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Introduction 

In this action research I wanted to see whether there is any value to the student in using an online 
learning environment. In particular I wanted to investigate the value to student’s self-esteem and 
progress through using an online marking system. This project is the result of firstly, a desire to 
improve the teaching and learning experience of my students and secondly, the changing nature of 
the web to allow for collaboration to support learning. It is clear that the web is changing from Web 
1.0 to Web 2.0 (HEFCE, 2008a, p. 14). In essence Web 1.0 can be seen as ‘Chalk and Talk’: static web 
pages that serve content (files, text, images etc) but provide little interaction with the user; whereas 
Web 2.0 allows for interaction between specific users and a website. Web 2.0 supports a more 
personalised and collaborative learning environment and this is clearly more in line with modern 
teaching techniques. Wikis, forums and social networking sites such as Facebook, where the 
networks are essentially constructed by the group themselves, are typical of Web 2.0. 
 

 

Figure 1 Pictorial difference between Web 1.0 and Web 2.0 

 

 “Personalisation is a central aim of the government’s e-strategy.“ (Becta, 2007, p. 19). 

Once logged into a Web 2.0 website users can be individually tracked and their preferences 

remembered. Catering for individual “learners’ interests, preferred approaches, abilities and choices, 

and tailored access to content” (Becta, 2007) as desired by the Government is possible with Web 

2.0. Unfortunately it can be difficult to make sense of the plethora of Web 2.0 technologies  (K.Swan, 

2007, p. 1) and care must be taken to ensure that learning online actually becomes collaborative and 

democratic and not, for example,  just become a place to dump resources (Sclater, Research Bulletin, 

Educause Center for Applied Research:, 2008b).  It is clear from the literature that online learning 

should be treated as an extension of good practice in the classroom (Ofsted, 2009) (Sclater, 



Enhancing Moodle to meet the needs of 200,000, 2008, p. 2). The technology is not the important 

aspect here; good teaching is. Moreover there appears to be no link between being tech savvy and 

developing good online teaching. Couple good teaching with the appropriate use of technology and 

the evidence suggests it can make a positive and significant difference (JISC, 2008a) (Becta, 2008f, p. 

21) (DfES, 2005, p. 12). 

It is clear that we need to engage fully with new technology as “there is an expectation that VLEs will 
form a significant part of the next generation's experience of learning.” (Ofsted, 2009).Virtual 
Learning Environments (VLE’s), such as Moodle, are websites which focus on the management of 
students in an educational setting. They are becoming more Web 2.0 focused but it is still easy to 
treat them as Web 1.0 environments and this needs to be bore in mind when transferring teaching 
techniques to the virtual learning environment. It is salutary to note from the literature that online 
systems were better used by the students where the teacher used them better  (National 
Foundation for Educational Research , 2006, p. 8). 
Ofsted go on to say “where this use of integrated learning technology was a prominent feature of a 
provider – with a clear strategy, use of champions, good support from technical staff, and helpful 
staff training – then the provider's VLE was usually one of the more effective observed.” Also with 
students’ interaction with Web 2.0 technologies elsewhere (social networking sites, online games 
etc) they [students] have raised the expectation of what learning environments should be (WP Chen, 
2008) (HEFCE, 2008a). A suitable phrase would be ‘a one stop shop’. “The goal is to develop a system 
which exploits the benefits of technology for learning and delivers tangible and measurable 
improvements and outcomes.” (Becta, 2008h). There is clearly much to consider in providing for this 
but an expectation that we will provide for this (Leitch, 2006, p. 20) (Becta, 2009a, p. 3).Our College 
is at the beginning of its journey into utilising Web 2.0. Colleges such as Alton, Newcastle and St 
Helens appear to be doing some excellent work. There are many examples of excellent practice 
(Becta, 2008a) (JISC, 2008a) although, according to (Becta, 2008e), “a significant proportion of 
providers across both the schools and FE sectors remain late adopters, and this has an adverse 
impact on the experiences and skills of learners.”  
I have a background in web development and have used the Moodle ‘Virtual Learning Environment’ 

