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Abstract
Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) are often and widely used in education, in a variety of forms, usually to deliver instructional materials and enable smoother communication. This paper reports on a study using the quantitative method to explore how a VLE impacts students. The data gathered reports the use of VLE by 22 students studying Health and Social Care at University of Wales Trinity Saint David. The survey looked into the reported impact of using the University’s VLE (Moodle) on learning, and was formulated on the following research questions which was investigated: what sort of impact was left on the students by using a VLE; whether the use of VLE has left students feeling supported by teachers; and whether students were satisfied using VLE as a form of learning. The results discovered report ambiguous answers by the students on the use of Moodle as a form of learning. The discovery will be based on the students opinions as they answer questions regarding the use of VLE and how it has impacted their learning. 
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Introduction
A Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) is a form of teaching and learning by using tools and activities designed to make it easier for students and teachers. Teachers using VLE can set their students tasks to complete- these can be completed in class or at their own time, pace and location. Factual evidence shows that the use of a VLE has an impact on students performance, encourages students to learn independently and motivates students to learn. (JISC, 2008). This paper reports a study within a specific context, a Health and Social Care course studying at UWTSD. This study consists of students' intake about the use of the VLE and its impact on their learning.

Rationale 
I conducted this research on the impact that VLE had on students studying Health and Social Care at UWTSD, to discover whether the means of using VLE benefited students in achieving a better learning and whether the means of using VLE has been successful.

Research Objectives
My objective for this research was to find out via our students, how they felt regarding the use of VLE. For this paper I used a form of research called quantitative research and composed a questionnaire in which students answered a series of questions regarding the topic of VLE, to then further analysing the results with Excel. 

VLE use Literature Review 
This literature review highlights the background and development of VLEs which aid teaching and learning. It initiates with a brief historical background. Each part, after the background, corresponds to the research questions and supports the work. 

Historical background on the use and development of VLEs
VLEs have been in use for a very long time, however it is very hard to define exactly how long they have been in use. The UK’s Open University has been utilising computers for teaching and learning purposes since the 1970s but it was only until 2000 that the commercial computer based VLE ‘Blackboard’ was invented. According to (Ofsted, 2009), another very famous form of VLE, which was introduced in 2001 was ‘Moodle’. This was originally created to help educators have a platform where they were able to create online courses, focusing primarily on interaction and collaborative construction of content (Ofsted, 2009). By 2011, Moodle had set up in 212 countries with 49,365 active sites in more than 75 languages (Moodle, 2011). In the UK between the years 2008-2009, 92% of higher education colleges had a virtual learning environment; the numbers having increased from 58% in 2003-2004 (Sero, 2009).



Impact of VLEs on Independent Learning and Student’ Determination to learn
As (R. Buckminster Fuller, 2017) once quoted “If you want to teach people a new way of thinking, don’t bother trying to teach them. Instead, give them a tool, the use of which will lead to new ways of thinking.” showing the significance of a tool such as VLEs to help students expand their knowledge and learning. In a study conducted in New Jersey in 1990, Hiltz gathered data, through the means of pre and post course questionnaires, from a total of 132 high school students undertaking online courses. The aims of the conduction were: to describe the nature of the educational experiences and outcomes comparing a VLE to the traditional form of learning, and decide whether those conditions linked with positive or negative outcomes. The results showed that 55% of the people who responded agreed that their determination had risen due to the fact that other pupils had read their posted comments, 56% agreed that they through the use of collaborative tools such as forums, they were able to feel more involved and initiate and active participation in the course and 65% determined that the use of online courses proved to be more convenient and useful. These findings were assisted by consistent research which indicates that the teacher-student interaction is the main factor in establishing both a sense of competence and student autonomy leading to a higher rate of determination and independence (Deci and Ryan, 2000; Seifert and O’Keefe, 2001).

Conclusion
Experiential research confirms the research questions and partially supports the stated hypotheses. Evidence suggests, but is inconclusive, that by using VLE it has an impact on the students' success, and by using VLE did students feel support and guidance from their teachers, and that through the use of VLE were students satisfied with this particular form of learning. The upcoming part reports a quantitative survey delivered to gather data to test these hypotheses in such a context.

Research Methodology 
I used a form of research called quantitative research and composed a questionnaire in which students answered a series of questions regarding the topic of VLE, to then further analysing the results with Excel. The questions were organised and grouped as seen in the research questions below (appendix one). All 22 students studying this course at UWTSD were asked to each compose a questionnaire and invite as many students to complete the survey. The survey was distributed through means of email, as students had no form of face to face contact because of the current pandemic, and were asked to complete it in their own time. In order to generate representative results a response rate of 31.8% was required a minimum sample size of 7.




Seven research questions (RQ) were posed.
	RQ1.  What do you feel about studying online?
	RQ2.  What device do you use to access your online platforms?
	RQ3. 	How satisfied are you finding information on Moodle?
	RQ4.   How many hours per day do you access the online platforms?
RQ5.   Do you feel supported by your teachers and the University? If not,  why?
RQ6.   How easy has it been to access everything online? If no, give reasons	 why.
RQ7.  What do you think we could improve to ensure that everyone is confident with the environment and also using online lessons?

