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| ABSTRACT

In the context of Morocco's thriving tertiary education sector, cultivating soft skills among students is not just a priority, but a
necessity. These skills, which include collaboration, critical thinking, communication, problem-solving, leadership, time
management, and interpersonal abilities, are essential for students' holistic development. It is therefore crucial to integrate these
skills into the national curriculum. This study, conducted among first-year BA students at Ibn Tofail University in Kenitra, Morocco,
presents positive findings from a survey exploring student satisfaction with course design and materials delivered through the
Moodle platform. The survey highlighted the effective fostering of soft skills during the Moodle-based learning experience. The
Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) served as the theoretical framework to understand the factors influencing students'
acceptance and use of the Moodle platform. Results indicate high satisfaction with the blended learning experience, further
underscoring the importance of integrating the soft skills blended module into the national curriculum.
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1. Introduction

Building upon the increasing integration of digital technologies into various aspects of life and the subsequent impact on
education, the Moroccan higher education landscape is undergoing a transformative shift. The imperative to transition from
traditional to digital pedagogy is evident, as it aligns with the evolving needs of the academic environment. While technology is a
crucial component, it is essential to recognize the limitations of a purely technical educational approach (Galip Kartal, 2024). The
convergence of digital technologies and education has created a fertile ground for innovative pedagogical approaches. One such
area is the digitization of the soft skills module through a blended learning mode in tertiary education in Moroccan Universities.

Morocco's recent higher education reforms prioritize integrating soft skills development within the existing LMD system to
cultivate a competitive workforce (Miraoui, 2022). These skills, such as communication, critical thinking, and interpersonal abilities,
are crucial for academic and professional success (Neally, 2005; Ennis et al., 2005). Traditional methods for developing soft skills,
such as critical thinking and communication, have proven inadequate (Cotter & Tally, 2009; Tsui, 1999). To address this gap and
meet the escalating demands of the job market, higher education institutions are increasingly turning to digitalization as a
pedagogical innovation.

In response to the growing employer demand for soft skills over technical competencies (Karimi & Pina, 2021; Greven & Furnham,
2010; Deepa & Seth, 2013; Chamorro-Premuzic et al., 2010), Morocco's tertiary education system is undergoing a transformation.
A key focus of this shift is the digitalization of soft skills module. Research consistently highlights the significant role of soft skills
in academic programs (Aziz & Zaidoune, 2022). Aligning with this trend, Morocco's recent reforms mandate soft skills training in
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the first year of undergraduate studies, positioning graduates as competitive candidates in the contemporary workforce. By
leveraging digital technologies, higher education can effectively cultivate the soft skills essential for success in the 21st century.

This study examines the integration of a soft skills module into the first-year curriculum of English studies programs. The module
aims to foster student interaction and collaboration by employing a blended learning approach that combines synchronous and
asynchronous instruction. By introducing soft skills early in university education, this research contributes to the broader goal of
Moroccan educational reforms: producing graduates equipped with both technical proficiency and interpersonal skills essential
for success in today's dynamic job market.

The current study employed a mixed-method approach to explore students' experiences of Moodle's role in enhancing soft skills
within a blended learning context. Quantitative and qualitative data were collected and analysed to understand the factors
influencing technology adoption and use. The study was grounded in the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) (see Figure 1).
TAM posits that perceived usefulness and ease of use are critical determinants of technology acceptance. Furthermore, user
motivation to adopt technology is influenced by these factors and attitudes towards use (Davis, 1986). A positive attitude towards
the system is crucial for technology adoption. Understanding students' perspectives and satisfaction with the blended module is
crucial for informing the design of future blended courses.

Figure 1
The TAM Model
Note. Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) by Davis (1993)
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2. Literature Review

2.1. The Interplay of Student Experience and Learning Success in Higher Education

A substantial body of literature emphasizes the significant influence of students' experiences with their academic abilities on their
academic performance and motivation (Assor & Connell, 1992; Bandura, 1982; Covington & Beery, 1976; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Harter,
1985; Schunk, 1989, 1990; Schunk & Meece, 2012; Skinner et al., 1990). Since 2016, the Chinese Ministry of Education has identified
student satisfaction as one of five key indicators for assessing the quality and progress of higher education in China (Luo et al,
2019). Hence, student satisfaction, a crucial element in assessing perceived learning outcomes, reflects an immediate appraisal of
the university experience (Elliot & Healy, 2001). Therefore, it is imperative to consider students' experiences when designing
student-centered curricula.

