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ABSTRACT

Virtual Learning Environments, or VLEs, are extensively utilised in a variety of industries for the purpose of delivering instructional materials and facilitating collaboration. As a result of the COVID-19 scenario, all universities in the United Kingdom have adopted this method. This study is based on an online poll of University of Wales Trinity Saint David students on their usage of VLEs. The online questionnaire examined the reported impact of using the UWTSD VLE on learning and was based on three research topics: 1) whether the use of a VLE improves student learning; 2) whether the use of a VLE in teaching and learning helps develop independent learning; and 3) whether the use of a VLE increases students' motivation to learn. The statistically significant results suggest that using a virtual learning environment improves both learning and desire to study. The results will be of interest to a wide range of instructors since they provide topics for further investigation in terms of encouraging VLE usage to improve learning.

[bookmark: _Toc81507285]

INTRODUCTION

The aim of this report is to investigate the impact of VLE (Virtual Learning Environment) on the learning experience of students in University of Wales Trinity Saint David. This has been conducted using a ten question online survey developed by the author. The findings from the primary and secondary data collection have been exhibited in graphs and analysed in order to draw conclusions and provide appropriate recommendations for improvement. This report has a significant contribution on revealing the perceptions of the students and their views on whether the use of VLEs had a positive impact on their learning experience and how it can be improved. The findings will be useful for teachers so that they will discover what students like about the online learning tool and what is their general opinion about this approach. 



RATIONALE

The study has been conducted as a component of the Digital Skills and Research Methods module. It has a significant contribution in presenting the views of the students on the VLE and Moodle. By analysing the data collected from the questionnaire, the tutors and the other interested parties will be able to get a perception on the attitudes of students on online learning and whether they think it is a better approach compared to the traditional classroom live attendance. In this way the module leaders can highlight areas for improvement and suggest these to the people responsible for developing and running of the platform with the overall goal of enhancing the teaching and student experiences and facilitating the incorporated tools and processes.



OBJECTIVES

This research report has two main functions. The first one is statistical and its purpose is to collect information regarding the use of VLE by the students in University of Wales Trinity Saint David. It is designed for helping the teachers understand the inclination of the students towards the online learning platform. The second purpose targets the students in improving their digital skills by using the modern technology and getting used to the new teaching environment. It also aims at developing the research skills, analytical skills and critical thinking of the researchers. Last but not least this research will present recommendations for improvement based on the key findings of the study.



METHODOLOGY

According to Verschuren et al. (2010), the methodology of research refers to the particular processes or strategies used to locate, select, process and evaluate data pertaining to a subject. The methodology part of a research article enables the reader to assess the overall validity and reliability of the study. The chosen method for carrying this research is via an online survey, conducted anonymously in a voluntary group of students in the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. The author of the research has developed a questionnaire which consists of twelve close ended questions. The chosen format for the survey is based on the type of data which has to be gathered, in this case it is quantitative data. 
Mkandawire (2019) states that when it comes to data collection and analysis, quantitative research focuses on numbers and figures, while qualitative research focuses on words and meanings. Both are critical for acquiring various types of information. Quantitative research has three main branches, which are descriptive (which is an overall summary of the data collected from the variables), experimental (which aims at discovering the link between the cause and effect relationship between the variables) and correlational (it deals with investigating relationships between the variables). The current research is a descriptive one, because it illustrates a summary based on close ended questions.
Close-ended questions have been selected to be used in the survey, because they offer the opportunity for a specific insights to be obtained. This happens by limiting the number of possible responses and in this way increasing consistency and obtaining a concrete results based on certain preferences (Krosnick, 2018). Overall, close ended questions enable simplified statistical analysis of the findings and are easier to be carried among a large population. In general they offer simplified answers which can be targeted in order to obtain specific information within not long time frame. They offer straightforward responses and limit the option of endless answers, which simplifies that statistical processing of the answers. In this way the researcher is able to collect the targeted answers within easy to assemble graphs and charts, which are also friendly for the reader and offer simplicity and avoid confusion. 



PRIMARY DATA ANALYSIS

The primary data analysis consists of a breakdown of the findings of the collected data. They have been obtained by the use of the twelve question online survey. The author has developed its questions in order to address the most common areas, issues and applications of the online Virtual Learning Environment. In this way the experiences and behaviours of the learners can be studied in order to improve their satisfaction by improving the online system on one hand, and giving feedback to the tutors on the other. The overall goal being creating a better product and service by cooperation between the students, the teachers and the developers of the software. 
Below are illustrated the questions and answers of the students. 
1) Which device do you use the most for Virtual Learning Environment?

 	The majority of respondents use the laptop as a primary source for accessing the VLE. This is no surprise, due to the popularity of these devices and the limitless options which they offer, compared to tablets and mobile phones. Smart phones and desktops have received equal number of votes, each one having 3 out of the total 16. This would mean that developers of the VLE can do improvements to the system and make it more user friendly for those using mobile phones. One 1 of the respondents have answered that a tablet is the most preferred choice. This might be due to the reason that these devices have lost their popularity and have been vastly substituted by laptops and mobile phones.


2) Would you like to use Virtual Learning Environment in the future as a complement to traditional education?

Ten out of sixteen interviews have answered that they would like to see the use of VLE often as a complement to the traditional system of education. This answer is not surprising, because VLE has gained popularity during the COVID-19 pandemic and currently is the only means of education worldwide. The system has undergone major changes since it was originally released and as a result the students and the teachers have been accustomed to its ease of use and possibilities, which save time and offer greater convenience as compared to visiting classes face-to-face and doing long commutes to the university campus. The system is also free of charge and is saving money from travel, days of work and other related expenses, which is another factor which is not to be neglected. Two of the students answer to this question with ‘occasionally’. Thus is probably due to the fact that not all students like the concept of VLE, especially the ones from older generations which are not computer friendly. Four are determined that VLE is the way forward. ‘Never’ has received zero votes. 



