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Introduction
The VLE is the online system where students are able to access their university course content for each module they are studying in that term. It is useful for students because they are able to access assessment guidelines, lecture content and view their past assignments in one place, and from any computer they want. This means that a student is able to study, without having to physically come to the university campus. I chose the topic for research as I have found the VLE to be a very useful resource and wanted to find out if my peers had the same opinion, as well as check if they had any suggestions to improve it. I thought this would be a good subject to research about, as practically all university students have used the VLE at some point, making it easy to survey the students.
Background
The main research into Virtual Learning Environments has been focused on the question, is this just a term for any form of educational software? Dillenbourg, Schneider and Synteta argue that this is not the case, and that there are certain requirements to be fulfilled for an online educational system to be considered a Virtual Learning Environment. These include individual logins for each student, which are password protected so that peers cannot access the VLE of their fellow course mates. Also, the ability for the student to access content which has been or is going to be covered in tutorials and lectures. As well as a list of comprehensive reading materials that will help the student to excel in the module and complete it to the best of their ability. Some VLEs may have an online interactive system whereby students are able to communicate with each other about work they are expected to complete, and often these “chatrooms” will be moderated and mediated by members of the University staff.
The extent to which Virtual Learning Environments have been useful for students in the past is an area that is often debated amongst academics. Some argue that they will only be useful if the student is willing to actively engage with all the resources that are made available to them, whilst others put the fault on the educational institutions who upload content to the system. What this means is that in order to fully utilise the benefits of an online VLE system, a student must use it thoroughly and frequently to get the most out of it. If one just logs on when it comes to assessment or exam time and tries to quickly go through the content, having not attended the lectures, it is unlikely that they are going to succeed in their modules. By allowing students to communicate through the VLE, they are able to get different ideas and opinions about work, as well as ask peers for help which overall provides a better university experience and is likely to help the student achieve a better grade in the module. On the other hand, the VLE can be problematic for students if the system is down. For example, an assignment may be due and when the student goes to submit it they might have technical difficulties which results in them handing in a piece of work late. Another disadvantage of VLEs is that it promotes more time for a student to be sat in front of a PC, which in itself can bring various distractions and also means that the student writes less using pen and paper. When it comes to writing exams, this can mean that the student is not familiar with physically writing and does not end up finishing the exam due to a lack of time. 
There are many different types of Virtual Learning Environments, such as Moodle and the most common one adopted by universities – Blackboard. The advantages of an online Virtual Learning Environment are that the student does not have to carry around a lot of paper, as papers can easily be misplaced and adds weight to their bag. It can also mean that in time when the weather is really bad, for example a lot of snow, the student is able to access any homework or assignments without having to go into the campus. Additionally, if a student is unwell and cannot attend lectures then they are able to access the content covered through the VLE. 
To complete research, it is important to include all data that you find, even if it does not fit the trend that you are expecting. These can be counted as anomalies if you feel they will skew the findings, but by discarding the data you are not providing a full and true account of the data capture from your survey. Sometimes anomalies can be good within a set of data because it gives you the chance to think what the reason for these findings is. It can help you to show that you have understood your research topic well.
Aims and Objectives
The aims and objectives of my research as mentioned before is to find out:
1. How much time the people who complete my survey spent on the module “Digital Skills” and the effect it has on their confidence to succeed in the module. 
2. Whether males and females find the VLE as useful as each other, and if they utilise it in the same way to achieve better grades.
3. How different age groups actively participate in modules and engage, and how this will affect their ability to pass the module.
I will collect data and present it in a visual format so that it can be analysed, and once this is done, I will attempt to draw conclusions and explanations for my findings.
Method
I decided that I would use the students in my university for the purpose of my research, particularly using a variety of genders and age groups to help me find out about my aims and objectives as outlined above. The first thing I did was to create the questionnaire/survey that included the questions I wanted to find out about from university students. As per the guidelines, I chose 10 questions which had multiple choice answers, as I understand that if the people filling out the survey had to write answers, they would be brief and also it would be difficult to analyse the data when it came to tabulating and representing it in chart form. 
Once I had my survey, I distributed it to 25 different students on the university campus who had participated in the module Digital Skills, and I gave them a brief background as to why I was asking them to fill out the questionnaire, making sure to include information about my aims and objectives. At the top of the survey I also included a short introduction paragraph to outline the purpose of the survey. 
When I collected the surveys back from the students, I began to type up the results in an excel table so that everything was collated in one place. This meant that I did not have to worry about losing the surveys, as all the data had been recorded. This also meant that when it came to creating tables and charts, it was easy to do so on excel as the data had been entered onto the computer. 
After this I created a pie chart showing the correlation between age and the aims/ objectives I set out to find, as well as the correlation between gender and these different aims/ objectives.  These will be discussed in my next paragraph which outlines the findings of my research. 


