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1.Introduction

There is an increasing worldwide drive to use technologies based around the World Wide Web (Stiles, 2007). The proliferation of computer technologies has fundamentally changed the nature of education and the workplace, reframing traditional teacher-student learning methods into a ‘new learning ecosystem landscape’, integral to which is the Virtual Learning Community (Fournier et al, 2019). The Joint Information Systems Committee defined the VLE as ‘the components in which learners and tutors participate in ‘on-line’ interaction, including on-line learning’ (Weller, 2008).  This is done through systems such as Moodle, which break down the course into assignments, allow for student tracking, offer online support and electronic communication between students and lecturers, and provide internet links to external scholarly resources relevant to the course. Students can also share their work with each other, collaborate on projects and participate in lectures and discussions through software such as Teams. This makes education more accessible and suited for the distance-learner. Learning has become more self-directed, with access to a wider array of resources without the necessary presence of a traditional teacher (Bencel)


2.Rationale    

The University of Wales Trinity Saint David has a long history of offering online courses for various subjects (UWTSD 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic has also shifted most university classes online. Therefore, research into students’ perception of the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) is necessary in defining whether current approaches are effective and provide a positive alternative to traditional teaching, or whether more work has to be done to make courses more accessible for distance learners. 


3.Research objectives

This project intends to identify the effects of VLE on students’ learning experiences at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David London Campus. Focus is given to identifying whether VLE improves the university experience for respondents, whether it affected their ability to study, their choice of course and their motivation. Analysis of respondents’ attitudes towards VLE should explain whether the current model is working for students, and whether online learning encourages people to apply for university if they were not able to otherwise because of factors such as age and distance from the campus. 


4.Literature review

Many researchers have sought to analyse VLEs through varied approaches, with focus on their pedagogical advantages and disadvantages and their real-time impact on students’ academic results. Dillenbourg et al (2002) take a theoretical approach, seeking to define Virtual Learning as a designated social space in which students become actors and co-authors of the course. This not always positive as he claims ‘technology raises a wave of naive expectations regarding the intrinsic effects of such technologies’ – where virtual learning completely substitutes traditional teaching, leading to a lower quality of education. This proves relevant in the COVID pandemic, as many courses traditionally taught face-to-face had to move online, with little preparation given to lecturers. Though this is not supported by empirical data, it uncovers real discrepancies between the goals of VLE and its actual impact. 

Barker and Gossman (2013) have used the combined method to study the impact of VLE on 248 students. Their results highlight that VLE increases motivation in students, and results to improvements in learning. The study assesses the effectiveness different aspects of Virtual Learning on student motivation finding that 49.5% of respondents view tools like online quizzes effective, but only 35.5% agreed that tools like audio clips or podcasts increased their motivation to learn.
Furthermore, the authors find that almost half of the respondents agreed that flexibility of time, pace and place has increased their motivation to learn, with VLE providing opportunities for students to develop independent learning skills. This study highlights student motivation as an important factor in studying VLE impact, but also acknowledges the need for future research into which specific tools of VLE are effective for different modules. 
Alves et al (2017) have instead used the quantitative method to analyse 6347 undergraduates. Their results suggest that online students have very different approaches to learning which is reflected through the VLE tools they use (printouts, note-taking, reading files). Alves found a positive correlation between the number of accesses to the VLE and the number of course units the students passed, but access to VLE did not influence individual grades. VLE’s effectiveness is therefore very individualistic depending on the learner’s motivation and is not inherently better or worse than traditional learning. 
Ya Ni’s analysis of performance in modules and comparison of classroom and virtual learning effectiveness supports this conclusion. In her study, 10% of students failed online classes compared to 4% failing face-to-face modules, with a more frequent drop-out rate for online classes. This helps to show that online learning is not always a substitute for in-person learning, though this also depends on the module course content.
Demian and Morrice’s (2012) study on civil engineering modules at Loughborough University exemplifies the effectiveness of the combined method when studying VLE’s impact. The study looked at VLE logs to find out which VLE tools were most effective by looking at their use frequency. Tools used infrequently were assumed not useful for the student. Assessment records were used to track the results of students, showcasing the real-time impact of VLE use on student performance. This provides another useful angle in studying VLE impact as it shows a positive correlation between results and the number of times students visited learning sites, implying VLE increases flexibility in learning and encourages independent research. Quantitative data was combined with student interviews, which identified that VLE is best used as a secondary resource, providing more information to substitute course content. 