for a number of years. For this project I am using the Moodle VLE (version 1.9.4) available at 

www.moodle.org. This is an open source project which basically means the code is free to use and 

alter. Most importantly it is supported by a wide community of like-minded individuals who can help 

solve issues and create new code to improve functionality. Students can access the Moodle at any 

time and from anywhere. Students can also download materials used in their course and contact 

their tutor and others in their group by email, chat and forums. Some of the strengths of using a VLE 

are, in my opinion, its plug and play architecture, customisation, differentiation of material, 

interactivity, a one stop shop approach, report/logging and monitoring of student activity. I feel the 

main limitation is that it is a ‘walled garden’ *meaning resources and functionality are chosen by the 

institution/teacher and not the learner] and this issue is discussed by Chen and Johnson amongst 

others. Chen puts it succinctly “We would argue that a VLE is more like an administration or 

management environment rather than a learning environment. In contrast PLEs (Personal Learning 

Environment) students have more flexibility in the controlling of their learning experience.” (WP 

Chen, 2008, p. 1). However I can see that each newer version of Moodle the VLE’s is moving more 

towards a ‘PLE’s’ with features such as: “personalized  start  pages,  RSS  aggregation, and  

customizable  widgets...” (Johnson. L., 2009, p. 19) and conditional activites. 

One of the pieces of functionality that Moodle offers is an online marking system called 

‘assignments' which can be added as an activity in edit mode. It is part of the core software and 

http://www.moodle.org/


therefore runs without any add on coding. It has four settings and I used the ‘Online Text’ version 

which allows for inline comments and on screen text input.  

My research indicates that online assessment is not yet widespread and where it is it is mainly used 

for summative assessment. The research that has been done shows that where e-assessment has 

been designed and used appropriately it has been of benefit. (HEFCE, 2009b). In the detailed Ofsted 

report staff surveyed particularly welcomed the use of a VLE to manage assignments. They felt this 

had largely solved the problems of submissions being apparently lost in the post, arguments about 

whether deadlines had been met, and whether learners had received feedback.” (Ofsted, 2009, p. 

16). 

From the literature it appears that students are positive about the benefits a well managed learning 

environment brings: organisation, clear deadlines with reminders, access to course materials 

avoiding bulky handouts are just some of the benefits stated by students  (Ofsted, 2009, p. 11). Due 

to the small scale of my own action research I cannot give any definite answers regarding the value 

of using Moodle for student progress and self-esteem but I can say that my findings seem to suggest 

that it is broadly positive which is in line with the current research.  

 

  



Methods 

 Initial setup presented to the A2 students 

Initially I setup a Moodle course website and discussed the project with my classes. I wanted to 

survey all users of the website for their views on the value of the online system and I also wanted to 

do a case study with my A2 Performing Arts class focusing on the use of an online marking system. 

With this group I choose to use the first two pieces of coursework in their Unit 5, which consisted of 

a two part report and a portfolio of work. These pieces of coursework were done over a nine week 

timescale and I felt this would be long enough to realise the benefits and issues inherent in using an 

online marking system. 

I setup an online marking system for each part of the coursework. This was easily done in Moodle by 

choosing the online assignment (online text version) module from the edit page. My choice of online 

text was problematic because it meant students needed to write in the text box or cut and paste. 

The formatting in either case is difficult, unlike using Word for example. However this was an issue I 

decided to put up with because it was the only module that would allow for iterative feedback 

rather than the first draft final submission model. 

They were twelve students in the class and I gave them a free choice to engage with this project. It is 
clear from the literature that this element of choice is an important aspect of personalised learning 
“....not all want to use technology.” (HEFCE, 2008c, p. 16). After outlining the benefits and 
disadvantages six students chose to use the online system and six chose not to. Regardless of the 
choice made it was important that all students have equal access to me, through email or face to 
face so that no student was disadvantaged or felt disadvantaged. At the end of the project I added 
up all the feedback given and it is clear that all students received the same amount of written 
feedback whether they used the feedback system or not.  

