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[bookmark: _Toc70788769]Introduction
The 21st Century has been characterised by a shift in the pedagogical approaches used by learners and teachers globally. One of the most adopted and integrated approaches has been the virtual learning environment used for blended and distance learning. The Oxford University Press (2016) defines a virtual learning environment (VLE) as "a system for delivering learning materials to students via the web" (GOODALL and Oxford University Press, 2016). There are different VLEs, such as the open-source VLE, off-the-shelf VLE and the bespoke VLE. This research will investigate the impact of Moodle, an open-source VLE, on students' learning experience at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David London Campus.
Due to the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on the education system in the U.K., the majority of higher learning institutions had to suspend their physical learning activities. As a result, most of these institutions had to adopt a virtual learning environment that would allow students to continue with their course studies. However, following the implementation of these learning techniques, there is a concern about the effectiveness and suitability of the VLE as an approach to learner autonomy.
At the University of Wales Trinity Saint David London Campus, e-learning is characterised by the adoption of Moodle, an open-source VLE.  This study will investigate the effect of VLE – Moodle on the students’ learning experience at the university.
[bookmark: _Toc70788770]Background
This section of this study will explore and review the literature and secondary research on the impact of the virtual learning environment on students’ learning experience.
[bookmark: _Toc70788771]Definitions
MOODLE: acronym for “Modular Object-Oriented Dynamic Learning Environment.” It is a “multi-platform, open-source software, distributed under General Public License (GPL), which promotes the integration of new educational technologies.” (Wilges et al., pp.2713-2721)
Learning Experience: “any interaction, course, program, or other experience in which learning takes place, whether it occurs in traditional academic settings or non-traditional settings or whether it includes traditional educational interactions or non-traditional interactions.” (Great Schools Partnership, 2013)
[bookmark: _Toc70788772]Virtual Learning Environment - Moodle
Currently, many e-learning approaches and platforms are being prepared, organised, and tested to establish novel educational platforms. According to Phungsuk, Viriyavejakul, and Ratanaolarn (2017, pp.297-306), higher education institutions have a growing inclination to create a VLE where courses are "handled using a consistent and standard interface throughout the institution." VLEs are also referred to as Learning Management Systems (LMS). One of the most successful VLE types is the Moodle, first developed by Martin Dougiamas, who, at the time, was an Australian PhD student. The first version was released on the 20th of August 2002. Presently, the Moodle website dictates that there are 188,000 Moodle sites, 35,000,000 courses and 269,000,000 users. (stats.moodle.org, 2020) These are maintained by the “Moodle Community and Moodle HQ.”
Papadakis et al. (2018) demonstrate that in a Moodle platform, “all the available information within a course (for a specific subject) is organised in separate blocks,” with the first block containing general and institutional info on the course such as the timetables, lecturers, chats, news etc. The other blocks’ organisation is at the discretion of the institution. Moodle's programming and installation are simple and easy to use for users as the application is also available on Android and IOS mobile operating systems. (Grossi, Elias, Chamon, and Leal, 2018, pp.514-519)
[bookmark: _Toc70788773]A Contemporary Review of VLEs 
Researchers such as Tapia-Repetto, Gutiérrez, and Tremillo-Maldonado (2019) highlight that the use of VLEs for learning has had a transformational potential of reconciling interactions between students and teachers. However, this reconciliation is not observable among students, as they prefer to interact with one another outside the VLE interfaces. Their interactions are more observable on platforms such as WhatsApp. Similarly, Kerimbayev et al. (2020, pp.1965-1982) also point out that VLE in learning allows students to individually raise problems from the course material, allowing teachers to achieve "independent solutions" from these questions. The Moodle platform in this study was very effective in providing support for students outside the classroom once they had had time to reflect on the contents of a lesson.