5.Research Methodology and Methods
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5.1.Qualitative, Quantitative and combined approach

The quantitative method rests on collecting numerical data and using the scientific method to describe characteristics, find correlations between variables or test hypotheses. 
The qualitative research is a strategy that value words rather than quantification while collecting and analysing data (Bryman 2008)

The combined method uses a mixture of qualitative and quantitative methods, and has been increasingly favoured by researchers to address topics which cannot be effectively explained through one method. Sandelowski (2000) uses the example of women’s physiological health; the physiology of hormone replacement therapy needs to be studied scientifically through collecting physical results (quantitively), but the debate around its benefits and liabilities is subject to personal, cultural and semantic experience. Likewise, the impact of VLE needs to be approached through various methods as it has both a quantitative impact on grades which can be measured but also affects personal experiences. VLE can lead to achieving higher grades but the achieving student might not necessarily find online learning useful. Therefore, the combined method serves to provide a fuller picture of the issue. 


5.2.Data. Primary, Secondary Data

Primary data - information that researches obtain first-hand (Rabianski, 2003)
Secondary data- information from secondary sources (Rabianski,2003)


5.3.Data collection process

Data collection is the process of assembling and measuring information to answer research questions, hypotheses and evaluate outcomes. (Data Collection, 2020)


5.4.Population, sample and sample size

“The population of interest, is the study’s target population that it intends to study or treats” (Majid, 2018)
Sampling is the starting point for much scientific research. Daniel defines it as the ‘selection of a subset of a population for inclusion in a study’, which allows for results to be generalised (Daniel, 1999). This is less costly, less time-consuming and more accessible than a census which analyses the entire population. Determining a good sample size is extremely important, as it affects the utility of results (Ryan, 2013). 


5.5.Ethics in data collection 

 “The Data Protection Act 2018 is the UK's implementation of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). Everyone responsible for using personal data has to follow strict rules called 'data protection principles'. They must make sure the information is: used fairly, lawfully and transparently”. (Data protection, 2020).


In this case, the sample size is 23 students from the USWTSD Health and Social Care course. Primary and secondary data will be used. Due to the pandemic, the Survey will be conducted online and substituted with secondary data. I will use both qualitative and quantitative research methods. Qualitative research includes getting data from participants of the Survey, while quantitative method like graphs and pie charts will provide better statistical view of the outcome. The questionnaire used for the Survey includes 8 mixed questions (yes/no, open questions, Likert scale questions). The variety of questions will help students to think widely and answer freely including their own opinion. Data will be collected anonymously to avoid bias. 

All the information provided in this report are used fairly, lawfully and clearly and they are only used for specific purposes. Survey conducted doesn’t provide with any personal data and will be only used for the purpose of study.


6.Result/Findings, Graphs Analysis and Discussion


Question1. What is your age group?






Graph analysis:
Most of the respondents - 39% - are young individuals between the ages 18-24. Less are aged over 45 years old - 26%.  A similar percentage of participants are people between 25-34 years old (18%) and 35-44 years old (17%).

This graph proves that a variety of age groups study at university. On the one hand, this graph could suggest that some students will have difficulties grasping and finding themselves in the Virtual Learning Environment. On the other hand, the VLE may prove easier for some due to the fact they do not have to commute to university facilities.


Question2. How often do you use VLE platform?






Graph analysis:
Big part of population -70% using VLE platform very often 3-4 times a week, less 26% using it 1-2 times per week and only 4% of respondents use it very rarely.

The VLE platform is evidently very useful resource as many students refer to it outside of lecture hours to consolidate their learning. This would ideally translate into better grades on average.


Question3. What impact has Virtual Learning Environment on your studies?






Graph analysis:
For most people, 83%, VLE has got positive impact with 18% of asked participants answering that the impact is extremely positive. However, only one person has negatively reviewed Virtual Learning System. For 13% VLE has no impact on their studies at all.

Most respondents shared the opinion that Virtual Learning Environment is positively impacting their studies, and in some cases may have been the deciding factor which prompting them to pursue their studies in further education.


Question4. What is the biggest benefit of using VLE in your opinion? 

Most of the respondents mentioned that VLE gives them opportunity to access all necessary materials. Some like the fact that they can access the Moodle portal from every device and every place. Others mentioned learning from home as a main benefit.

Question5. Do you think you have more control over your learning using Virtual Learning Environment?








Graph analysis:
74% of the population answered that VLE gives them more control over their studies. 26% think otherwise.