Bordoloi et al. (2021) investigated students’ perceptions of online learning during the COVID-19 crisis in India. Their findings
suggest that students reported positive experiences with blended learning, positioning it as a promising approach for higher
education in the 21st century.

Moreover, Ullah et al. (2017) examined tertiary students' attitudes toward online learning, focusing on the interplay between
student attitudes and the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM). The study revealed that students had overwhelmingly positive
experiences using the digital tools provided.

Additionally, Owston et al. (2013) highlighted the favourable reception of blended courses among high-achieving students, who
found them more convenient, engaging, and conducive to better understanding critical concepts compared to fully face-to-face
or online formats. However, Khan, Kamal, and colleagues (2021) identified various factors influencing online learning outcomes,
including internet quality, digital literacy, socioeconomic status, and home environment. Despite students’ positive attitudes
towards online learning for maintaining academic progress during the COVID-19 pandemic, challenges like unreliable internet
connections, power disruptions, time management issues, and difficulties in concentration were reported.
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2.2 Blended Learning and Constructivism

Constructivism emphasizes learner autonomy, encouraging students to develop problem-solving strategies rather than simply
adopting prescribed methods (O'Connor, 1998). Unlike traditional instruction, which focuses on transmitting established
knowledge, constructivism prioritizes the development of learners' unique perspectives. The role of the instructor shifts from
knowledge dispenser to facilitator, guiding students toward constructing their understanding through appropriate tasks and
opportunities for dialogue. Such an approach aligns with Moodle's potential to support collaborative learning, knowledge
construction, and student-centered activities (Bruner, 1986).

Projecting constructivism on Blended learning culminates in combining traditional classroom instruction with online technology,
offering a digitized approach to education (Thorne, 2003; Graham, 2006; Picciano, 2006). It employs various instructional methods
and technologies, including synchronous and asynchronous tools, to transform traditional teaching (Beckman et al., 2018).
Collaborative activities in blended learning foster diverse experiences and knowledge sharing without time or place restrictions
(Yoo et al,, 2012). Correspondingly, Moodle is a substantial tool that facilitates cooperative learning through its tools (Yang, 2012).

Drawing from Piaget's theory, online discussion forums support knowledge construction through assimilation and accommodation
facilitated by social interaction (Piaget, 1985; Nor, Razak, & Aziz, 2010). Collaborative behaviour in forums involves contributing,
help-seeking, and monitoring (Nor et al., 2010). Asynchronous discussion forums are crucial for student-centered learning,
promoting collaboration and teamwork (Garrison et al., 2000; Davies & Graff, 2005; Garrison, 2007; Watson et al., 2016; Covelli,
2017). However, low participation poses a challenge, necessitating instructor intervention and platform design improvements
(Kamboj & Rahman, 2017; Almatrafi & Johri, 2018; Chiu & Hew, 2018). Nevertheless, the asynchronous nature of such tools
grounded in video conferencing and virtual classes enhances engagement and interactivity, offering new avenues for learning
(Bonk & Graham, 2005). As Bonk and Graham (2005) point out, blended learning systems can be categorized into three main areas,
summarized in the table below:

Table 1
Blended Learning Systems by Bonk and Graham (2005)

Enhancing Tech-enhanced learning for deeper understanding.

Transforming Transformative learning moves from the traditional and is foregrounded in interactive,
collaborative activities.

