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INTRODUCTION
Learning Management Systems (LMS) have been identified as useful tools for online and e-learning. Among these, Moodle is one of the most popular among universities around the globe. According to its website, Moodle is an online platform that incorporates collaborative teaching and learning that help the users to create a ‘collaborative’ learning environment (Moodle, 2020). Currently it is used by more than 213 million users in both academic and enterprise sectors due the ease of use, and most importantly, the free open source software which allows anyone to adapt, extend and modify without any license fees (Moodle, 2020). The tools within Moodle are flexible and varied such as course communications, providing a platform to conduct online assessments, grades, storing question banks, quizzes, discussion forums, chat sessions, wikis, blogs and creating space for students to communicate and collaborate about course material under guidance provided by education provider (Moodle, 2020). In research evaluating Moodle functions, there has been satisfactory comments from students when considering the availability of options for students to engage with course materials (Welzer, 2010), and increasing lecturer-student interactions (Kanaganayagam & Fernando, 2013).
The Open University of Sri Lanka (OUSL) as a pioneer in distance learning education in Sri Lanka has adopted Moodle for the offering of courses in blended and supplementary modes of delivery to support the needs of students who are mostly in full-time employment. The importance and value of Open and Distance Learning (ODL) mode and online learning was recently heightened as it became the ‘new normal’ in education systems around the world from schools to universities (UNESCO, 2019). The reason was the COVID-19 (Corona Virus Disease) pandemic which crippled the entire world since the identification of the first cases around January 2020. Its impact on human fatalities was devastating with over 500,000 deaths being recorded by June 2020 (WHO, 2020). It is a communicable respiratory disease still spreading among communities and without preventive medical interventions, many nations such as United States of America and Brazil are currently at the helm of this health crisis due to number of cases identified and death toll (WHO, 2020). Under these circumstances, according to the World Health Organization (WHO, 2020) guidelines, many countries closed their borders and went into a ‘lockdown’ mode which prohibited people from venturing outside even for purchasing basic needs such as food and medicine. Only essential services such as healthcare and food services operated in many countries while some countries like Sri Lanka adhered to much more strict measures and introduced police curfew under health officials’ guidance to prevent individuals from contracting/spreading the disease. Since the spread of the disease was only controlled through strict lockdown rules as well as regular handwashing, wearing masks when using public places and maintaining good immunity, people were restricted to their homes preventing regular activities.
In these extraordinary circumstances, continuing education was a challenge to universities as well as schools and other educational institutes. However, since OUSL already had an established teaching and learning system integrated into the delivery of programmes, the utility of these tools became significant and valuable to provide learner support for students who were restricted to their homes. Moodle as an LMS includes features which provide continuous support to the OUSL student community during COVID-19 pandemic and it will be continued and strengthened as the universities explore means to resume ‘normal’ activities in the foreseeable future. However, during the time when there were strict lockdown rule together with a curfew imposed in Sri Lanka, from March to May 2020, some students reported difficulties with access to internet and purchasing necessary hardware components such as webcams, speakers as well as software updates to use specific programmes necessary for mainstream virtual communication methods such as online meetings and webinars. Therefore, the objectives of this research study were to: 1) explore the utility of Moodle’s chat function for revision purposes, 2) facilitate continuous engagement with course material using the existing online platform without burdening students with procuring additional technical tools.
METHODOLOGY
Intervention- Moodle Chat
By exploring the learner support tools existing within Moodle, the use of Moodle chat was identified as a useful live discussion option where the students would have an opportunity to clarify their doubts for revision purposes. As a pilot study, one course (PLU3301-Introduction to Psychology) within the Bachelor of Science in Psychology programme offered by the Department of Psychology and Counseling in the Faculty of Health Sciences at OUSL was chosen to implement this. All courses offered by this programmes as well as within the Faculty already had supplementary courses developed within Moodle as a learner support mechanism and assignment submission, learning resource uploads or link sharing, grading of formative assessments, quizzes and discussion forums were the most commonly used features preferred by students and staff.
The main course teacher activated the chat session in the relevant Moodle course page and basic instructions were provided about how it would be conducted. A time slot (3:00-4:30pm) was allocated and it was decided to have it as a weekly chat session (i.e. Friday) to cover specific number of sessions (e.g. Session 1-4 on first chat) from course material already provided for them. The purpose was to clarify their doubts about specific sessions and to share knowledge with other students who would join this live chat. Since teaching for this course has been completed, it was decided by the main course teacher to conduct the chat sessions for revising of lesson material. This purposeful interaction (i.e. revision) has been recommended by previous research as to make better use of time of the lecturer and students (Nash, 2016).
