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ABSTRACT

This descriptive qualitative research study aims to identify the impact of
implementing a virtual learning environment (VLE) in English as a foreign
language (EFL) courses at a public university in Colombia. About 210 scudents
and 5 teachers composed the sample of convenience for this study. As for the
research instruments, questionnaires, class observation notes, quick surveys,
and teacher narratives were used to gather information related to students’
perceptions and attitudes towards the use of this technology in class as well as
the existing conditions for such implementation. The study shows that students
feel enthusiastic and motivated towards the use of VLEs, and they suggest that
all teachers should indeed include them in their lessons. Students also realized
that even though they are part of a digital age in which the use of personal
digital devices is commonplace, it is sometimes challenging for them to deal
with some types of educational technology. On the other hand, findings suggest
that the capacity of laboratories and computers, as well as Internet connectivity,
continue to be the main threats to implementing VLE. Nevertheless, when
those hindrances were overcome, the experience of technology-based learning
turned out to be satisfactory for those EFL students.

Keywords: virtual learning environment, VLE, educational technology,
students’ perceptions, English as a foreign language, EFL

RESUMEN

Esta investigacion cualitativa descriptiva tiene como objetivo identificar el
impacto de la implementacién de un Entorno Virtual de Aprendizaje (EVA)
en los cursos de inglés como lengua extranjera (ILE) de una universidad ptiblica
colombiana. Aproximadamente 210 estudiantes y 5 profesores conformaron
la muestra de conveniencia para este estudio. Como instrumentos de
investigacion, se realizaron cuestionarios a profesores y a estudiantes al inicio y
al final del semestre académico para recopilar informacion relacionada con las
percepciones y actitudes de los estudiantes hacia el uso de la tecnologia en sus
clases de inglés, asi como la descripcién de las condiciones existentes en dicha
implementacion. El estudio muestra que los estudiantes se sienten motivados
hacia el uso de un EVA vy sugieren que todos los docentes deberian incluirlo en
sus clases. Los estudiantes también expresaron que a pesar de pertenecer a la era
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digital en la que es comun el uso de herramientas tecnoldgicas, algunas veces el
trabajo con algunas tecnologias educativas supone un reto para ellos. Por otra
parte, la capacidad del laboratorio y los computadores, ast como la conectividad
a internet contintan siendo una amenaza para la implementacién del EVA. Sin
embargo, una vez se superan estas limitaciones, la experiencia de aprendizaje
apoyada en la tecnologfa resulta satisfactoria para estos estudiantes de ILE.

Palabras clave: entorno virtual de aprendizaje, EVA, tecnologia educativa,
percepcion de los estudiantes, inglés como lengua extranjera, ILE

RESUME

Cette ¢tude de recherche qualitative descriptive vise A identifier l'impact de la
mise en ceuvre d'un Environnement d’Apprentissage Virtuel ( désormais EAV)
sur les perceptions et les attitudes des étudiants dans des cours d’anglais langue
étrangere (ALE) d’une université publique colombienne. Environ 210 écudiants
et 5 professeurs représentent Iéchantillon de convenance pour cette étude. En ce
qui concerne les instruments de recherche, on a utilisé des questionnaires parmi
des enseignants et des étudiants au début et A la fin du semestre, visant & recueillir

es informations sur les perceptions et les attitudes des étudiants a I'égard de
des informat l t t les attitudes des étudiants & Iég
['utilisation de cette technologie en classe ainsi que la description des conditions
de sa mise en ceuvre. Létude montre que les étudiants se sentent enthousiastes et

P ql Pl . . .

motivés a 'idée dutiliser TEAV, et suggerent que tous les enseignants devraient
en effet eux aussi I'inclure dans leurs cours. Les étudiants ont également réalisé
que méme en faisant partic dune ere numérique dans laquelle l'utilisation
d’appareils numériques personnels est monnaie courante, il est parfois difficile
pour cux de faire face & certains types de technologie éducative. D’autre part,
l'on a pu constater également que la capacité du laboratoire et des ordinateurs,
ainsi que la connectivité A internet, restent les principales menaces pour une
bonne mise en ceuvre de 'EAV. Cependant, une fois ces limites dépassées,
lexpérience d'apprentissage basée sur la technologie sest montrée satisfaisante
pour ces ¢tudiants PALE.

Mots-clés: Environnement d’apprentissage virtuel, EAV, technologie éducative,
perception des étudiants, anglais langue étrangére, ALE
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Introduction

With the growth and spread of information
and communications technology (ICT), a mas-
sive interest has developed in how computers,
other devices and Internet tools can benefit and
improve educational processes and foster the use
of technology in language classrooms (Rahmany,
Sadeghi & Chegini, 2014). One resource offered
by ICT is online learning platforms (OLPs), also
known as learning management systems (LMSs),
course management systems (CMSs) or virtual
learning environments (VLEs), as they have been
referred to in this study. These different denomi-
nations may bear significant or subtle differences
in terms of their purposes or functions, but it is
not within the scope of this article to examine
such distinctions.

VLEs are virtual spaces that teachers and students
can use to present and share resources and activi-
tiesand interact with one another. These platforms
can be used to teach a complete online course or as
asupporting feature for face-to-face courses. VLEs
provide a means to manage the learning expe-
rience, communicate the intended learning ex-
perience and facilitate tutors’ and learners’ invol-
vement in the experience (Sneha & Nagaraja,
2013). Their main goal is to ease, motivate and
provide learning experiences that go beyond the
classroom. Authors such as Barker & Gossman
(2013) claim that VLEs boast a wide spectrum of
research showing positive impacts across different
contexts (p. 22).

