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Exploring Students’ Experiences of Moodle to Facilitate their Learning 

Abstract: Moodle is one of the online learning management systems that has brought about dramatic innovation in the teaching and learning method. This research aims to study the use of Moodle as an online teaching platform to facilitate students’ learning. It specifically aims to identify the factors that may have an impact on students’ accomplishment in addition to the obstacles faced by them in using this online platform for their academic studies. This study applied the case study research design within the qualitative research paradigm. Purposive sampling technique was applied by taking the third year undergraduate students from a private university of Karachi, Pakistan. The main reason for selecting this group of students was that the third year students would have had more experience of using Moodle and thus would be able to better express their views. The data was collected via students’ focus group discussions, teachers’ interviews and students’ online performance on Moodle. The thematic analysis took place where the recorded data was first transcribed, different codes were generated and then categorized. The findings indicated that the factors that contributed to students’ accomplishments in using Moodle are mainly dependent on students’ learning motivation and achievements and the collaboration and communication that takes place between them and the teacher via the e-learning platform. The results also demonstrated that the obstacles that students faced relate to the frequent disturbance in computer devices and misusing of online discussion forums by some class mates.
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1. Introduction
Online learning, also called e-learning, has become popular in recent times in addition to face-to-face teaching approach (Dougiamas and Taylor, as cited in Al-Ani, 2013). There are different Learning Management Systems (LMS) that are used to build and manage online learning platforms. Educators use LMS to deliver content to their students via the Internet. Moodle, which stands for ‘Modular object-oriented dynamic learning environment’ is a free open-source platform used for e-learning, with flexible management tools that educators can use to achieve learning goals in online teaching. Moodle is mainly used for delivering distance and online courses, flipped classrooms and other e-learning programs in education and corporate sectors (Moodle.org). Martin Dougiamas developed Moodle in 2002, while solving WebCT problems on a postgraduate degree in Australia. 

The purpose of Moodle in education is to facilitate students in their learning, where they can attempt the activities and collaborate with teachers and colleagues at their ease and time. However, it has been observed that the majority of university teachers in Pakistan still face problems with this online platform as the actual purpose of using Moodle is not being fully met. In a Pakistani context, students seem less interested in using Moodle and prefer face-to-face classes in place of web-based classes. As a result, they do not participate on online forums and neither fully attempt the activities. This affects their online performance and it becomes challenging for a teacher who is involved in the teaching and learning process to manage students’ online performance. Moreover, teachers are also not fully aware of how Moodle can be used to facilitate students’ learning as they use it to upload the material which merely acts as an online repository. This then also becomes a problem because teachers are unable to determine the ongoing development of students, which is necessary to know in order to find out the strengths and weaknesses of students.

A lot of work has been researched on Moodle in the West where organisations and educators are using it and the results have confirmed its efficacy in terms of its use in first-language (L1) learning settings. Moodle is also becoming common in Pakistan and universities have started to adopt it in their teaching and learning platforms, especially during the COVID pandemic. However, very little research study is actually conducted in the context of Pakistan where Moodle is taking its grip in the e-learning environment. 

This study will benefit teachers and educators in a way where they will understand the key factors and challenges of Moodle that affects students’ learning and will keep them in mind while designing online courses for their students. Therefore, since this is still a fairly new platform in Pakistan and has brought improvements in the ways of teaching and learning, it is thus important to analyze how Moodle works. For this, the study aims to explore the reasons behind Moodle's use that may influence the learning achievements of students.

This study intends to explore the following questions: 
1) What are the primary factors of Moodle leading mostly to the accomplishments of the students?
2) What are the obstacles students face while using Moodle for their studies?

2. Literature Review
Originally, Siemens and Downes gained growing attention in 2005 when their ideas on distributed information were discussed (Corbett & Spinello, 2020). An extended debate on the role of ‘connectivism’ as a philosophy of learning for the digital age was introduced. Over the last two decades, technology has modernized how we learn, work, and communicate. Therefore, the learning needs and theories that define the learning concepts and processes should reflect the current social environment. When the existing theories of learning are seen through technology, several important questions are still raised. The theorists' natural attempt is to continue overhauling and changing ideas as circumstances change. Nevertheless, the underlying conditions at some stage have changed so dramatically that further changes are no longer practical. Therefore, a completely new method is required, because we can no longer undergo and gain the information we need to act. We derive our know-how from interactions through different means (Siemens, 2005; Kerzic & Aristovnik & Tomazevic & Umek, 2017). 