Results
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Figure 2
Discussion
In my results I have included two different charts, exploring 2 of my objectives which were set out in the aims and objectives at the start of my research. They help to give a visual representation of the results which makes it easier to discuss the findings. 
Figure 1 explores the relationship between times that students spend studying for the module on the VLE with the gender of the student. For males, it can be seen that most spent on average 60-90 minutes per week studying for Digital Skills on the Virtual Learning Environment. Very few spent more than 120+ minutes per week, and some spent just 30 minutes. For females, it can be seen that none spent less than 60 minutes per week, and the majority spent between 90 and 120+ minutes. This suggests that on average, female students spent longer on the VLE compared with their male colleagues. It is important to note that there were 14 male students compared to 11 female students that were included in the survey, which may have affected the results. However, I specifically chose a ratio like this so that it was fairly even, and therefore I am happy to draw the conclusion that on average, from the findings of my research, it can be said that females spend longer studying on the VLE for Digital Skills compared to males.
Figure 2 looks at the relationship between the age group of a student and how difficult they found the module as a whole. In the questionnaire, I gave the students the choice of rating the difficulty as “easy”, “medium” or “hard” and the results for each demographic can be seen in the bar chart. What it shows is that the age group which had the most answer for “hard” was the 25-30 year olds, whereas no 18-24 or 30-40 year olds found the module challenging. However, in the same age group of 25-30 year olds we found the most students answering easy. Now, this poses a problem because that does not explain the relationship I was trying to find for my objective. To overcome this, I had to notice that this group was the most popular amongst the people who answered my survey, i.e. most students who filled the questionnaire were in the 25-30 year old age category, which is to be expected for courses run by the University of Wales. To get a better idea of the correlation, it is better to look at the responses as a percentage of the number of people who responded in that age group. When you do that, you get a better picture which shows that younger people tended to find the module and use of the VLE easier than their older colleagues. This makes sense as the module is to do with Digital Skills, and this is more likely to be easier for those from the younger generation. Additionally, use of the VLE requires some level of knowledge about computers and the internet, which again is likely to be easier for younger people. Overall, it can be said that students on the whole found the module not too challenging thanks to the resources provided by the university. 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, the results show that students who spent more time studying for the module tended to find the content easier and were more confident in their ability to pass. Furthermore, it can be seen that females engaged with the VLE and the module more than their male counterparts, which can be explained by the fact that females tend to be more studious on the whole compared to males. If I was to complete the research again, I would try to even out the number of students I include in my survey response so that there would be an equal number from each age category. This would help with analysis. 
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	Student No.
	Gender
	Age Group
	1.) Difficulty of module? 
	2.) Time allocated to module weekly? (minutes)
	3.) Relevance of information provided? 
	4.)  Help provided by the tutor sufficient? 
	5.) Did you find it difficult to work in a group? (Yes - No)
	6.) Difficulty of researching information for assignments?
	7.) Has university staff been helpful in enrolment of module? 
	8.) How confident are you that you will be able to complete the module? 
	9.) Has participation in the module affected personal life? 
	10.) Satisfaction of services provided by the module? 

	Student 1
	Female
	25-30
	Easy
	90
	Very useful
	Yes
	No
	Satisfactory
	Partially
	Confident 
	Disagree
	Quite satisfied

	Student 2
	Female
	25-30
	Medium
	90
	Very useful
	Yes
	No
	Satisfactory 
	Yes
	Very confident
	Disagree
	Quite satisfied

	Student 3
	Male
	18-24
	Medium
	90
	Very useful
	Partially
	No
	Easy
	Yes
	Somewhat confident
	Agree
	Very satisfied

	Student 4
	Male
	30-40
	Easy
	30
	Useful
	Yes
	No
	Easy
	Yes
	Very confident
	Disagree
	Quite satisfied

	Student 5
	Female
	40+
	Medium
	120+
	Very useful
	Partially
	No
	Hard
	Partially
	Not confident
	Disagree
	Not sure

	Student 6
	Male
	30-40
	Easy
	90
	Very useful
	Partially
	No
	Easy
	Yes
	Very confident
	Strongly disagree
	Quite satisfied

	Student 7
	Female
	25-30
	Hard
	60
	Useful
	Yes
	Yes
	Satisfactory
	Yes
	Confident 
	Disagree
	Not sure

	Student 8
	Male
	25-30
	Hard
	120+
	Useful
	Partially
	No
	Easy
	Partially
	Not confident
	Disagree
	Very satisfied

