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DO STUDENTS FIND IT EASY TO LEARN THROUGH MOODLE/ONLINE ON THEIR VIRTUAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS? 


RATIONALE
The use of technology these days is very pervasive especially in the University setting. Therefore, it is important to try and understand if Moodle or online educational platform is really effective for students’ learning.

OBJECTIVES
The objective of this research is to determine whether students like learning through online environments and whether they are comfortable with this kind of learning. 

LITERATURE REVIEW
There has not been a lot of research into how students view using technology in their studies otherwise known as blended learning. There has been an effort in recent years to research about how teachers feel their teaching is affected by using technology. But even this research is not enough, according to Entwistle (2008). However, Entwistle (ibid) does say that all aspects of the teaching-learning environment affect the quality of teaching. Recent studies have also identified that the use of technology in University teaching can be patterned on a spectrum of teacher-led versus student-focused techniques (Gonzales, 2010). 

METHODOLOGY
I collected data through creating surveys online for my fellow students to answer. The survey was distributed to students and their answers were recorded and plotted into circle graphs. The questions were crafted to try and gauge students’ experience with learning online. The secondary data was found using a library search to find published papers that talk about virtual learning environments. 

PRIMARY DATA ANALYSIS[image: ]

On my first question I asked whether students feel that interaction with their peers is important even in an online environment. A clear majority answered in the positive. An equal distribution of forty-three percent each answered ‘strongly agree’ and ‘agree’. This points to the fact that maybe students feel like their learning is better when they are able to share with their peers. This can be said to be because learning within a community allows students to feel safe to ask questions and therefore facilitate further learning. A small majority of fourteen percent of respondents said that they strongly disagreed with the idea that student to student interaction is important in an online environment. This data points to many possible reasons - one such reason could be that some students feel that in an online environment, it is more important to be able to listen to the lecturer or instructor than talking with other students. 
[image: ]

With second question, the answers differ slightly from the first in asking whether face to face contact with one’s teacher is necessary to learn and absorb the lesson. Forty-three percent of the students said that they strongly agree with the necessity of face to face interaction with their instructor in order to learn the lesson. A further twenty-nine percent said they agreed with this. This can be said to mean that students, as much as they are comfortable with learning through online materials and in an online environment, still need an authority figure such as an instructor to guide them through lessons in order to learn. This can be useful in determining just how much of education can be conducted fully online. It is important to note though, that a significant minority, just below a third, of the students said that they do not feel that face to face contact with an instructor is necessary to facilitate their learning. Perhaps these students have a different mode of learning - they may learn better through reading, or even through just learning by hearing someone teach and therefore they do not need to see the instructor just to be able to learn the lesson. 

[image: ]
I asked whether students feel comfortable communicating in English. This is an important question especially for students who are pursuing adult and further education and whose first language is not necessarily English. While these students may be comfortable speaking to a person in English, communicating online does not involve as much speaking and more writing. If a student feels like they cannot communicate well in English online, this may affect their ability to participate effectively through online classes. Fortunately, none of the respondents to this question disagreed, meaning that they all felt comfortable communicating in English online. A large majority, seventy percent of students, strongly agreed with their comfort in communicating online in English. This means that communication is not a hindrance to learning in an online virtual environment. 

[image: ]