In a study on student’s opinion regarding the usage of Moodle as an online learning platform, Yildiz, Tezer, and Uzunboylu (2018) found that students felt that Moodle had a positive effect on their academic performance and the ease of use of the platform, positively affected educational results for both students and the teaching staff. However, in an investigation of computer-based learning on student performance, Cerezo et al. (2017, p.1403) discovered that this form of learning had a detrimental effect on students who chose to procrastinate their learning experience. For Kapsargina, and Olentsova (2020, pp. 537-544), the adoption of Moodle in place of traditional forms of learning was advantageous because it allowed for the; “implementation of the principle of individualisation of educational and professional activities; the ability to get quick feedback; the ability to visualise the educational material; the variability of independent work; independence and activity.” Nonetheless, Moodle may be disadvantageous to students because of its rigidity in terms of the marking system. For learners who have limited computer skills, their shortcomings may also prove to be a drawback in this learning system.
Following the adoption of the virtual learning environment at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David London Campus, this research hopes to explore any consequential effects of Moodle as an LMS on students' learning experience. Here, the researcher will define the learning experience in terms of the course material availability, students’ performance, and students' attitudes towards Moodle as an educational platform.
[bookmark: _Toc70788774]	Aims and Objectives
After a review of existing literature on the effect of VLEs on students' learning experience, these research objectives were developed by the researcher:
i. To analyse the effect of the virtual learning environment - Moodle on students’ performance at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David London Campus.
ii. To find out if the existing Moodle courses at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David London Campus provide necessary course material for the students.
iii. To investigate students' attitudes from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David London Campus on the usage of Moodle as an educational platform.
[bookmark: _Toc70788775]Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc70788776]Research Philosophy and Design.
“A research philosophy is what the researcher perceives to be truth, reality and knowledge.” (Ryan, 2018) This study will be based on a social constructionism epistemology characterised by a pragmatism philosophy. When it comes to the research design, the study is cross-sectional and descriptive. A preference will be given to qualitative methods.
[bookmark: _Toc70788777]Population and Sample
A population of interest is “the study’s target population that it intends to study or treat.” (Majid, 2018). For this research, the population will be the students from Group 3 ‘Skills for the workplace’ at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David London Campus.
A non-probability sampling technique will be the most suitable sampling technique in this study. The convenience sampling method will be used for data collection. Convenience sampling involves recruiting the most accessible participants in your research. 
[bookmark: _Toc70788778]Limitations of convenience sampling
i. Susceptible to selection bias
ii. Difficult to replicate the findings of the study
iii. High probability of sampling errors
[bookmark: _Toc70788779]Methodology
For this research, secondary data collection was first conducted through literature review and consultations with the professor and fellow researchers. With the population of interest being the University of Wales Trinity Saint David London Campus, primary data collection methods were also employed through the distribution of surveys. The survey involved questionnaires that were in the form of online Google forms.
[bookmark: _Toc70788780]Data Analysis and Presentation
After data is collected, an analysis of the data will be done by the researcher through the method of 'open coding', which "involves a process of breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptualising and categorising data.” (Leedy, 1993). This method will allow the researcher to recognise any patterns from the obtained results and make appropriate conclusions and recommendations.
[bookmark: _Toc70788781]Ethical Consideration
Before the researcher embarks on conducting this research, they will first acquire ethical approval from the ethics committee at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David London Campus. Identities of participants will also be anonymous to preserve their confidentiality.
[bookmark: _Toc70788782]Results
This segment reports on the results and findings of the investigation of the effects of VLE – Moodle at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David London Campus.
The Google forms distributed to the students in group 3 gathered data from 13 respondents. All the respondents admitted to having used Moodle for studying purposes. When the respondents were asked if they had any frustrations when using VLE – Moodle, the following table summarises their responses:
	Experienced frustrations when using Moodle
	Rate
	Percentage

