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Abstract
In recent years, the Virtual Learning Environment is being widely used in education and other sectors all over the world. Most of the higher education institutions now use some form of Virtual learning environment. (Weeler, 2007). This article reports on an online survey conducted on students of the London campus of The University of Wales Trinity Saint David. The survey inquires into the reported impact of using Moodle, the VLE on learning experience, based on twelve research questions. The findings of this research will draw interests from teachers, students and education policymakers. 
Introduction
VLE (Virtual Learning Environment) usually refers to the web-based platform of digital aspects, mostly for educational purposes. These platforms create, stores and allow convenient access to resources, communicates and collaborates, monitor and supervise learners activities, create reports within the structure of the courses in different stages of assessments. Generally, VLE is integrated into the institutional systems and teachers provide and edit material, create structures with the support of IT professionals. 
Although VLE offers obvious advantages for students, such as continuity, flexibility, resourcefulness, support many students have had to adjust it quickly to get those advantages. On top of that, it can be difficult for teachers to ensure that all pupils, especially the ones who are not well equipped with proper hardware (Desktop, Laptop) and fast internet facility, do not have enough IT or computer literacy, can find hard it to be engaged and motivated. As a result of that, they can fail to achieve the best outcome of using it. Since the COVID-19 pandemic has spread globally, many schools, universities led to massive closure all over the world. Measures have been taken by many countries to limit the disruption to education, which has created the more necessary to move to online and distance learning.  Some predict this situation has changed education dramatically. (Lee & Lalani, 2020) So, more studies and research should be conducted to identify the strengths of VLE and to find the limitations to overcome. 

 
Background
The idea of VLE derived from the conception of ‘Distance Learning’ and the very first implementation of distance learning was used in 1728 by Caleb Phillips using weekly mail. (Tamm, 2019).  ‘The Automatic Teacher’, the first e-learning device was made by Sidney Pressey in 1924 to an attempt to support offline learning. (Watters, 2015). However, the first e-learning system, ‘the Plato’,  which could effectively work in an online network was invented by Donald Bitzer in 1960.  (Etherington, 2017). Since the 1970s, The Open University of UK has been using computers for learning. Since the mid-90s commercially developed VLEs started their journeys globally. (Anon., 2017). One of the most popular VLE, Moodle was released in 2002 in the UK. (Anon., 2002). In 2020, The biggest names of VLE are blackboard, Moodle, Canvas, Desire2learn and Sakai. Among the UK institutions, Moodle is the most popular one, comprising more than 50% of the market. (Anon., 2020) 
VLEs main goals are to ease, facilitate, moderate, motivate, monitor, provide learning experiences for students beyond the classroom. Many researchers have shown positive impacts on different contexts of VLEs on students. (Barker & Gossman, 2013)
Since the UK government 2005 published the strategy paper Harnessing Technology –transforming learning and children’s services, which emphasises and encouraged institutes to integrate more effective use of technology.  (Becta, 2010) The reports from Ofsted from 2005 to 2007 on a sample of 34 schools suggested that just over half of the schools surveyed were positive about the impact on teaching and learning. 58 FE colleges out of 281 inspected by Ofsted had a VLE expressed their satisfaction using the system, in contrast. (Becta, 2009)
A study conducted in West Virginia, the USA in 1989 shows positive impacts of distance learning on upper-grade elementary students. This study showed students who used the distance learning software performed way better on standardised tests in reading, language and vocabulary and on the measure of the depth of understanding, multiple perspectives and independent thought than students who did not use it. (SCARDAMALIA, et al., 1989). Another research was done by Daniel L. Schacter, Harvard University in 1999, which concluded with students who had the opportunity to access to one or more of the following: computer-assisted instruction, collaborative networked technologies and design, simulation software, integrated learning systems and programming technologies showed progress on the researcher constructed tests, standardised tests and national tests. (Schacter, 1999)

In a report, published on US-China Education Review in 2009, researchers showed there are seven categories to be compared between VLE and face-to-face (Traditional) learning methods to identify the advantages and disadvantages of both. ‘Flexibility’ was voted by 61% of students as the biggest advantage of VLEs over the face to face learning method. On the other hand, the traditional learning method can motivate students more than online teaching. (Jefferson & Arnold, 2009). As per as the question of satisfaction, a comparative research report was written by Damien Raftery and Angelica Risquez, where they suggested from the survey data collected on 2011 and 2013, students are using different applications of VLE effectively with satisfaction than before (Raftery & Risquez, 2018). 

