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INTRODUCTION
	During the last three decades internet has become a very important part of our lives. We use it to communicate, to share and search for all kinds of information, for entertainment purposes, to stay updated, etc. Educational institutions have used this novel technology  to develop new ways  of teaching and learning. Whether they are called  e-learning, virtual learning environments (VLE) or learning management systems, these internet-based platforms are basically "virtual classrooms that allow teachers and students to communicate with each other online. Class information, learning materials, and assignments are typically provided via the Web"[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Christensson, Per. "VLE Definition." TechTerms. (July 23, 2008). Accessed Nov 29, 2021. https://techterms.com/definition/vle] 

	Even though VLEs have been in use for quite some time[footnoteRef:2], it is during these last two years that they have been used massively all around the world. The restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemics have forced universities to switch to full on-line learning in order to continue delivering their courses; students and teachers were left with no other alternative but to adapt. The efficacy of VLEs has already been proven by scientific studies, but research shows that its implementation comes with its own challenges (Barrot et al., 2021) such as students' mental health, e-learning implementation at home, students' learning experience and their performance. My research deals with these two last points. I have gathered data from scientific studies concerning VLEs in general, their advantages and disadvantages, their role in today's educational system and their impact on students' performance - these secondary data form the first part of my presentation. In the second part I will present the results from the survey I conducted at the University of Wales using a questionnaire I have devised in which I wanted to have the students’ opinion on their experience using Moodle.  [2: 	    Moodle was released in 2002.] 

	
	PART 1

	E-learning presents numerous advantages when compared to classic face-to-face instruction. Cook (2007) details the advantages that students derive from using VLEs: overcoming physical distances, flexible scheduling, the ease of updating resources, individualized learning. Britain and Lieber (1999) have put forth some benefits for the universities such as flexibility of time and place, reducing the administration burden, coping with increased student numbers. Kofoed et al. (2021) add to this list the expansion of student base, decreased tuition rates and an increased access offered to non-traditional students. In light of these benefits the potential dangers of using web-based learning should not be overlooked: social isolation, de-individualised instruction, technical problems, etc. (Cook, 2007).
	Looking beyond advantages and disadvantages of web-based learning, research has shown that this technology has great potential. Morais et al. (2013) point out that VLEs’ principal role is to equip both the student and the teacher with the necessary tools to support the production and distribution of information. It also serves the purpose of improving communication and a means to better assess the teaching-learning process. The ECAR working group notes that by analyzing the patterns that emerge from the students' use of VLEs predictions can be made concerning learning and integration difficulties or school drop out risks, thus enabling universities to take proactive actions to fight against these risks. The wealth of data that e-learning generates and the fact that it can be stored and analyzed has given rise to a new research field called learning analytics - its role is to assist course designers and VLE administrators in improving the platforms and thus achieving a higher degree of teaching quality[footnoteRef:3].  [3: 	Gašević, D. & Siemens, G. Let’s not forget: Learning analytics are about learning. TechTrends 2015. 59(1). pp. 64-71, cited in Alves et al. (2017).] 

Many researchers have studied the impact e-learning and hybrid learning (which consists both of live courses and on-line materials) have on students' learning experience and performance in comparison with classic face-to-face teaching; the results are mixed. Kofoed et al. (2021) have found that online education had lowered the students' grades by 0.215 standard deviations. Students that were academically at risk registered even lower grades. 
	Figlio et al. (2010) conducted a study in which they randomly assigned 327 students to one of two groups. The first group attended live classes and the second group watched the lectures over the internet. Both groups had access to a panel of internet applications. At the end of the semester the researchers found that the grades of the students who attended the live courses were a little bit higher than those who followed the course online. The difference is more important for male Hispanic students labeled as "low-achievers". This finding shows that not all students are equal when it comes to using VLEs and it might be that for certain people online education is not suited. 
	Alpert et al. (2016) assigned students in one of three delivery methods: classic face-to-face instruction, 100% on-line instruction and blended instruction (some online content coupled with classroom instruction). When grades were compared at the end of the semester between groups, researchers found that students who attended purely online courses have had a reduction in average score of 10 points out of 100. Participants who attended the blended mode have similarly the same results as those who took live courses. 
	Chandrasekaran et al. (2016) conducted a survey at the Deakin University in Australia. Their results show clearly that students appreciate the use of technology in their learning process and that distance learners have the same opportunities to improve their skills as do on-campus students. 
	Bowen et al. (2012) studied the impact of hybrid learning on students' performance versus classic instruction. The differences in grades between the two groups are not statistically significant, which shows that the hybrid mode of learning is as effective as classroom instruction.

