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What does a VLE (Virtual Learning Environment) do?

* Controls access to curriculum that has been mapped to elements (or "chunks") that can be separately assessed and recorded 
* Tracks student activity and achievement against these elements using simple processes for course administration and student tracking that make it possible for tutors to define and set up a course with accompanying materials and activities to direct, guide and monitor learner progress 
* Supports online learning, including access to learning resources, assessment and guidance. The learning resources may be self-developed, or professionally authored and purchased materials that can be imported and made available for use by learners 
* Facilitates communication between the learner, the tutor and other learning support specialists to provide direct support and feedback for learners, as well as peer-group communications that build a sense of group identity and community of interest

---adapted from http://www.jisc.ac.uk/index.cfm?name=mle_briefings_1
http://en.wikibooks.org/wiki/CAWD/Features_of_Interaction_in_Virtual_Environments
"Virtual environments are based on written-language conversation tools such as synchronous chats, e-mails, and bulletin boards. As soon as learners enter virtual environments, they have to write in English for the purpose of communication or to deliver their opinions. In that, virtual environments enable EFL learners to engage in authentic writing tasks with authentic audiences."

http://iteslj.org/Lessons/Ciaffaroni-Virtual.html
"The in-service training lesson plan is designed for EFL teachers who are interested in technology as a privileged tool for enhancing language learning. It aims at enabling teachers to explore, build and use different types of Internet based communities in their teaching practice. The idea of the training course was spurred by some drawbacks commonly met in EFL learning situations:

* most EFL students do not live in an English-speaking environment, so they don't get much exposure to the language 
* students are often placed in large groups and have only a few classes per week, thus they do not get enough practice in the target language 
* learners as often as not have access to a limited range of resources"

http://www.dcs.napier.ac.uk/~mm/socbytes/feb2002_i/3.html
"Some critics believe that the traditional classroom will become outdated as the demand for flexibility and distance learning increases, while others believe in its longevity as a communicative learning medium. Such debate is fuelled by surveys, such as the study at the California State University at Northridge, which claimed that students leaning in a virtual classroom tested 20 per cent, better across the board than their fellow students in a traditional classroom. (Schutte, 1997)

Jerald Schutte at Northridge randomly selected half of his students to be taught through traditional in-class lectures and written assignments while the rest of the class learned through text posted online, email and real time chat with classmates and electronic assignments. Both groups were given identical tests under the same conditions and there were no significant differences between the age, gender and computer experience of the groups involved. What is astonishing about the results was how quickly the students adapted to the virtual classroom and formed peer groups online as compensation for not being able to converse in class. Students in the virtual class spent 50 per cent more time working with each other then their counterparts in the traditional classroom."

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Managed_learning_environment
"A Virtual Learning Environment is a software <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Software> system designed to facilitate teachers in the management of educational courses for their students, especially by helping teachers <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Teachers> and learners with course administration. The system can often track the learners' progress, which can be monitored by both teachers and learners. While often thought of as primarily tools for distance education, they are most often used to supplement the face-to-face classroom."

The following links will take you to a number of lesser known open source (non-commercial) virtual learning environments. See the above link for a more comprehensive list.

* http://bazaar.athabascau.ca/
* http://whiteboard.sourceforge.net/
* http://www.sakaiproject.org/
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