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Introduction 
Virtual Learning Environment is defined as a system of learning that consists in the use of computers to exchange a wide range of information and knowledge between members. This allows tutors to supervise and support students in their academic process without having physical interactions. (Wilson, 1996). 

The 20th century was marked as the time when computer programs began to be introduced in the academic environment. In the mid 1990s online communication tools began to be made available to students and teachers enabling the access to recorded lectures and course materials. (Hampel and Pleines, 2013). In the current Virtual Learning environment (VLE), all the useful tools for learning are available on the internet as well as the access to Moodle so students and tutors can always keep up to date with the events going on in their academic institution. 

It is important to conduct a research on this concept because it provides a better understanding of technology’s role in today’s education and its importance in students’ learning experiences. Educating with the aid of the Internet removes the isolation of the classroom and accelerates the autonomy of students' learning at their own pace. (Piccoli, Ahmad, & Ives, 2001).

Background 
Services 
The virtual learning environment provides many utilities to students and teachers. They can perform activities that have been programmed; debate ideas and access the content of the subjects online. The online libraries offer access to scholarly articles; journals and sources of information. Students can submit their assignments via Moodle, communicate with tutors through mails and monitor their academic progress and attendance.
Benefits 
Many benefits were brought to the academic institutions and students thanks to the VLE.  Students are benefited because of the easy access to facilities like recorded lessons; online materials for learning, timetables and IT support. The virtual system allows faster feedbacks, enables students to strengthen their digital skills, access live lessons and interact with others on instant messages system. Institutions and lecturers are also benefited from VLE because of the readiness of all the tools fundamental to operate sessions. Moreover, VLE assists efficiently in tracking students’ evolution and helps with the internal organisation of the institution. (Percival, 2017).

VLE and COVID-19 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic in the current year (2020), all teaching institutions were forced to shut down to keep students and the educative community safe. An example of the exponential appeal for online platforms is the “BYJU’s that has seen a 200% increase in the number of new students using its product” as reported by Mrinal Mohit, the company's Chief Operating Officer. (Li & Lalani, 2020)
Challenges 
Although VLE has many benefits to offer, it has been observed that a few challenges related to technology could represent barriers to a successful virtual learning (Barik, & Karforma, 2012). Examples of these challenges are: 
Lack of digital literacy: not all students are familiarised with technology
Technical issues: internet connection or failure on microphones
 Financial issues: not all students can afford the right equipment to participate on online lessons
Adaptation issues: the absence of face to face contact can arouse the feeling of isolation
Procrastination: facing all responsibilities with assignments and exams can lead to procrastination.

The VLE is also a challenge for the teaching staff as they have the responsibility to maintain lessons functioning effectively. Besides that, institutions have to deal with data security; technical issues and secure that students are progressing and attending classes. 

Technologies required 

In order to approach a virtual learning environment, it is required the access to hardware and software. The technologies needed to access VLE are computer, tablet\mobile phone, webcam, speakers, microphone and a video conferencing tool like Microsoft Teams, Zoom, Skype and many others. Those tools are mandatory to approach the VLE and conduct quality lessons. (Geetha, Cherukulath, & Sivakumar, 2017)

Risks 
The fact that virtual learning is conducted over the internet leads to many factors that make it susceptible to be hacked. (Barik & Karforma, 2012). Some of the risks associated with VLEs are:
Malicious programs risk: mischievous systems of codes like viruses
Privacy risk: personal data like passwords and other private information can be accessed compromising the confidentiality of contents and the reusage of information in contexts that do not concern the VLE.
Illegal users’ risk: illegal users like hackers can take advantages of privileges that are only granted to legal users. 
Author’s right violation risk: legitimate content can be accessed and modified or erased. 

Opportunities 
With Virtual Learning environment there are no geographic barriers. This represents an opportunity for students integrated in distance learning programs as they can access education from anywhere. There are many advantages for distance learners such as: innovative pedagogy, autonomous use of time; unlimited access to international sources; and interactivity with people from different cultures. The VLE also represents an opportunity for students who could not attend physically to academic institutions due to health issues.
Aims and objectives 
Research questions

How effective and advantageous can VLE be for higher education in the UK?

How can VLE hand over a diversity of learning tools compared to classroom environment?

How does VLE assist in the supervision and tracking of students’ accomplishments? 

How can VLE support interactions between students and the educative community?

What are the technologies used in VLE?

What are the opportunities brought to students and institutions by VLE?