 Surveys and questionnaires 

Alongside this and throughout the year I surveyed all the students who used the website (about 100) 
for their views on the value or not of the Moodle website in aiding their education and whether they 
had any suggestions to help improve the website. This was useful in contextualising the case study 
and in addition demonstrated to me the importance of student feedback in developing online 
systems for their effective use. I also surveyed the case study students at the start of the project and 
in an exit survey. 

 Student upload and iterative tutor feedback 

Students in the case study uploaded their work and I received an automatic email with a link to the 
work on the website. When I had submitted my feedback another email was automatically sent to 
the student notifying them that they had feedback. Again a link was provided to the work on the 
website. The work would cycle this way for as long as needed to get the student’s best work. This 
proved to be a simple system that allowed access to work outside class and from anywhere 24/7.   



 
Figure 2 Example of Tutor feedback 

 Student activity logged 

I was able to see a student’s activity on the website in a number of detailed reports that were 
automatically produced by the VLE. This enabled effective monitoring of engagement with the 
course.  

 
Figure 3 Example of an individual student's activity on the website 

 Exit survey 



I did an exit survey to try and ascertain whether the students felt empowered by the online marking 
system. What did they feel the benefits of the online marking system were for their own progress 
and self esteem?  

 

Findings 

 

Academic 

The following table outlines the coursework results (after moderation) of the students in the A2 

Performing Arts class. 

UNIT 4 % mark UNIT 5 % mark 

 A01 A02+3 A04 Total %  A01 A02 A03 A04 Total % 

Student 1 6 40 9 55 92 Student 1 6 15 24 8 53 100     

Student 2 5 38 9 52 87 Student 2 5 13 30 8 56 86        

Student 3  3 19 7 29 48 Student 3  3 7 25 4 39 48        

Student 4 6 33 7 46 77 Student 4 4 9 24 8 45 62        

Student 5 5 33 9 47 78 Student 5 5 12 29 6 52 80        

Student 6 6 43 8 57 95 Student 6 6 15 29 8 58 100      

Student 7 6 28 7 41 68 Student 8 4 13 25 7 49 81        

Student 9 6 43 9 58 97 Student 9 6 14 29 9 58 95        

Student 10 6 43 8 57 95 Student 10 6 15 30 9 60 100      

Student 11 6 40 8 54 90 Student 11 6 14 24 9 53 95        

Student 12 5 37 8 50 83 Student 12  5 13 29 8 55 86        

Table 1 Comparison of Academic results. Orange = Case study Students 

If you compare the ‘%mark’ columns you will see there is very little movement in academic 

movement between the coursework in Unit 4 and the coursework elements used in the case study in 

Unit 5. 

 

General survey findings 

The following is a representative summary of the results received from all the surveys I took over the 

period with all student users of the website. 

Do you feel you have benefitted from the simplyeducate.co.uk/pa website? 

Response                                100% Yes 

What do you see as the benefits of the simplyeducate.co.uk website? 

 Enables me to go to the site at any time, e.g. in college in a free or at home to get resources  

 I could communicate with my teacher out of college when having difficulty with coursework 
or homework. 



 Excellent for entire group communication, and for all to see, and peer advice 

 Really accessible and easy to use and follow, not too fancy. 

 Over the last 2 years it has aided my education and also my extra curricular activities E.g. 
there was a show on the calendar that I saw, and decided to go see, and without the website 
wouldn’t have gone to see the show, which proved to be beneficial as learnt a lot from it.  
 
 

How much use did you make of the website? Say why? 