The students at pre-discussions requested popular mobile chat application for this revision, but it was decided that the safe learning environment within Moodle guided by the university IT and CETMe (Centre for Education Technology and Media) was more appropriate. Another main reason for choosing Moodle chat instead of mobile applications was the function available in Moodle which saves the chat session as a text-based record available for all students who are registered for the course to read later even if they do not participate in the session synchronously (i.e. live chat). This ability in Moodle to blend the synchronous and asynchronous learning by using one tool was assessed as a benefit for using Moodle chat (Nash, 2016). These chat sessions continued from May 1st to June 2nd (6 weeks) and the course syllabus with 24 sessions was divided into each week:  4 sessions were discussed each week.
Four key challenges were predicted when the intervention was planned and they were identified as: a) setting time restrictions on the chat function, b) typing speed variations between students hindering their ability to effectively participate in the live chat, c) need to adhere to etiquette of participating in a live chat prepared for revision purposes, and d) interruptions caused by repeating of questions if and when students join after it began.
Data Collection
A survey developed by the main course teacher was used to collect data from students registered for the PLU3301-Introduction to Psychology course. It included 12 questions (frequency of participation, reason for participating, if they did not participate then the reasons, usefulness of chat sessions, other methods used for discussing course material, preferred method) and their basic details such as age, gender, registration status were also collected. This survey was displayed in the Moodle course page and everyone regardless of their participation in the chat session was invited to answer the evaluation survey. The survey was created using functions available in Moodle and the aim was to evaluate challenges and benefits of using chat function for revision of lesson material as a learner support mechanism during the lockdown period in Sri Lanka. Participants were informed about the purpose of data collection, protection of their identify via anonymizing their responses through numerical code and the confidentiality offered to keep the data separate from their course-related work and assessment as a clause displayed before they started the survey. They were also informed that by submitting the answers they agreed to have understood the information provided about the survey.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The survey was available for respondents for 5 weeks starting from the end of the final chat session and the rate of response was reasonable (i.e. 38%) as shown in Figure 1. There were 36 participants who responded to this survey; the majority were females (88%) representing the distribution of gender for the whole programme. Since only 4 male students participated (12%), further analysis using gender for comparisons was not conducted. Their age ranged from 19-53 years while majority were between 19-36 years of age (80%).
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Figure 1: Survey participation as a percentage of students registered for the Moodle course
Frequency of participation: The participants were asked about the frequency of participation for the six chat sessions that was conducted and there were 6 students who responded by saying they did not participate in any live chat session (16%). The reasons were also requested, and four students mentioned being busy with commitments including other examinations (66%), while one person mentioned job-related time commitment issues (16%) and one student indicated of not having access to the internet (16%).
Motivation for participating in the chat: From those who  participated in the chat (N=30), most students indicated clarifying doubts about course material as the motivation for participating in  the chat (37%) as well as for revision purposes (37%). Figure 2 depicts these choices.
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             Reasons provided on using Moodle chat
Figure 2: Motivation for connecting to Moodle chat session (N=30)
Usefulness of the chat: The students who responded to this survey also mentioned that they found the chat sessions useful as shown below. The Y axis shows the number of participants as Y axis the list of reasons provided as the motivation for participating in the chat. From those who participated in the chat (N=30), majority (78%) found it moderation function extremely useful.
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                           Level of usefulness of Moodle chat
Figure 3: Student attitudes towards
They also responded to the questions about other similar chat applications they have been using specifically to discuss course material and the type of chat they used. From these participants 56% mentioned they used another chat application. From those who used other applications, 42% used ‘whatsapp’ mobile application followed by 19% who used the zoom application. The availability and use of these modes of interaction in the current circumstances are indicative from the results.
CONCLUSIONS/RECOMMENDATIONS
The usefulness and challenges of the Moodle chat as a learner support tool that can be used within the LMS-Moodle system was investigated through the survey method after 6 weeks of using this tool for an Introductory level course in a Bachelor of Honours in Psychology programme. There was a response rate of nearly 40%, indicating their motivation to reply for the survey. In relation to the positive outcomes, majority of the users who joined the chat found it moderately to extremely useful (78%). These results confirmed the main objective of the study as a useful learner support mechanism within Moodle. According to Nash (2016), the chat allows positive interactions between students and teachers when it is purposeful. This was verified by the results as 74% participants who reported that they used it for revision and clarifying doubts when direct methods of communication were not available for this Introductory Psychology course during the COVID-19 lockdown period. Another significant finding that could have implications for future course development in Moodle was that majority of the participants (56%) already used another chat application to discuss course material. In relation to the second objective of the study, the results showed that if Moodle chat can be encouraged to be used as an LMS tool often, they will benefit from the synchronous and asynchronous learning features as they already use social media chat applications for discussing course material. Therefore, it is recommended that benefits should be highlighted about the Moodle chat to encourage students to use it often within the LMS environment than within social media platforms by creating a similar mobile application.
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