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Abstract
Moodle was originally developed by Dougiamas in 2002 to help educators create an
online teaching and learning platform that embodies a social constructivist pedagogical
framework. Galway Mayo Institute of Technology (GMIT), an Irish higher educational
institute, began using Moodle in 2006 but very little research has been carried out on
whether Moodle facilitates social constructivism in practice in GMIT. The main research
question for this study is to explore if engagement with Moodle facilitates social
constructivism principles in the final year of a GMIT business degree. The paper begins
with a literature review which considers theoretical perspectives on social
constructivism. It abstracts four principles from the overall theoretical framework to
support a methodological basis to gauge what is occurring in Moodle in this GMIT
business degree from a social constructivist perspective. These key principles include
scaffolding, knowledge construction, active learning and social interaction and shows
that Moodle can facilitate such principles in theory. The research strategy was a case
study using a mixed methods approach. The data collection instruments include surveys
and focus groups with final year business students and lecturers. The main finding that
emerged from the study is that Moodle does not facilitate social constructivism principles
in this group to any great extent. However, the study found that Moodle does facilitate
limited scaffolding and in particular, conceptual scaffolding. In addition, a number of
barriers were identified to using Moodle to facilitate social constructivism principles.
These include a lack of training and time, availability of alternative technologies, more
effective face to face social interaction and student inhibitions. The study concludes by
offering some recommendations on how GMIT’s School of Business might move closer
to a position that harnesses Moodle’s potential to facilitate the social constructivism
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principles which underpin it. These recommendations are categorised under cultural,
technical and policy enablers.
Keywords: active learning, knowledge construction, Moodle, social constructivism, virtual
learning environments.

1. Introduction.
Moodle (Modular Object Orientated Dynamic Learning Environment) was originally developed
by Martin Dougiamas to help educators create an online teaching and learning platform which
is underpinned by a social constructivist pedagogical framework (Helling & Petter, 2012).
Moodle was first released to the public in August of 2002. Galway Mayo Institute of Technology
(GMIT), an Irish higher educational institute, began using Moodle in 2006 but very little research
has been carried out on whether it facilitates social constructivism in practice in GMIT. The main
research question for this study is to explore if engagement with Moodle facilitates social
constructivism principles in the final year of a GMIT business degree.

1.1. Literature analysis.
The aim of this section is to consider the key principles from the overall social constructivist
theoretical framework and to identify if Moodle can theoretically facilitate these principles.
Constructivism is a learning theory which posits that learning is a process of constructing
meaning from our own experiences (Amineh & Asl, 2015). The main theorist associated with
constructivism are Bruner (1915–2016) and Piaget (1896-1980) (Alanazi, 2016, p.1). Social
constructivism augments constructivism by emphasising the importance of culture and context
in understanding what occurs in society and constructing knowledge based on this
understanding (Kim, 2001). Vygotsky (1896–1934) is the main theorist among social
constructivists (Amineh & Asl, 2015, p. 13) and he considered that “all higher functions originate
as actual relations between human individuals” (Vygotsky, 1978, p.57). While there may be a
lack of consensus about the term social constructivism as well as its theoretical bases and
assumptions (Bozkurt, 2017), this section seeks to present the theory by dividing it into four key
principles, knowledge construction, active learning, social interaction and scaffolding and
considers whether Moodle can pedagogically facilitate these principles.
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1.1.1 Knowledge construction
Pedagogically, Cole (2009, p. 142) suggests that “people learn best by actively constructing
their own learning: students are presented with opportunities to build on prior knowledge and
understanding in order to construct new knowledge and understanding”. Amineh and Asl, (2015)
suggest that teachers should consider what students know and allow their students to put their
knowledge into practice. Dougiamas (1998) interprets knowledge construction as students
coming to class with an established world-view, formed by years of prior experience and learning
and that even as it evolves, a student’s world-view filters all experiences and affects their
interpretation of observations. Table 1 (overleaf) shows some functions in Moodle that can
facilitate knowledge construction, for example, wikis can be used for student projects to
collaborate on ideas or blogs can be used to develop peer networks to develop learner
knowledge (Grosseck, 2009).