 
Response                                Some 78%                    A Lot         22% 
 

 I use it when I am close to a course work deadline and it proved useful 

 I used the resources but did not take part in the online assessment/ feedback thing as I feel I 
work best when given one deadline and did not think that frequent submissions and 
feedback would suit my learning style 

 Exchange ideas/documentation – not lose hard copies 

 Irreplaceable in sharing resources, research and communication with other course 
members/tutors 

 

 Do you think this type of website would be of benefit to students in other college subjects? Could you say 

why or why not? 

 I take English combined and a website with help/guidance and resources would be so so 
helpful! Particularly around coursework and exam time as it gives a source that you KNOW is 
reliable to get information 

 The calendar and assignments pages are extremely useful for any student. But mainly the 
forums that are constantly available by other students that are discussing relevant subjects 
that proves very helpful when stuck on something and unavailable to ask a teacher at that 
present time. 

 Also as a lot of students do tend to work nocturnally the forums provide a place for students 
to help each other when the teacher is probably in bed, and tend to be used most the nights 
running up to coursework deadlines. 

 

Are there any issues you find about the present system of shared folders or of any college computer system? 

 Simply Educate offers a much clearer layout of the relevant resources, whereas the shared 

folders always appear to me as a bit of a maze :S!!!!!   

 Shared folders has no email system or place for open discussion which is a little vague, you can’t get 

feedback or offer points of discussion.  

Do you have any ideas to improve the website for your educational understanding and progress? 

 Interactive activities 

 Like to have skype type of thing for video chat for easier explanations; audio and video 
conversations 

 Less printing of draft coursework-  online instead, good if other courses used this 

 Get all subjects to have this 

 Have a symbol to show who else is online and is available to talk to. 

 More access to resources via the site 
 



What would make you use the website more? 

 I used it loads and if i used it anymore I'd never leave my computer. 

 If things were easier to use and there were more resources in terms of audition tips and any 
upcoming shows that would benefit me. 

 Already use it a lot 

 All class presentations [introductory powerpoints] available to us 

 Interactive sessions on the website 

 Access to College resources on this platform 

 Mobile access 

 Would like Film studies to have it as would be easier to get the info. 
 
Specific responses from the case study 
The following is a representative selection of responses from the students in the case study. 
 
Before using the online system what benefits did you think it might have on your understanding 
(academic progress) and confidence (self-esteem)? Please be specific if you can. 

 Because I could upload my work straight from the computer to the website without having 
to worry about printing reams of work out and wasting paper. I also knew it would be good 
to get lots of feedback 

 I thought it might be easier to get drafts done if I were able to get them done in my own 
time and not have to print of soooo many sheets of paper. 

 

Was the 24/7 asynchronous contact (in other words being able to communicate and upload work 
at any time, from anywhere) useful? Please say why. 

 Extremely useful, because I knew I could fit in my work around my other subjects and 
receive feedback from any computer 

 yeah it was useful, I was able to do my work in Devon on holiday and still get feedback which 
was helpful 

 

Please describe any difficulties you had in using the online assignment/feedback system. 

 sometimes my work didn't save and I lost a lot of work at one point 

 Sometimes the formatting wasn't good, tables couldn’t be placed into the assignments. 
 
How, if at all, did these difficulties affect your use of the online assignment/feedback system? 

 I had to go through my work taking out the tables which was a pain to do. 

 I had to make sure I copied all my work into another back up document so I wouldn’t lose it 
again 

 
Do you now feel that using the online assignment/feedback system has had any beneficial affect on 
your understanding and academic progress? Please give specific examples if you can. 
 
Response                                100% Yes 

 Yeah it meant that I hopefully get better grades because I was able to get the best out of my 
work and make use of feedback 

 yes, feedback for redrafts helps 
 



Do you now feel that using the online assignment/feedback system has had any benefit on the way 
you feel about your work (confidence/self esteem)? Please give specific examples if you can. 
 
Response                                100% Yes 

 yes I guess I’m more confident on the right tracks when working 

 It improved to my confidence and assured me that with the coursework, in devising I was on 
the right track 

 

Do you feel that there is more beneficial to using the online electronic systems or would it have 
been better to just get the feedback on a hard copy of your first draft? Please give your reasoning 
as well. 

