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The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in numerous challenges for teaching and learning combined with significant disruptions of educational process as a whole. Lockdowns, social distancing measures and the inability to attend live classroom sessions have triggered the consideration of alternative methods of learning. Even before the pandemic, virtual learning environments (VLEs) started increasing in popularity due to their various advantages and opportunities offered to educational institutions. However, the pandemic outbreak has accelerated the process of implementing and further developing such solutions with the aim to improve learning experience and academic achievements of students. 
The current report has the aim to assess the nature and features of VLEs and to examine the impact of Moodle VLE on students’ learning experience at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David London Campus. 
[bookmark: _Toc112673134]Virtual learning environment
VLEs are consolidated and integrated in the majority of educational institutions and vary in terms of functionalities and features (Alves et al., 2017). VLEs are recognised as very helpful tools for enriching the teaching and learning process and addressing the newly arising needs of current generations of learners. This is one of the main reasons why many universities have started offering and implementing VLEs and web-based services, courses and additional tools, mainly with the aim of further engaging and encouraging students to improve their performance and be more involved in the process (Ahmed et al., 2012). 
Initially, VLEs have been primarily used as an additional tool which can offer accompanying materials and learning resources. Nowadays, they perform a significantly larger role in the educational process. In some cases, they even substitute live and face-to-face classroom environments. VLEs are considered to be of crucial importance for contemporary educational institutions, as they provide both learners and teachers with significant advantages, the main of which is perceived to be sufficiently improved learning experience. 
The general framework of a VLE can be illustrated as shown on the following graph. 


Figure 1 – VLE infrastructure
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Source: Kumar et al. (2020)
The main idea of VLE is to deliver an opportunity of conducting an educational process via a digital channel and facilitating its completion in a remote mode (Bansode and Kumbhar, 2012). By definition, a VLE is an online site which students use to learn and interact (Al-Obaydi, 2020). It can also be considered as a collection of teaching and learning tools and resources which aim at developing learner’s capabilities via an online or digital device (Al-Obaydi, 2020). It can include a wide variety of resources and different forms of media (e.g. text, audio, visual), virtual classrooms and many other resources which further enhance and develop the quality of the teaching and learning process and its outcomes. Most VLEs even have chats and blogs which allow both real-time interaction and individual use of resources at own convenience and location (Al-Obaydi, 2020). VLEs are based on curricular mapping, electronic communication between students and teachers and a clear system of assessment in order to be effective (Al-Obaydi, 2020). 
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In the contemporary digital world, virtual interaction is a part of daily life. Learning is not an exception. The recent pandemic outbreak has clearly demonstrated the validity of its practical usefulness. The use of VLEs in educational context is justified mainly by addressing its various advantages and benefits obtained by both teachers and learners, which make it a main tool for interaction. VLEs have several main features which often make them a preferred channel of teaching and learning. Some of its functions include sending and reading messages, attaching and downloading different formats of documents and media, posting easily various forms of content, making posts quickly, use of automatic and interactive exercises, adding blogs and wikis, use of virtual white board and many more (Al-Obaydi, 2020). All this allows teachers and learners to communicate more effectively and efficiently and leads to a greater comprehension and clarity of delivered material and content (Al-Obaydi, 2020). 
VLEs can be used as a stand-alone program (e.g. in case of virtual courses) or an additional platform to be used apart from classroom sessions. This also allows a greater pool of opportunities for both teachers and learners, such as the provision of additional materials for preparation or asking additional questions to improve understanding of more complicated concepts (Al-Obaydi, 2020). VLEs provide a wide variety of benefits to both teachers and learners. When teaching experience is considered, VLEs can help for overcoming digital literacy and develop their communication capabilities (Al-Obaydi, 2020). It also enables teachers to provide learners with a wider variety and range of additional materials and use interactive exercises which support them in improving understanding and comprehension (Al-Obaydi, 2020). VLEs also allow teachers to maintain individual communication with each student, even during the classroom session, without the awareness of the rest of the learners, which make communication more effective and also allow tutors to dedicate individual attention to each student and their specific needs. 
For some subjects, such as engineering, biology and others, VLEs may also offer virtual simulations, 3D models for practice and better visualisation of detailed objects; thereby, further improving the understanding of learners and delivering the curriculum content in a more effective fashion (Al-Obaydi, 2020). VLEs also allow the mitigation of the impact of some factors disrupting education, such as cases of sickness, inability to physically attend school and others. It also allows learners to self-regulate and support their learning through allowing them to use additional materials and resources at their own convenience, time and location (Al-Obaydi, 2020). All this tends to improve the engagement, dedication and motivation of learners. As a result, their interest in studying increases and their academic performance and achievements improve. Alves et al. (2017) further claim that VLEs improve learning experience of students, mainly due to the wide variety of functionalities and tools which can be used that increase both the interest and engagement in the learning process. 
The main drawbacks of VLEs are considered to be focused on the risk of failing technology, the loss of socialisation, the risk of becoming too tech-savvy and losing social skills and the overwhelming of the variety of platforms and functionalities which need to be navigated at the same time (Awang et al., 2018). Isolation from live contact and the easiness of distraction are perceived by students as the main barriers to effective virtual learning (Awang et al., 2018; Loureiro and Bettencourt, 2014). 
The differences between VLEs and traditional learning environment can be summarised as shown below. As evident, both methods have advantages and drawbacks which have to be carefully considered. In this light, primary data should also be examined in order to make an overall evaluation of the learning experience supported by VLEs. 