1.1.2 Active learning
A key tenet of social constructivism is that people learn best by actively constructing their own
learning (Cole, 2009; Harkness, 2009). For example, Dewey (1938, p.192) believed that
learning was an active process and believed that the “pupil have a genuine situation of
experience” and that “he has opportunity and occasion to test his ideas by application”. Piaget’s
paradigm also argued that active learning was the best way to facilitate learning (Kafai &
Resnick, 1996; Kivunja, 2014; McLeod, 2015). Bruner (1978) rejected the notion that students
are passive rote learners of knowledge but that learners should be active constructive learners.
Pedagogically, Cole (2009, p. 142) asserts that for social constructivism as a model of learning
to be successful, it requires learner-centred instruction: “educational materials need to be
provided that helps the student to discover things for themselves rather than via passive tuition”.
Table 1 shows some functions in Moodle that can facilitate active learning, for example, the
roles implementation allows teachers to create new roles where students can be allowed to
facilitate forums, create quiz questions or even control the course layout (Dougiamas, 2013).

1.1.3 Social interaction
Social constructivists argue that meaningful learning occurs when individuals are engaged in
social activities such as interaction and collaboration (Ally, 2008; McKinley, 2015). For example,
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Dewey believed that “education is essentially a social process” (Dewey, 1938, p.25).
Table 1: Moodle functions facilitating social constructivism principles (adapted from Dougiamas (2013)).
Social constructivism principle

Lecturers used function facilitating social constructivism principle
very often or often in fourth year of GMIT business degree

Knowledge construction:

Passive unfaciltated forum
Active and guided forum
Provide feedback on uploaded assignments
Wikis

Active learning:

Active and guided forum
Quizzes
Feedback on uploaded assignments
Wikis
Databases
Glossaries
Roles implementation

Social interaction:

Message students

.

Upload notes and readings
Wikis
Glossaries
Databases
Workshop (peer-review function)
Active and guided forum

Scaffolding:

Communicate course structure and administration
Communicate module learning outcomes
Communicate important module topics
Download class material
Badges
Conditionality
Rubrics
Active and guided forum
Provide feedback on uploaded assignments
Workshop (peer review function)

Vygotsky (1978) elevated social interaction in learning over individual cognitive learning and
considered that much important learning by the student occurs through social interaction with
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their teacher and with their peers (Wertsch, 2009, Trif, 2015). Pedagogically, Dougiamas (2013)
proposes that we learn particularly well from the act of creating something for others to see and
that we learn much by just observing the activity of our peers. Table 1 shows some functions in
Moodle that can facilitate social interaction, for example, forums provide spaces for discussion
and sharing of media and documents (Grosseck, 2009).

1.1.4 Scaffolding
Scaffolding is a concept that is closely aligned with social interaction in the theory of social
constructivism. The concept is most often associated with Bruner (1978) who stressed the
‘inherently social nature’ of learning and considered the role of scaffolding in the context of a
mother teaching a child language.
‘Scaffolding…reduces the degrees of freedom with which the child has to cope,
concentrates his attention into a manageable domain, and provides models of the
expected dialogue from which he can extract selectively what he needs for fulfilling his
role in discourse.’ (Bruner, 1978, p.244).
Pedagogically, scaffolding occurs when the lecturer provides student assistance to the extent
that the scaffolded individual can do the task in hand by himself (Amerian et al, 2014, p. 757).
Jumaat and Tasir (2014, p. 75-76) extract this concept of scaffolding to an online environment
and identify four progressive levels of scaffolding that can be used. These are outlined in Table
2.
Table 1 shows some Moodle functions that scaffold learning. For example, the lecturer can use
the course structure page to outline the module journey or use conditionality whereby students
are only exposed to further information once a task has been completed. Moodle can, therefore,
facilitate social constructivism principles in theory. This paper explores how engagement with
Moodle facilitates social constructivism principles in the final year of a GMIT business degree in
practice. The next section describes the research methods and procedures used to try to answer
this research question.