Access to the Virtual Learning Platform give students the opportunity to study in a most appropriate time to them and their schedule. They can access all the teaching materials at any given moment. 26% answered that VLE does not give them control over their studies, meaning they may have some difficulties accessing all the material provided. No regular contact with the lecturers may prove difficult for some students who find it easier to ask for support in person.


Question6. Did the opportunity of using VLE platform impact your decision on starting university?






Graph analysis:
For 52% of students the decision of starting university wasn’t influenced by the prospects of using VLE platform. This maybe because the individuals may already have a plan which was not related to the type of learning, so they will pursue their studies. For a similar percentage 48%, decision of starting university was governed by the idea that they can study remotely.

The decision of starting higher education for some students was heavily influenced by the opportunity of studying online using Virtual Platform. It seems that there is a correlation between the age of participants and their answer to this question. The older respondents made the decision to pursue further education due to it being online, so they can balance it with work and family life. 


Question7. Where do you usually access VLE platform?





Graph analysis:
The most of the students access VLE from home- 85%
Some study from work or other places.

Due to the pandemic, most of the population access Virtual Platform from home. Home should be the safe environment for everyone, however for some, family issues may hinder their performance. Working population have the option to access the VLE from their workplace or mobile devices.


Question8. How likely are you satisfied with ability of using VLE during your studies?
0-Not at all likely, 10-extremely likely






Graph analysis:
35% of the students are extremely satisfied with their ability of using VLE during their studies. Every person asked is satisfied with their ability to use the platform (answers 5-10). This analysis proves that Virtual Learning is easy to navigate for most students.


7.Summary and Conclusions

In conclusion, the Virtual Learning Environment is a very useful tool providing students with the highest standard of teaching. When used fully, it can provide with all the materials needed during the process of education. However, some of the students may find it difficult from the technical point of view and hard to assimilate with the new system. There is no question that when using the Moodle platform students can manage their time and schedule a lot better, although some can get distracted due to the unusual study environment.
When assessing the impact of VLE on student experiences at the London Campus in the future, researchers ought to study a larger sample size to provide better generalisations. Quantitative analysis and comparison of VLE in different subjects, modules and subsequent student results, in combination with qualitative research, should also help in assessing the specific impacts different components of the VLE have– which are the most effective, and which need to be revised to better the student experience.
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APPENDIX 1


THE IMPACT OF VIRTUAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENT ON STUDENTS LEARNING EXPERIENCE AT UWTSD


Student Name: _AGATA ANNA KRUCZEK
Student ID:2007078
Module Name: Digital skills and research methods group 2

Aim: This exercise is aimed to help you in your questionnaire design. Please note, you need to use this questionnaire to conduct a survey which is also one of the important parts of your research report. 

Please write down your questions that you are going to use in your primary data collection.  Try to have different types of questions such as close-ended question, open ended question, multiple choice question, Likert-scale question.

Question 1: 	What’s your age group?
 		18-24   25-34   35-44   45+



	Question 2: 	How often do you use Virtual Learning Environment platform?
     			Everyday
			3-4 times a week
			1-2 times a week
			Very rarely
	
Question 3: 	What impact has Virtual Learning Environment has on your studies?
Extremely negative/ negative/no impact at all/ positive/extremely positive

Question 4: 	What’s the biggest benefit of using VLE in your opinion?
	---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------










Question 5:  	Do you think you have more control over your learning using Virtual Learning Environment?
Yes/no

Question 6: 	Did the opportunity of using VLE platform impact your decision on starting university?
Yes/no

Question 7: 	Where do you usually access VLE platform?
			Home/workplace/other….
	
Question 8:	How satisfy are you with ability of using VLE during your studies?
Please answer with a number between 0 (not at all likely) and 10 (extremely likely)

	
Further questions; please list your questions below
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No of answers	



18-24	25-34	35-44	45+	9	4	4	6	
No of answers	
Everyday 	3-4 times per week	1-2 times per week	very rarely	0	16	6	1	


No of answers	



Everyday 	3-4 times per week	1-2 times per week	very rarely	0	16	6	1	
No of answers	
ext negative	negative	no impact	positive	extremely positive	1	0	3	15	4	


No of answers	



ext negative	negative	no impact	positive	extremely positive	1	0	3	15	4	
No of answers	
yes	no	17	6	


No of answers	

yes	no	17	6	
No of answers	
yes	no	11	12	


No of answers	

yes	no	11	12	
No of answers	
Home	Workplace	Other	23	2	2	


No of answers	


Home	Workplace	Other	23	2	2	
No of answers	
0	0	0	0	4	1	4	5	1	8	


No of answers	









a	b	c	d	5	6	7	8	9	10	0	0	0	0	4	1	4	5	1	8	
No of answers	
18-24	25-34	35-44	45+	9	4	4	6	
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AGATA ANNA KRUCZEK (2007078)

Set 2500

Subset 23

Question 1:

What isyour age group?