Mary Simpson (2008) extends Bonk and Graham's (2005) blended learning framework by emphasizing four key factors:
collaboration, interaction, personalization, and media-richness, which are crucial for student engagement and soft skills
development. Moodle, a widely used learning management system (LMS), effectively incorporates these elements, particularly
enhancing interactive dialogue and active learner participation in second language acquisition (Simpson, 2008). The global
adoption of Moodle in tertiary education is evident, with studies showcasing its potential benefits in various contexts. For instance,
Memon and Rathore (2018) demonstrated in Pakistani medical universities that blended learning with Moodle improved
communication and critical thinking skills through multimedia and additional resources. Similarly, research consistently
underscores Moodle's efficacy in facilitating English language learning (Bataineh et al., 2019; Alavi & Keyvanshekouh, 2012; Zhang
& Zhu, 2020). Studies by Liu (2013) and Alhothli (2015) revealed positive experiences among ESL students using Moodle for
grammar and reading courses, highlighting its potential in English Language Teaching (ELT). However, ongoing research is deemed
necessary due to the dynamic nature of blended learning and its evolving implications. Educators are encouraged to stay updated
with the latest research to ensure the effectiveness of their teaching methods (Memon & Rathore, 2018; Liu, 2013; Alhothli, 2015).

2.3 Soft Skills instruction through blended learning

Soft skills encompass communication, IT, numeracy, problem-solving, teamwork, and learning-to-learn abilities essential for
academic and professional success (Hadiyanto et al., 2017; Bialik et al., 2015). Considerably, Blended learning bridges soft and hard
skills development (Schober et al., 2008; Hadiyanto, 2019; Sulisworo et al., 2016). According to multiple studies (Ahlstrom et al.,
2014; Bialik et al., 2015; DIKTI, 2020), educators should integrate the cultivation of both hard and soft skills into their teaching and
learning practices. Hence, the SCL or student-centered learning.

Student-Centered Learning (SCL) has emerged as a prevalent and effective method for fostering student engagement and
producing well-qualified graduates. This pedagogical approach emphasizes developing hard and soft skills, promoting student
competitiveness. Research (Hadiyanto et al, 2021; DIKTI, 2016) indicates that SCL enables students to acquire subject matter

Page | 65



Cultivating Soft Skills Through Blended Learning: Moroccan Undergraduates' Experiences

knowledge while simultaneously honing their hard and soft skills. Correspondingly, effective Student-Centered Learning (SCL)
strategies employed by teachers encompass a diverse range of approaches, including blended, inquiry, cooperative, collaborative,
problem-based, laboratory learning, and E-learning. The selection of appropriate learning strategies is guided by their alignment
with course content and student interests. According to Khalil and Elkhider (2016), these strategies should actively promote the
development of students' soft skills while providing opportunities to explore and acquire technical skills. Overall, SCL environments
provide ample opportunities for students to develop essential soft skills such as critical thinking in analysing information, evaluating
arguments, making informed decisions, and problem-solving skills illustrated in identifying and resolving issues creatively and
effectively within a timed frame. The latter brings time management skills into focus as a crucial skill. Last but not least
communication skills are highlighted in expressing ideas clearly, listening attentively, and working collaboratively.

Conclusively, online activities within blended learning environments can significantly enhance students' skills. A student-centered
approach, where teachers act as facilitators, is essential for maximizing the benefits of these online experiences. This approach
empowers students to engage with a variety of resources, such as reading materials, quizzes, discussion forums, and question-
and-answer sections, fostering collaborative processes that promote critical thinking and other valuable skills. Blended learning's
ability to nurture a constructivist learning setting illustrates its association with enhancing soft and hard skills. When constructed
with constructivist principles, blended learning provides a conducive environment for developing diverse soft skills while facilitating
the acquisition of hard skills through diverse learning modalities. Despite the latter, we ought to state the significance of conducting
ongoing student-centered research that targets students’ experiences and challenges with new blended course material.