The question I asked was about group work which is an essential element of University learning. With the shift to online learning, the I felt that it was important to ask students how they felt about doing even group tasks in an online setting. The answers to this question were varied. Just below half, forty-three percent, said that they agreed with the statement that group work in an online setting is easy. But the next greatest response was ‘strongly disagree’ - twenty-nine percent. The last two responses are tied at fourteen percent and they split the responses down the middle. The clear majority does find that it is easy to still work in a group even if it is online. This might be because some of the students have already formed good relationships with their fellow classmates and as such feel like it is easy to continue working with them even if they do not see each other physically. But almost half of the students had a negative response to the statement. This could be because they may find it uncomfortable to work in a group with people they do not know or cannot see face to face. 
[image: ]
This question asks whether students are comfortable with the idea of communicating with others electronically, mostly online. This communication includes media such as email and professional social media platforms. The responses to this question can determine whether or not learning in an online environment can be effective in the long run. If students are not comfortable with communicating with their classmates and teachers electronically, this can point to ineffective learning if classes are taken fully online in the future. It can also provide a starting point for further research as to how students can be made to feel more comfortable with communicating online. The majority of all respondents replied saying that they were willing to communicate with teachers and classmates electronically. This could mean that the student body is comfortable with using electronics and does not need much guidance in how to form emails among other forms of communication. However, fourteen percent of respondents feel that they are not willing to communicate online with their teachers and fellow classmates. Although it is a small percentage, it could mean that face to face meetings, at least initially, are still needed in order to foster good communication which is integral to learning. 
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The answers to this question whether internet access is an issue for students accessing their learning environment or online classes can expose greater problems with affordability and accessibility when it comes to education. Is online learning the best option for students belonging to households that may be struggling financially? Because even if they are familiar and comfortable with using technology to aid their learning, they may not be able to afford or access a strong internet connection which is needed to participate online, and this can be a significant factor for assessing whether or not shifting to a full online learning environment is feasible. All respondents answered that they have an easy time accessing the internet connection needed for their online classes, with almost sixty percent saying that they strongly agree. This is a good indicator that students are ready to engage fully in an online learning environment. 
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With this question, whether students prefer learning online versus on a regular course. Specifically, it asks whether they feel that they are more motivated studying online or in a traditional classroom setting. The answers to this question provide an interesting insight into students’ learning preferences. Forty-three percent agree with the statement that they find online learning more motivating as opposed to a regular course - but the exact same percentage disagree with the statement. A small minority of fourteen percent say that they strongly agreed with the sentiment that they preferred learning online rather than in a regular course. Such a divisive split could be said to mean that there are other factors to consider when assessing the decision to fully transition to online classes. Why students feel this way cannot be accurately assessed by the question, but it can be recommended in a further study.

[image: ]
I asked my fellow students whether they feel comfortable with writing assignments in an online learning environment. Due to the distance aspect of online learning, students will need to be comfortable with composing texts on a computer as this will form a significant part of their work and course assignments. All respondents say that they are comfortable with doing this - fifty-seven percent responded that they strongly agreed with this and forty-three percent said they agreed. This is a positive indicator in saying that again the student body can be said to be quite comfortable with using technology when it is integrated with their learning. 
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I find it interesting to ask whether students feel that they are being taught by their professors online through a virtual learning environment as efficiently as compared to the regular traditional classroom setting. Almost sixty percent of respondents felt that this was the case - they found that instructors were able to clearly explain lessons through their respective virtual learning environments, and a further twenty-nine percent thoroughly agreed with the statement. This means that although students do not necessarily prefer an online class compared to a regular traditional classroom setting, they do not find that they are not being taught as well as in a classroom. This could narrow down the factors that make students hesitant about learning fully online. 

[image: ]

The last question that I asked about students’ individual learning styles. This could be a helpful tool in understanding how universities should approach the integration into an online learning environment. It could help them determine what kinds of material are important for students to continue to learn outside the classroom and through an online learning environment. Nearly half of the students answered that they are both auditory and visual learners - this means that while learning materials uploaded online could include power points and detailed handouts, some students will also still benefit from lectures, either recorded or live. 

SECONDARY DATA ANALYSIS

Secondary data collected was based on the published paper of Lameras et al (2011) observing the effect of blended learning in University. They categorized the use of VLE’s into four categories. Category A and Category B both had teachers use VLE’s as a support for traditional learning and this was more teacher-led. Category C saw VLE as equal to traditional face to face learning and Category D is where Universities and teachers used VLE as the primary teaching tool, and face to face sessions were only for actual work. I find this secondary data interesting, but the paper did not compare their findings to find which category was better. 

CONCLUSION

In this data collection research, primary data presents evidence about how students are familiar with technology and are comfortable with online learning as a supplement to aid their learning, like Categories A and B in the paper for the secondary data. Looking closely into the primary data, it is clear that while students are well-versed in using their virtual learning environments to aid their learning, they are not ready to let go of the traditional classroom setting. 
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