Connectivism is a theoretical framework which explains learning. The point of departure for learning takes place when knowledge is generated through a learner's cycle of communicating with others and feeding information into a learning community. To further elaborate on this, Siemens (2005) states that “a community is the clustering of similar areas of interest that allows for interaction, sharing, dialoguing, and thinking together” (p. 2). New information is constantly being obtained, and is crucial to be able to distinguish between valuable and unimportant information. The ability to identify when new data changes the landscape on the basis of yesterday's decisions is also important to consider. Siemens further stated that connectivism begins with the individual and this is where personal knowledge consists of a network that feeds into organizations and institutions and then re-enters the network and provides individual learning. In addition, a learning group is defined as a node in the connectivist model which is always part of a larger network (Downes, 2010). The objective of Moodle is to offer a platform by using online tools to endorse an inquiry based approach by creating an environment that allows students to participate individually or with classroom teaching. 

Additionally, Moreno et al. (2007) believes in having an approach that is closer to the real world by having discussion groups with proper pedagogical and realistic online teaching techniques, as it would orient learners to a variety of different online tactics (Heckman et al., 2000). It is also believed that Moodle strengthens the learner's interpersonal language skills as it includes a social contact between the teacher and learners. Online discussion forums and having synchronous online meetings are a few examples of applying the connectivism theory in using Moodle.        

Al-Ani (2013) conducted a test seeking to define factors underlying the use of mixed learning that may affect learners ' success, motivation, cooperation and communication. The findings show that Moodle has a regular amount of efficacy while linked to the motivation of learners. The results also indicate that students are met with many obstacles in learning with Moodle. Some of these barriers relate to the disturbance of the network followed by deficiencies in the network of the university. Other barriers linked to learners facing computer screen learning problems and concerned about doing online quizzes. 

In another study Costa, Alelos, and Teixeira (2012) investigated the use of Moodle in a Portuguese University where they analysed the Moodle platform's functionalities and instruments. The findings indicate that Moodle was primarily used as a repository of products despite its excellent potential. However, to support the achievement of the teaching / learning method, learners acknowledge the significance of using other functionalities of this platform. It is therefore essential that this e-learning platform is correctly used to enable learners to take full benefit from it, and this is one element that could be further examined in this paper.


In addition, Hsu (2012) carried out an empirical study to explore the adoption and use of Moodle by learners. For this, an online discussion forum was established on the Moodle platform. Multimedia features like the discussion forums in Moodle are thought to be vital to generate interactive discussions in order to develop more effective learning environments. The behavioral intentions of students have been shown to be an important determinant of Moodle's real use. Hence, Moodle acts as a successful supplementary platform for learners.

In a like manner, Uzun (2012) conducted a study where Moodle and some other internet instruments were implemented to demonstrate how they can be practically incorporated into education and how they can promote teaching and exercise of foreign languages and intercultural communication. The most significant advantage of using this online platform (Moodle) is to deliver a rich and enduring learning experience for learners. However, it was certain that a great deal of advancement is required both in the area of software development and in teacher training to show them how to integrate these software into their lessons and how to advance their job on digital settings.
3. Methodology

3.1. Research design
A qualitative design allows researchers to investigate every day human behavior (Thomas, 2003). This supports integrating new innovative ideas into the field. This research accounted for university students’ current use of Moodle and their attitudes and challenges towards using the online platform. For this, a qualitative design was the most suitable, as it permitted to gain better understanding of students’ experiences and behavior towards using Moodle (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).  

The present study employed the case study research design within the qualitative research paradigm. Case studies are in-depth investigations of a single person case, group, event or community using multiple data collection techniques (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The issue of generalizability will be larger here but we would still be able to learn from this study and the information from the analysis will be able to be transferred to similar situations.  
3.2. Sample
A purposive sampling technique was applied in this study as it targeted a specific group of students who had reasonable years of experience of using Moodle and could thus talk about its features and how they felt in using it for their studies (Punch, 2006). The sample consisted of 15 undergraduate year three students who had been using Moodle for a while and three teachers from the same department who also had at least 4 years of experience in using Moodle. It was kept in mind to interview the same teachers who were teaching the students in the study. The participation in this study was completely voluntary.
3.3. Data collection techniques and instruments 
The data was collected through three focus groups discussions conducted with the students, three interviews with the teachers and through tabulating and analysing the results of students’ online performance on the Moodle platform. 