The VLEs available to students for this project
were Edmodo, Schoology and Uscovirtual. The
first two have gained a reputation worldwide
as open-access online learning environments,
whereas the latter is a closed-access VLE used at
the public institution targeted in the study. These
three platforms have proved to be secure learn-
ing environments over the researchers’ teaching
experiences. Most teachers from the teacher edu-
cation program and those surveyed for this study
have used these platforms at different times over

the years and state that their experience in terms
of pedagogical benefit, technological advantages
and practicality has been positive. No teacher has
ever reported any harm caused by the use of the
aforementioned VLEs.

Yet, despite the many benefits a VLE can bring
to teachers and students, there are voices that do
not favor the implementation of these platforms
in the educational process. Some regard VLEs as
a waste of time, others as a resource that does not
offer added value to the teaching-learning process,
while others go beyond to state that this type of
technology does little to stimulate students’ learn-
ing. In this regard, Godwin-Jones (2012) states,
“VLEs are unlikely to be very attractive or stim-
ulating to students because they are far removed
from the vibrant, ever changing online world
in which our students are fully engaged” (p. 6).
Walker & White (2013) go even further to claim
that the nature of the VLEs, being more iznstitu-
tion-led rather than reacher-led, “might be one of
the reasons why many teachers do not get fully
engaged with all the facilities that they offer”
(p. 143).

Thus, in order to confirm the impact —whether
positive, negative or harmless— of implementing
a VLE in an EFL classroom within the context of
a Colombian public university, the following spe-
cific objectives have been established: to analyze
students’ perceptions regarding the use of a VLE
in their language learning process; to identify
the advantages and disadvantages of using a VLE
from both the student and the teachers” perspec-
tive; analyze students’ attitudes while working on
the VLE; to identify and describe extrancous fac-
tors that may foster or hinder the implementation
of a VLE; and finally, to determine the feasibility
of implementinga VLE in an EFL course.

Literature review

The theoretical constructs that support this study
are based on authors such as Dudeney & Hockly
(2007), Green, Brown & Robinson (2008), Walker
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& White (2013), and Ayres (2002), in regards to
the conceptualization of VLEs and their role in
education, the approaches of computer-assisted lan-
guage learning (CALL), technology-enhanced
language learning (TELL) and mobile-assisted lan-
guage learning (MALL), and the review of different
research studies within these fields.

Technology in educational settings:
Learning in the digital age

Learning through technology has become the
core focus for researchers in language learning
since the 1970s, when the CALL approach took
on a meaningful role. The main concern has been
whether technology can bring positive or nega-
tive results to students’ learning processes, and
whether computer-mediated learning may facili-
tate foreign language learning. It is only natural
that the inclusion of computers has drastically
impacted conventional classroom teaching, where
teachers were traditionally regarded as the main
conduit of knowledge. As students and teachers
have become more proficient in the use of new
technologies, more and diverse opportunities
have emerged for educators in terms of curriculum
design and teaching strategies, and for students in
terms of learning possibilities and strategies. In
advocating the modern approach of technologi-
cal multimodality, Walker & White (2013) claim:

Both teachers and language learners need to be capa-
ble of interpreting and producing texts which contain
both visuals and words. We argued that this invol-
ved teaching a new kind of “literacy;” and that the
teacher’s role might specially be that of promoting cri-
tical analysis of such texts. (p. 92)

According to Molnar (1997), Donald Bitzer first
introduced computers in the field of education in
1959 through a project called Programmed Logic
for Automatic Teaching Operations (PLATO). It
was a large-scale project created at the University
of lllinois and implemented at a few schools and
colleges across the United States. Molnar describes
the historical transition of computers in educa-
tion as being originally used for basic operations in

several disciplines and extended later to research
processes. Molnar (1997) states that in 1963 John
Kemeny and Thomas Kurtz granted computers a
more academic function by developing a versatile
computer language, BASIC, which enabled the
creation of computer-based instructional mate-
rials to be used in educational settings.

Yet it was not until the late seventies that the
expensive time-shared system was switched to
the lower-cost option of microcomputers, resul-
ting in the birth of the personal computer. This
allowed a significant growth in the use of compu-
ters in homes and offices, which in turn increased
people’s computer technology literacy.

Today, there is a closer connection to informa-
tion and knowledge resulting from instantaneous
access to immense amounts of omnipresent data.
However, these machines are useless if they are
not accompanied by a meaningful application
to improve education, specifically in the realm
of helping students learn better, faster and more
efficiently. Those desires have led us to a new pers-
pective on learning through the Internet, which
has evolved from other major approaches in lan-
guage teaching and learning.

“The advent of hand-held computer-based devi-
ces gave rise to mobile-assisted language learning
(MALL) as we know it today” (Burston, 2013,
p- 157). According to the author, MALL has
focused on the use of technologies such as pocket
electronic dictionaries, personal digital assistants
(PDAs)andMP3 players,amongothers. Newforms
of communication based on online synchronous
and asynchronous communication (Facebook,
Email, Skype, WhatsApp, Line, ctc.) through
smartphones have made a considerable impact
on how humans interact and communicate
(Ngwenya, Annand & Wang, 2004; Chen, Liu
& Wong, 2007; Murphy, 2009). For some people
these breakthroughs are seen as an unconventio-
nal menace, putting at risk the traditional social
communication and interaction paradigm during
this new digital age in education (Siemens, 2004;
Selber, 2004; Rose & Meyer, 2002).
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Nevertheless, these changes have been inevitable
over the last few decades because of the advent of
new technologies and their penetration into all
aspects of life. That is why such a shift has enhan-
ced the adaptability specifically of teachers who
are consistently thinking of how to help students
succeed in their learning process. These tea-
chers have come to understand that the “youth of
today communicate with friends through cellu-
lar phones, email, instant messaging, blogs and
chat rooms. Projects that involve communica-
tion through the web, in the form of a website, tap
this interest in communication” (Green, Brown,
& Robinson, 2008, p. 13). Teachers should take
advantage of both the technology expertise and
excitement that students bring with them in order
to learn from them and connect the use of tech-
nology to their teaching (Walker & White, 2013).