AISHE-J

Volume 11, Number 1 (Spring 2019)

Page 6

Table 2: Levels of scaffolding (adapted from Jumaat & Tasir (2014))
Conceptual scaffolding:

Helps students decide what to consider in
learning and guide them to key concepts

Procedural scaffolding:

Helps students use appropriate tools and
resources effectively

Strategic scaffolding:

Helps students find alternative strategies and
methods to solve complex problems

Metacognitive scaffolding:

Prompts students to think about what they are
learning throughout the process and assists
students reflecting on what they have learnt (selfassessment).

2. Research Methods and Procedures.
The research strategy chosen for this study was a case study using a mixed methods approach.
While this mixed methods case study approach seeks to address the research question, it is
not purported to be generalisable to other VLEs or outside of final year business students in
GMIT. The case study approach does, however, offer useful conceptual insights and in depth
understanding (Patton, 2002; Freeman, 2006) and provides analytical rather than statistical
generalisation (Cohen, Mannion & Morrison, 2011, p. 294).

2.1

Site and participants.

The site chosen was the final year of a business degree in GMIT as GMIT adopted Moodle in
2006 and all final year modules are delivered using Moodle. The participants include students
and lecturers in the final year of a GMIT business degree. The final year of the programme was
chosen as social constructivism generally facilitates higher order thinking such as knowledge
construction (Amineh & Asl, 2015, p.14) which is more likely to be evident in the later stages of
a programme.
The sampling procedure for both quantitative and qualitative data collection was purposeful
stratified sampling. It is purposeful in that it selects participants with knowledge and experience
with Moodle. It is stratified in that both lecturers and students were surveyed to see how
engagement with Moodle facilitates social constructivism principles from both perspectives. The
data was collected on a cross-sectional basis.
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Instrument design

Student and lecturer surveys were used to collect quantitative data and focus groups were used
to collect qualitative data.

2.2.1 Quantitative data: surveys
The questions used a Likert scale where participants were asked to agree or disagree with a
statement which varies from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’ or to rate how often they used
a particular Moodle function with choices varying from ‘often’ to ‘never’. Ordinal responses were
scored using the scale (0= Strongly Disagree) to (5= Strongly Agree) and (Never = 0 to Often=5).
Appendix 1 (available in Supplementary Material) shows the student survey and appendix 2
shows the lecturer survey.
The survey was carried out online and students and lecturers were emailed the information
leaflet and the survey link in December 2017. Table 3 shows the numbers of students and
lecturers who were invited and who participated. In summary, 63% of final year students (n=84)
and 75% of lecturers (n=15) volunteered to participate in the survey. Overall, there was a good
gender balance in both cohorts, with approximately 50% of respondents being male and 50%
being female.
Table 3: Number of student and lecturer participants in the survey
GMIT Site

Invited

Participants

Percentage
taking part

Final year students

134

84

63%

Lecturers

20

15

75%

2.2.2 Qualitative data: focus groups.
In general, the focus groups were based around the four themes of knowledge construction,
active learning, social interaction and scaffolding discussed earlier. In particular, the focus
groups sought to explain and explore the survey results around these themes. The quantitative
results highlighted a number of areas that needed further explanation and these questions
informed the themes for the student and lecturer focus groups. The focus groups for both
students and lecturers took place in January 2018. About 20% of the student and lecturer group
were invited to take part in focus groups (students n=27 and lecturers, n=5) and 7 students and
5 lecturers agreed to participate.
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3. Findings.
This section gives a summary of some of the results from the quantitative and qualitative
findings.

3.1

Quantitative results based on surveys.

The results show that Moodle does facilitate conceptual scaffolding. For example, Figure 1 and
2 show conceptual scaffolding is present from a student and lecturer perspective respectively.
However, procedural, strategic or metacognitive scaffolding were less evident.