But not all voices favour the idea of implementation of such technology in educational purposes. Some regard VLE does not add any value to the teaching-learning process. Some believe VLEs are not very attractive and stimulating for new generation students because they are not vibrant enough compare to the fast-changing virtual world which students are more exposed and engaged to. (Godwin-Jones, 2012). Good numbers of student believe VLE can do very little to motivate students. (Jefferson & Arnold, 2009) As ‘Motivation’ pointed as the weakest point by many researchers, it is the most important category where VLE can be more improved. in a report for Open University UK,  (Jones & Issroff, 2007) proposed six reasons for students in VLE can motivate students more:

· Control over learning 
· Ownership
· Learning-in-context
· Continuity between contexts
· Fun – ‘Fun’ can be associated with online learning
· Communication 

The Virtual Learning Environment has transformed significantly in the last twenty years and still, it is improving and evolving. But it’s fully functional facilities are yet to be properly explored. More than 80% of colleges and universities across America are using fully online modules or programmes but UK higher education institutions are less likely to adopt virtual learning than their USA counterparts (Oakman, 2016). Therefore, more intense and updated researches are needed to expose the benefits of VLE to UK students and teachers.
AIMS AND OBJECTIVES
This research investigated the reported impact of using the VLE (Moodle) on student’s learning experience at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David London Campus and was based on three research fields which investigated: whether the use of a VLE has positive or negative impacts on student learning; whether it helps students to learn; whether the use of the VLE increases students’ motivation to learn. The findings will be of broad interest to both teachers and students as they indicate the advantages to promote VLE (Moodle) use to enhance learning and areas to improve to overcome any disadvantages.  

METHOD

The quantitive research was carried out in the form of an online questionnaire, SoGoSurvey which allows excel analysis. The questionnaire was prepared after in-depth research of the topic in a structured form interview/ survey, It mainly constituted a descriptive qualitative study, even though this research used elements of the quantitive method. These procedures and characteristics of this study can be found in Creswell’s (2009) definition of qualitative studies. (Creswell, 2009) Instruments that have been prominently used in qualitative studies, such as observation and interviewing are accompanied in this study by numerical data such as raw numbers and percentages. 

Because of the Covid-19 pandemic, the survey was conducted only online. To maintain a response rate minimum of 50%,  62 people were surveyed and 38 responded. The target sample was the students of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David who study under London Campus only. Emails, mobile texts and social media were used to reach participants. To protect the privacy of the participants, their anonymity was thoroughly maintained and no personal information was published or supplied to any third party. Before the survey went to live a demo/ test mood survey was shared with the tutor to verify the wordings and effectiveness of it. Few amendments were made following the tutor’s advice. 

There are visibly two sections of questions. Question one to six are closed and general and last six questions are based on Moodle experience. This survey was open for a week before sufficient samples were collected.

RESULTS and Discussion:

During one week, 38 questionnaires were completed (22 females, 15 males, 1 unconfirmed) representing a 61% response rate from a cohort of 62 students. 


Table 1: Gender of Respondents

Table 2 shows the age group distribution of these students. The biggest age group was 20-26 (40%) and the smallest one was people over 55, only 1 person was representing that group.

Table 2: Age distribution of student respondents
Even though these students are currently studying at the London Campus and this survey was conducted online but 68% of them originally are from England. The second biggest group is ‘Other’, comprising 15%. The smallest group is the students from Northern Ireland; 2%. Scotland and Wales have their representatives 8% and 7% respectively.
Table 3: Locations students are from
To understand the impact and effectiveness of moodle the first question had to be asked to determine whether students were familiar with such VLE technology or not. Previous experience with any technology often helps to get accustomed to all the features to carry out the best use of it. Table 4 shows that 12 students used VLE before. 68% of students had no prior experience of using VLE.