Needless to say, computers and other technologi-
cal devices today are pivotal instruments through
which learners can access knowledge anytime and
anywhere. As Solomon & Schrum (2010) suggest,
“Web 2.0 applications are replacing —and
improving on— student access to information,
communications, and collaborations; and some
districts are moving to virtual schooling” (p. 167).
VLEs, then, constitute one of the recommended
paths towards such purposes.

Virtual learning environments (VLEs)

A VLE is an online system comprising a range
of tools to support and manage learning (JISC,
2010). Green, Brown, & Robinson (2008) refer
to course management and learning management
systems (CMS/LMS) as “software packages that
allow an instructor to deliver portions of or an
entirecourseviaa Web-based environment” (p.17).
As these authors suggest, VLEs play the role of
supporting instruction by allowing teachers to
select and use different resources and applications
to review course content. CMS and LMS have
been used interchangeably to describe a virtual
meeting place for teachers and students. Dudeney
& Hockly (2007) portray them as “web-based

platforms on which course contents can be stored”
(p. 137). A “VLE allows you to create online
courses and to enroll students in them; inside
the courses themselves you can combine various
resources with more interactive elements, like
quizzes, questionnaires...” (Dudeney & Hockly, p-
153). For example, teachers can use chat to com-
municate with their students directly or send a
message, and if they want to interact with their
learners, they can use Skype or videoconferenc-
ing to arrange a meeting. These applications are
examples of how external tools can be linked to a
VLE as a repository.

VLEs can be one of two types. On the one hand,
a VLE can consist of software sold by a company
to an educational institution, with the teacher fol-
lowing the uploaded activities and resources. On
the other hand, a VLE can be set up by the teacher
within free software. In other words, as Walker &
White (2013) put it, the former is more institu-
tion-led, while the latter is teacher-led. For teachers
who may find the use of a VLE time-consum-
ing because they have to adapt VLE activities to
course content and provide personalized feedback
to students, the institution-led VLE type might be
a preferred option; whereas for those who like to
create their own tasks and play with technologi-
cal applications, the teacher-led VLE might be the
choice. “This of course, involves teachers in more
work and may require some technological exper-
tise, as opposed to institutional VLEs which do it
all for you” (Walker & White, 2013, p. 143).

Yet, while some teachers find VLEs fascinating and
meaningful, others regard them as challenging and
even uncomfortable. Some teachers may fear exhi-
biting a perceived technological weakness when
using the VLE platform in front of students who
might be more digitally savvy. As Walker & White
(2013) put it, “At present, of course, because of age
differences, most university lecturers, like most
school teachers, are ‘digital immigrants and most
students are ‘digital natives” (p. 142). This cate-
gorization has been widely described in the fields
of CALL and technology-enhanced language
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learning (TELL), which also clearly depict the
conflicts that cross the paths of educational ini-
tiatives intending to promote a technology-based

teaching approach.

Some VLEs are currently developing their func-
tionality on mobile devices, which can consolidate
their role in language learning. Thisishow MALL
has also become an important venue for teachers
and practitioners to promote greater exposure to
another language. Over the past decades, mobile
devices have been mainly used for digital diction-
aries, language learning websites and audio and
video players (mp3 and mp4), among other func-
tions. However, the availability of a VLE platform
on these devices can render even greater benefits
for both language teachers and learners.

Mobile devices are equipped with sophisticated
applications that may make learning a foreign lan-
guage easier and more effective. At the very least,
their portability allows students to be more fully
in contact with the language they are learning
even in circumstances that were not possible with
personal computers. Thus, teachers and students
are finding a complementary path to learning in
MALL. As Stockwell & Hubbard (2013) stated,
“Mobile language learning is a field that is quic-
kly maturing, and to this end, a growing body of
research has appeared that highlights the various
ways in which mobile devices may be used in the
teaching and learning of languages” (p. 2).

MALL, as part of the broader field of CALL or
TELL, has contributed to forging paths to lan-
guage learning in ways that perhaps do not replace
the work of teachers in the classroom, but comple-
ment it in significant manners. The constant use
of mobile devices by our youth and students, and
even by us, constitutes a reality that teachers and
researchers must acknowledge in order to find its
feasibility within the educational setting. Some
research studies on the use of computers and
mobile phones can shed light on their practicality
and effectiveness.

Studies on students’ opinions and attitudes
towards the use of educational technology

Modern technologies have been smoothly imple-
mented in the field of language teaching and
learning to the extent that both teachers and stu-
dents now have an array of tools for, modes of,
and paths to a more effective language teachingand
learning process. As Ayres (2002) suggests:

The combination of text, audio and video make
multimedia an excellent format for language
learning materials and have led to the birth of an
industry in computer-assisted learning (CAL).
The availability of digital video materials for the
computer has added a further dimension to the use
of computer-assisted language learning (CALL) and
is an increasingly important part of the language

learning process. (p. 256)

This combination of different paths to learn-
ing has brought the attention of researchers and
teachers to the multiliteracy perspective, which is
intended to complement rather than replace the
work of teachers in the classroom with the advent
of new technologies. In this regard, Boche (2014)
states that “multiliteracies recognizes [sic] both
the increasing cultural and linguistic diversity in
the new globalized society and the new variety of
text forms from multiple communicative techno-

logies” (p. 116).

