree.
14. How strongly do you agree that materials are well designed on VLE?
A. Strongly agree.          B. Agree.              C. Disagree.                 D. Strongly disagree.
15.  How strongly do you agree that VLE are better than face to face learning?
A. Strongly agree.           B. Agree.               C. Disagree.              D. Strongly disagree.
16.  Would you prefer going back to tradition learning rather than VLE?
A. Definitely yes.             B. Probably yes.            C. Probably no.           D. Definitely no.
17. How do you evaluate the use of VLE in your current experience?
A. Good.                            B. Excellent.                    C. Fair.                       D. Poor.

Male students course


CertHE	foundation	diploma	masters	4	4	16	2	

Female students course


diploma	masters	CertHE	foundation	11	2	6	5	

Number of male/female students by age group.

Number females	16-25	25-35	35-45	45-55	11	8	4	1	Numbre of males	16-25	25-35	35-45	45-55	13	10	3	0	



Advantages of VLE


saving time	saving costs	comfort	easy access	18	14	9	9	

Disadvantages of VLE


technical issues	lack of interpsonal interaction	lack of practice	late feedback	21	14	9	6	
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Students' answers to the questionnaire

Questions  Answers with number of students                                                                                                                                               .

Importance of VLE in current academic year 28 very important 16 important 2 neutral 4 not imporatnt

Type of device mostly used 34 laptop 12 phone 2 ipad 2 tablet

Class interaction if phone is iused 21 very awful 15 just fine 8 never used phone 6 very good

Reason for unpleasant communication 28 bad audio  7 bad video 5 very limited access 2 had no access

How often do classmates participate 10 always 28 sometimes 10 rare  2 never

How easy uploading of tasks/assessment 26 very easy 16 easy 6 hard 2 very hard

Tutors' time mangement of the course 9 very efficiently 25 effeiciently 10 somewhat effeiciently 6 ineffeciently

Skills improved by using VLE 8 communication 18 digital skills 13 confidence 11 motivation

Main advantages of using VLE 18 saving time 14 saving learning costs 9 comfort 9 access 

Main disadvantages of using VLE 21 technical issues 14 lack of interpersonal interaction 9 lack of practice 6 late feedback

In-class activities 12 helpful 15 imortant  18 relevant 5 useless

Prefer to go back to face to face learning 4 defintely yes 16 probably yes 18 probably no  12 defintely no

Evaluation of using VLE in current year 10 good 22 excellent 12 fair 6 poor

VLE need improvement 15 strongly agree 24 agree 8 disagree 3 disagree

Students pay full attention 17 strongly agree 21 agree 9 disagree 3 disagree

Materials are well designed  8 strongly agree 19 agree 12 disagree 11 disagree

VLE are better than face to face learning 11 strongly agree 20 agree 15 disagree 4 disagree


