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Introduction
Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) refers to an online system consisting of a wide variety of activities and tools used to support and manage the learning process (Keegan, 2009). Today, VLEs are becoming an increasingly important component of the delivery of education, and may include features such as access to learning materials as well as providing a platform for communication between and among instructors and students.
This document reports on an online survey of twenty-two (22) students of a class at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David London Campus.

Rationale
There are many factors that influence students’ performance. It is almost impossible to identify all of them, and even more difficult to determine the effect a specific factor has on academic performance (Alves, et al., 2017). More and more students are attending school online, and with the current pandemic, this trend is unlikely to change. It is therefore important to determine what effect this method of teaching and learning is having on students’ learning experience, if any. As such, this study sets out to identify how a single factor (VLE) affects the learning experience of students. 
Objectives
This study is geared towards identifying:
1. The helpfulness of instructors/ administrators in supporting students’ online learning experience
2. Suitability of Moodle to current student needs.
3. Whether or not the use of VLE has a positive impact on students’ learning 
To achieve these objectives, one would need to know what has been done to make students familiar enough with the Moodle platform that they can complete their academic tasks with minimal effort. Secondly, the research will have to determine whether or not Moodle is compatible with their preferred learning mode. Finally, one would need to determine the extent to which students believe that Moodle is affecting or has affected their academic performance.

Methodology
This study was conducted using a questionnaire that was administered via email, and the results were analyzed and presented using Microsoft Excel. The questions were formulated so that they would allow for the researcher to answer the research objectives listed above. A draft of the questionnaire was first given to associates, whose feedback was used to revise and edit the questions. After this was done, a final questionnaire was achieved. 
All twenty-two (22) members of the class were then invited to participate in the exercise by completing the questionnaire. The questionnaires were distributed to the students, and each given a timeline of five days to submit their response. The results of the survey were anonymous and all students were notified of this before they completed it.
1. Secondary sources such as journals and reports were examined to identify the different issues that exist in terms of VLE’s impact on students’ learning experience. 
2. The questionnaires were administered to determine how VLE affects the learning experience of students enrolled in the Health and Social Care program at the University of Wales, Trinity Saint David.
3. The results of the questionnaire were then analyzed and compared to the more general information gathered from secondary sources.

Literature Review
VLEs are used extensively in the educational system, usually to enable communication, and distribute teaching materials. It is difficult to identify precisely when VLEs were introduced. However, since the 1970s, the Open University has been using computers to teach. In 2000, the Blackboard software was patented and became commercially available (Barker & Gossman, 2013). In 2008, schools in England were urged to adopt VLEs for preparing and delivering lessons to students (BECTA, 2008). As a result, schools integrated VLEs into their learning, teaching and assessment functions.
For this integration to be effective, there needs to be a shift towards utilizing interactive and collaborative methods of learning and teaching. Otherwise, VLEs could simply leave students with an unengaging experience that leads to surface learning only (Maltby & Mackie, 2016). 
There are mixed views on the effect that VLEs have on the learning experience of students. For example, Cavanaugh (2001) found no statistical difference between the experience or academic performance of students who utilize VLEs and and those who do not. 
However, studies have also found that students who are taught online performed better than those in a traditional learning environment. Additionally, technological innovations have made it increasingly feasible for students to participate in VLEs (Means, et al., 2010).. 
The benefits of VLEs to students’ learning experience are many. Firstly, virtual learning can serve as the means by which the educational needs of students who normally struggle in the conventional classroom setting are met. In addition, the VLE provides a level of flexibility that face-to-face teaching could not. Students do not need to follow a strict school timetable in order to do their work and ultimately earn their diploma. 
Research by Maltby & Mackie (2016) has found that VLEs can both enhance and hinder students’ learning experience, and should therefore be altered to match the different learning styles.
Even though we are in the time where most individuals own and use personal digital devices on a daily basis, educational technologies are often difficult to understand. VLEs such as Blackboard and Moodle are no different. 


Data Analysis
Of the twenty-two (22) questionnaires distributed, only a total of fifteen (15) were returned by the end of the five-day period, representing a sixty-eight percent 68% response rate. Each of the responses was randomly assigned a respondent number R01 to R15, and used to generate Table 2 in the appendix.
Primary Data 

[bookmark: _Ref59286195]Figure 1 

Figure 1 is a pie chart showing the extent to which students find their instructors useful in helping them navigate the VLE. It shows that most students (46%) agree that their instructor was very helpful in helping them navigate the Moodle VLE. The remaining fifty-four percent (54%) of respondents were split evenly between those who neither disagreed nor agreed (ie. neutral), and those that disagreed. It should be noted that none of the respondents strongly disagreed with the statement that their lecturer was useful in helping them understand the Moodle platform.
Perhaps this generally favourable view of instructors is created by a university policy that requires instructors to guide students through the Moodle platform.