Despite the benefits that the use of technology
can bring to the language teaching and learning
field, there are also opinions and reactions that
may not support such benefits. It is easy to think
that students may receive the use of technology
enthusiastically as they are already accustomed to
dealing with digital gadgets in their daily routines.
As Dudeney & Hockly (2007) state, “Younger
learners are growing up with technology, and it is
a natural and integrated part of their lives” (p. 7).
The authors go on to support the existence of
the digital divide between digital natives (those
who grew up using technology) and digital immi-
grants (those who have come late to the world of
technology), a topic repeatedly discussed today.
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Another divide is drawn between technophobes
and technophiles, that is, those who are afraid of
using technology and those who are eager to use
it. Another divide worth mentioning includes the
impossibility for some learners to access modern
technologies, whether for economic or cultural
reasons. In spite of belonging to a high-tech era,
some students and teachers do not have equal
opportunities to access the different technologi-
cal devices available to so many youth today. The
aforementioned lines have been drawn to describe
the gap commonly found between teachers” and
students’ digital competences.

Yet feelings of reluctance and fear from learn-
ers towards educational technologies have also
been evident through different studies. In a study
on learners’ attitudes towards the use of CALL,
when students were asked about their preferred
mode of learning English, a significant percent-
age of respondents favored classroom-based
teaching versus computer-based (Ayres, 2002, pp.
246-247). In Simsek’s study (2008), participants
expressed their preference for pencil and paper
exams versus online exams. They argued that
online exams caused them greater anxiety, were
more difficult and did not provide much feed-
back. Likewise, in Ushida’s study (2005), students
showed a high level of anxiety during their courses
through Carnegie Mellon University’s Language
Online (LOL) project, due perhaps to “the lack
of familiarity with the specific LOL learning envi-
ronment” (p. 66). The fact that students were
accustomed to a different type of learning and
communication impacted their motivation, at
least in the first part of the research process. The
author goes on to claim:

Courses like LOL may make regular study diffi-
cult for students who cannot wisely direct their own
learning processes. To put it another way, the LOL
courses can offer flexibility in terms of pace of lear-
ning and how to learn; yet, at the same time, not all
students can take advantage of such a learning envi-
ronment and may find it difficult to manage their

own learning. (p. 69)

As previously stated, there are both positive and
negative manifestations in regard to the use of
technology in language learning. For the imple-
mentation of MALL, for example, Stockwell &
Hubbard (2013) claim,

Research has for the most part shed a very positive
light on the potential of the role that mobile devices
may play. At the same time, however, there has also
been indication of several areas that certainly deserve

consideration in their implementation (p. 2).

The outcomes of the present study will either con-
firm or complement some of the aforementioned
manifestations.

Methodology
Research design

Even though this research project uses elements
of quantitative research methods, it mainly cons-
titutes a descriptive qualitative study. Instruments
that have been prominently used in qualitative
studies, such as observation and interviewing are
accompanied in this study by numerical data such
as raw numbers and percentages. Most procedu-
res and characteristics of the present study are
found in Creswell’s (2009) definition of qualita-
tive studies:

Qualitative research is a means for exploring and
understanding the meaning individuals or groups
ascribe to a social or human problem. The process of
research involves emerging questions and procedures,
data typically collected in the participant’s setting,
data analysis inductively building from particulars to
general themes, and the researcher making interpreta-
tions of the meaning of the data. (p. 22)

Hence, a text that describes the perceptions of the
use of the VLE and ICTs as well as their attitu-
des when interacting with technology will result.
Descriptive statistics and qualitative research
instruments will be used to give meaning to the
questions or hypotheses herein stated.
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Instrumentation
Entry questionnaires

Both teachers and students completed a struc-
tured survey that inquired about their digital
competence level, opinions regarding the use of
ICT in school, and experience with VLEs and
different technological applications. A ten-ques-
tion computer survey was administered to the five
teachers at the beginning of the process. Likewise,
athirteen-question paper survey was administered
to students. Time constraint was the only reason to
not transfer participants’ surveys to a computer
version. Surveys were structured with multiple-
choice questions, which meant respondents took
no longer than ten minutes to complete them.

Class observation forms

These forms contained four sections that orga-
nized what the research assistants observed and
described: classroom resources, the teacher, the
students, and the use of the VLE. Two assistants
were assigned to each group so that we could
have different perspectives of the observed pro-
cesses and elements, thus providing greater
validity to theresults. In order to enhance validity
and reliability, Fraenkel, Wallen & Hyun (2012)
suggest the procedure of “checkingone informant’s
descriptions of something (a way of doing things
or a reason for doing something) against another
informant’s descriptions of the same thing”

(p. 458).

The seven groups were visited every other week
resulting in a total of about 45 observation visits
and 90 completed observation forms.

Quick surveys

This five-question survey followed a Likert-type
scale structure and was administered randomly to
five participants at the end of every English class they
visited. The survey asked participants about their
opinions regarding the VLE-based activities, the

technological applications, the computer lab con-
ditions, and the whole lesson. This instrument
intended to check participants’ responses against
researchers’ observations. A total of about 175
quick surveys were administered during the first
semester of the academic year.