Options No of answers
18-24 9
25-34 4
35-44 4
45+ 6
Question 2:

How often do you use VLE platform?
Options No of answers
Everyday 0
3-4 times per week 16
1-2 times per week

very rarely 1
Question 3:

Overall, what impact has Virtual Learning Environment on your studies?
Options No of answers
ext negative 1
negative 0
noimpact 3
positive 15
extremely positive 4
Question 4:

What isthe biggest benefit of using VLE in your opinion?

Most of the respondents said that VLE gives them opportunity to access all necessary materials
Some like the fact that they can access VLE portal from every device and every place
Others mentioned learning from home as a main benefit

Question 5:

Do you think you have more control over your learning using Virtual Learning Environment?
Options No of answers

yes 17

no 6

Question 6:

Did the opportunity of using VLE platform impact your decision on starting university?
Options No of answers

yes 11

no 12

Question 7:

Where do you usually access VLE platform?

Options No of answers

Home 23

Workplace 2

Other 2

Question 8:

How satisfied are you with your ability of using VLE during Your studies?
Please answer with a number between O(not at all likely ) and 10 ( extremely likely)

Options No of answers
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AGATA ANNA KRUCZEK (2007078)

Set 2500

Subset 23

Question 1:

What is your age group?

Options No of answers

18-24 9

25-34 4

35-44 4

45+ 6

Question 2:

How often do you use VLE platform?

Options No of answers

Everyday  0

3-4 times per week 16

1-2 times per week 6

very rarely 1

Question 3:

Overall, what impact has Virtual Learning Environment on your studies?

Options No of answers

ext negative 1

negative 0

no impact 3

positive 15

extremely positive 4

Question 4:

What is the biggest benefit of using VLE in your opinion?

Most of the respondents said that VLE gives them opportunity to access all necessary materials

Some like the fact that they can access VLE portal from every device and every place

Others mentioned learning from home as a main benefit

Question 5:

Do you think you have more control over your learning using Virtual Learning Environment?

Options  No of answers

yes 17

no 6

Question 6:

Did the opportunity of using VLE platform impact your decision on starting university?

Options No of answers

yes 11

no 12

Question 7:

Where do you usually access VLE platform?

Options No of answers

Home 23

Workplace 2

Other 2

Question 8:

How satisfied are you with your ability of using VLE during Your studies?

Please answer with a number between 0(not at all likely ) and 10  10 ( extremely likely)

Options No of answers

1 0

2 0

3 0

4 0

5 4

6 1

7 4

8 5

9 1

10 8
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		AGATA ANNA KRUCZEK (2007078)

		Set 2500

		Subset 23

		Question 1:

		What is your age group?

		Options		No of answers

		18-24		9

		25-34		4

		35-44		4

		45+		6



		Question 2:

		How often do you use VLE platform?

		Options		No of answers

		Everyday 		0

		3-4 times per week		16

		1-2 times per week		6

		very rarely		1

		Question 3:

		Overall, what impact has Virtual Learning Environment on your studies?

		Options		No of answers

		ext negative		1

		negative		0

		no impact		3

		positive		15

		extremely positive		4

		Question 4:

		What is the biggest benefit of using VLE in your opinion?



		Most of the respondents said that VLE gives them opportunity to access all necessary materials

		Some like the fact that they can access VLE portal from every device and every place

		Others mentioned learning from home as a main benefit









		Question 5:

		Do you think you have more control over your learning using Virtual Learning Environment?

		Options 		No of answers

		yes		17

		no		6

		Question 6:

		Did the opportunity of using VLE platform impact your decision on starting university?

		Options		No of answers

		yes		11

		no		12

		Question 7:

		Where do you usually access VLE platform?

		Options		No of answers

		Home		23

		Workplace		2

		Other		2

		Question 8:

		How satisfied are you with your ability of using VLE during Your studies?

		Please answer with a number between 0(not at all likely ) and 10 								10 ( extremely likely)

		Options		No of answers

		1		0

		2		0

		3		0

		4		0

		5		4

		6		1

		7		4

		8		5

		9		1

		10		8
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