Aims of this research 

· To discover the effectiveness and advantages of VLE in higher education in the UK
· To find out the differences between VLE and conventional classroom environment
· To understand how students’ progress is tracked
· To perceive the support of VLE on interactions between students and the educative community
· To find out the technologies used in VLE
· To recognise the opportunities brought to students and institutions by VLE

Objectives of this research 

1. Operate a secondary and primary research and gather quantitative and qualitative data.
2. Conduct analysis on research results
Research methods 
In this research, a secondary research method was applied to gather quantitative and qualitative data. This was important because it helped to improve the understanding in the different challenges faced by VLE and the diversity of services, benefits and opportunities it offers for students, teaching staff and educational institutions. Along the research, resources like academic articles; journals and accredited websites have been assigned to collect qualitative and quantitative data.

Subsequently, a primary research method was applied to collect quantitative and qualitative data associated with VLE. Accordingly, an online software was used to produce a survey that consisted in 14 questions in which 12 were multiple choices and 2 open-end questions in relation to the University VLE.  The survey was distributed via e-mail to colleagues and lecturers for their feedback. The data collected from the survey was reserved in tables for further analysis. 


Research outcomes 

	[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]Questions 
	Rate (Always)
	Rate (Often)
	Rate (Sometimes)
	Rate (Rarely)
	Rate (Never)

	Q1
	4
	9
	1
	0
	0

	Q2
	11
	0
	3
	0
	0

	Q3
	0
	4
	4
	6
	0





Further analysis 

	Questions 
	Min 
	Max 

	Q1
	0
	9

	Q2
	0
	11

	Q3
	0
	6






Based on the data collected from further analysis, it is observed by the statistics that VLE has a huge influence in respondents’ education. Regarding Q1, 9 out of 14 respondents have provided positive feedback in term of the frequency of their access to VLE. Regarding Q6, 6 out of 14 students have answered that they rarely face issues with the functionality on VLE. Therefore, it is noted that although VLE is often used by the respondents they also face some issues of functionality.

	[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Questions 
	Rate (0-4)
	Rate (5)
	Rate (6)
	Rate (7)
	Rate (8)
	Rate (9)
	Rate (10)

	Q4
	0
	0
	1
	2
	1
	7
	3

	Q5
	0
	0
	1
	1
	9
	2
	1

	Q6
	0
	1
	0
	2
	5
	3
	3





Further analysis 

	Questions 
	Min 
	Max

	Q4
	0
	7

	Q5
	0
	9

	Q6
	0
	5





Regarding the feedbacks received from Q4, Q5 it is noted that 7 out of 14 respondents have given high rating in terms of effectiveness of the University Moodle. They have showed high satisfaction related to the usage of VLE as 9 out of 14 respondents gave positive rating. Related to feedbacks received on Q6, most respondents have given positive answers in which the ratings were 8 and above in terms of recommendation of VLE to friends. This leads to the conclusion that VLE, besides being extremely effective, it is a learning environment highly recommended by students.







	[bookmark: OLE_LINK5][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Questions 
	Rate (very active)
	Rate (slightly active)
	Rate (somehow active)
	Rate (slightly inactive)
	Rate (somehow inactive)
	Rate (not active)

	Q7 
	3
	6
	5
	0
	0
	0








Further analysis 


	Questions
	Min 
	Max 

	Q7
	0
	6







Regarding the feedbacks received on Q7 it is observed that majority of respondents consider themselves slightly active participants during VLE sessions. Therefore 3 out of 14 respondents consider themselves very active, and 5 out of 14 respondents consider themselves somehow active. On the other hand, 0 out of 14 participants of this research considered themselves inactive. This helps to conclude that VLE encourages individuals to feel less timid in online sessions.



	[bookmark: OLE_LINK6]Questions 
	Rate (very interesting)
	Rate (somehow interesting)
	Rate (slightly interesting)
	Rate (slightly uninteresting) 
	Rate (somehow uninteresting) 
	Rate (not interesting)

	Q8 
	5
	8
	1
	0
	0
	0









Further analysis 

	Questions
	Min 
	Max 

	Q8
	0
	8







Concerning the feedbacks from Q8, statistics show that 8 out of 14 respondents have considered VLE slightly interesting and 5 out of 14 have considered VLE very interesting. On the other hand, it is noted that none of the respondents considered VLE uninteresting. This concludes that overall, users consider VLE as interesting.




	[bookmark: OLE_LINK7]Questions 
	Rate (very helpful)
	Rate (somehow helpful)
	Rate (slightly helpful)
	Rate (slightly unhelpful)
	Rate (slightly unhelpful)
	Rate (not helpful) 

	Q9
	7
	5
	2
	0
	0
	0











Further analysis 

	Questions
	Min 
	Max 

	Q9
	0
	7





Regarding Q9, the feedbacks received from the statistical analysis show that half of the respondents (7 out of 14) consider VLE very helpful. The other 7 respondents, 5 have considered VLE somehow helpful and 2 have considered slightly helpful. On the other hand, none of the respondents considered VLE unhelpful which concludes that overall VLE is helpful.