80
70
60
50
% 40
30
20
10
0
Helps me fine the
information I need
Strongly agree

Agree

Helps me to organise
my study
Undecided

Disagree

Serves mainly to
download class
materials
Strongly disagree

Helps me to keep up
with course work
Not applicaple

Figure 1: Conceptual scaffolding: Student perspective

However, the results also suggest that engagement with Moodle does not facilitate the other
social constructivism principles of knowledge construction, active learning and social
interaction. For example, Figure 3 and Figure 4 show social interaction is not present to any
great extent from a student and lecturer perspective respectively.
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Helps students to keep up with course work
Serves mainly for students to download class material
Helps students to organise their study
Helps students to find the information they needed
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%
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Strongly disagree

Disagree

Undecided

Agree

Strongly agree

Figure 2: Conceptual scaffolding: Lecturer perspective

Online communication is an excellent medium for social
interaction
I was able to form a distinct impression of others using
Moodle
Moodle helped me to get to know other class mates
which created a sense of 'belonging'
Lecturers used Moodle to reinforce a sense of
community among the class
Online discussions on Moodle helped me to develop a
sense of collaboration with my group
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%
Not applicaple

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Undecided

Agree

Strongly agree

Figure 3: Social interaction: Student perspective

In addition, Table 4 presents a summary of quantitative findings and shows that Moodle
facilitates social constructivism principles to a limited extent when social constructivism
principles are mapped against lecturer usage of Moodle functionality, as adapted from
Dougiamas (2013).
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Online communication is an excellent medium for social
interaction
Moodle allowed students to form distinct impressions of each
other
Moodle allowed me to encourage students to get to know
each other which fostered 'belonging '
Moodle helped to develop and reinforce a sense of community
among participants
Online discussions on Moodle helped to develop a sense of
collaboration with the group
0
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Strongly disagree

Disagree

Undecided

Agree

Strongly agree

Figure 4: Social interaction: Lecturer perspective

3.2

Qualitative results from focus groups.

The focus groups corroborated the survey findings regarding Moodle facilitating conceptual
scaffolding, which emerged as a significant theme. For example:
‘When they put the rubric up, it’s good to refer back to, especially if you’re doing essays.’
(‘Jim1’, Student, 1: 14-16.)
‘Keeping them on task, I think just the way I lay it out and I reveal it section by section
so that when they go on to Moodle, they know where they are on the syllabus.’(‘Debbie’,
Lecturer, 1: 23-24)
The focus groups corroborated the survey findings regarding active learning and knowledge
construction, which did not emerge as significant themes from student or lecturer perspectives.
In addition, social interaction did not emerge as a significant theme from the student focus group
and in fact, the opposite perspective came through. For example:
‘It’s just not very interactive, you go on and you download the slides and sometimes I
wouldn’t go on it again, I check my emails every day but I wouldn’t go back and check

1

All names are pseudonyms.

45
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the course.’ (‘Gail’, Student, 3: 127-129.)
Table 4: Summary of quantitative data
Social
principle

constructivism

Lecturers used function facilitating social constructivism
principle very often or often in fourth year of GMIT business
degree

%

Passive unfaciltated forum

40

Active and guided forum

20

Provide feedback on uploaded assignments

67

Active and guided forum

20

Quizzes

50

Feedback on uploaded assignments

67

Wikis

7

Databases

20

Glossaries

13

Roles implementation

14

Social interaction:

Message students

87

.

Upload notes and readings

93

Wikis

7

Glossaries

13

Databases

20

Workshop (peer-review function)

0

Active and guided forum

20

Communicate course structure and administration

87

Communicate module learning outcomes

87

Communicate important module topics

84

Download class material

93

Badges

14

Conditionality

13

Rubrics

33

Active and guided forum

20

Provide feedback on uploaded assignments

67

Active and guided forum

20

Rubrics

33

Workshop (peer review function)

0

Knowledge construction:

Active learning:

Conceptual scaffolding:

Procedural scaffolding:

Strategic scaffolding:
Metacognitive scaffolding:
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However, social interaction did emerge as a theme from the lecturer focus group, although this
was skewed towards two lecturers. For example:
‘I use databases so I might give them an exercise in a tutorial and then ask them to input
their output from that, into a data base, at some point over the next week or two and
then everybody can see that.’ (‘Debbie’, Lecturer, 1-2: 44-48).
‘When they see people putting stuff up [using workshop], they sort of change their
behaviour because just the very fact that it is happening, they don’t have to have looked
at another student’s work, but they know other students work is going up and being
shared. Brackets added’. (‘Andrew’, Lecturer, 2: 76-82.)