Table 1 – Virtual vs traditional learning
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Source: Ahmed et al. (2012)
As mentioned previously, the main aim of VLEs is to make education easier, more accessible and widely available to a greater part of the population through mitigating some of the main disruptions and factors of influence depriving learners from fully enhanced experience. The increased use of technology in every other area of life further contributes to this trend and, especially since the recent pandemic, it is expected that VLEs will remain to be a strongly preferred tool integrated in education programs and curriculums. 
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In order to assess the validity of academic literature on the matter, primary data has also been collected, processed, assessed and analysed. The following questions and results have been used and obtained. 
Question 1: Are you familiar with VLEs?

As evident from the graph, all 12 respondents are familiar with VLEs. This is an expected answer as the participants are using Moodle as a part of the learning process at University of Wales Trinity Saint David London Campus.
Question 2: How often do you use Moodle?

As evident from the results, the majority of participants in the survey use Moodle between 10 and 15 hours per week. This is considered as a sufficient use and suggests that Moodle is a helpful and needed tool for learning and studying purposes. Only two participants state that they use Moodle between 1 and 5 hours per week. All of the rest use the platform more, which can lead to the assumption that it is considered as a useful tool for preparation and comprehension of academic content. 
Question 3: On a scale of 1-10 how would you rate Moodle?

According to results, it can be considered that the surveyed students mainly like the platform as the majority of them provide a positive ranking score above the neutrality threshold value of five. Only two students give a rating of 3 and 4 points, respectively. No participants rank the platform with the lowest two positions. All this suggests that the students believe the platform contributes to their learning experience and is rather useful for their educational process and academic achievements. 
Question 4: What are the difficulties faced while using Moodle?

As evident on the pie chart, the majority of participants claim that easy distraction from the platform is a main problem. Isolation is the second most important issue recognised by participants. The third most common problem is associated with the lack or issues related to technological knowledge and skills. However, these three problems can be considered to be generally applicable to VLEs and not specifically to Moodle. However, interface and technological breakdown are issues faced while using Moodle and they have to be considered when deciding on areas to be improved.
Question 5: What are the positives of Moodle?

As identified by the results, the main positives of Moodle, ranked in their importance as provided by participants, include better understanding of academic material., easier communication and feedback from tutors, greater convenience obtained, easy access, the opportunity to engage in interactive exercises, wide range of resources which can be downloaded and uploaded, as well as the greater flexibility of the learning process in general. 



Question 6: What are the negatives of Moodle?

As identified by the participants in the survey, the three biggest issues associated with using Moodle as part of the learning process include easy distraction, the technological bugs and the interface of the platform. 
As evident from primary research data, Moodle as an example of a common VLEs used in higher education, is perceived as having both positive and negative impact on learning experience. For the purposes of critical analysis, it should be noted that participants have been provided with an open question and blank space for the last three questions. This may be the cause of having answers which are not directly related to Moodle specifically, but VLEs in general. 
For future surveys, more closed multiple choice questions will be used, so that results are more objective and informative. In general, it can be summarised that the results of the primary research completely support the findings of academic literature review. VLEs are here to stay and their advantages should be further enhanced, while areas for improvement must be addressed accordingly. VLEs like Moodle tend to deliver significant opportunities to further enhance the learning environment for students and improve the entire educational process in the context of higher education. However, they should be adapted to specific organisational capabilities, needs of learners and overall educational context of the school. 
[bookmark: _Toc112673137]Conclusion
To sum up, primary and secondary data findings demonstrate that VLEs have a significant impact on learning environment and experience of students. They can be quite helpful for better understanding academic material delivered by tutors, obtaining more resources and feedback and using interactive exercises for better practice. Modern technologies also allow for a greater degree of flexibility, access and convenience which tend to encourage students to be more dedicated and motivated to learn. However, there are some drawbacks which should also be addressed by educational institutions in order to ensure that students obtain maximum experience and achieve their best academic outcomes. 
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Appendix 1
In-Class exercise: Questionnaire Design
Student Name: Diana Decheva  Student ID:2129230
Module Name: Digital Skills and Research Methods (SFTW)  Group: 4____

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. You will also need to attach this questionnaire to your final report.

Please write down your questions that you are going to use for your primary data collection.  Try to have different types of questions such as open-ended questions and close-ended questions like (YES/NO) question (s), multiple choice question(s) and Likert-scale question (s). All together you need to make 5-8 questions of different types for data collection.


Question 1:
Are you familiar with Virtual learning environments?

	Yes
	

	No
	







Question 2:
How often do you use Moodle?
a) 1-5 hours per week
b) 5-10 hours per week
c) 10-15 hours per week
d) More than 15 hours per week
 


Question 3:
In scale 1-10 how do you rate a Moodle?
1 being terrible,10 being amazing
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	





	
	Question 4:
            What is the difficults you face while using Moodle?
           _________________
	


	Question 5:
           According to your opinion what we can improve in Moodle?
          __________________



	Question 6:
            What are the positives and negatives of Moodle?
           _________________



Yes	No	12	0	



1-5 hours per week	5-10 hours per week	10-15 hours per week	More than 15 hours per week	2	3	4	3	



1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	0	0	1	1	2	1	2	2	2	1	



Interface	Technological knowledge/skills	Isolation	Easy distraction	Technological breakdown	2	3	5	5	3	


Wide range of resources	Easy access	Convenience	Flexibility	Interactive exercises	Better understanding	Easier communication and feedback 	3	4	5	2	3	6	5	


Interface	Technological bugs	Easy distraction	3	5	7	
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