Before the survey was distributed, the teacher gave feedback on everyone’s questionnaire, and gave suggestions on how to amend them in order to make them better. Changes were implied before sending off the final questionnaire to students. The questionnaire was split into 7 questions, each consisting of a different approach. The first and last questions utilised open ended questions that asked the respondents about their personal opinion and feelings about the use of VLE. Questions from 2 to 4 used closed, multiple choice questions that asked the respondents on their use of VLE. Each question consisted of a range of multiple choice, whether it was a Likert Scale (Strongly Dislike -1, Dislike -2, Neither Dislike nor Like -3, Like -4, Strongly Like -5). An overall score was calculated for each question. And as for questions 5 and 6, they both incorporated the closed response questions where closed questions structure the answer by only allowing responses which fit into pre-decided categories. 

The questionnaire answers consisted of some anonymous and non anonymous data in which students prior to participation were given the option to add their name to the survey. Students were given the questionnaire via email and were asked to complete them within their own time, pace and location. The survey completion was taken as informed consent for data to be used in the study. The survey was ‘open’ for completion for a month and the group tutors were asked to incite students to complete the survey in order to ensure a sufficiently large sample was obtained.

Data presentation, analysis and discussion 
During the course of the month, only 9 usable questionnaires were completed representing a 40.9% response rate from a class of 22. Of these respondents 56% had a positive view regarding the use of VLE, 33% had a negative view and 11% had not tried to access Moodle as they found it ‘hard’. In regards to whether students were satisfied in finding information on Moodle, which used a Likert Scale, 45% choose 3 as neither dislike nor like, 33% choose 4 as like and 22% choose 5 as they strongly like the use of Moodle and feel extremely satisfied with using the VLE. Of these respondents 100% responded ‘Yes’ in a close ended choice question regarding whether or not they felt supported by their teachers via the use of VLE.

Primary Data Analysis 
In the following section three out of the seven questions are addressed. The pie chart (below) presents the overall results for the question ‘What do you feel about studying online?’ (RQ1). The answers were initially divided into two categories, positive and negative commentary, however an additional category was added as 11% felt that studying online was ‘hard’, and had no positive or negative commentary. Overall, the majority of respondents felt that the use of VLE was a good thing, 56% mentioning that it was efficient and easier to access than the traditional way of learning. 

Graph 1. What do you feel about studying online? (Question 1.)[image: ]















Graph 2. (overleaf) presents the overall results for the question ‘How satisfied are you finding information on Moodle?’ (RQ3). Of the respondents 45% choose 3 as neither dislike nor like, stating that Moodle was sometimes very useful to find information however at times difficult, making their opinion of the use of VLE neutral. 33% of those respondents chose 4 as like, as they stated that Moodle was a good use of finding information, but weren’t entirely certain if they strongly enjoyed it. And finally, 22% choose 5 as they strongly like the use of Moodle and feel extremely satisfied with using the VLE. 








Graph 2. How satisfied are you finding information on Moodle? (Question 3.)
[image: ]

The last part of my research involved asking students the following question ‘Do you feel supported by your teachers and the University?’ (RQ5). This was essential for part of my research on the subject of whether through the use of VLE, did students truly feel supported by their teachers. Of these respondents 100% responded ‘Yes’ in a close ended choice question regarding whether or not they felt supported by their teachers via the use of VLE.

Graph 3. Do you feel supported by your teachers and the University? (Question 5.)
[image: ]













Discussion
Empirical research reported in the literature gives support to the research questions and leads to the development of the hypotheses. This data confirms that the impact of VLE on students studying Health and Social Care at UWTSD, were largely positive, many stating how satisfied they were that the use of VLE was not only flexible, useful but also very practical. In a study of Internet-based MBA courses Arbaugh (2000) found that perceived usefulness and flexibility of a VLE were positively associated with student satisfaction with a course. 


Conclusion
Although this study suggests that using UWTSD Moodle has a positive impact on student learning, it would have been interesting to establish if subject disciplines have differing impacts on learning. It would of been interesting to research which of the many tools in the VLE such as, forums, quizzes, course handouts and etc., have the greatest impact on student learning. 
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Appendix One: Questionnaire
How is the virtual learning environment impacting us on the campus.	
1. What do you feel about studying online?
____________________________________________________________
2. What device do you use to access your online platforms? (Please tick accordingly)
Mobile Phone
Computer
Tablet
Other
3. How satisfied are you finding information on Moodle? On a scale of 0-5
(1 being disliking it and 5 being very much enjoying it)
1 2 3 4 5
4. How many hours per day do you access the online platforms? (Please tick)
0 - 30 mins
30 mins - 2 hours
2 hours – 4 hours
4 hours or more
5. Do you feel supported by your teachers and the University? If not, why?
Yes /No
______________________________________________________________
6. How easy has it been to access everything online? If no, give reasons why.
Yes/ No
______________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
7. What do you think we could improve to ensure that everyone is confident with the environment and also using online lessons?
______________________________________________________________
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