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Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk29184427]I will endeavour to produce a research report on the impact of Virtual Learning Environment (“VLE”) on the learning experience for students of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David London (the “University of Wales”). The purpose of this research report is to understand how students are receiving this relatively new method of learning, VLE. There will be particular focus on Moodle which is the VLE used by the University of Wales. 
According to Sneha & Nagaraja (2014), VLEs are online platforms where teachers and students can share educational information and interact with each other. These online platforms can be utilised solely for online lessons or can support a traditional classroom lecture. VLEs create a setting whereby the learning experience can be managed and communicated as well as assisting teachers and student’s involvement in that experience. According to Moodle’s website (www.moodle.org), Moodle is a “learning platform designed to provide educators, administrators and learners with a single robust, secure and integrated system to create personalised learning environments”.
By completing this research report, I will also aim to demonstrate my understanding of digital skills in the workplace, show my understanding of effective information analysis and translation into everyday understanding.  I will show why we need to collect data whilst understanding the difference between data, information and knowledge. Primary data is data collected by oneself whilst secondary data is data collected by a third party. Data collected on its own will not make meaningful information.  Collected data does not have any meaning until it is accurately and processed for it to be meaningful. Answers to questions asked are data, information is the processed answers of question, whilst knowledge is the conclusion and information presented. 
Rationale and Objectives 
This research report will investigate how Moodle impacts on students’ learning within the University of Wales, their experience of VLEs and their views on how it compares to traditional learning within the University. The report will also give some thought to the reported impact of Moodle and VLEs generally within other educational establishments. The report seeks to determine whether students are of the opinion that VLEs have a positive impact on their learning experience, if they are confident using it and what improvements could be introduced to enhance the overall user experience of VLEs. The report will also aim to understand whether traditional methods are preferred by students when compared to virtual learning.
Review of the existing literature
Existing research suggest that overall VLEs have had a positive impact on the learning experience for students. VLEs are seen as a tool which not only makes learning more convenient but also motivates and empowers students to learn independently. According to Barker, J., Gossman, P. (2013), the ability and flexibility provided by VLEs for students to learn informally at their own pace and to fit online exercises around their day-to-day lives encourages independent learning and can motivate students to take ownership of their personal development.  
[bookmark: _Hlk29269802][bookmark: _Hlk29285088]Following a review by Ofsted into the use of VLE at Middlesbrough College, the regulatory body advised that VLE is a vital part of students’ induction into life at the establishment as it provides them with direct and easy access to the learning resources. The way that VLE encourages the idea of learning both whilst on premises and within your own time was noted. How the VLE was used constructively by students to expand their learning by accessing a broad range of resources beyond the traditional classroom settings to assist with their learning experience was also noted. Ofsted commented positively on the impact of the use of  VLE within Bournville as they stated that the VLE is an effective tool to learning and provides students with the ability to access materials from other courses to aid their own personal development and provides them with the opportunity to explore items covered in other courses that they might be interested in enrolling in in the future (Ofsted, 2013 - Virtual learning environments – eleven case studies of effective practice). A study by Downing & Chim (2004) indicates that the use of VLEs, particularly through online discussion forums and message boards, can increase engagement for classroom based ‘introverts’ as they feel more confident to participate outside of the traditional classroom setting and appear more like ‘extraverts’ in an online setting.
In contrast, other studies have shown that if not used effectively VLEs may prove to be ineffective as may merely be used as a document storage database. Also, the recommendation of using VLEs in combination with, and to supplement, traditional learning has been emphasised and the importance of using ‘blended learning’, which is a combination of online and traditional teaching was noted. According to Downing, 2007, in isolation, a VLE doesn’t provide students with the same extent of social and emotional interaction which would occur within a traditional classroom setting. It may also leave certain students feeling disconnected or isolated.  
Methodology and ethics in data collection
A questionnaire was selected as the method to be used to gather the primary data for the purpose of this research report. I created the questionnaire as part of an in-class exercise, which consisted of ten questions which I believed were relevant to obtain a good understanding of the impact on students. I opted for a written questionnaire rather than verbal, the questions gave students some close-ended, multiple choice and open-ended questions which would provide me with a combination of qualitative and quantitative data. As you would expect, the population for the purposes of my data collection was students at the University of Wales. The sample size consisted of 20 students within the University who had access to Moodle. I approached students at random and they were not selected based on any connection to myself or based on any other criteria. 
The benefits of using a written questionnaire for this exercise was that, as it was self-administered and my target group was in close proximity, it was a quick, easy and low-cost method for gathering data. The turnaround rate for completion for students was almost instant given the easy access and simplified layout of the questionnaire. 
Findings
Below, I have summarised the findings received for each question asked to the students at the University. For certain responses, I have included bar/pie charts. 




A)  IS VIRTUAL LEARNING EASILY ACCESSIBLE?


[bookmark: _Hlk29189451]Commentary on responses received:
The majority of students (95%) felt that the VLE, Moodle, was either always easily accessible or sometimes easily accessible. Only 5% of students saw Moodle as not easily accessible. 