 Electronic is faster and cheaper than paper. 

 I hate hard copies- so much paper, a waste of money and time consuming to print and then 
you have to print it out again! 

 

Discussion 

The research showed that online assessment is of benefit. (HEFCE, 2009b). Looking at the academic 
progress made in my case study (table 1) you can see that after taking into account variables such as 
the practical element, the percentage marks are pretty much the same and therefore are really quite 
inconclusive in supporting the results from the literature. It is probably fair to suggest that using the 
online system has not been detrimental to a student’s academic achievement. I knew this was likely 
to be the case with such a small sample that had too many variables to account for, so I 
concentrated in my action research on the impact that the website had on the students’ perception 
of how they felt about their academic progress. This produced more substantial results and 
promising results as you can see from the summary survey findings and from the following 
discussion.  
 
The Government push for personalisation was something I was interested in testing and although 

this personalised approach is not specifically mentioned it is clear that the students appreciated and 

benefitted from the individual feedback and communication facilities which the Moodle website 

offers. In talking about the present system of shared folders: “Shared folders has no email system or 

place for open discussion which is a little vague, you can’t get feedback or offer points of discussion.”  

There is a body of research that takes into account the viewpoints of the learners in online learning. I used this 

to guide the design of the website (simple layout, accessible resources etc) and it is clear that there is a lot 

the students liked about the website for examples: “It was simple to use and I could do the work in 

my own time and post it without having to be in college.” and “Irreplaceable in sharing resources, 

research and communication with other course members/tutors” Students clearly liked the 

accessibility of the website; a typical comment being: “Really accessible and easy to use and follow, not 

too fancy”. 

It is clear from the literature that online learning should be treated as an extension of good practice 
in the classroom (Ofsted, 2009). I was keen to investigate the use of collaborative approaches to 
online directed learning. It is clear that the students understood the value to collaborative working:  “All 
past discussions available, space to collect and share work in a permanent form”, “Excellent for 
entire group communication, and for all to see, and peer advice” and “To converse over important 



decisions, helped achieve best outcomes”. Here is a representative screenshot of a forum post which 
clearly shows its usefulness to the students. 
 
 

 
Figure 4 Example forum posts 

Students also commented on the “Easy access to resources from anywhere” The website appears to be 

a valued resource in aiding a student’s education and there were many comments about it being a good thing 

to have in other subjects for example,  “It would be great if this website could expand to having four 
separate sections, one for  Drama, Dance, Performing Arts  and Performing Arts enrichments - 
(Although some of the enrichments are already included but some are not e.g dance company, 
prospect theatre company)” and  “I take English combined and a website with help/guidance and resources 

would be so so helpful! Particularly around coursework and exam time as it gives a source that you KNOW is 

reliable to get information” and “I would like Film studies to have it as would be easier to get the info.” 
One student puts it succinctly “Get all subjects to have this“.  

Students identified specific features of the website that they think would be useful for other subjects as well, 

for example “Less printing of draft coursework - online instead, good if other courses used this” and 
“The calendar and assignments pages are extremely useful for any student. But mainly the forums 
that are constantly available by other students that are discussing relevant subjects that proves very 
helpful when stuck on something and unavailable to ask a teacher at that present time.” And “ Also 
as a lot of students do tend to work nocturnally the forums provide a place for students to help each 
other when the teacher is probably in bed, and tend to be used most the nights running up to 
coursework deadlines.”  
There is not much detailed evidence in the literature on online learning and self-esteem. So I was 
keen to investigate whether students felt any benefit to their self-esteem. It is clear they did. 
Specifically those students who were in the case study felt the online marking system had benefitted 
their self-esteem for example “It improved to my confidence and assured me that with the 
coursework I was on the right track” and the response was 100% positive to the question of whether 
the website had aided their self-esteem. The students valued the iterative process and the freedom 
that this gave them to manage their own work, “Extremely useful, because I knew I could fit in my 



work around my other subjects and receive feedback from any computer”. On the whole students 
clearly felt more confident in what they were doing. “The website helped to improve my confidence 
of expressing ideas to the group.” Students were aware of the ability to access from anywhere “I was 
able to do my work in Devon on holiday and still get feedback which was helpful”.  
The students in the case study all agreed that the online system had helped their academic progress, 

for example “I was able to get the best out of my work and make use of feedback” and “Yes because 