	Yes
	1
	7.69%

	Sometimes
	3
	23.08%

	No
	9
	69.23%


To establish the opinions of the students on the usage of Moodle in their learning experience, a 4-point Linkert scale was used. The scale had “a range of 1 to 4 where 1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= agree and 4= strongly agree.”. The findings of this investigation are illustrated:
	Statement
	Mean
	Standard Deviation
	Rating

	It is easy for me to find what I am looking for when using Moodle.
	3.69
	0.48
	2

	Moodle has helped me in my studies (performance-wise)
	3.00
	0.82
	5

	The Moodle platforms at the university contain relevant course materials.
	3.31
	0.75
	3

	My involvement rate when learning through a VLE platform like Moodle
	3.23
	0.73
	4

	My feelings towards the involvement rate of my lecturer during my studies
	3.85
	0.38
	1


Additionally, an investigation of the students’ preference when it comes to VLE versus face to face showed that:
                   
Similarly, the students’ experience using Moodle is illustrated in the pie chart below:
                   
Finally, the students felt that Moodle is an effective form of VLE, especially with the pandemic’s effect on education in the U.K.
[bookmark: _Toc70788783]Discussion
This study aimed to examine the effects of Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) – Moodle on students' learning experience.
From the results obtained in this research, we can say that VLEs, specifically Moodle, are a pedagogical approach that students at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David London Campus are familiar with and have embraced in their learning. These findings could be attributed to the digitalisation of education in the U.K. due to the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic. Nonetheless, approximately 30% of the respondents admitted to experiencing frustrations when using Moodle. Unfortunately, the scope of this study did not delve into the factors that could have been the cause for this frustration.
i. [bookmark: _Toc70788784]Attitudes of students towards the usage of Moodle as an educational platform.
An inquiry of the involvement of lecturers in Moodle revealed that the lecturers were highly involved and active in students’ studies. Similarly, the students felt that they also participated in the learning activities that integrated the use of Moodle. As such, the VLE at the university was characterised by active participants – lecturers and students. Most of the respondents also reported a positive learning experience using VLEs. However, a slightly higher percentage of students admitted that they preferred face-to-face learning to the use of Moodle. The remaining percentage had no preference.
ii. [bookmark: _Toc70788785]Availability of necessary course materials on VLE – Moodle platforms
When the participants were asked if the Moodle platforms at the university had sufficient course material for their everyday studies, they responded in the affirmative.  The materials provided on these platforms made the learning process a lot easier for students.
iii. [bookmark: _Toc70788786]The impact of the virtual learning environment - Moodle on students’ performance
The participants of this study agreed that learning through VLEs – Moodle positively affected their performance. They also admitted that it was very easy to navigate and find any information they were looking for on the Moodle platform. This finding is an illustration of developing learner autonomy among the students from this university.
Some of the suggestions given by the participants of the study on how to improve their Moodle experience were:
a. Incorporation of multimedia, e.g., video and audio, into all of the Moodle course platforms at the university.  The participants felt that this would improve the engagement between students and lecturers.
b. Implementation of an award programme for students once they reach a set learning target. The awarded points would need to be reflected on students’ overall grade at term-end. 
[bookmark: _Toc70788787]Conclusion
This study aimed to examine the effect of Moodle, an open-source VLE, on students' learning experience at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David London Campus. The research revealed that the students had a positive learning experience with VLEs, specifically Moodle, at the university. The Moodle platforms were fairly easy to navigate and provided sufficient course material needed by the students. They also allowed for interaction between themselves and lecturers.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Questionnaire

1. Have you ever used an online platform like Moodle for studying? 
· Yes 
· No 

2. Do you experience frustration when using Moodle? 
· Yes
· Sometimes
· No
3. Is it easy for you to find what you are looking for when using Moodle? 
	Strongly Disagree
	Disagree
	Agree
	Strongly Agree

	
	
	
	



4. Has Moodle helped you in your studies (performance-wise)? 
	Strongly Disagree
	Disagree
	Agree
	Strongly Agree

	
	
	
	



5. Do you find the relevant course materials on the Moodle platforms?
	Strongly Disagree
	Disagree
	Agree
	Strongly Agree

	
	
	
	



6. Do you prefer learning through an online platform like Moodle or face to face? 
· Moodle 
· Face to face 
· Either works for me 
·  Neither 
 
7. In general, how positive are you with your experience using Moodle? 
1. It’s epic! 
2. Positive 
3. Meh/Whatever 	 
4. It makes me sad  
5. Me no happy 
 
8. On a 4-point Linkert Scale how do you rate your feeling of involvement when learning through a VLE platform like Moodle? 
	Poor
	Average
	Good
	Excellent

	
	
	
	



9. On a 4-point Linkert Scale how do you rate your feeling on your lecturer’s involvement in your studies? 
	Poor
	Average
	Good
	Excellent

	
	
	
	



10. Overall what do you think about Moodle as a VLE? 
11. Is there any way that you can think of to improve the experience? 





Experience	

Epic	Positive	Meh/ Whatever	Makes me  sad	I am not happy at all	2	8	3	0	0	


Preferred Learning Technique	
Moodle	Face to Face	Either	Neither	2	6	5	0	
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