  

 B)   IS VIRTUAL LEARNING EASY TO UNDERSTAND?
Commentary on responses received:
85% of students noted that Moodle was user-friendly and easy to navigate, with 15% feeling that the platform was not easy to understand.

C) DOES VIRTUAL LEARNING MEET YOUR LEARNING NEEDS?

Commentary on responses received:
75% of students noted that Moodle met their learning needs, with 25% stating that Moodle was not adequate to meet their needs.




[bookmark: _Hlk29279311]Commentary on responses received:
Only 25% of students felt that adequate support was available to them whilst using Moodle, with 75% of students noting that improvements could be made to the support provided. Within the group of students who felt that the current support could be improved, 55% noted that adequate support was sometimes provided and 20% noted that adequate support was never made available. 

An extract of responses received is as follows:
· It could be simpler to understand
· There could be a live chat feature on learning websites to help students and learners

· More features – like a recorded session of all classes so you can get to see all the discussions that took place in class if you miss class

· It needs to be more accessible to different types of people

· It should be more diverse and contain more topics.

· There should be verbal notes uploaded by teachers to expand on written materials

· It’s good to have more specific features to suit specific people, institutions and contain different languages

· It should contain different versions of information sources

· Interactive learning

D)  HOW DO YOU THINK VIRTUAL LEARNING COULD BE IMPROVED?
Commentary on responses received:
Students provided various comments as shown above. A common theme is that students felt that the functionality within Moodle could be enhanced to include additional materials to assist with their learning experience. It should be noted that 55% of students did not comment on how it could be improved.

E) DO YOU GET ADEQUATE SUPPORT WHEN USING VIRTUAL LEARNING?
5


  6
F)     TAKING EVERYTHING INTO ACCOUNT, DO YOU PREFER USING VIRTUAL LEARNING TO TRADITIONAL LEARNING?
7

[bookmark: _Hlk29279432]Commentary on responses received:
60% of students confirmed that they preferred to use virtual learning compared to 40% who preferred traditional learning. 



G )    HOW DOES VIRTUAL LEARNING COMPARE TO TRADITIONAL LEARNING?
Commentary on responses received:
Responses were mixed from students as it relates to this question. Those that preferred virtual learning commented on its ease of access and convenience, together with the richness of information which it provides students.  Whilst those who preferred traditional learning, referred to the better quality of learning gained from having face-to-face/personalised teaching.

The following responses were received:

· It is more accessible. If there is an internet connection, I can learn. 

· It contains more information and has useful links. 

· It’s harder to understand as it sometimes isn’t well funded enough and is isn’t programmed well.

· It is more accurate and covers more information

· It doesn’t personalise teaching and if you don’t understand something no way to question it.

· Traditional learning is better as it has lots of people who can give information and explain things to me

· It is shorter and more straightforward. Any classes I miss I can check them on Moodle.

· It is better as I can access it anytime and there is plenty of information on it like classes and links for extra information.

· Virtual learning is easier but traditional learning is much better and useful because you can have one to one time with a teacher.

· Virtual learning is much better than traditional learning

· It’s teaches at your own pace and it helps to catch up on information 

· Things can be better explained but may be harder to learn virtually

Commentary on responses received:
50% of students commented that it was neither easy or difficult to use Moodle at the beginning of their user experience, with 35% commenting that the VLE was very easy to use and 15% commenting that they experienced great difficulty.
H )      AT THE BEGINNING OF YOUR USING VIRTUAL LEARNING, HOW EASY 
WAS IT TO GET ON WITH IT?

In addition to the above bar and pie charts, two questions were asked in relation to how often students use VLEs and whether they were able to download information from VLEs. All but one student (95%) commented that VLEs were either always or sometimes made use of. Only one student (5%) commented that they did not access VLEs. With respect to the latter question, 65% of students advised that they were unable to download information from VLEs and 35% confirmed that they can do so.
Conclusion
It appears that as the wider society moves towards a more technologically based environment to achieve things faster, easier and more conveniently, education is also following this trend and one of the ways it is doing so is by the presence of VLEs. The review of existing literature indicated that generally the introduction and use of VLEs within educational settings has had a positive impact on student’s learning experience. This may be due to the fact that it has increased their options to learn and also makes learning easier by providing access to vast amounts of information which allows them to carry out independent research, or simply catch-up on a lecture that has been missed, at whatever time is convenient for them. Research also showed that VLEs on their own were not the perfect solution for learning and that they should be used in combination with traditional learning to ensure that the personal interaction between a student and a teacher doesn’t fade away.
My assessment of the students at the University of Wales largely supports the information that I reviewed from the existing literature. Most students that were questioned confirmed that VLEs met their needs and preferred to use it over the traditional learning environment. Students expressed support for VLEs as it increases the options available to them to learn and noted advantages such as being able to access courses and further learning wherever they were located provided they had an internet connection. The view that VLEs have made the learning experience significantly more convenient was common among the students who noted that missing classes no longer placed them at a disadvantage as they were able to catch-up in their own time through Moodle.
Although the overall view was that VLEs were positively impacting students learning experience, some students expressed frustrations with VLEs which may have contributed to them not gaining as much benefit from Moodle as other students. A number of students negatively commented on or rated: (a) the user experience the first time they used Moodle; (b) how accessible the system was on an ongoing basis; (c) the inconsistent support received whilst using Moodle; (d) the ability to download documents from Moodle and (e) the need for changes to be introduced to the system. 
Taking the above into account, the research leads me to the conclusion that the presence of Moodle has enhanced the learning experience for students significantly provided that a blended approach is adopted. However, this experience could be improved further by providing more training, whether face-to-face or written materials, to make students more comfortable, knowledgeable and confident with using VLEs and give them a better user experience. By way of an example, it may be due to a lack of training that most of the students (65%) that I questioned advised that they were unable to download information from VLEs. Improvements could also be introduced by way of the ongoing support provided to students whilst using VLEs so that they do not lose confidence in the system due to operational/technical issues they encounter whilst using it. Introducing these changes will help to ensure that all students can fully take advantage of the benefits provided from using a VLE, not just those students who are technologically savvy. Finally, regular feedback should be sought from students, and actioned, as to how things could be improved within the system as this would encourage and motivate students to use VLEs and ensure that VLEs stay in touch with student’s needs in this rapidly changing technological environment.    
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Further question, please list your questions below.
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Accessibility of virtual learning