Semi-structured questionnaires were designed for both the students and teachers and for that purpose, pre-planned questions were developed to frame the needed discussion in advance (Richards & Morse, 2007). Face-to-face discussions and interviews helped me to find more about the students and teacher’s feelings, attitudes and reactions towards using the Moodle platform. The questions that were asked from the students and teachers were more general at the beginning to gain a broader perspective and understanding. Then we moved to more specific questions and through this the funneling technique was applied in asking questions as per Smith and Osborn (2015). The interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed after gaining consent from the concerned parties. The transcripts were also shared with the participants to check that the interpretation of data was recorded accurately.

The information of students’ online performance consisted of their weekly log data, participation in discussion forums, the grades they achieved from different H5P activities, Wiki use and the assignments they submitted over a ten-week English writing course. Veselinova and Ristova (2014) supports the idea of incorporating different online learning tools in a systematic and interactive way either synchronously or asynchronously. 

In qualitative research, validity and reliability have been credited with the concept of trustworthiness and is looked through the credibility or authenticity of research (Golafshani, 2003). In this research, it was maintained through the triangulation of data where more than one method was used to collect the data (Merriam, 2009). This also helped ruling out the possibility of researcher misinterpreting the data and the potential presence of biases, and for this O’Leary (2014) stated that in order to maintain the credibility of the work, it is important to thoroughly assess and investigate the subjectivity of the documents and researcher’s understanding of the data. 
3.4. Data analysis
As per Saldana (2013), the thematic analysis took place where the recorded data from discussions was first transcribed, then after that different codes were generated and categorized. The different categories were then merged into themes to pull together data for further discussion and interpretation. Using Saldana (2013) the codes that were applied were simultaneous coding, descriptive coding, and evaluation coding. With all this, the students’ work on Moodle and their online performance was also analysed. This helped me to understand how the students used the online platform.  
4. Results
This section highlights the findings of the key factors of Moodle leading to accomplishments and obstacles faced by the students in using the online platform. The data was collected via three students’ focus group discussions, three teachers’ interviews and students’ online performance. Themes from this data were derived using the coding manual by Saldana (2013). A total of four themes were extracted (a) students’ learning motivation (b) students’ learning achievements (c) students’ collaboration and communication, and (d) obstacles faced by students in using Moodle.

4.1. Students’ learning motivation
It was found that ‘time’ played an important part in the usage of Moodle as nearly all students felt that this online platform enables them to complete activities at their own time and pace and thus gives students the autonomy and control over their learning which as a result plays a motivational factor for students to complete the online activities. During the focus group discussion, one student commented that:
“I like the timings part as I can do the quizzes and activities at my own time when I am free and relaxed. There is no rush as such. I can also download the lecture notes any time.” 
This is a strong factor of online courses as students have the liberty to attempt activities as per their convenience and study schedule. 

Similarly, students also commented that the feedback on Moodle is quick as some activities provide answers immediately and that they do not have to wait for anyone to provide the answers. Thus, students like receiving instant responses and this encourages them to actively attempt more activities. Additionally, a student summed up his thoughts by saying: 
“We get feedback from the teacher within five working days so everything is quick and fast on Moodle.” 
This shows that the students want instant feedback from teachers that is given to them in a short time through Moodle and this motivates them to continue working.

It was also mentioned by students and teachers during the discussions that students prefer having a variety of online activities or content which includes listening to subject-related audio recordings or watching videos, taking quizzes, conducting online surveys and so forth. The same idea was supported by a student in the following line:
 “I like watching the videos and quizzes on Moodle. The good thing about doing those quizzes is that we can try the questions as many time as we want.” 

My reflection from the students’ online participation on the Moodle course page also informed me that the students were more confident in doing activities that were easy to do and required less time. Furthermore, according to the online progress report, they had a strong preference for unassessed online quizzes and videos. It is therefore very crucial for teachers to take into account multitude of activities if they want to improve students’ online participation as students want activities that are interactive and energizing. 