	Student 9
	Male
	18-24
	Medium
	60
	Very useful
	Partially
	Yes
	Hard
	Yes
	Not confident
	Agree
	Quite satisfied

	Student 10
	Male
	25-30
	Easy
	60
	Very useful
	Yes
	No
	Easy
	Yes
	Somewhat confident
	Strongly agree
	Not sure

	Student 11
	Male
	30-40
	Easy
	30
	Useful
	Yes
	No
	Easy
	Yes
	Very confident
	Strongly agree
	Very satisfied

	Student 12
	Female
	30-40
	Medium
	90
	Very useful
	Yes
	Yes
	Satisfactory
	No
	Confident 
	Strongly agree
	Very satisfied

	Student 13
	Female
	25-30
	Medium
	90
	Useful
	Partially
	No
	Easy
	Partially
	Somewhat confident
	Agree
	Not sure

	Student 14
	Female
	30-40
	Easy
	60
	Useful
	Not helpful
	Yes
	Hard
	Yes
	Very confident
	Disagree
	Quite satisfied

	Student 15
	Female
	18-24
	Easy
	90
	Useful
	Yes
	No
	Satisfactory 
	Yes
	Somewhat confident
	Agree
	Not sure

	Student 16
	Female
	40+
	Hard
	120+
	Very useful
	Yes
	Yes
	Hard
	Partially
	Somewhat confident
	Agree
	Not sure

	Student 17
	Male
	25-30
	Medium
	90
	Useful
	Yes
	No
	Satisfactory
	Partially
	Confident 
	Disagree
	Quite satisfied

	Student 18
	Female
	25-30
	Easy
	90
	Very useful
	Yes
	Yes
	Hard
	Partially
	Confident 
	Agree
	Unsatisfied

	Student 19
	Male
	30-40
	Medium
	60
	Irrelevant
	Yes
	No
	Satisfactory
	Partially
	Confident 
	Strongly disagree
	Not sure

	Student 20
	Male
	30-40
	Medium
	90
	Very useful
	Partially
	No
	Satisfactory
	Yes
	Somewhat confident
	Disagree
	Not sure

	Student 21
	Male
	25-30
	Medium
	90
	Useful
	Partially
	No
	Easy
	Yes
	Confident 
	Disagree
	Quite satisfied

	Student 22
	Female
	30-40
	Medium
	60
	Very useful
	Yes
	No
	Satisfactory
	Yes
	Confident 
	Disagree
	Quite satisfied

	Student 23
	Male
	25-30
	Medium
	90
	Useful
	Yes
	No
	Satisfactory
	Partially
	Confident 
	Agree
	Quite satisfied

	Student 24
	Male
	25-30
	Medium
	90
	Useful
	Yes
	No
	Satisfactory
	Partially
	Confident 
	Agree
	Quite satisfied

	Student 25
	Male
	25-30
	Medium
	60
	Useful
	Yes
	No
	Easy
	Yes
	Confident 
	Agree
	Not sure



Time spent by Males on the Module (minutes)

Percentage	30	60	90	120+	14.29	28.57	50	7.14	

Time spent by Females on the Module (minutes)

Percentage	30	60	90	120+	0	36.36	45.45	18.18	

Graph showing how students from different age groups found the difficulty of the module

Frequency	Easy	Medium	Hard	Easy	Medium	Hard	Easy	Medium	Hard	Easy 	Medium	Hard	18-24	25-30	30-40	40+	1	2	0	3	7	2	4	4	0	0	1	1	
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Module questionnaire
Age group (please circle): 18 — 24, 25 - 30,
30-40, 40+
Year of study:
Gender:

We invite you to participate in our questionnaire with regard to the VLE
(Virtual Learning Environment) study platform, that the majority of learning
institutions have adopted. The following questions will help us understand better the
perception of the users. Helping with future improvements and making this a better
experience for all our students

1. Difficulty of module? ( Easy-Medium-Hard)

2.) Time allocated to module weekly?| (30 min, 60 min, 90min, 120+min)

3.) Relevance of information provided? (lrrelevant - Useful - Very Useful)

4.) Help provided by the tutor sufficient? (No - Partially - Yes)

5. Did you find it difficut to work in a group? (No — Yes)

6. Difficulty of researching information for assignments?

7.) Has university staff been helpful in enrolment of module? (No - Partally - Yes)

8.) On a scale from 1-10 how confident are you that you will be able to complete the

module?

9. Has participation in the module affected personal life? (Strongly Disagree -

Disagree - Agree - Strongly Agree)

10. Satisfaction of services provided by the module? (Unsatisfied - Not Sure - Lightly

Satisfied - Very Satisfied)