[bookmark: _Ref59288916]Figure 2

Figure 2 shows that sixty-two percent (62%) of students would prefer to have a mixture approach to teaching, with classes taking place both virtually and face-to-face. This closely matches with            Figure 3 below which indicates that fifty-seven percent (57%) of respondents do not believe that VLE is the best way for them to learn[footnoteRef:2]. The fact that most students would rather have both modes of instruction can be seen as an indication that VLEs can help to improve in-person learning. [2:  Two (2) of the fifteen (15) respondents did not answer this question] 
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[bookmark: _Ref60327465]Figure 3

[bookmark: _Ref60327537]Table 1
	Age Group
	Number of Respondents
	Is VLE best Way to Learn?

	
	
	Yes
	No

	20-24
	1
	1
	 

	25-29
	1
	1
	 

	30-34
	4
	1
	3

	35-39
	3
	2
	1

	40-44
	4
	1
	3

	45-49
	1
	 
	1




Figure 3 and Table 1 will be analyzed together, as they are closely related and their combined analysis can yield more meaningful information. For example, while the pie chart simply answers the question, Table 1 provides information on who is providing a particular answer - general information, not individual identifying data. From the table, it can be seen that three of the four respondents in the  40 to 44 age group did not view VLE as the best way to learn. Additionally, the only respondent in the 45-49 age group also indicated the same. 
This suggests that there is a relationship between students’ age and their view of VLEs such as Moodle. Therefore, if this portion of the student population is to be successful, school administrators should take this fact into consideration when designing programmes and courses. It should also be noted that there may not be a way around this in the short or medium term due to the current COVID-19 pandemic. Until the situation is resolved globally, it is unlikely that an in-class mode of educating students will be undertaken. Respondents who stated that VLE is not the best way for them to learn also stated that their viewpoint is based on the fact that it is better/ easier for them to interact with other students and lecturers in a face-to-face manner.


[bookmark: _Ref60249175]Figure 4. Students’ view of whether or not VLEs can or have improved their performance

The pie chart above, Figure 4, shows students’ perception of the effect that VLEs will have or have had on their academic performance. It shows that respondents have split opinion[footnoteRef:3] on the effect that Moodle has had or can have on their academic performance. In giving a brief explanation for their choice, respondents who said yes, spoke of its usefulness as a source of reading and lecture materials. Respondents who believed that Moodle has never or will not improve their academic performance point to the fact that they prefer face-to-face learning. [3:  One (1) respondent did not answer this question] 



[bookmark: _Ref60322611]Figure 5

The results for the question “How many days per week, on average, do you use Moodle?”, shown in Figure 5,  demonstrates that approximately three out of every four students (73%) use Moodle three to four times per week. The remaining twenty-seven percent (27%) of respondents indicated that they use the platform once or twice per week. 

Secondary Data
Research conducted by Barker & Gossman (2013) has found that VLE is flexible as it allows students to study at their own pace and on their own time. Furthermore, the data gathered from the literature demonstrated that students strongly believe that Moodle has a positive impact on their learning, and even motivates them to learn.
The results of the helpfulness question showed most students considered their lecturers to be helpful when they needed guidance on how to navigate the VLE. This is particularly important, as research conducted by Ofsted (2009) found that the enthusiasm and guidance of the teacher was a key factor in determining the effectiveness of VLEs in facilitating students’ learning. This would require that learning insitutions train lecturers on how to improves their computer skills to effectively teach their students via VLEs. Bashshar (2017) states that the use of VLEs will modify the role that teachers play in the learning environment, as they will need a set of skills different from those needed for the traditional learning setting. 
Data obtained by Needlestone (2008) on schools in the UK found that there are significant differences between age groups and their use and perception of VLEs. Younger students were most active and tend to have a positive perception of VLEs. Compare this to Table 1 which shows that older students tend to respond ‘no’ when asked if VLEs are the best way to learn.
Research conducted by Gaševića (2016) demonstrated a strong correlation between the frequency of use of VLEs and students’ academic performance. A University of Maryland study also concluded that students with a lower grade used VLEs 40% less than those with a grade of C or higher (Sclater, et al., 2016).

Conclusion/ Recommendation 
The extent to which lecturers are useful in helping students navigate the VLE determines the type (negative or positve) and size of the impact that VLEs have on the students’ education. From the primary data,  it is seen that most students are satisfied with the level of support/ guidance  provided by instructors. Secondary data supports the argument that when instructors demonstrate to students how to effectively use VLEs, the positive impact of the platform is maximized. Wherever such shortages occur, it is recommended that sufficient investment be made in the form of training for instructors so that they can guide students towards becoming competent and confident users of VLE platforms.
Fifty-seven percent (57%) of the respondents who answered the question, indicated that a VLE such as Moodle was not the best way for them to learn. Also, 62% would prefer to have both in-person and virtual classes. Data from the literature suggests that this may be due to the age of the respondents, with older age groups tending to prefer traditional learning arrangements. As such, it is advised that schools take the opinions of the student population into consideration when deciding on how to implement their VLE strategies. Unfortunately, in-person teaching has been suspended due to COVID-19, therefore making the idea of traditional classes unlikely.
Evidence from the literature indicates that VLE use has an overall positive effect on students’ academic achievement. However, the primary research conducted cannot definitively make a similar conclusion. Perhaps research involving a larger sample size or simply following up with the same group of respondents after they have received their grades will allow for a better understanding of this specific issue. 