Exit questionnaires

Unlike entry surveys, exit surveys were admi-
nistered via computer on the last week of the
term. These surveys maintained a significant
resemblance to the entry surveys in terms of the
questions since some key factors were intended to
be re-assessed. Additional questions were added,
though, for a total of 17 questions. The informa-
tion contained in these surveys will complement,
confirm or contradict the information deposited
in the observation forms.

Teachers’ narratives

These instruments correspond to the exit inquiry
tool for teachers. The narratives contained four
prompts that asked teachers about their experien-
ces with the VLE, the benefits of the process, their
opinions regarding participants’ response in class,
the contribution of ICT to language learning,
and recommendations for future implementa-
tion. Informants were encouraged to elaborate
on their answers and were given enough time to
complete them.

Participants

About 210 students from seven different insti-
tutional English courses (IECs) participated
in this study as well as the five instructors for
those courses. Twoh teachers taught two differ-
ent courses. These IECs correspond to English
courses offered as a graduation requirement for
students from different undergraduate programs
at a public Colombian university. This sample of
convenience was chosen based on characteristics
the teachers of these courses had. First, an invita-
tion with a general description of the study was
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sent to about 40 teachers. Ten teachers accepted
the invitation to participate, but after further dis-
cussion on the details and expectations of the
project, only five were ultimately selected. The
main requirement to participate was to demon-
strate, through an interview and the review of
formal instruction credentials, a high level of ICT
competence and experience with the use of a VLE.

Regarding the distribution of the participating
students’ sexes, 53.7 % of them were female and
46.3 % male. In regard to ages, 56.7 % were
between 21 and 25, 37.8 % were between 15
and 20, 3 % were between 26 and 30, 1.2 % were
between 31 and 35, and 1.2 % were older than 35.

Ethical considerations

Students gave their consent to participate in the
study and were informed of all the details of
the process. It was clear to both the teachers and the
students that no personal information would be
revealed nor any kind of harm caused to any of
the participants. The teachers were also told
that the study was not intended to focus on asses-
sing their teaching performance and methodo-
logies, but rather on how students reacted to the
use of technology and the conditions surrounding
theimplementation ofa VLE in their English cour-
ses. Despite the fact that some research assistants

were present in class carrying out observations,
their presence did not seem to cause any distrac-
tion to the teachers nor intimidation of students.

Data analysis

The data contained in the entrance questionnai-
res for teachers and students, observation forms,
quick surveys, exit questionnaires, and the narrati-
ves were revised to correct inconsistencies. Then,
we proceeded to follow the model proposed by
Creswell (2009) which consists of “organizing and
preparing the data for analysis, reading through
all the data, coding the data, interrelating and
interpreting themes and descriptions, and inter-
pretation of the meanings of themes” (p. 185).

Methodological triangulation was used to analyze
the data. This triangulation made it possible to
contrast the information contained in each of the
instruments and thus reveal possible findings in
light of the issues analyzed through the research
question and specific objectives.

Some data are presented through raw scores and
percentages, bar graphs, pie charts, and descrip-
tions. Thus, the data are synthesized by means of
themes that were somehow deductively extracted
from both the research question and the specific
objectives.

Other(s) ?
Which one(s)?
4%

Resource for
learning or
having fun

50%

Unknown field
2%

Familiar field
3% Useless and
overwhelming
resource
3%

System of great
benefit to
humanity

35%

Place for
confusing
resources
3%

Figure 1. What does the Internet mean to you?

MepELLin, CoLomsia, VoL. 22, Issue 3 (SerTemBer-DecemBer, 2017), pp. 479-498, ISSN 0123-3432

www.udea.edu.co/ikala

487



488

thala

LeonaRDO HERRERA MOSQUERA

Results

The most significant responses according to the
nature of the study were selected to be depicted.

Students’ entrance questionnaire

Figure 1 shows the results of the students’
entrance questionnaire, which was administe-
red at the beginning of the research process. This
instrument was aimed at identifying the per-
ceptions students brought with them regarding
technology and its use in their language learning

process. Three questions were selected from this
instrument.

For most of the students (88 %), the Internet was
a beneficial resource for either learning or having
fun. Few students (8 %) still saw the Internet as an
unknown, confusing, useless and overwhelming

resource.

As it may be expected, students rated their digi-
tal or computer competence as medium or high,
medium being the one with the highest percen-
tage (see Figure 2).

c. Low
0%

b. Medium
73%

d. Ineffective
0%

a. High
27%

Figure 2. How do you rate your competence in the use of ICT'?

Most students (90 %) regard the use of technol-
ogy in their learning process as beneficial (Figure
3). Few students (7 %) have a neutral opinion,

while even fewer (3 %) think the use of technol-
ogy impacts the learning process negatively.

b. It impacts the process
negatively
3%

c. Does not have a
clear opinion of the
impact

7%

a.ltis very
beneficial
90%

Figure 3. What do you think about the use of technology in the learning process?

MepELLin, CoLomsia, VoL. 22, Issue 3 (SerTemBer-DecemBeRr, 2017), pp. 479-498, ISSN 0123-3432

www.udea.edu.co/ikala



thala

ImPACT OF IMPLEVMENTING A VIRTUAL LEARNING EnviRonmENT (VLE) N THe EFL Crassroom

Students’ exit questionnaire

Since this instrument was administered once the
research process was completed, more questions
were selected to describe the impact of the imple-
mentation of a VLE on students’ opinions and
attitudes in an EFL class.