3. Methodology

This study employed a mixed-methods approach, combining qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis, to explore
students' perceptions of using Moodle for soft skills development in a blended learning environment. Quantitative data assessed
specific aspects of students' experiences with the blended module, while qualitative data gathered in-depth information through
open-ended questions focusing on challenges and benefits. These questions explored students' experiences with blended learning,
including any difficulties or advantages. The second section examined the perceived impact on academic and professional
development, exploring the module's potential to enhance skills relevant to academic success and future careers. Using mixed
methods adds a deeper layer to the data analysis, allowing for a comprehensive view of the survey results from numerical and
holistic perspectives. This approach provides valuable insights into the effectiveness of the Moodle-based blended learning
program in fostering soft skills development among first-year English Studies students. By identifying the program's strengths and
weaknesses, this research aims to inform future improvements and contribute to developing effective blended learning
environments for soft skills development in higher education.

The study adopts the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) as a theoretical framework to comprehend the factors impacting
technology adoption and utilization (Davis, 1986). By determining students' preferences and experiences, the findings of this study
will inform the ongoing debate about the optimal learning mode—online, hybrid, or traditional. Moreover, the research will
contribute to the growth of Morocco's online education sector by providing valuable insights into student satisfaction and the
potential for improvement in online course delivery.

3.1 Questions and Objectives

The study seeks to answer the following questions and achieve the following objectives:

= Question 1: What soft skills, such as communication and critical thinking, did students develop most effectively through the
Moodle-based learning experience?

= Objective 1: Identify the primary soft skills fostered by the Moodle-based learning experience, including communication,
critical thinking, teamwork, and problem-solving.

= Question 2: How can blended learning environments be optimized to enhance soft skill development among Moroccan
undergraduates?

= Objective 2: To provide recommendations for optimizing blended learning environments and Moodle to effectively address
the challenges faced by Moroccan undergraduates in developing soft skills.

3.2 Data Collection

»  Participants: This study involved first-year undergraduate students enrolled in the English Studies program at the University
of ibn Tofail, Kenitra. The Google form received 121 respondents.

= Data Collection Method: An online survey was administered to collect participant data. The survey was distributed at the end
of the semester through two channels:

= C(Class Representative: The survey link was shared through a WhatsApp group managed by the class representative.

= Google Classroom: The instructor also shared the survey link via Google Classroom, a learning management system for course
materials and communication.
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= Time frame of collection: At the end of the semester, the form was shared with students through the class representative via
a WhatsApp group and through the module instructor via Google Classroom used by the Instructor.

= Survey Platform: Google Forms was chosen as the survey platform due to its ease of use, affordability, and accessibility for
students. This platform allowed for efficient data collection and facilitated a high participant response rate.

3.3 Survey Content
The survey instrument consisted of several sections designed to assess various aspects of the blended learning module Soft Skills:

»  Level of familiarity: This section explored students’ familiarity with the Moodle Platform.

= Perceived Impact on Academic and Professional Development: This section examined participants' perceptions of the
module's potential to enhance their academic and professional skills.

*  Perceptions of the Blended Learning Approach: This section explored students' opinions and experiences with the blended
learning design. Questions focused on:

»  Perceived effectiveness of the approach in developing soft skills (e.g., communication, collaboration, active listening, time
management, critical thinking).

= Preferences for synchronous and asynchronous learning activities.

* Challenges and Benefits: This section used open-ended questions to allow students to elaborate on any challenges or
benefits they encountered with the blended learning approach.

= Overall Satisfaction: This section assessed students' overall satisfaction with the blended

= learning experience.

3.4 Sampling

A convenience sampling approach was employed, targeting all first-year English students enrolled in the course utilizing the
blended learning module. The mentioned method allocated ease and inclusion in data collection to get general and maximum
responses from students.

3.5 Data analysis

For the present study, we assigned multiple questions and ratings, with five entries requiring respondents to enter a scale score
with a ten-point Likert scale, three questions with 5 rating scales (Very Dissatisfied, Dissatisfied, Neutral, Satisfied, Very Satisfied),
three multiple-choice questions, and two open-ended questions. The survey collected quantitative and qualitative data about Ibn
Tofail First Year English Department students’ perceptions and feedback on Moodle Platforms and soft Skills development in the
Blended Learning Mode. This analysis will provide a summary of student responses regarding their:

=  Familiarity with the Moodle Platform (Very Familiar to Not Familiar at all).