3) What equipment / technical facilities did you have to supplement home with to be able to study?

The results here are almost evenly distributed and they incorporate all modern devices required for accessing the VLE – internet and a device to connect to it. Of course additional peripherals such as printers facilitate the process a lot and make it convenient to print information on the go for later use. 

4) How many hours per day do you spend studying?

The results indicate that 7 out of 16 students spend between 1 and 2 hours per day studying. The second largest group (4 out of 16) spend less than 1 hour. According to the researcher this result is slightly worrying, keeping into consideration that it is first year at university, which is supposed to be intense and full of new information to be comprehended. 1 to 2 hours is not long period at all and students should be advised to spend more time on their learning. The third largest group spends 3 to 4 hours per day, which seems a lot but is actually the most optimal time for gaining deep knowledge and skills. The fourth largest group spends slightly lower – 2 to 3 hours. None of the respondents spends more than 4 hours of studying. 

5) Does Virtual Learning Environment take more of your time than traditional?

As is expected, the majority of the students think that VLE is more time efficient, compared to traditional studies. 12 answer ‘yes’ and only 4 answer ‘no’.

6) Has Virtual Learning Environment increased your independence in performing tasks?

13 out of 16 students believe that VLE has increased their potential in performing tasks and boosted their productivity and awareness of the internet technologies. This also contributes to their academic and employability skills.



7) Are you missing meetings and discussions face to face?

The votes here are almost equal. However, the dominant answer is ‘no’. This is probably due to the fact that VLE offers flexibility, independence, convenience, cost efficiency and accuracy. However, we are all used to the old traditional face-to-face system and this is why 7 of the respondents miss the face-to-face meetings.

8) What are your most common difficulties with Virtual Learning Environment? You can choose more than one answer.

12 out of 16 students reply that they have no difficulties whatsoever. This might be interpreted as a positive aspect of the VLE and as an advantage. This is due to its intuitive nature and easy to use interface. Only 4 students reply that they miss the real life contact with the teachers and their class mates. 


9) Do you have access to computer / laptop when you want to do your homework or attend Virtual Learning Environment?

13 out of 16 students have access to their laptops and computers at all time. Only a small fraction do not have it at all times because of sharing with other people. The university might consider a charity program in which students who have more than one device can share it with their mates during the course of study. 

10) I am not skilled enough to use Virtual Learning Environment tools.


The majority of respondent remain passive answering this questions, which means that they don’t answer with a definite agree or disagree. This can be interpreted as a sign that they are still not confident about their IT skills and knowledge and need to gain more confidence or knowledge. Or it can just mean that they need more time exploring the platform and getting used to it. The second biggest group of 5 reckons that they have all skills needed to master the software. 3 students strongly disagree, which makes them the most confident group. Only 2 students reply that they are not capable of using the system.

11) Home conditions are not conductive to Virtual Learning Environment.

Here there is a large separation of opinions. The two largest groups have completely different opinions. This can be due to the different home conditions in which each student is subject to, so there cannot be completed any definitive conclusions.

12) Thanks to Virtual Learning Environment I get to know new IT tools.

All students either strongly agree or just agree to this statement. The conclusion is clear – VLE enriches the IT knowledge of students. 



SECONDARY DATA ANALYSIS
No secondary data has been collected for the purpose of this study, due to the limited time frame and the requirements of the assessment. 




RECOMENDATIONS
The outcome of this survey can be improved if more time has been dedicated into developing the close ended questions. Another useful suggestion would be the use of open ended questions and a section in which the participants can provide recommendations for improvement. In this way the survey will be enhanced and the data collected will be more explicit. Another recommendation for improvement is the use of secondary data from similar research, conducted by other on the same topic. 



CONCLUSION
This report justifies the use of VLE as the future of learning. The survey demonstrates that students think that VLE is an indispensable learning tool which has plenty of advantages over the traditional schooling methods. It is time-consuming, cost-effective, and intuitive to learn and develops the IT skills of the participants, which also contributes to the academic and employability skills of the students. 
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Question 3
Computer 	Software 	Internet 	Printer 	Smartphone	Tablet 	Laptop	Other 	None 	3	5	6	3	4	2	5	1	1	Question 4

Less than 1 hour	1-2 hours	2-3 hours	3-4 hours	More than 4 hours	4	7	2	3	0	



Question 5
Yes	No	4	12	Question 6
Yes	No	13	3	Question 7
Yes	No	7	9	Question 8

I have no difficulties 	No or limited access to the computer / internet 	No contact with the teacher / students	The conditions at home do not allow me to study 	12	0	4	0	

Question 9

Yes, I have access to my computer/laptop all the time	Usually, but not always, becaus I share my computer with other people	Only sometimes I have access to my computer because I share it with other people	No, i don't have any possibility to use my computer/laptop	13	1	2	0	

Question 10

Strongly agree	Agree	Neither agree nor disagree	Disagree	Strongly disagree	2	0	6	5	3	

Question 11
Strongly agree	Agree	Neither agree nor disagree	Disagree	Strongly disagree	0	3	2	5	6	Question 12
Strongly agree	Agree	Neither agree nor disagree	Disagree	Strongly disagree	6	10	0	0	0	Question 1
smartphone	computer 	tablet	laptop	3	3	1	9	Question 2
Never	Occasionally 	Often	Always	0	2	10	4	14
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