	Questions 
	Rate (yes)
	Rate (no)
	Rate (maybe)

	Q10 
	8
	1
	5

	Q11
	4
	4
	6

	Q12
	2
	9
	3





Further analysis 

	Questions
	Rate (yes)
	Rate (no)
	Rate (maybe)

	 Average responses 
	4.66666667
	4.66666667
	4.66666667


 




Regarding the feedbacks received from Q10 shows that 8 out of 14 respondents of respondents would apply for an international course under VLE condition.

On the feedbacks received from Q11 it is observed that 6 out of 14 of respondents were unsure about switching classroom lectures for VLE. On the other hand, we also observe a balanced response that shows that 4 out of 14 of participants would not switch to VLE but also 4 out of 14 would switch to VLE. This shows that in general, choosing between classroom classes for VLE is still an uncertain decision for respondents.

Regarding the feedbacks from Q12, majority of respondents (9 out of 14) do not think about giving up their studies via VLE.
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	[bookmark: OLE_LINK4]Questions 
	Positive 
	Negative 
	Neutral 

	Q13
	8
	3
	3

	Q14
	13
	0
	1







Further analysis 

	[bookmark: RANGE!D9]Questions 
	Positive
	Negative
	Neutral

	Average responses 
	10.5
	1.5
	2






Statistical analysis for the open-end questions (Q13 and Q14) demonstrated that the average of positive answers is of 10.5 out of 14. In contrast, there are the negative and neutral answers that represent an average 1.5 out of 14 and 2 out of 14 responses accordingly.


Discussion 

The primary research method applied to collect quantitative and qualitative data was extremely important for the discussion of this report. Within the results obtained from fourteen respondents it has come to observation that VLE has a huge influence and impact on modern life. It has come to the conclusion (based on respondents’ feedbacks) that VLE is significantly accessed by students. Statistics show that majority of respondents often access VLE as it offers many facilities such as academic resources and the easy access to interaction with lecturers and colleagues. According to respondents, VLE represents a barrier breaker as it allows students to feel more confident and participate more in sessions. 

On the other side, respondents have pointed dissatisfaction with frequent issues existent in VLE due to technology and its occasional failures. A few respondents have also mentioned on open end feedback that there is a lack of interaction of students with lecturers and colleagues. In addition to this, it was also observed from the statistics that although VLE provides many facilities and opportunities it is still not as preferable and conventional classroom education.

Regarding my experience with VLE I consider it an extremely useful way of teaching and I observe it as a huge opportunity. The most positive aspect of VLE I have experienced are the diversity of contents made available by the university. I find it easy to access and understand. However, the negative point about VLE is the constant disruptions that occur due to the failures in digital platforms and internet issues. My biggest challenge with VLE is the adaptation to the different way lectures online are delivered in contrast with classroom lectures. I believe that face to face sessions can be more efficient than virtual sessions.




This academic research was extremely important because its production implicated the learning of important skills such as using an online software to create surveys, using Microsoft Excel to created graphs and charts. This research also helped to boost skills like the capacity to carry out secondary research using published literature to collet relevant data.
Conclusion 
The purpose of this report was to conduct primary and secondary research based on VLE. The outcomes of the report based on feedback provided by respondents from a survey has help to identify statistically the positive and negative aspects of VLE and analyse and discuss them in order to extract conclusions. Overall, the results on this research report, had positive outcomes. However, there are with a few improvements to be made regarding VLE efficiency. 




References 	
Barik, N. and Karforma, S. (2012) ‘Risks and Remedies in E-Learning System’ International Journal of Network Security & Its Applications, 4(1), pp.51-59, Research gate [Online] Available at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/224951581_Risks_and_Remedies_in_E-Learning_System (Accessed at: 14 July 2020).

Geetha, P. et al, (2017) ‘Facilitating E-learning through National Knowledge Network’ DESIDOC Journal of Library & Information Technology, 37(2), pp. 91-97, ProQuest [Online]. Available at: https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/docview/1908079642?accountid=130472&rfr_id=info%3Axri%2Fsid%3Aprimo (Accessed at: 14 July 2020)

Hampel, R. & Pleines, C. (2013). ‘Fostering student interaction and engagement in a virtual learning environment: An investigation into activity design and implementation’ CALICO Journal, 30(3), pp.342-370, JSTOR [Online]. Available at: https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/calicojournal.30.3.342?seq=2#metadata_info_tab_contents (Accessed at: 8 July 2020)

Li, C. and Lalani, F. (2020) ‘The COVID-19 Pandemic Has Changed Education Forever. This Is How’ World Economic Forum, World Economic Forum [Online] Available at: https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/coronavirus-education-global-covid19-online-digital-learning/ (Accessed at: 12 July 2020). 
 

