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[bookmark: _Toc60951706]Introduction:
This report is going to look at the impact of the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) on student learning and on universities. As well as the difference of studying online compared to that of a real-life lecture. It shall look to show that while beneficial for student learning, it also poses certain risks and issues that need to be addressed by both educational institutions and governments. I shall briefly look at the history of the VLE, before beginning to present and analyse my data. The primary data comes in the form of my own questionnaire which was carried out anonymously in my class. I will reinforce this with secondary data that I have found myself. By using the two together I will show that my results can be linked to wider comments regarding the impact of VLEs. After presenting my analysis I will then draw my conclusions. 

[bookmark: _Toc60951707]History of VLEs:
Before I begin to present and analyse my findings, it is important to give a brief background of what exactly a VLE is. The term itself is somewhat self-explanatory, a Virtual Learning Environment is a tool that can be used by teachers, lecturers etc. in order to communicate their lesson and teachings virtually. This virtual nature allows for students from all over the world to be able to come together and learn together. Virtual learning has become a vital part of teaching since the turn of the millennium, as Universities and schools across the world began to realise the importance of the internet in facilitating teaching. So that by the time we reached 2020, at the time of a global pandemic, most teaching institutions were in a position to be able to conduct the majority of their classes online. With the advancements made in social media and technology in the last few decades, VLEs have become much more interactive; allowing for contributions in a range of different ways.  

[bookmark: _Toc60951708]Analysis:
My analysis is concerned with two things: the successful impact of VLE, but also implementing it successfully. It is widely accepted that VLEs are hugely beneficial. As early as 2009, OFSTED remarked that “The best VLEs enhanced learning…giving learners the opportunity to reinforce aspects of their work.” This has largely carried on since, with the value of VLEs in teaching now universally regarding as being beneficial. This was something I was interested in looking at in my own research, so I devised a set of questions designed to see how my classmates had found using the VLE. After some short introduction questions, I asked my group of twenty classmates to rate, on a scale from 1-10, how they had found learning via the VLE (See Figure 1). The findings were quite conclusive as no one responded less than four, with over 50% of the class grading a seven or above.

Figure 1



It should also be noted that the majority of the class (16/20) had never used a VLE before (See Figure 2). This shows that the VLE is instantly quite effective, and can be understood and used quickly. 











Figure 2


I followed this up with some other questions designed to see how my classmates had found the VLE in comparison to physical classes (See Figure 3).  A lot of the secondary data focusses on the use of VLE largely as an addition to physical classes. This is a crucial difference as due to Covid-19; the entirety of our course has been conducted virtually. The responses can be seen in graph form below, but it was also evident that there was still a preference for physical lessons. As almost a third of the class would not have liked to continue their course using solely the VLE if given the option.









Figure 3


[bookmark: _Hlk60870392]My research also wanted to investigate the correlation between a VLE being considered successful or effective, and the management of the VLE by the University. The University being the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD). The same OFSTED report referenced earlier stated that VLEs if used in the wrong way, neglected or mismanaged, would result in them being of little or no help to students learning. This was common among the secondary literature, Reej A. Alhogail and Abdulrahman A. Mirza argued that without “effective implementation” the objective of the VLE is effectively worthless. With this in mind I asked the question of how my classmates had found the Universities management of the VLE (See Figure 4).
Figure 4

 








The responses were quite varied, being quite similar to the number of classmates who had found the VLE itself useful. Interestingly, just over a quarter still rated the University as being less a 5, as shown in the above chart. 
I also wanted to look closely at the drawbacks of VLEs. I therefore posed the question to see if anyone in my class had experienced any negative things during the time they had used the VLE. This asked simply what aspects of VLE they disliked, allowing for them to tick as many of the options provided (See Figure 5).  
Importantly, I included nothing to ensure that the question was not too biased. The findings were quite important with regard to the impact of the VLE. It is clear that although many found the VLE to be of benefit to their learning experience, they also felt that there were negatives as well. Only 2 people, that is 10% of my sample, chose ‘Nothing’ the rest all went for one or more option. Issues regarding internet came out the highest, with some 14 people choosing this. With regard to the wider impact of VLEs this is something very important. A well-functioning VLE requires that both the teacher/institution have a strong WIFI connection, as well as the students. With students studying from home, perhaps in various different countries, the connectivity can provide various problems. For example, data collected recently by one internet comparison site, Cable, found that Taiwan had the fastest internet speed (85.02Mbps.), with Yemen having the lowest with 0.38Mbps. Williams (2002) also made reference to this in his study on VLEs, writing that while many students may connect whilst on campus, once they are off campus it can become more difficult. It also requires both student and lecturer to be proficient with technology and using the internet. It is easy to take this for granted but as my earlier question showed, many of my sample were using the VLE for the first time. Many universities pride themselves on being open to students globally, but the research into internet speed and use of VLE is something I feel that needs further research, and would benefit from both quantitative and qualitative research in the future.  Figure 5