Additionally, as mentioned earlier, students also want tasks that are easy to do and require less time in completing them. However, this part is debatable as according to the three teachers, the activities in the weekly folder are designed in a way where students will be required to spend three hours online every week in order to complete them. With this, students are obliged to follow the online participation rules, hence a teacher further elaborated that:
“When we do the planning, we plan the activities by keeping the time estimation in mind. For example, if it’s a three hour online per week, then the activities would require them to spend at least three hours online to complete.” 

Moreover, based on the discussions with the students, it was noted that the students seemed very excited on receiving online badges as a way of appreciation from teachers. The students very eagerly commented that they look forward to receiving the badges after doing well and this gesture boosts their morale to work harder online. The teachers in the interviews were also of the similar view and commented that students like receiving badges and this act of appreciation boosts their morale. This is also very evident from students’ online performance as they try and attempt the activities quickly in order to receive the badges. 

4.2. Students’ learning achievements
The information from all the three sources i.e. students’ focus group discussion, teachers’ interviews and students’ online performance indicate that students are more active on Moodle when there are personal benefits attached to it or there are incentives and goals for them to achieve. Moreover, the students and teachers also felt that through doing the activities online, students are more inclined to develop the habit of searching for more information. This is often the case as students are required to look for information in order to further enhance their current knowledge. A student was of the view that:
“The purpose of Moodle according to me is to extend our knowledge and form a learning community.” 
Therefore, by attempting the activities online, the students are then able to better comment on the said area/topic and this more likely increases their moral and self-confidence too. This can be further confirmed by looking at students’ online scores and the time they spent online in doing each unit. It is therefore clearly evident that Moodle teaches students to develop their self-management skills as students are assigned with activities over a period of time and the need to manage the time and complete the activities themselves. 

Another point here would be of doing the activities in order to find out whether they meet the learning needs of the students. A student specified that: 
“There is a lot of good content on Moodle so yes it meets our learning needs. I wouldn’t say no to this question as I am happy with its use.”

During the interviews with the three teachers, it was found out that the activities are designed in a way by keeping students’ interest and learning needs in mind. Thus, the teachers were very confident that the activities on the Moodle meet that criteria. This is also evident by the way the material, activities, and assessment are set out on Moodle and students’ online scores confirm this. 

4.3. Students’ collaboration and communication
The students in the group discussions were of the view that Moodle allows them to exchange ideas and information with each other and this process actually helped them in generating new thoughts and ideas. They also further stated that this online platform also provided them the ease to be able to communicate with each other and the support they received from their peers and teacher was positive and helped them to understand the activities better. On this, a student commented that: 
“It’s good as we get an opportunity to chat with our colleagues and learn from each other.” 
The teachers in the interviews were also of the same view as one of them elaborated that: 
“At times, students need technical help where they need to record or upload an audio recording or do activities. The students these days are very smart so they ask each other and resolve the issues themselves.” 
This proves that Moodle is the kind of platform that provides students an opportunity to connect in a more communicative and interactive learning manner. Moreover, this is also apparent from students’ performance on online forums where they collaborate and help each other out on technical and content related matter while attempting the activities.

4.4. Obstacles faced by the students
The students and teachers in the discussions and interviews identified two main challenging factors that students face with the online use of Moodle and these are computer or IT related technical issues and students own commitment in using the Moodle site. 

A few students commented that at times the internet is slow at their place, and this requires them to refresh their Moodle page often, so they prefer activities that are easy and quick to do. Also, only two students mentioned that they face difficulties in doing activities that are a bit technical, but they then take help from their peers or teacher in order to do them. However, this is not the case with everyone else and the remaining students have not shown any disinterest in the activities that require time to complete. 

Moreover, quite a few students commented that they hesitate to write in discussion forums as they feel that they could be judged from the way they write and their responses are recorded where everyone could read them. A student on this matter stated that:
“I feel pressurized when I have to write something on the forums as I feel the teacher and other students will judge me on what I write. In class it is different, as you speak and no one really remembers what you said.”