= Satisfaction with instructor input and visual multimedia content in the blended module.

= Frequencies of Satisfaction levels with the blended module.

=  Frequencies of Preference for synchronous, asynchronous mode, or both.

=  Frequencies of Perceived impact on academic and professional life (Yes, Maybe and No).

= Types of soft skills developed (checkboxes) - Frequencies will be calculated to identify the most commonly perceived areas of
soft skills development.

The qualitative data has been analyzed through Taguette, a free and open-source qualitative research tool. Open-ended questions
gauged the challenges participants faced while engaging in asynchronous learning activities on Moodle and the specific features
or aspects of the Moodle platform they found most helpful in supporting their learning experience in university. These questions
will be analyzed using thematic analysis. This method involves identifying recurring themes and patterns within student responses
regarding their opinions on the potential of the module components to improve their academic and professional life. The latter
data will be visually represented using multiple data visualization methods.
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4. Results and Discussion
4.1 Quantitative data
Figure 1
Frequencies of Familiarity with Moodle

@ Not familiar at all
@ Slightly familiar
© Very familiar

The first survey question was to identify the levels of familiarity students have with the Moodle platform. A significant portion of
respondents (53%) identified themselves as "Slightly familiar" with Moodle, indicating that most participants possess a basic
understanding of the platform (see Figure 1 below). Meanwhile, around 25% of the respondents said they were "very familiar,"
reflecting a higher level of expertise and ease in using Moodle. Students who are "very familiar" are more likely to perceive Moodle
as easy to navigate and use. Only 19% of respondents in the population indicated they were "Not familiar at all" with the platform.
The high level of students’ familiarity with Moodle Platforms suggests that while many students have some basic understanding
and experience with the platform, their usage may be limited or superficial. This level of familiarity likely stems from the rapid shift
to online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic, where many institutions implemented or expanded their use of Learning
Management Systems (LMS) like Moodle to facilitate remote education. These students have likely engaged with Moodle enough
to navigate its basic functions but may not yet be proficient in using all its features.

Figure 2
Frequencies of Overall Satisfaction with the Blended Course Design

@ Very satisfied
@ Satisfied

@ Neutral

@ Dissatisfied

@ Very dissatisfied

Respondents rated the Soft Skills overall lesson design in response to the question, "How satisfied are you with the overall lesson
design?" as shown in (Figure 2). From the illustrative figure, we can see the distribution of satisfaction levels with the overall lesson
design, as indicated by these percentages, is significant. Respondents rated the overall lesson design positively, with approximately
41% expressing satisfaction and 16% indicating very high satisfaction (Figure 2). This suggests a favorable perception of the course
structure, which aligns with the TAM construct of perceived usefulness. A well-structured lesson design can significantly influence
students' beliefs about the value of the course and their ability to achieve learning objectives. Consequently, this positive
perception of lesson design may contribute to increased motivation and engagement, key factors in technology adoption.

In response to the question, “What soft skills do you feel you have developed or enhanced through this Moodle?"”, the following
soft skills emerged based on the frequency of occurrence see Figure 3:
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Figure 3
Students’ self-assessment report about Soft Skills developed via the Blended Module
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The diagram reveals that time management is the most significantly enhanced soft skill among Moodle users, with nearly half of
respondents reporting improvement (Halpern, 2001). This aligns with the TAM construct of perceived usefulness, as Moodle's
structured environment, including features such as deadlines and organizational tools, facilitates the development of time
management skills (Liu, 2013; Alhothli, 2015; Bataineh et al.,, 2019; Alavi & Keyvanshekouh, 2012; Zhang & Zhu, 2020). Conversely,
the less pronounced development of critical thinking and teamwork skills suggests that while Moodle provides a platform, it may
not inherently foster these skills to the same extent (Halpern, 2001). Strategies such as specific assignments, instructional methods,
and increased participation in online forums are necessary (Du et al., 2022). Ultimately, while Moodle is a valuable tool, effective
instructional design and facilitation are crucial for maximizing its potential to develop a comprehensive range of soft skills.