The second highest response was ‘Lack of Human Contact’ with 12 people feeling this to be a disadvantage of VLEs. For me personally this is also something I felt that hindered my learning at times. Quite often group exercises are utilised in order to create and generate team-building activities, which can lead to wider discussion or brainstorming. Although it can be replicated online it is still not the same as physically working together. 
[bookmark: _Hlk60934865]Finally, I will look at screen usage, as this also came quite high when I surveyed my classmates. The negative effects of too much screen time have been written about a lot over the last decade or so. A report from 2014 from Neilson, found that using screens too much can lead to headaches, blurred vision, sleep problems and various other health issues.  Having spoken with some of my classmates I saw first-hand that this was a problem, with some students complaining of migraines and being unable to concentrate for long periods of time. My research and the secondary data confirm the problem of screen time, especially in a world where many children and adults spend many hours a day on their phone. This is one of the wider impacts of VLEs for both education institutions and students. 
There are many tips and words of advice to help with too much screen time, such as adjusting the lighting in the room or of the laptop, to give your eyes a break and to maintain the necessary distance from the screen itself. It is therefore important that everyone is educated to understand the importance of reducing any health issues with continued screen time as a result of using VLEs. 
Another important question I asked was if students still felt that the university should still charge the same in tuition fees if all their classes were conducted online (See Figure 6).  Of all the questions this was the most one sided, as 19 of the 20 students surveyed said they should not charge the same. This is an important aspect of the use of VLEs. A recent piece of secondary research I found was in the monthly magazine ‘Prospect’ with the title being “My classes are all online—so why am I paying the same pre-Covid university fees?” Here the author, Rosalind Moran, raises the issues that online learning has. Another article in the well-known publication ‘Forbes’ wrote that Universities were under huge pressure to reduce their fees as students felt they were no longer getting their money worth. A quite stark poll recently showed that 94% of students felt this way. This high number also correlates to my own research. 

The fact that many universities are selling a package, that includes actually physically attending the university, living on campus, and experiencing all that the local area has to offer. For the future Universities that rely solely on VLEs will have to adapt, to be able to market themselves in a different way to before. Figure 6









[bookmark: _Toc60951709]Conclusions:

Now that I have explained my research and analysis, I can begin to draw some conclusions, as well as areas that I feel require further research. It is clear that the overall impact of the VLE for my classmates was a positive one. They showed that it had helped their learning. However, it also showed that the VLE is open to restrictions and limitations. One limitation being that it is not desirable as the sole method of teaching, as even though most found it beneficial, the majority still preferred to learn in physical lessons. For me this is very interesting, and perhaps shows that the best use of VLE is in tandem with physical lessons. Although the current situation is dictated by a global pandemic.  
There are also impacts of VLEs on both universities and governments. The majority also felt that the tuition fees should not be the same if the course was taught solely online. This is an important fact, and is an area I would like to see researched more in the future. As this shows that the VLE could have an impact upon many universities financially. The other issue is that as showed previously a good internet connection is required, something which can not always be assured both on and off campus. Meaning future global high connection rates are vital for the future of VLEs. 
The other limitation is that a VLE is at the mercy of the institution or university managing it. In my research I found that most of the class still found the management by UWTSD as being “good” which correlated nicely with them finding it useful for their learning. However, I also found that some had found problems with it, from lack of resources, to internet service. The secondary data showed this also, with lecturers and official bodies such as OFSTED stating that a VLE was only as good as those in charge of it. That it required lecturers to be more proactive.
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On a scale from 1-10, what do you think of the Universities management of the VLE or how effective do you find the University at conducting online classes? With 1 being very ineffective/bad, and 10 being very good.	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	0	1	1	3	3	3	5	3	1	0	


What aspects of VLEs do you dislike? (Tick any that apply to you)	Screen Usage	Unsuitable Environment e.g at home	Poor Internet Connection	Lack of Human Contact	Nothing	11	9	14	12	2	



Do you think the University should still charge the same amount in Tuition Fees even though classes are all online?	Yes	No	1	19	


On a scale from 1-10, how much do you think the VLE helped your learning? With 1 being very low and 10 being very high.

Question 4: On a scale from 1-10, how much do you think the VLE helped your learning? With 1 being very low and 10 being very high.	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	0	0	0	1	3	5	5	3	2	1	

Have you studied online before (VLE)?

Question 3: Have you studied online before (VLE)?	
Yes	No	4	16	

If given the option would you choose to continue your university course via the VLE?

Question 5: If given the option would you choose to continue your university course via the VLE?	Yes	No	Maybe/Undecided	5	14	1	