Table 4: Previous experience with VLE
Another related question was asked in table 5. As VLE is a relatively new technology and it has been used mostly by higher educational institutes, (Anon., 2002) it was quite relevant to determine if users level of computer literacy. The data received regarding this issue was quite assuring. Because only 3 (8%) people said their competency level using a computer was ‘poor’.  92% of students were confident enough on their computer competency; described fair, good or excellent.
Table 5: Reported technical competence
As per online study is a concern, flexibility and convenience are the two most common features to be noticed. VLEs are online platforms with many updated features. Therefore, it would be impossible to access without a newer version of the computer.  Also, many software releases their limited feature version for mobiles and tablets. The laptop was the most popular computer among respondents; used by 48% and smartphones were the least popular; only used by 4 people. No one used game consoles, even though these are very popular among students.
Table 6: Type of computers used to access Moodle

Table 7 shows, how frequently learners were using moodle, only 2% of students used Moodle not more than once a week outside their classrooms. 43% used it 2-4 times a week, followed by 39%; by using it 5-7 times a week. Most frequent users were 16% of the learners, who used it more than 7 times a week. It can be said, frequent users are more familiar with all the features of moodle which make them more confident and comfortable using it.

Table 7: Frequency of use
As shown in the table below, 10 (26%) students mentioned ‘Being motivated and Engaged’ is the biggest challenge for them to use Moodle effectively, followed by ‘Digital competence by the user’ with 8 students and inadequate direction by University’, mentioned by 5 students. 3 students felt no challenge at all. For years critics of digital learning complaining over the issue of lack of engagement and motivation of this learning method. (Tamm, 2019) So, moodle can be improved in these sectors. Universities and schools can offer short and quick courses to train up students to overcome the incompetency of students using VLEs.


Table 8: Challenges faced by the users of Moodle
When students asked to name a single advantage of using moodle, most of them mentioned ‘Flexibility’, which was mentioned by 14 students. Convenience came as the second most favourite. 4% of students said they did not face any challenge at all

Table 9: Advantages of Moodle
As ‘motivation’ or lack of it had been an issue of digital learning since it had been widely used, a relevant question was very necessary for the questionnaire. 26% of students confirmed that they would feel motivated if they could have some quick and short courses or training to use Moodle. This section of the research showed students proposals and areas were improvement opportunity still noticeable in Moodle’s service.

Table 10: Suggestions from the students to improve motivation
As the data on table 11 shows, it is quite certain that most students were using moodle as an integral part of their study. 62% believe they could not learn more without the help of Moodle.
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Table 11: Impacts and effectiveness on Student’s study
The final chart is showing, there was a  few learners who were not satisfied with moodle but overall, most students were satisfied as 55% of students and 32% choose ‘neutral’ to express their satisfaction.

[image: ]Table 12: Level of satisfaction

Conclusion
The main objective of VLE is to deliver materials under course structure and to facilitate communication. This research report identified all the impacts of Moodle on students learning experience and at the same time, it also shed lights on some areas to improve. Therefore, the information generated by this research can help everyone associated with VLE to improve, improvise and most importantly use it more effectively in the coming days.
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Appendix:

Questionnaire: 
	1. How old are you?
Under 19/ 20-26/ 27-35/ 36-45/ 46-55/ 56 and above

	

	2. Are you.....?
Male/ Female/ Prefer not to say

	

	3. Where are you from?
England/ Scotland/ Wales/ Northern Ireland/ Other

	

	4. Have you ever participated in Virtual Learning before?
Yes/ No

	

	5. How would you rate your computer literacy?
Excellent / Good/ Fair/ Poor

	

	6. What type of computer do you usually use to access Moodle?
Laptop/ Desktop/ Tablet/ Mobile/ Game Console/ Other

	

	7. On average how often you use Moodle outside classroom?
Never - Once a Week/ 2-4 times a week/ 5-7 times a week/ 7 times or more

	

	8. What has been the main challenge for you to use Moodle effectively?

	Access to technology (Software, Computers, Stable internet connection etc)/
Digital competence (Computer or software skills)/ 
Being motivated and engaged/ 
Converting activities and content into online/ digital format (e.g. Submission)/ 
Inadequate direction or support is given by the Schools or universities/ 
Other/ 
No challenge at all