3.3

Qualitative data explaining quantitative results.

The quantitative analysis showed that Moodle was not used to facilitate social constructivism
principles in the final year of a GMIT business degree to any great extent. The qualitative
analysis helps explain this observation. Barriers, defined here, as factors that create a barrier
to using Moodle to facilitate social constructivism principles in the final year of a GMIT business
degree, emerged as a frequent theme in both the student and lecturer focus groups. Barriers
reported included technical issues, lack of time and training, availability of alternative
technologies, social interaction being more effective face to face and inhibitions. Below are a
few selected quotes to illustrate these barriers:

3.3.1

Technical issues

Lecturers displayed a willingness and an appetite to use Moodle but cited (n=3) technical issues
as a barrier to using Moodle. For example:
‘I used databases all the time, and I just switched last year because Moodle…there was
another step added to it, and I thought this is just going to take me forever with 160 in
the class’. (‘Susan’, Lecturer, 5: 226-231).

AISHE-J

Volume 11, Number 1 (Spring 2019)

Page 13

3.3.2 Lack of training and time.
Lecturers showed a willingness to embrace new functions in Moodle that would facilitate social
constructivism principles. However, they often cited (n=5) a lack of training and time as a barrier
to using Moodle. For example:
‘The difficulty is in knowing how to use all these things. When I used the Wiki; I probably
spent a full week, 40 hours, at least, trying to figure it out because nobody knew how it
worked’. (‘Debbie’, Lecturer, 7: 295-299).

3.3.3 Alternative technologies
The availability of other technologies with similar functionalities was a recurring theme in both
the student (n=6) and staff (n=5) focus groups. This may because students prefer the familiarity
of platforms they are already using socially or because alternative technologies are more user
friendly. For example:
‘They might be more likely to ask somebody one on one, like in a Facebook message
rather than put it public [on a Moodle forum] where everybody can see it.’ (‘Gail’, Student,
4, 152-154).

3.3.4 Social interaction more effective face to face.
Lecturers and students reported frequently (n=5) that the most effective forum for social
interaction to support learning was face to face in a full-time programme such as this one and
that this displaced the need for social interaction on the Moodle platform. For example:
‘Maybe they feel that they’ve had that discussion in class and there’s no need to have it
online.’ (‘Jim’, Student, 4, 149-150).

3.3.5 Inhibitions
Both students (n=2) and lecturers (n=3) alluded to inhibitions as a barrier to using Moodle for
social interaction. For example:
‘Maybe the lecturer seeing what you’re putting up or discussing…they might feel they
are asking the wrong questions.’ (‘Frank’, Student, 4, 148, 151).
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‘I did a feedback thing to see how they felt about [forums], and most of them said they
didn’t want to look like a fool asking questions, so it was that they feel stupid.’ (‘Susan’,
Lecturer, 8: 344-346).

4. Discussion.
4.1

Limited

degree

to

which

Moodle

facilitates

social

constructivism.
Despite the fact that Moodle is rooted in social constructivism principles, and that Moodle can,
in theory, facilitate these principles, there is little evidence that engagement with Moodle
facilitates social constructivism principles in practice in this group. Students and lecturers largely
agreed that Moodle did not facilitate active learning. Furthermore, students criticised the lack of
active engagement within Moodle. In addition, functions, which support these principles, were
used to a very limited degree.
Students and lecturers did not believe that Moodle facilitated social interaction. The evidence
did show that while some pioneering lecturers piloted Moodle functions promoting social
interaction such as wikis or workshop, they were often abandoned due to the substantial time
investment. Student surveys did show that Moodle supported knowledge construction, but this
was not corroborated in the student focus groups. Staff disagreed that Moodle facilitated
knowledge construction to any degree.
In fact, the evidence suggests that the delivery of module content and module administration
continues to be the most common way in which Moodle is used with most teaching and learning
occurring in the classroom. This corresponds to what Francis and Raftery (2005, p. 2) categorise
as Mode 1 usage which is labelled ‘baseline course administration and learner support’. The
literature suggests that baseline use of Moodle is not unique to GMIT’s School of Business. For
example, Blass and Davis (2003), Carvalho, Areal and Silva (2011) and Jenkins, Browne,
Walker and Hewitt (2010) consider that VLEs provide very limited active learner participation
and are mainly used to put teaching materials online. Donnelly and O’Rourke (2007,) suggest
that eLearning products are often lauded on the basis of their constructivist approach to
learning, but in reality sustained inter-student contact and discussion can be difficult to maintain.
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Costa, Alvelos and Teixeira (2012) found similarly that Moodle functions that enable interaction
and collaboration between students were not used on a Moodle platform in a university in
Portugal.

