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1. Introduction



We live in the era of the technology and it’s growing very fast, helping everybody in their processes of work, study, social life or anything else. We, as students, can benefit and improve educational process by using technology in classrooms and outside of it. 

The Virtual Learning Environment is the place where students and lecturers can share resources, interact with each other, give presentations and almost everything else that could be done physically in classes. If in the past all the tasks were done by physical presence, now everything could be easily replaced with technology tools.

In this report, I will present you my personal opinion and the results of my research on how the growth and spread of information and communications technology (ICT) can benefit and improve educational process with the help of the computers, other devices and tools from internet and what are the challenges of the VLE in the students’ opinion. I will present some data and some graphs, based on the results of the questionnaire and a survey.
















2. Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) 

2.1 Definition and student accessibility features

Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) is a set of tools (teaching and learning), made to help the students in their learning experience by using personal computers and internet in the learning process.
VLE is an important resource for High Education students, especially for the full-time/part-time working and/or distance learners, but the disadvantage is that the engagement is lower than anticipated by institutions. (Hopkins, 2011)
In terms of accessibility, VLE is a perfect solution for busy people: workers, parents, persons involved in more than 2 activities and last but not least, for disabled people. And that’s a good practice to be considered being complementary and essential in accessibility, more important than usability.
Currently, internet has been preferred in education because of the technological possibilities it is providing, and its potential to reach much larger mass of people.
In the last 5 years, more than 80% of the UK education institutions started using VLE’s. With the right use of internet technologies and an understanding of user requirements, learning material used with VLE, can be accessible to all students. 
Also, based on my personal research and the results from my questionnaire and survey, combined with some literature, we can say that there are as well some disadvantages in Virtual Learning Environment.











2.2 Learning management systems: Moodle

In our case, as students of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David and on the other hand – tutors, we use Moodle as one of our Learning management systems. This platform have proved to assure us with a secure and accessible learning environment. 
Moodle, also known as Modular Object Oriented Dynamic Learning Environment, is one of the open source LMS systems that can compete with the commercially available LMS systems. A recent survey and investigation has shown that Moodle is the most efficient and most commonly used open source LMS system currently available (Hotrum, Ludwig & Baggaley, 2005; Winter; 2006; Cavus & Momani, 2009).
Moodle is a free and open-source learning management system written in PHP and distributed under the GNU General Public License. Moodle is used for blended learning, distance education, flipped classrooms and other online learning schemes in schools, universities, workplaces and other sectors. It can be used to create customs websites with online courses and allows for community-sourced plugins. (Wikipedia).
Mostly, teachers are feeling comfortable using VLE and they can feel the benefits in their pedagogical experience.

But, at the same time, of course there are voices, from teachers and students as well, that do not favour the implementation of these platforms in the educational process. Some regard VLE’s as a waste of time or that this resource does not add value to the teaching-learning process, or that this type of technology does very little to stimulate students’ learning.









PRO’s of Moodle:
1. Open source learning management system
2. Easy installation both on the network and local
3. It has a very wide group of users, being available in 75 different languages, used in over 215 countries with more than 1,175,000 registered members
4. It enables educators to create online lessons
5. There is no license fee for Moodle. Is it free of charge as open source under the GPL (General Public License). The institution using it, has only to invest time for creating the lessons
6. Lecturers can upload their materials in different formats (Word, PDF, MP3, PowerPoint, Flash, RSS, SCORM)
7. There is no need to write a single line of program in order to use Moodle
8. Moodle is a system that is user based
Etc.



Advantages for educators:

1. It can be used for completely online and also for face to face education
2. As an interface it requires a simple, effective, compatible, low technology search engine (Internet Explorer, Microsoft Edge, Firefox, Google Chrome etc.)
3. Moodle is based and supports the Social Constructivist Pedagogy
4. Multimedia formats and products can be used with Moodle, such as video, Flash, Excel, etc.








3. Aim and objectives of the research 

The main aim of this research is to analyse and to understand the opinion of the students involved in this data collection regarding the VLE in the University of Wales Trinity Saint David and how do they feel using online technology and tools. A questionnaire with some specific questions was used and then data collected were presented in chart formats for a visual and better understanding.

A questionnaire is a list of questions and items used to gather information from respondents about their opinion, experience and attitude, in this case, about the Virtual Learning Environment used in our University and maybe outside if it.

Survey represents the process of examination of the answers that gives us the questionnaire. Observation will be my conclusion at the end, after analysing all the data collected and showed in the charts created.

Our focus group this time, represented our colleagues from the same course, receiving a feedback by filling the questionnaire in number of 15 participants.

















4. Questionnaire
For the example below, I have created a questionnaire of 13 questions, with different answer options like: checkboxes, multiple options and short answer. I did start with 5 general questions: Age, Home country, gender, employment status etc. and continuing with 8 more specific ones for a better understanding of our online learning affect.

From the general information we can observe that: 

· We have 40% male and 60% female participants
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: How do you identify yourself?. Number of responses: 15 responses.]