Percival, A. (2017) 'Virtual Learning Benefits All Students' Academy Magazine, 6(3), pp.45 ProQuest [Online] Available at: https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/docview/1906106625?accountid=130472&rfr_id=info%3Axri%2Fsid%3Aprimo (Accessed at: 9 July 2020)

Piccoli, G. et al, (2001) 'Web-Based Virtual Learning Environments: A Research Framework and a Preliminary Assessment of Effectiveness in Basic IT Skills Training' MIS Quarterly, 25(4) JSTOR [Online] Available at: https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/3250989?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents (Accessed at: 3 July 2020).

Wilson, B. G. (1996) Constructivist Learning Environments. 1st ed. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Educational Technology Publication [Online]. Available at: https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=mpsHa5f712wC&printsec=frontcover&dq=wilson+1996+constructivist+learning+environments&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjpnP-O_73qAhXzuXEKHRRpDpkQ6AEwAHoECAMQAg#v=onepage&q=wilson%201996%20constructivist%20learning%20environments&f=false (Accessed at: 5 July 2020) 














Appendix
[image: A screenshot of a computer

Description automatically generated]





	
[image: A screenshot of a cell phone

Description automatically generated]

[image: A screenshot of a cell phone

Description automatically generated]







[image: A screenshot of a cell phone

Description automatically generated]
Responses for Q1, Q2 & Q3

Q1	
Rate (Always)	Rate (Often)	Rate (Sometimes)	Rate (Rarely)	Rate (Never)	4	9	1	0	0	Q2	
Rate (Always)	Rate (Often)	Rate (Sometimes)	Rate (Rarely)	Rate (Never)	11	0	3	0	0	Q3	
Rate (Always)	Rate (Often)	Rate (Sometimes)	Rate (Rarely)	Rate (Never)	0	4	4	6	0	



Min and Max responses for Q1, Q2 and Q3 

Q1	
Min 	Max 	0	9	Q2	
Min 	Max 	0	11	Q3	
Min 	Max 	0	6	



Responses for Q4, Q5 & Q6

Q4	
Rate (0-4)	Rate (5)	Rate (6)	Rate (7)	Rate (8)	Rate (9)	Rate (10)	0	0	1	2	1	7	3	Q5	
Rate (0-4)	Rate (5)	Rate (6)	Rate (7)	Rate (8)	Rate (9)	Rate (10)	0	0	1	1	9	2	1	Q6	
Rate (0-4)	Rate (5)	Rate (6)	Rate (7)	Rate (8)	Rate (9)	Rate (10)	0	1	0	2	5	3	3	



Min and Max for Q4, Q5and Q6

Q4	
Min 	Max	0	7	Q5	
Min 	Max	0	9	Q6	
Min 	Max	0	5	



Responses for Q7

Q7	
Rate (very active)	Rate (slightly active)	Rate (somehow active)	Rate (slightly inactive)	Rate (somehow inactive)	Rate (not active)	3	6	5	0	0	0	


Min and Max for Q7

Q7	
Min 	Max 	0	6	


Responses for Q8

Q8	
Rate (very interesting)	Rate (somehow interesting)	Rate (slightly interesting)	Rate (slightly uninteresting)	Rate (somehow uninteresting)	Rate (not interesting)	5	8	1	0	0	0	


Min and Max for Q8

Q8	
Min 	Max 	0	8	


Responses for Q9

Q9	
Rate (very helpful)	Rate (somehow helpful)	Rate (slightly helpful)	Rate (slightly unhelpful)	Rate (slightly unhelpful)	Rate (not helpful)	7	5	2	0	0	0	


Min and Max for Q9

Q9	
Min 	Max 	0	7	


Responses for Q10, Q11 & Q12

Q10	
Rate (yes)	Rate (no)	Rate (maybe)	8	1	5	Q11	
Rate (yes)	Rate (no)	Rate (maybe)	4	4	6	Q12	
Rate (yes)	Rate (no)	Rate (maybe)	2	9	3	



Total and Average for Q10, Q11, and Q12 

Rate (yes)	
 Average responses 	4.666666666666667	Rate (no)	
 Average responses 	4.666666666666667	Rate (maybe)	
 Average responses 	4.666666666666667	



Responses for Q13 and Q14


Questions	Positive	Negative	Neutral	0	8	3	3	
Questions	Positive	Negative	Neutral	0	13	0	1	
Questions	Positive	Negative	Neutral	

Average responses for Q13 and Q14

Positive	
Average responses 	10.5	Negative	
Average responses 	1.5	Neutral	
Average responses 	2	
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