	8. According to you what is the most positive thing can be said about Virtual Learning Environment (Moodle)?
Flexibility/ Wide range of tools and content / Ease of use/ Accessibility/ Convenient/ Assignments and Quizzes/ Other. Nothing at all

	

	9. What can be done to motivate students to study using Moodle more?
Easy contact with an expert or IT support/
More useful resources and content/
Easy access to free online library/ 
Personal development (e.g. Quick and short courses on Virtual learning)/
More Multimedia files/
Opportunity to leave feedback and suggestion on learning experience (Like this Survey)/
Adding a live communication platform for students and teachers/


	




	11. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

		
	Strongly Agree
	Agree
	Neutral
	Disagree
	Strongly Disagree

	Moodle has a positive impact on my effectiveness to study
	
	
	
	
	

	Moodle improves the quality of the study
	
	
	
	
	

	Moodle is an important aid in my studies
	
	
	
	
	




		I can learn more without Moodle
	
	
	
	
	




	

	12. How was your overall recent virtual learning environment experience? 
Very Satisfied/ Satisfied/ Neutral/ Disappointed/ Very Disappointed

	

	

	

	



Where are you from?
Where do you currently reside?	England (26pax)	Scotland (3pax)	Wales (2pax)	Northern Ireland (1pax)	Other (6pax)	0.68	0.08	7.0000000000000007E-2	0.02	0.15	Have you participated in Virtual Learning before?
Have you participated Virtual Learning before?	Yes (12pax)	No (26pax)	0.32	0.68	How would you rate your computer literacy?	Excellent (4pax)	Good (13pax)	Fair (18pax)	Poor (3pax)	0.11	0.34	0.48	0.08	What type of computer do you use to access Moodle?

What type of computer do you usually use to access Moodle?	
Laptop (18pax)	Desktop (10pax)	Tab (e.g. Ipad) (6pax)	Smart Phone (e.g. iphone, samsung)  (4pax)	Game Console (e.g. Nintendo, Xbox) (none)	Other (none)	0.48	0.25	0.17	0.1	0	0	

On average how often do you use Moodle outside classroom?
On average how often you use Moodle outside classroom?	More than 7 times a week (6pax)	5-7 times a week (15pax)	2-4 times a week (16pax)	Never-once a week (1pax)	0.16	0.39	0.43	0.02	What has been the main challenge for you to use Moodle effectively?	Access to technology (Software, Computers, Stable internet connection etc) (6pax)	Digital competence (Computer or software skills) (8pax)	Being motivated and engaged (10pax)	Converting activities and content into online/ digital format (e.g. Submission) (4pax)	Inadequate direction or support given by the Schools/ universities (5pax)	Other (2pax)	No challenge at all (3pax)	0.17	0.2	0.26	0.1	0.15	0.05	7.0000000000000007E-2	According to you what is the most positive thing can be said about Virtual Learning Environment (Moodle)?	Flexiblility (14pax)	Wide range of tools and content (6pax)	Ease of use	Accessibility	Convenient	Assignments and Quizzes	Other	Not at all	0.37	0.16	0.06	0.09	0.17	0.09	0.02	0.04	
What can be done to motivate students to study using Moodle more?
	Easy contact with an expert or IT support (8pax)	More useful resources and content (7pax)	Easy access to free online library (3pax)	Personal development (e.g.. Quick and short courses on Virtual learning) (10pax)	More Multimedia files (5pax)	Opportunity to leave feedback and suggestion on learning experience (Like this Survey) (2pax)	Adding a live communication platform for students and teachers (3pax)	0.21	0.2	0.1	0.26	0.12	0.04	7.0000000000000007E-2	Prefer not to say (1pax)	Are You?	0.01	Other (none)	Are You?	0	Male (15pax)	Are You?	0.42	Female (22pax)	Are You?	0.56999999999999995	What is your age?
What is your age?	under 19(4pax)	20-26(15pax)	27-35(10pax)	35-44(6pax)	45-54(2pax)	55 or above(1pax)	0.1	0.39	0.26	0.17	0.05	0.01	Dewan Ashrafi (1916230)                 		Page 15 of 15
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