Compared to the results of the entrance question-
naire, the percentage of students holdinga positive
opinion of the Internet (Figure 4) increased to 96 %.
Only 2 % of participants still regarded it as a use-
less, overwhelming or confusing resource.

Very few students (4 %) expressed feelings of demo-
tivation and disappointment (Figure 5). Most

students expressed a feeling of satisfaction (93 %),
with class observation notes written by a research
assistant to support it: “Students become enthu-
siastic when working with the platform.”

Figure 6 shows that despite the fact that a large
percentage (61 %) of students had a satisfactory
experience with the VLE, a significant minority
(30 %) of students showed some dissatisfaction
owing to technical problems when using the VLE,
such as slow connectivity, insufficient resources,
no connection to some websites, and the like. The
following comment supports this latter claim:
“Connection to the Internet is slow, which cau-
ses a waste of time in the development of class
activities.”

Other(s)?
Which one(s)?
1%

Resource for
learning or
having fun

45%

Place for
confusing
resources

1%

Unknown field

0,
L) Familiar field

19%
Useless and

overwhelming
resource
2%

System of great
benefit to
humanity

32%

Figure 4. Which of the following statements best describes what the Internet means to you?

Disappointed
2%

Discouraged
2%

Other
3%

Enthusiastic and
Motivated
93%

Figure 5. How did you feel towards the use of a VLE in your English classes?
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| used several

apps without \

problems
6%

| had technical
problems
30%

The work was minimal

3%

Satisfactory
61%

Figure 6. How do you rate your experience with the VLE?

b. Medium
7%

d. Ineffective

a. High
15%

Figure 7. How do you rate your competence now using the VLE and ICT'?

The number of students who regarded their com-
petence with the VLE as high decreased when
compared to the entrance questionnaire. Figure 7
shows that 8 % of students expressed a new res-
ponse category: “low competence.”

Assignificant number of students suggested includ-
inga VLE in their classes (Figure 8). Nonetheless,
there was still a good percentage of the sample
which were either undecided regarding the use of
a VLE or suggested not incorporating it in class.

Class observation forms

The description in this section will focus on the

observed students’ attitudes while working with
the VLE.

Students showed a wide range of behaviors during
the VLE-based lessons. These behaviors were
explicit through both actions and comments, as
shown in Figure 9. The categories that describe the
students’ attitudes when using the VLE were pre-
viously established in the class observation form
used for the present study. The different descrip-
tors were framed within three main categories:
the teacher, the students and the technological
conditions (VLE included).

In regard to the students’ attitudes, it was observed
that they often used their previous experienceasthe
basis for new learning. They also showed new skills
and understanding. They seemed to use the diffe-
rent ICT from the VLE effectively and creatively.
26 % of the students struggled with some digital
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c. It does not
matter to me
6%

b. No
17%

d. Other
1%

a. Yes
76%

Figure 8. Would you like teachers to include a VLE in their classes?
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Figure 9. Students’ attitudes in class

applications. Even though students did not
use the L2 much to deepen understanding, the
questions the students asked were regarded as
meaningful. For the most part, students stayed on
task and sustained concentration. They showed
pride and engagement throughout the process as
well. However, some negative reactions during
this process were also evident in terms of enthu-
siasm, concentration, technological competence,
and articulation between previous and new lear-
ning. A clear negative aspect that is represented in
the above graph is the arrival time to class. It can
be argued that since the VLE lessons always took
place in the computer lab, students may have seen

this as a more fun and informal class, resulting in
higher rates of tardiness.

Quick survey

Figure 10 shows the results of a quick opinion sur-
vey that was carried out. It contains the answers
of 163 surveys completed after five laboratory ses-
sions. Participants answered five specific questions
related to their experience after having worked
with the VLE in their English class.

For 83.3 % of the participants, “The VLE and
digital applications used in the development of
classroom activities were easy and functional”
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T 12.27%
4.29%
0,
1. Easy and functional activities S
11.04%
27.61%
2. Laboratory work better than 61.36%
textbook | W Positive
7 o Neutral
6.75% .
26.07% W Negative
3. Conditions of study places R
| 13.49%
11.04%
. . L 75.46%
4, VLE activities trigger motivation
0.00%  20.00% 40.00% 60.00% 80.00% 100.00%

Figure 10. Quick survey

61.36 % of the participants preferred to work with
technological resources rather than the textbook.
Yet it is interesting to note that 27.16 % seem to
feel fine working with either the text or a tech-
nological resource such as a VLE. 76.07 % of the
participants state that “the laboratory or the con-
ditions where the class activities took place were
adequate.” Finally, for 75.46 % of the survey par-
ticipants, the “VLE activities trigger learners’
motivation.”

Despite the concerns voiced by some students
and witnessed by the research assistants regar-
ding technical problems that occurred with the
lab resources and Internet connectivity, there
was a significant consensus in terms of favora-
ble learning conditions. Although the number of
computers in the lab was not enough for the size
of the groups, the Internet did not always connect
or it was sometimes very slow, a significant num-
ber of participants expressed a positive opinion
of the lab conditions, quality of the activities and
impact of the VLE on motivation.

Teachers’ narratives

The following is the description of the answers
provided by the teachers in the narratives. Six

questions within three main categories were asked.
The answers to these questions were intended to
correlate and support students’ answers from the
other instruments. Only the data that we regard
as most relevant to support the conclusions and
recommendations, along with their pie charts, are
presented.