Figure 4
Frequencies of Preference for synchronous or asynchronous mode

Synchronous
31%

Both
41%

Asynchronous
28%
B Synchronous M Asynchronous ® Both

As can be observed from the figure, blended learning preference highlights that 41% of respondents prefer a blend of synchronous
and asynchronous learning, which indicates that they perceive usefulness in both modes. This suggests that learners value the
flexibility and self-paced nature of asynchronous learning (ease of use) and the interactive and immediate feedback benefits of
synchronous learning (usefulness).

Additionally, the synchronous learning preference slice showcases a 31% preference for synchronous learning. The latter highlights
the perceived usefulness of real-time interactions, discussions, and immediate feedback for learning. These elements directly
contribute to the perceived usefulness of the technology (synchronous learning) in facilitating learning.
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Further research is needed to understand the factors driving these preferences in Blended Learning approaches. Overall, findings
suggest that a blended learning approach can enhance the perceived usefulness of technology-mediated learning by combining
the best aspects of both synchronous and asynchronous modes. This alignment with the TAM model supports the idea that by
offering a variety of learning experiences, institutions can increase students' acceptance and engagement with technology.

Figure 5
Frequencies of Perceived impact on academic and professional life

® VYes
® No

& Maybe

The majority of participants (58.33%) expressed strong confidence that the skills acquired in the module would benefit both their
academic and professional lives, aligning with the TAM construct of perceived usefulness. However, a significant portion (35.7%)
expressed uncertainty, potentially indicating a gap in understanding the module's value or its alignment with perceived ease of
use. A smaller percentage (10.00%) outright rejected the idea of benefits, suggesting a more complex interplay of factors beyond
the TAM model.

Figure 6
Satisfaction with Visual and Multimedia content in the blended module

Satisfaction with Visual Elements in Soft Skills Module

duﬂhd

Number of Re
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Most participants (58.33%) expressed confidence in the module's ability to enhance their academic and professional prospects,
aligning with the Technology Acceptance Model's (TAM) concept of perceived usefulness. However, a significant portion (35.7%)
expressed uncertainty, potentially indicating a gap in understanding the module's value or its alignment with perceived ease of
use. In comparison, a smaller percentage (10.00%) rejected the idea of benefits altogether, suggesting other factors influencing
technology acceptance beyond the TAM framework. Further research is needed to understand the reasons for the latter.
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4.2 Qualitative data

The data collected from our survey provided insights into students’ ratings and satisfaction levels with Blended Learning and
Moodle Platforms and offered practical implications. Specifically, we asked respondents about the specific features or aspects of
the Moodle platform that they found most helpful in supporting their university learning experience and elicited their perceptions
and feedback on their individual experiences with Ibn Tofail's Moodle Platform. This was done in response to the question, “Which
specific features or aspects of the Moodle platform do you find most helpful in supporting your learning experience in university?”.
Additionally, we collected responses about the challenges that students faced while engaging in asynchronous learning activities
on Moodle. This was done in response to the open-ended survey item “Please share any challenges you faced while engaging in
asynchronous learning activities on Moodle.” We used Taguetti, a qualitative research software, to analyze the data, conduct a
thematic analysis, organize the codes under axial codes. These axial codes were interpreted as main themes with significant code
density in the data. The theme map outlines the main themes that emerged from the data.

Figure 7
Thematic map
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Note. The diagram illustrates the thematic analysis results.

4.3 Prominent themes and sub-themes

4.3.1 Improved Learning Experience

The study participants highlighted various benefits of utilizing the Moodle platform for their university education, including tailored
information delivery, tools for improving retention, progress tracking, and the opportunity for self-directed learning (Gogan et al,,
2015). Specific platform features, such as interactive quizzes and exercises that aid retention, along with progress monitoring
capabilities that offer valuable insights for improvement, were also noted. Learners value the platform's flexibility in pacing,
enabling them to learn at their own rhythm rather than conforming to rigid schedules (Liu, 2013; Alhothli, 2015; Bataineh et al.,
2019; Alavi & Keyvanshekouh, 2012; Zhang & Zhu, 2020). These elements contribute to a more engaging and efficient learning
experience, freeing learners from the constraints of fixed schedules imposed by instructors or traditional classroom settings. This
underscores that the Ibn Tofail Moodle platform offers an array of tools and features conducive to learner-paced instruction.