Always easily accesible	Sometimes easily accesible	Never easily accesible	11	8	1	Always easily accesible	Sometimes easily accesible	Never easily accesible	Always easily accesible	Sometimes easily accesible	Never easily accesible	

Is virtual learning easy to understand?

Yes	No	17	3	

Is virtual learning easy to understand?

Yes	No	17	3	


Does virtual learning meet your learning needs?


Yes	No	15	5	

Does virtual learning meet your learning needs?

Yes	No	15	5	


Do you get adequate support when using virtual learning?

Always	Sometimes	Never	5	11	4	

Do you get adequate support when using virtual learning?

Always	Sometimes	Never	5	11	4	


Virtual learning or Traditional learning?

Virtual learning?	Traditional Learning?	12	8	

Virtual learning or Traditional learning?

Virtual learning?	Traditional Learning?	12	8	


At the beginning of you using virtual learning how easy was it to get with it?

Very easy	Neither easy or difficult	Very difficult	7	10	3	


At the beginning of you using virtual learning how easy was it to get with it?

Very easy	Neither easy or difficult	Very difficult	7	10	3	

Accessibility of virtual learning

Always easily accesible	Sometimes easily accesible	Never easily accesible	11	8	1	Always easily accesible	Sometimes easily accesible	Never easily accesible	Always easily accesible	Sometimes easily accesible	Never easily accesible	
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Digital skills and research methods  


Virtual Learning Environment Questionnaire – with student 


responses 


1. Is virtual learning easily accessible? 


Always- 11  


Sometimes-8 


Never-1 


2. Is virtual learning easy to understand? 


No-3 


Yes-17 


3. Does virtual learning meet your needs? 


Yes-15 


No-5 


4. How do you think virtual learning could be improved? 


Stay the same-11 


Change-9 


Those who felt that virtual learning could be improved provided commentary to explain 


how it could be improved. 


5. How often do you use virtual learning? 


Always-10 


Sometimes-9 


Never-1 


6. Do you get adequate support when using virtual learning? 


Always-5 


Sometimes-11 


Never-4 







7. Are you able to download information on virtual learning? 


Yes-7 


No-13 


8. Taking everything into account do you prefer using virtual 


learning to traditional learning. 


Yes-12 


No-8 


9. At the beginning of your doing virtual learning how easy was it 


to get with it. 


Very easy-7 


Neither easy or difficult-10 


Very difficult-3 


10. How does virtual learning compare to traditional 


learning? 


Mixed views from students with some commenting on why they prefer virtual learning and 


other talking to the benefits of traditional learning.   
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Virtual Learning Environment Questionnaire – with student 


responses 


1. Is virtual learning easily accessible? 


Always- 11  


Sometimes-8 


Never-1 


2. Is virtual learning easy to understand? 


No-3 


Yes-17 


3. Does virtual learning meet your needs? 


Yes-15 


No-5 


4. How do you think virtual learning could be improved? 


Stay the same-11 


Change-9 


Those who felt that virtual learning could be improved provided commentary to explain 


how it could be improved. 


5. How often do you use virtual learning? 


Always-10 


Sometimes-9 


Never-1 


6. Do you get adequate support when using virtual learning? 


Always-5 


Sometimes-11 


Never-4 
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7. Are you able to download information on virtual learning? 


Yes-7 


No-13 


8. Taking everything into account do you prefer using virtual 


learning to traditional learning. 


Yes-12 


No-8 


9. At the beginning of your doing virtual learning how easy was it 


to get with it. 


Very easy-7 


Neither easy or difficult-10 


Very difficult-3 


10. How does virtual learning compare to traditional 


learning? 


Mixed views from students with some commenting on why they prefer virtual learning and 


other talking to the benefits of traditional learning.   


 