4.2

Moodle facilitates scaffolding.

There was evidence to suggest that engagement with Moodle does facilitate scaffolding in the
final year of a GMIT business degree at a superficial level. For example, both students and
lecturers strongly agreed that Moodle facilitates conceptual scaffolding, which helps students
decide what to consider in learning and guides them to key concepts (Jumaat & Tasir, 2014).
This came through in both the surveys and focus groups. Students reported that Moodle is used
to outline learning outcomes and this ‘keeps you on track during the semester’. Another student
reported that the rubric was useful to refer back to when doing assignments. Lecturers also
reported Moodle allows them to reveal the syllabus section by section, so students know where
they are on the syllabus. There is limited evidence from surveys or focus groups to suggest that
Moodle is used to facilitate deeper forms of scaffolding such as strategic or procedural
scaffolding.

4.3

Barriers to Moodle facilitating social constructivism principles.

The focus group findings helped to explain why the survey findings suggested that Moodle was
not used to facilitate social constructivism principles. The main barriers reported to using Moodle
to facilitate social constructivism principles are lack of training and time, availability of alternative
technologies, more effective face-to-face social interaction and inhibitions.
First, it is well documented that good technical support is a motivating factor for teachers to use
VLEs (Donnelly & O’Rourke 2007). Lecturers in this study reported a desire to use other
functions in Moodle but cited a lack of training and support as a barrier to Moodle use. For
example, one lecturer reported using Wikis, which would foster social interaction and knowledge
construction but abandoned it due to lack of IT support and them being ‘clunky and awkward’.
Another lecturer cited that workshop was ‘awkward’ and ‘very non-transparent the way it works’.
In line with this study, a lack of support has been identified as a barrier to VLE use by Browne,
Jenkins and Walker (2006) and Lyng (2011).
Second, lecturers reported time as a constraint in setting up new functions in Moodle, a theme
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reflected in the literature. For example, Donnelly and O Rourke (2007) suggest that a primary
limiting factor for teachers is their ability to commit time to innovation in VLEs. For example, one
lecturer reported using forums where students posted comments and critically assessed each
other’s comments, which does promote social constructivism principles such as knowledge
construction and social interaction but abandoned it after one iteration due to the unreasonable
time investment. While Fox and Mackeogh (2010) do consider VLE functions that promote
higher order learning that do not make excessive demands on tutor time, they acknowledge that
further work is required to demonstrate conclusively that eLearning can enhance higher-order
learning with reasonable levels of lecturer input.
Third, lecturers reported it was more effective to promote social constructivism principles in the
classroom given that they were physically meeting students three times a week in this full-time
programme. This correlates with the literature where social constructivists see learning as
essentially a social process, which cannot effectively be replaced by technology, although
technology may facilitate it (Bates, 2015). In addition, Donnelly and O’Rourke (2007) suggest
lecturers may revert to using VLEs as a method for distributing lecture notes when VLEs fail to
reproduce or simulate an equivalent face-to-face experience. Similarly, De Leng, Dolmans,
Muijtjens and van der Vleuten (2006) suggest that when there is regular face-to-face contact,
forum use is rarely successful. In this context, it would be interesting to evaluate to what extent
engagement with Moodle in a fully online programme would facilitate social constructivism.
Fourth, lecturers and students reported bypassing Moodle and using other technologies to
facilitate learning. Lecturers reported that some Moodle functions had technical difficulties and
that alternative technologies were more student friendly. This is somewhat reflected in the
literature. For example, (Allen, 2015) found a clear preference for social media rather than an
institutional VLE as a forum for discussing content related questions. Hollyhead, Edwards and
Holt (2012, p. 369) suggest that students' voluntary use of social network sites as a complement
to formal learning is culturally embedded in HEIs and constitutes a widely accepted ‘integral’
part of the learning experience. This may represent difficulties around control of content and
ensuring that the platform is exclusively accessible by students and used only for academic
purposes (Hatzipanagos & John, 2017). However, it is worth noting that students exercising
choice regarding the platform used is central to social constructivism concepts such as
knowledge construction and active learning.
Fifth, students and lecturers reported that student displayed inhibitions when using online
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forums and that they were more likely to communicate privately. This is also echoed in the
literature, for example, Lyndon and Hale (2015) and Rowett (2016) consider social and cultural
factors, such as feelings of ‘doing something wrong’ in an exposed environment.