Teachers expressed that the use of the online plat-
form was beneficial, enriching and practical for
students (see Figure 11). On the other hand, there
was one teacher who graded this experience as
disappointing because of the way she was direct-
ing the online platform, which she called “too
behaviorist.”

The teachers’ responses highlighted the benefit
of differentiated work, which is an advantage that
online platforms offer to students. This type of
process allows participants to work at their own
pace. The benefit of having a variety of activities
and a different type of learning environment was
also stated. As seen in the graph, the remaining res-
ponses highlighted aspects like communication,
flexibility with assignment deadlines, learning
stimulation, and how the VLE positively comple-
ments the class (see Figure 12).
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Disappointing
10%

Positive
90%

Figure 11. How do you describe your experience with the VLE in the English class?

It makes
communication
more effective
10%

It offers new job
opportunities
10%

It offers a variety of
activities
20%

It stimulates
student learning
10%

It complements the
English class
10%

It offers flexibility

on homework

deadlines
10%

allows work to be
differentiated
30%

Figure 12. What benefits did you find in this process?

The highest percentage of results pertaining
to obstacles met in the process (Figure 13) is
related to the conditions of the laboratory, which
includes Internet speed, headphone and com-
puter performance, and technical problems with
the air conditioner. Additionally, the teachers
noticed that the students were easily distracted
by social networks or other fun sites. The abil-
ity to understand instructions in English was also
mentioned as a limitation for learners when per-
forming activities.

A very high percentage of answers concerning stu-
dents’ attitudes was positive, with 95 % answering

affirmatively when asked if students had a positive
reaction to the use of a VLE in class (see Figure
14). The teachers stated that using a VLE was
motivating and helped the pupils improve their
performance.

As previously stated, recommendations to
improve the class using VLE correlate to or sup-
port students’ opinions and attitudes towards
the VLE implementation (Figure 15). They also
provide meaningful insights into the advantages
and disadvantages of the process. The main sug-
gestion has to do with persuading teachers to use
technology (22.2 %) being all the other aspects
recommended in similar proportion (11.1 %).
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Comprehension of
English
instructions 14%

Social media and
other websites as
distractors in
class
29%

Laboratory
conditions and
computer
performance
57%

Figure 13. What type of obstacles did you find in the process?

494

Yes
95%

Figure 14. Do you think students had a positive reaction to the use of a VLE in class?

11,10%

11,10%

B Offer more training to teachersin
the use of patformsand ICTs

m Improve the Bboratory and
equipment conditions
m Persuade teachers to use technology

m Teach the udents to be aware of
the proper use of ICTs

m Ability to usethe laboratory when
needed

m Offer more trainning to the Sudents
in the use of platformsand ICTs

B Foster good communication
between teacher and students

B Keep track and monior Sudents’
work

Figure 15. What recommendations would you suggest to improve the process?
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Conclusions

When it comes to students’ perceptions of the use
of a VLE in their language learning process, it can
be concluded that the number of students who
regarded the use of the Internet and the resour-
ces that come with it as useless, confusing and
overwhelming decreased significantly after gai-
ning experience with it. These students see the use
of a VLE as beneficial and find the applications
used during the process easy and functional. As it
may be expected, the majority of students prefer
using ICT resources over the traditional textbook;
however, there is still a portion of the student
population that, despite the emergence of modern
technologies, is not convinced of this choice. The
exposure to educational technology, not the same
technology they use in their daily lives, somehow
encouraged students to believe that their digital
competence was not as high as they stated at the
beginning of the study. Likewise, their teacher’s
technological competence was not as low as the
students originally perceived. Those students who
have been known as digital natives may be skillful
at using the gadgets and applications they fre-
quently use for communication or entertainment,
but they struggle with the tools and programs that
serve more academic purposes. Nonetheless, stu-
dents suggest that teachers should indeed include
technology in class.

As advantages, it was found that the use of a VLE
allows for differentiated instruction, that is, the
possibility for “teachers to proactively modify
curricula, teaching methods, resources, lear-
ning activities, and student products to address
the diverse needs of individual students and
small groups of students to maximize the lear-
ning opportunity for each student in a classroom”
(Bearne, 1996; Tomlinson, 1999, p. 121). Having
a plethora of activities and resources in the VLE
is like having the opportunity to access learning
through multimodal channels 24/7. Likewise,
assignment deadlines can be flexibly set beyond
class time constraints, which may be of great bene-
fit to some types of learners. In short, the VLE per

se is not a panacea but may offer a learning envi-
ronment that can more perfectly complement
traditional classroom work.

With regard to the disadvantages, it was found
that the technological capacity of some educa-
tional institutions continues to be a threat to the
implementation of a VLE in EFL courses, and the
distraction caused by social networks and other
entertainment sites may pose impediments to the
process as well. It is the teacher’s responsibility to
cope with these threats in a resourceful and mea-
ningful manner.

Regarding learners’ attitudes, most students felt
motivated and enthusiastic about using a VLE
in their EFL courses. The use of a VLE somehow
encouraged students to perform their tasks better
while allowing them to gain confidence to develop
their linguistic skills. Students showed improve-
ment in class participation and behavior; they
were for the most part on task throughout the
process and tended to connect background with
new knowledge. They showed interest in the tech-
nological resources and activities due perhaps to
the interactivity and availability of learning tasks,
meaning they had permanent access to them and
got immediate feedback on their performance.