PART 2

In order to find out the opinion of students enrolled at the University of Wales concerning the use of VLEs and to see if their experience matches that described in the literature, I have devised a ten item questionnaire and send it to my fellow students[footnoteRef:4]; seventeen of them replied. [4: 	See Appendix.	] 

The vast majority of respondents have been using the VLE for less than an year. Half of the students access the platform between five and ten times a week (see Figure 1). The number of accesses is important because, as Alves et al. (2017) have shown, it is positively correlated with the number of courses the student has passed. 
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Figure 
1
. How many times per week do you access your Moodle account?
)















More than 80% of the students have shown themselves to be satisfied with the  VLE that the university has made available to them - Moodle. This high level of satisfaction is important because it shows that students are comfortable using this specific VLE and this can only help them in using its tools at their full capacity. 
When asked about the impact that the use of VLE had on their power of concentration almost half the students agreed that e-learning improved their concentration skills. Interestingly, the rest of the respondents (53%) were not sure if using Moodle has increased their power of concentration. This may be due to the fact that these students do not have enough experience in using VLE and cannot yet appreciate the influence it has on their learning patterns.
In what concerns grades, 47% of the respondents claim that the use of a VLE helped them obtain better grades (see Figure 2). The studies cited in the first part of this paper claim that 100% e-learning makes the students’ grades worse, but that with hybrid learning students retain the same level of grades as with live instruction. Since my survey does not contain any questions as to  the mode of learning that the students followed, these results are difficult to analyze and compare with those present in the literature. 
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Figure 
2
: Would you say that use of VLE specifically Moodle tools has helped you to improve your grades?
)











It has been stated in the literature that one of the risks of using e-learning is that students do not feel the same connection between them as they would in the case of live instruction. This survey seems to go into the same direction: only 29% of the participants stated that they felt more connected to their peers, while 18% stated the opposite and 53% were not sure. 
When asked about their preference for one system of teaching - live, blended or pure e-learning, only 12% of the students opted for the latter. This shows that contact with colleagues and with instructors  is still very sought after.



CONCLUSION 
E-learning tools have proven to be a great help for both universities and students during the COVID-19 pandemics. By using this technology teaching institutions from around the globe have managed to continue delivering courses in spite of the restrictions imposed by the sanitary crisis. One might say that the essence of online teaching, being able to provide/receive an education from afar, has really shone forth during these last two years. 
VLEs present with serious advantages compared to classic face-to-face instruction: lower tuition costs, abolition of geographical distances, the availability of course materials, etc. But this novel mode of teaching-learning comes with its own challenges and it may be that it is not fitted for all students. People who do not have access to a good internet connection will find it hard to use  VLEs. Since the instruction can take place virtually everywhere and at any time, students are no longer obliged to come together in a class-room and interact live with one another. Thus, social isolation is a potential side-effect that is not be underestimated. 
The studies that have been conducted so far seem to point in the same direction: blended teaching is the best alternative since it combines the advantages of live instruction and pure online instruction, thus eliminating theirs disadvantages. It seems to be the more reasonable choice because the student can profit from the presence of his peers and teachers, while at the same time being able to access and review online course materials when needed. 
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APPENDIX


1. For how long have you been using Online Education?
a) Two years and more
b) More than an year
c) Less than an year

2. How many times per week to you access your Online Education account?
a) More than 10 times
b) Between 5 and 10 times
c) Less than 5 times

3. How satisfied are you overall with the university’s Online Education resources?
a) Very satisfied
b) Somewhat satisfied
c) Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied
d) Somewhat dissatisfied
e) Very dissatisfied

4. Would you say that use of Online Education tools has increased your power of concentration?
a) I agree
b) I disagree
c) Not sure
d) Maybe

5. Would you say that use of Online Education tools has helped you to improve your grades?
a) Yes
b) No
c) Maybe

6. Has Online Education helped you to become more connected with your peers?
a) Yes
b) No
c) Maybe

7.  How helpful your university has been in offering resources to learn online?
a) Not helpful
b) Helpful
c) Very helpful
d) Other

8. How has Online Education impacted your studying time?
a) Collaboration
b) Initiative
c) Organization
d) Self regulation
e) Responsibility
f) I need to study more
g) I need to study less
h) Online education has had no effect on my studying time

9. What kind of learning style do you prefer?
a) 100% on-line
b) Hybrid: Online Education and face-to-face classes
c) 100% face-to-face classes
10.  What platforms do you use for online research?
a) Google
b) Google scholar
c) Social media
d) None of the above
Column 1	
More than 10 times	Between 5 and 10 times	Less than 5 times	8	6	3	

Column 1	



Yes	No	Maybe	8	4	5	
9