5. Conclusion
This paper set out to investigate how engagement with Moodle facilitates social constructivism
principles in the final year of a GMIT business degree. This study used a case study research
strategy, which explored student and lecturer engagement with Moodle in this group using a
mixed methods approach. The data collection instruments included surveys and focus groups
with final year business students and lecturers. The main conclusions are that: Moodle does not
facilitate social constructivism principles in the final year of a GMIT business degree. However,
Moodle does facilitate limited scaffolding and in particular, conceptual scaffolding. Finally, there
are many barriers to using Moodle to facilitate social constructivism principles in this group.
In light of these findings, a number of enablers are suggested that might help to harness the full
potential of Moodle to facilitate the social constructivism principles. These recommendations
are categorised under technical, policy and cultural enablers.

5.1

Technical enablers.

It is important to ensure sufficient technical training and on-going support for Moodle use. Online
support for GMIT is available through a passive Moodle forum facilitated by an educational
technologist. However, education technologists could also work with lecturers to assist them to
innovate, review, develop, populate and maintain modules in the online environment. In
addition, if the institutionally controlled Moodle could be aligned with the user friendliness of
other social media, lecturers and students might be less likely to use other technologies in place
of Moodle.

5.2

Cultural enablers.

As long as the traditional classroom exists, it is unlikely that lecturers will use Moodle to its full
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potential as they consider traditional face-to-face interaction more effective. Perhaps the School
of Business could develop some programmes that are Moodle dependent and do not rely on
the traditional classroom. While a fully online synchronous programme might need to employ
other technologies that have functions that mimic a real classroom (such as breakout rooms or
hands- up flags), such an approach would at least build up expertise in the Moodle space. This
would help to exploit Moodle’s potential to facilitate social constructivism principles in fully online
(synchronous and asynchronous), blended and traditional forms of delivery.
In addition, Moodle could be promoted based on solving teaching challenges that lecturers face
rather than lecturers taking time to learn a new Moodle function. There has to be a clear
rationale and payback for time-constrained lecturers to exploit Moodle’s potential. Perhaps a
professional development module could be built which addresses teaching challenges by using
Moodle functions.

5.3

Policy enablers.

In terms of encouraging Moodle use, a professional development module on Moodle could be
accredited as part of a teaching award. This could then be used as an explicit barometer for
promotion which is an important motivator for lecturers to embrace VLEs (Donnelly & O’Rourke,
2007). In terms of encouraging Moodle use from the top down, evidence of Moodle use to
facilitate the achievement of learning outcomes could be included at the programme approval
process. For example, a learning outcome at level 8 for an honours degree is to act effectively
under guidance in a peer relationship with qualified practitioners; lead multiple, complex and
heterogeneous groups (QQI, 2014, p.5). This learning outcome mirrors social constructivism
principles such as scaffolding, knowledge construction and social interaction. Lecturers could
show during the programme approval process how learning outcomes are achieved using
Moodle functions.
This case study only considers Moodle use in the final year of a GMIT business degree. Future
research work could consider a replicated study across all levels of a business degree in GMIT
or in the final year of a business programme in other higher educational institutes. The
evaluation of Moodle usage to facilitate social constructivism principles would help inform what
is occurring in Moodle from a social constructivism perspective and advance Moodle use from
a policy and practice perspective to a position where it might be used as constructed, that is, to
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support learning and teaching from a social constructivism perspective
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