· In terms of age, we have 4 equal sections of 21.4% of each section with
20-25, 26-30, 36-40, 41-45 years
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: What is your age?
. Number of responses: 14 responses.]
And only 14.3% aged between 31-35 years




· 53.3% are married and 46.7% not married
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Are you married?. Number of responses: 15 responses.]
· 93.3% being from Europe and only 1 person (6.7%) from Asia
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Where is your home country located?
. Number of responses: 15 responses.]
· 86.7% of respondents are full-time employed and 13.3% are students only
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: What is your current employment status?
. Number of responses: 15 responses.]








For our online learning understanding, I do have 8 specific questions aimed to help me understand the knowledge, experience and attitude of the individuals towards Virtual Learning Environment.

Starting with some simple technical questions like:
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: How often do you use a computer?. Number of responses: 15 responses.]
We can see that most of the participants are using a computer daily (80%), what is very relevant for our research.

Here we can see what software apps are most common for our students:
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Which software apps are you most familiar with?. Number of responses: 15 responses.]




From this question, we start to understand the attitude towards online studying:

[image: Forms response chart. Question title: What is the best option for you in terms of studying?. Number of responses: 15 responses.]
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Do you have any previous experience with online learning?
. Number of responses: 15 responses.]
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: How do you find the online learning?. Number of responses: 15 responses.]






Speaking about PRO’s for the VLE, our learners mentioned more flexibility, saving money and time.
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: What do you think are the advantages of the online learning?. Number of responses: 15 responses.]

But, for the CON’s we have these opinions:
What do you think are the disadvantages of the online learning?
14 responses
1. Lack of focus. Using the comfort of your home for both relaxing and studying might become a big struggle in finding concentration. More distractions.
2. Lack of focus, more difficult to find or create your study place, lack of physical networking
3. Sometimes the connection aren't that good
4. Sometimes I need physical presence to have answers to my questions
5. Face to face interactions
6. Non direct contact and consistency
7. Social isolation, focusing on the screen for long periods of time distraction by social media
8. The main disadvantage of studying online is distraction from the subject in question.
9. Cannot discuss any difficulties face to face
10. Miscommunication and lack of interest
11. Brainstorming within team is not optimal, poor networking
12. Concentration
13. Fatigue and the presence of many distractions.
14. No interaction

5. Use of the questionnaire in survey conduction

As I previously mentioned, we collected the data creating a 13 questions questionnaire and filled by our colleagues from the course, receiving a total of 15 responses. I think that is the best group of individuals for our data gathering based on the interests and set of beliefs.

Our main goal was to describe the attitude, the understanding and the comfort of the students regarding Virtual Learning Environment in the University, what are the strengths and weaknesses of the process and how it could be improved. 

I have started by using some general questions to understand the background of the participants, based on age, marital and employment status etc. Continuing with the most relevant 8 questions aimed to discover student’s position towards distance learning and using technology, proved us that most of the participants are using a computer or other device connected to the internet on a daily basis (80% using computers). 
Everyone is using it for internet surfing, Microsoft Office, Communication Apps like Skype, Messenger, WhatsApp, Zoom and Teams and just few play games of use editing software. That’s very satisfactory information for our survey.

60% prefer hybrid mode of studies – online and physical presence in campus, 26.7% are more open only for the physical presence and the rest of 13.3% would prefer only online learning. Those numbers are telling us that there is still more to improve.
But at the same time, learners feel very comfortable with online learning (60%), 33.3% - somewhat comfortable and only less than 7% are against it. (Please check again the graphs attached)

That is an interesting situation, because people want physical presence in campus instead of online learning, but in the same time, they are more open to distance study. 
In this case, the best explanation comes from the last answers to the questions based on advantages and disadvantages of online learning, from where we can understand, that people like the flexibility and saving time and money things assured by the virtual lessons, but at the same time they feel a lack of physical networking, interest, concentration and miscommunication that can’t be replaced by the online environment.


[image: Forms response chart. Question title: What is the best option for you in terms of studying?. Number of responses: 15 responses.][image: Forms response chart. Question title: How do you find the online learning?. Number of responses: 15 responses.]


6. Conclusion

Regarding students attitude, most learners felt enthusiastic and motivated about using VLE benefits in their courses. For some of them, technological tools were not so common or they didn’t have the opportunity to use all the advantages at its bests, but participating and studying at the University opened a new perspective to their understanding and experience. Also, the distance learning is promoting the development of autonomous learning as well as student-teacher communication. Despite some difficulties they mentioned, their experience with VLE was mostly satisfactory, and students were eager to share new knowledge with others and to help and support their colleagues. We can say for sure, that time spent on the internet increased, perhaps due to the tasks assigned by the teachers or the process of research for studies. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]As I already said, but it’s important to repeat this information, from the results, we can observe that our students are more okay to study hybrid, both physically and online (60%). At the same time, 26.7% want only the physical presence in campus and only 13.3% are more comfortable with online learning. And the option for distance studies is more suitable for 60% of our students, on the other hand, 33.3% think that is somewhat comfortable and only less than 7% feel discomfort in virtual learning. How those numbers could be used in the future to improve the engagement and Students satisfaction depends on both entities, teachers and learners, but for sure, there is still a lot more to do and changes to implement. 


To summarize, I can conclude that despite the threats and limitations described, it can be stated that the implementation of a VLE in the University is functional and feasible throughout this study, and also highly recommended in the educational process, especially for busy students like us. 
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