4.3.2  Engaging Course Design

Among the other themes that emerged from the survey, qualitative responses were related to Course Design. Respondents
highlighted that the activities focusing on soft skills within Moodle were engaging and visually appealing. This observation suggests
that the design of these activities effectively captured the attention and interest of learners, making the learning experience more
enjoyable.
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4.3.3 Increased accessibility

Moodle's accessibility is enhanced by its online nature, enabling learners to access course content from anywhere with an internet
connection, removing geographical barriers. Learners appreciate this flexibility, as expressed by respondents who value the
platform's accessibility features:

o "l study whenever | want / Ease of access”
o "Learning at a distance/ Removing some obstacles and difficulties in accessing lessons. "
o "Helping the student learn outside of the university.”

The statements underscore the convenience and accessibility of online education through platforms like Moodle. Learners value
the flexibility to study at their own pace and access materials conveniently, especially beneficial for those with busy schedules. The
mention of learning at a distance indicates overcoming geographical barriers, enabling education from anywhere. Additionally,
the reference to "lower material costs" suggests financial advantages, potentially making education more accessible to
disadvantaged individuals.

4.3.4  Challenges reported by (blended) learners

In response to the open-ended survey item" Please share any challenges you faced while engaging in asynchronous learning
activities on Moodle," respondents reported some challenges they encountered in their blended learning journey. Technical issues,
like internet connectivity problems and website breakdowns, disrupted access to course materials and completing assignments.
Many learners struggled with motivation due to the lack of structured and immediate instructor feedback, which is possible in
face-to-face classrooms. One of the respondents complained about this issue in the following statement:

"One challenge | faced during asynchronous learning activities on Moodle was the lack of real-time interaction with instructors
and peers. While discussion forums and messaging features were available, the delay in responses sometimes hindered the flow
of learning and collaboration. Additionally, managing time effectively to keep up with course materials and deadlines without
regular class meetings required extra discipline and organization”

Respondents' specific challenges with navigating the application, internet connectivity issues, and crashes suggest that new users
struggle to familiarize themselves with Moodle's platform, hindering their optimal usage. Improved onboarding processes and a
more intuitive interface design could alleviate this learning curve. Additionally, enhancing internet servers is crucial for consistent
access and performance, especially for users with unreliable connections. Some learners also reported a decreased level of
motivation while engaging in learning via a Moodle platform. Some respondents also reported specific technical issues with the
Moodle platform. We quote them saying:

» 'In the beginning, | had that problem with how to use the application, it wasn't that soft while using it, though”
» "The first and the big problem that | faced is how to sign in to the platform, how to connect my email ”
»  "Weak internet” - "connection at the start”

5 Pedagogical Recommendations

In light of this study's findings and previous literature on blended learning and soft skills development, we suggest the following
recommendations to make the blended module more interactive and engaging.
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and discussions hone their soft skills.

Given the changing educational environment and insights from this survey, especially regarding blended learning and Soft Skills
development in higher education, educators are seeking novel methods to boost student engagement, motivation, and skill
acquisition. This requires a deep understanding of impactful teaching strategies, utilizing technology, and cultivating a conducive
learning atmosphere. Consequently, we propose a set of recommendations to tackle the varied requirements and obstacles in
fostering critical thinking, social interaction, and soft skills growth in educational contexts:

5.1 Implementing a Dedicated Critical Thinking Course:

To cultivate critical thinking skills effectively, it is recommended to establish a stand-alone critical thinking course. This approach
allows students to delve deeply into higher-order cognitive processes and skills, free from the constraints of subject-specific
content. To support this initiative, training workshops and critical thinking-specific support kits for professors can provide valuable
resources and guidance. Additionally, fostering collaboration among professors through peer observation and feedback sessions
facilitates the exchange of best practices and enhances teaching methodologies in promoting critical thinking.