Legal and Ethical Considerations
GDRP and The Data Protection Act
Under The General Data Protection Regulation (GDRP) and The Data Protection Act 2018, the individual or organization that is processing or in possession of identifying data on individuals should put appropriate measures in place to protect this data (European Union, 2016). This would include data such as the students’ names, ID numbers and other information such as email addresses. The data collected was added to a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet, and stored on a USB stick that was kept in a safe location. For this study, data protection was achieved by ensuring that respondents’ identifying information were not included in the document.
Ethical Considerations
In conducting the survey, it was important that issues such as confidentiality and informed consent (Kelley, et al., 2003) were used throughout the process. No disclosure was made of respondents’ identity in this document. The researcher also made sure that respondents were fully informed of the purpose of the survey. This was done so that respondents would be able to give their informed consent.
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Appendix 
Student name: Maria Michael Module: Digital Skills & Research Methods Term 2 Group: 3   

This survey is geared towards identifying how students’ use of the Moodle platform is affecting their learning experience. Indicate your answer to each question by highlighting the appropriate option- select only ONE for each question). All your selections will be remain anonymous.
Sex:		Male		Female
Age: 20-24	25-29		30-34		35-39		40-44		45-49	50+
To what extent do you agree with the following statements? Place an X in the box that corresponds with your selection.
	
	
Strongly Agree
(A)
	
Agree

(B)
	Neither Agree nor Disagree
(C)
	
Disagree

(D)
	
Strongly Disagree
(E)

	1. My lecturer was useful in helping me understand the Moodle platform 
	
	
	
	
	

	2. Moodle is an efficient way for me to access lecture notes
	
	
	
	
	

	3. Moodle is the best way for me to receive assignment instructions
	
	
	
	
	

	4. Moodle is an ideal platform for me to submit my assignments
	
	
	
	
	



5. How many days per week, on average, do you use Moodle? 
a) 1-2 days 	b. 3-4 days 		c. 5 or more
6. Do you think that a virtual learning environment such as Moodle will or has improved your academic performance?
A. Yes 
B. No 
7. Do you think that a virtual learning environment such as Moodle is the best way to learn?
A. Yes 
B. No 
8. How would you prefer to continue your studies? 
A. Face-to-face only 
B. Online only 
C. Online AND face-to-face

9. In general, what are your views on using Moodle?
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

	Respondent ID
	Gender
	Age
	Question

	
	
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8

	R01
	F
	25-29
	D
	A
	A
	A
	B
	A
	A
	C

	R02
	M
	40-44
	B
	A
	C
	B
	A
	B
	A
	

	R03
	F
	35-39
	B
	A
	C
	B
	B
	B
	
	

	R04
	F
	30-34
	D
	A
	B
	B
	A
	B
	B
	A

	R05
	M
	45-49
	C
	A
	D
	C
	A
	B
	B
	A

	R06
	F
	20-24
	D
	A
	A
	A
	B
	A
	A
	B

	R07
	M
	40-44
	C
	A
	B
	B
	A
	B
	B
	A

	R08
	F
	35-39
	B
	A
	B
	
	A
	B
	B
	A

	R09
	F
	30-34
	D
	A
	
	A
	A
	B
	A
	A

	R10
	F
	35-39
	B
	A
	A
	B
	B
	A
	A
	C

	R11
	M
	30-34
	C
	A
	B
	A
	A
	A
	B
	A

	R12
	F
	40-44
	B
	A
	
	B
	A
	A
	B
	A

	R13
	F
	35-39
	B
	A
	A
	B
	A
	A
	A
	C

	R14
	F
	30-34
	C
	A
	A
	A
	A
	A
	B
	B

	R15
	M
	40-44
	B
	A
	B
	B
	A
	B
	B
	A



[bookmark: _Ref60862325]Table 2. Overall questionnaire responses 
Is VLE the Best Way to Learn?


No	Yes	8	6	


Moodle Will Improve
Academic Performance 

Performance Will Improve	
No	Yes	Not sure	8	7	0	

Frequency of Moodle Use

Frequency of use	
3-4 days	1-2 days	5 or more	11	4	0	

Helpfulness of Lecturer

Agree	Disagree	Neutral	Strongly Disagree	Strongly Agree	
Agree	Disagree	Neutral	Strongly Disagree	Strongly Agree	7	4	4	0	0	

Students' Preferred Learning Mode

Face-to-Face only	Online only	Both	
Face-to-Face only	Online only	Both	0.15	0.23	0.62	