According to students’ opinions, these activi-
ties promote the development of autonomous
learning as well as effective teacher-student com-
munication. Despite the technical difficulties
they mentioned, their experience with the VLE
was for the most part satisfactory, and students
were eager to share new knowledge with others.
Additionally, while we know students in gene-
ral are constantly surfing the Internet, and it was
found by the end of the study that the time dedi-
cated to this purpose at home increased even
more, the conclusion is that this was perhaps
due to the VLE tasks assigned by the teachers.
Furthermore, some students still struggle with
educational applications that may require abilities
other than those they frequently use with perso-
nal electronic gadgets. But notwithstanding the

MepELLin, CoLomsia, VoL. 22, Issue 3 (SerTemBer-DecemBer, 2017), pp. 479-498, ISSN 0123-3432

www.udea.edu.co/ikala

495



496

thala

LeonaRDO HERRERA MOSQUERA

aforementioned disadvantages, in the end, the use
of a VLE provided students with a less stressful
learning environment. This conclusion correlates
to other studies, which claim that the Internet
provides students with a less threatening means to
communicate, resulting in increased engagement,
confidence, responsibility (Skinner & Austin,

1999), and resourcefulness to cope with tasks in
the VLE.

Extraneous factors that may hinder or foster the
implementation of a VLE in an EFL course are the
use of digital gadgets in class, teachers’ ICT com-
petence, the infusion of technology in schools,
the condition of labs, and the Internet connection
speed. For instance, some teachers still see the use
of mobile phonesin class as a threat, whereas others
may use them as a valuable resource for students’
L2 learning process; likewise, the level of tech-
nological competence that teachers exhibit may
influence the types of technologies they incorpo-
rate into their teaching and their investment time
in class. Also, the quality of the Internet or con-
ditions of the labs may encourage or discourage
both teachers and students from usinga VLE and
all technologies associated with them.

In conclusion, despite the threats and limitations
previously described, it can be stated that the
implementation of a VLE in the EFL courses was
not only feasible and functional throughout this
study, but also highly reccommended in many edu-
cational processes such as the one targeted here,
the L2 learning process.

Limitations of the study

As stated, for some teachers the implementation
of VLE activities presented them with certain cha-
llenges due to the fact that the number of students
per course surpassed the number of computers
in the lab. Sometimes two or even three students
had to work together on one computer. Also, the
Internet connection sometimes caused frustration
in both the teacher and the students, resulting in
some activities that required audio or video strea-

ming being cancelled. These threats to the smooth
implementation of Internet-based activities do
not allow learners to enjoy the multiple benefits
of ICT, thus impacting their perceptions on the
use of educational technology.

Recommendations

Regardless of the low interest some teachers may
still have for the use of modern technologies,
these are inevitable parts of our students’ lives,
and therefore their implementation in today’s
classrooms is fast becoming fundamental. As
Prensky (2001) claims, “Children and young peo-
ple are ‘digital natives’ who think differently from
adults and need more visual content, games, and
rapid changes of pace than previous generations.”
(p. 170). As the teachers proposed in their nar-
ratives, school administrators need to continue
advocating for the infusion of new educational
technologies and training for their faculty, stu-
dents and staff in general.

In terms of the teaching and learning experien-
ces, the use of mobile phones, social networks and
applications such as online translators and dic-
tionaries should be regarded by teachers as great
benefits that technology brings to the L2 tea-
ching and learning process. They should serve as
meaningful supports and complements to both
teachers” instruction and students’ learning. It is
recommended that teachers coach learners on the
potentialities and best uses of online dictionaries
and other applications with pedagogical purposes.
This will help teachers cope with the anticipated
fear of student distraction during the use of new
technologies. It is perhaps a gradual process that
may render invaluable benefits to L2 learners.

The inclusion of technology in the English
courses was positive and rewarding for teach-
ers and students alike. However, the use of VLEs
for learning communities was underexploited.
None of the results gathered demonstrated that
VLEs were used to promote social interactions
with external peers and networks, even though
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Edmodo and Schoology are instruments that fos-
ter collaboration with L2 learning communities
worldwide. Thus, a VLE should be used beyond
the function of content repository to that of mak-
ing global connections.

A fundamental recommendation for the appli-
cation of technology in the language teaching
process is to avoid total dependency on this
resource for any given lesson. In other words,
when teachers prepare their courses, they should
consider that “wherever you use technology you
should always have a back-up plan in place. There
might be times when the websites are down, the
computers crash, or worse, the electricity goes
off. So be prepared” (Duderstadt, Atkins, & Van
Howelling, 2002, p. 42). This is necessary to
avoid all the constraints that technology poses to
teaching and learning. Indeed, it is very important
to keep an ace up our sleeve in case the class in the
virtual environment cannot be successfully devel-
oped; feelings of frustration whenever technology
breaks down must be coped with using back-up
plans in teaching and a positive attitude towards
this unavoidable reality.

Lastly, we can continue talking about the beauty
of modern technologies, but ultimately, their ben-
efits rely partially on the investment university
administrators make in their infusion into cur-
ricula. In the case of the present study, the need
for further investments is quite evident. The
implementation and upgrading of technological
facilities and resources will undoubtedly bene-
fit the academic community. Likewise, the school
administration and IT officers are expected to
complement the technology infusion with per-
manent training programs that allow for better
exploitation of the resources.

English teachers in particular are called upon to
keep up with advancements in educational tech-
nology, including VLEs and ICT in order to
promote learning paths that better fit the needs
and interests of our digital-age students. Similarly,
it is recommended that researchers continue to

delve into this field in order to shed light on the
great potential for harmonious and fruitful blend-
ing of technology and language learning.
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