5.2 Enhancing Moodle for Social Learning and Peer Interaction:

Moodle, as a popular learning management system, holds significant potential for fostering social learning and peer interaction.
To maximize engagement in blended learning environments, it is crucial to enhance Moodle's capabilities in facilitating teamwork
and collaboration. This can be achieved by integrating features that promote mandatory participation in online discussion forums,
such as leveraging Moodle's video conferencing functionalities, which further enriches the learning experience by promoting
creative collaboration and breaking down geographical barriers.

5.3 Embracing the 'Localization of Soft Skills' Approach:

Soft skills development should be embedded within culturally relevant contexts to resonate with learners' experiences and values.
Educators can contextualize soft skills training within authentic situations that align with Moroccan cultural values by adopting a
Localization of Soft Skills approach. This approach not only enhances the relevance and applicability of soft skills but also fosters
a deeper understanding of their implications in personal, academic, and professional settings. As per Segun Qi y Derakhshan
(2024), language teaching materials should offer exposure to multiple cultures to foster intercultural competence. In the sense that
instructional materials should provide a broader cultural perspective, encompassing learners' home cultures and the target
language culture.
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5.4 Incorporating Gamification Features in Moodle:

It is recommended that gamification features be integrated into Moodle to address decreased motivation and enhance learner
engagement. Gamification elements such as badges, rewards, and leaderboards appeal to students' intrinsic motivation and
incentivize active participation. Research suggests that gamified e-learning experiences lead to better learning outcomes and
increased satisfaction among students, highlighting the effectiveness of this approach in promoting engagement and motivation.

5.5 Emphasizing Authentic, Performance-Based Assessments:

Assessment is pivotal in evaluating students' mastery of soft skills, going beyond mere knowledge acquisition to measure their
application in real-world contexts. It is essential to prioritize authentic, performance-based assessments aligned with specific
learning objectives and competency frameworks for soft skills development. By incorporating formative assessment practices
throughout the learning process and providing ongoing feedback, educators can better prepare students for success in academic,
professional, and personal settings where soft skills application is paramount.

6. Limitations

The study is constrained by several limitations, namely a diminutive sample size, dependence on self-reported data without
accompanying objective assessment metrics, a paucity of diverse participant perspectives due to the absence of instructor
viewpoints, and a restricted focus on first-year English Studies students at a singular university, thereby constraining the
generalizability of the results. To mitigate these constraints, future research endeavours should contemplate augmenting the
sample size, integrating objective assessment instruments, broadening the participant cohort to encompass various disciplines
and academic institutions, and employing qualitative methodologies such as open-ended inquiries and focus group discussions
to gain more profound insights.

7. Conclusion

Aligned with recent reforms in Moroccan higher education mandating the integration of soft skills development within university
curricula, Moroccan institutions can better equip graduates for success in the contemporary globalized and collaborative work
landscape by emphasizing technical and soft skills enhancement. This research examined the efficacy of a blended learning strategy
encompassing soft skills cultivation within an English studies program for first-year students at Ibn Tofail University in Kenitra,
Morocco. Taking a learner-centric approach, we delved into students' experiences post-engagement with Moodle for soft skills
advancement in a blended learning setting. Survey outcomes reflected varying satisfaction levels with the Moodle Platform, course
design, and in-class activities targeting soft skills acquisition. Qualitative feedback indicated that the soft skills-focused activities
within Moodle were engaging and visually appealing. Through the lens of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), it can be
inferred that students' perceived usefulness and ease of use of the Moodle platform influenced their satisfaction with the blended
learning experience. However, the differential development of soft skills suggests that factors beyond technology adoption, such
as the design of learning activities and instructional strategies, significantly impact soft skill acquisition. To tackle the emerged
issues, recommendations were put forth, including an independent approach to enhancing critical thinking abilities, refined course
design through localized content and performance-based evaluations, accommodation of diverse learning styles and paces,
incorporation of mandatory forum components, integration of gamification elements, and facilitation of collaboration among Soft
Skills educators.
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