Another issue related to the discussion forums was highlighted and it is when students post a lot of messages without taking into account other students’ perspectives. This may cause discomfort by other class members and thus it is important for the teacher who is moderating the discussion forums to set a limit on the number of posts by each student. A student in the focus group discussion mentioned that:
“I don’t like forums because some people just use it without thinking what they are saying. They go on and on sometimes just to impress others and waste time. It should be more like a help forum where we post our queries and issues.” 

Similarly, one of the teachers in the interview also said that: 
“Students don’t like discussion forums too much as some students get carried away and as a teacher I have to monitor such forums very closely. If a discussion gets too carried away by one or two students then I need to stop them and allow others to contribute as well.” 

Whereas, there are still students who like these forums as they have a sense of community through these and like to interact with others. It has also been observed through students’ online work that students who are more confident in writing are the ones who like to post comments on forums. With this it can be concluded that there are certain factors that affect students’ overall performance on using the online platform.

5. Discussion
The findings of this study indicate that the factors that contribute to students’ accomplishments in using Moodle are mainly dependent on students’ learning motivation and achievements and the collaboration and communication that takes place between students and teachers through using the Moodle platform. Moreover, there are also some obstacles that students face with Moodle which should be at least be thought through by teachers when designing an online lesson for their students.

The results regarding the first theme of students’ motivation in using Moodle indicate that the way students learn and grasp information online has changed over the years. Similar results were reported in another study which also revealed that students like the online learning platforms due to the feasibility in time that allows them to attempt the online work as per their convenience and this releases some pressure of them as compared to synchronous learning (Al-Ani, 2013). This finding is also supported by connectivism theory that states that the learning needs of students should be reflected on the current social environment that teachers use to deliver their lessons (Siemens, 2005). Thus, making the online platforms convenient for students by inducing self-direct learning. Additionally, students also favored Moodle due to the accessibility of available teaching material and activities from virtually anywhere. 

Moreover, students are also motivated when their answers are corrected immediately by the system via automatic feedback option as this is another factor where students’ preferences have changed over time in this fast-paced world (Layla, 2019). Moodle also provides the facility to students where all the material and activities are available on one place, thus making access easy for students. With that, the online page also allows teachers to incorporate a variety of different activities, for example, assessed or unassessed quizzes, videos, activities, discussion forums, class presentations, articles and any other learning material which are strongly preferred by students. A reason for this is that due to technology, the information is at the fingertips of students these days and to combat monotony they prefer having a variety of activities that are quick to do (Al-Ani, 2013). Another advantage of using Moodle is that it caters the needs of students of different learning styles (Woltering & Herrler & Spitzer & Spreckelsen, 2009). This is possible as Moodle allows teachers and course moderators to design and upload different types of activities. Hence, making learning more effective for everyone. 

Another important element of Moodle that motivates or appeal students in doing well is receiving the online badges as a token of appreciation from teachers. This is supported by literature that found achievement-based rewards during learning or testing increased participants’ intrinsic motivation (Zhou & Chen & Fan, 2019). Even though the students in this research were adults yet they enjoyed these small tokens of appreciation; this has also been discussed by Zhou and colleagues (2019). Therefore, rewards and incentives may be used in educational environment to boost the performance and motivation of students at all levels. 
Moreover, students also tend to show interest in work through which they know they have accomplished or learnt/achieved something new. This supports the notion of connectivism that says that new information is constantly being obtained through different forms (Siemens, 2005). From this study it was evident that Moodle helps students in developing the habit of self-exploration and continuously seeking for new information. Additionally, it was also observed that students like activities that challenge their thought process, thus improving students’ inquiry and critical analysis skills (Costa & Alvelos & Teixeira, 2012).    

The online interaction between students to students and students to teacher has been shown to be an important determinant of Moodle's real use (Holbl & Welzer, 2010). This functionality of Moodle to allow online discussions is strongly supported by Connectivism which states that the knowledge is generated through a learner's cycle of communicating with others and feeding information into a learning community (McLuckie & Naulty & Luchoomun & Wahl, 2009). Thus, the online collaboration and discussion play an important role and are crucial to be included on any online platforms. 

The challenges that the students face with regard to the use of Moodle mainly deal with connection issues and students’ own commitment and skills to participate actively online. The latter issue can be addressed by developing one’s skills in the said area and as supported by Sari and Setiawan (2018) and Bostjan, Marjan, Maja and Gregor (2011). 