I could see everything that I had written laid out in one document and add to relevant sections as 

time went by”. This was echoed in the general survey where all agreed the website had helped their 

academic progress and confidence. For example, “I was more confident with what I am doing as I 

could check what I was doing was correct on the website.” “It has calmed me down whilst working 

as most of the things I needed was on it [website]. It also made me feel very confident”. Students 

also commented on the subject of saving paper “I hate hard copies - so much paper, a waste of 

money and time consuming to print and then you have to print it out again!” However one student 

who choose not to use the online marking system said “I used the resources but did not take part in 

the online assessment/ feedback thing as I feel I work best when given one deadline and did not 

think that frequent submissions and feedback would suit my learning style”.  I think this is perceptive 

and key to personalised learning that they are able to make decisions about their own learning and 

have the options to engage in ways that suit their learning preferences.  I think my findings are 

supportive of the findings in the academic literature. 

 

 
 

Conclusion 

It is clear that the students’ own words that they feel they have benefitted from using the website 

giving many examples of this in the surveys. While it is hard to see a direct correlation between using 

the online marking system and academic progress I do think that there is a stronger connection to 

aiding students’ self esteem. Students like the more personalised approach to learning and from the 

literature it is clear that the Government are focusing on this (Becta, 2007). E-learning is here to stay 

and students like having a ‘one stop shop’ approach to relevant resources and would like to see this 

across all subjects. Students also highlighted the value of an interactive website (Web 2.0) over a 

static website (web 1.0). In essence the content and facilities needs to be directly relevant to the 

student’s needs at the time they need it and also the website needs to be easy to access and use. 

One student said having this website “helped get things done quickly.” Apart from being inconclusive 

on academic progress my findings do appear to be broadly in line with the literature (JISC, 2008a). It 

is clear from this action research that the “focus should be on the enhancement of learning, teaching 

and assessment, and how technology might be able to support that focus.” (HEFCE, 2008a). Finally it 

is important to remember that the ‘VLE is just another tool in a good teacher's repertoire; it is not an 

end in itself.’ (Ofsted, 2009, p. 12).  
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forums and social networking sites such as Facebook, where the networks are essentially 
constructed by the group themselves, are typical of Web 2.0. 
Personalisation is a central aim of the government’s e-strategy.“ (Becta, 2007, p. 19). 
 
It is clear from the literature that online learning should be treated as an extension of good practice 
in the classroom (Ofsted, 2009) 
 
Moreover there appears to be no link between being tech savvy and developing good online 
teaching. 
 
“The goal is to develop a system which exploits the benefits of technology for learning and delivers 
tangible and measurable improvements and outcomes.” (Becta, 2008h). 
 
‘PLE’s’ with features such as: “personalized  start  pages,  RSS  aggregation, and  customizable  
widgets...” (Johnson. L., 2009, p. 19) 
 
 
In the detailed Ofsted report staff surveyed particularly welcomed the use of a VLE to manage 
assignments. They felt this had largely solved the problems of submissions being apparently lost in 
the post, arguments about whether deadlines had been met, and whether learners had received 
feedback.” (Ofsted, 2009, p. 16). 
 
From the literature it appears that students are positive about the benefits a well managed learning 
environment brings: organisation, clear deadlines with reminders, access to course materials 
avoiding bulky handouts are just some of the benefits stated by students  (Ofsted, 2009, p. 11). 
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