Moreover, as literature says that online forums are vital to generate interactive discussions and debates in order to develop more effective collaborating learning environment (Ryan, 2013). However, in this study the students were of a different view regarding the online forums usage as they had the experience of using it in a different manner where at times a few students overtook the discussions in the forums. This is an important finding for teachers who moderate the forums to keep a close eye on the discussions that place and to ensure that the discussions are solely used to generate new ideas, set a word or number of post limit and assist students where they require help (Holbl & Welzer, 2010). Moreover, it is also a teacher’s duty to create a safe online environment for students who hesitate to comment and encourage them in posting their comments in the forums. 

There were a few limitations that could not be avoided at the time of the data collection process. Firstly, the students had just finished their exams when asked for the date of the focus group discussions and not everyone was available at that time so I had to further delay the dates and due to COVID-19 virus I could sense that the students were not very relaxed and seemed rather worried and tensed as they were asked to go back home and majority of them were travelling that week as they belong to the Northern part of Pakistan. The teachers were also very busy and had the exam marking to do. However, both the groups still gave their time and answered the questions that were asked from them. 

Nevertheless, the results provided in this study will help teachers track success of the course and allow them to easily recognise students that are not performing well and this will allow them to change their pedagogical strategies online accordingly.

6. Conclusion
Moodle is an e-learning platform designed to help educators customize and deliver their teaching courses online. It aims to create a positive learning experience for students by allowing a variety of synchronous and asynchronous activities integrated into the platform. There are various ways Moodle can be used to help students learn most effectively online. This study tried to identify the factors behind the usage of Moodle that contribute to students’ accomplishments and the challenges faced by them in using it. It was found out through this study that students’ learning motivation, their learning achievements and collaboration and communication are the three main factors that contribute to students’ online performance. The results coincide with those of connectivism theory where maximum learning takes place by forming a learning community online and that discussions and dialogues confirm an instrumental and functional use of the platform. 

Moreover, students tend to like Moodle due to the time flexibility factor as it allows them to complete tasks as per their convenience and ease. Students are also motivated when online courses offer different types of interactive activities that challenge their mental thought process. Students also like receiving appreciation badges on the good work that they submit. This motivates them and helps them to achieve their targets. On the other hand, most students found the discussion forums to be a little complicated and suggested to be properly moderated by course teachers. This is an important finding as it was anticipated that online discussion forums would lead to better discussions and such forums are considered the heart and soul of an online classroom. However, they key over here is to keep a close eye on the kind of discussions that take place and they should be properly moderated by the teacher.

Nevertheless, it is expected that this study will contribute to the expanding knowledge of the use of Moodle and will orient everyone on the factor(s) that impact students’ learning with some challenges that they come across in using it. With that, it can be concluded that this research has helped in understanding the factors liked and disliked by students and that students prefer having a collaborative learning environment that allows them to support and learn from each other (peers) and teachers without misusing the discussion forums on the course. Thus, the proper use of Moodle would contribute more towards a sharing culture that can help students develop their critical thinking and reflective skills. Similarly, the behavioral intentions of students have been shown to be an important determinant of Moodle's real use. Hence, Moodle acts as a successful supplementary platform for learners. If planned properly, Moodle can deliver a rich and enduring learning experience to students. The flexibility of this form of e-environment could enhance the enthusiasm of students and their ability to learn how to achieve their learning goals.	

7. Recommendations and Future Studies
It is recommended to initiate the use of Moodle in universities by first training relevant teachers on how to use Moodle for the teaching and learning purposes. This would help them understand different dimensions of running online or blended courses and to design and deliver Moodle courses effectively. For students, it is advisable to brief them on the use of Moodle and its main features before the start of any course. 

On the other hand, it would be worthwhile to explore the relationship between the different domains/areas as well. Moreover, finding out about the effectiveness of Moodle would also be an interesting area to be explored.

Ensuring sustainability in practice, this study can be further extended by involving other departments and subject specialists and explore how they are delivering their lessons through Moodle. Thus, conducting a cross-departmental study would help overcome the current challenges and as a result could improve students’ online performance.
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