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Abstract

This study aims to investigate ESL learners’ participation in an information-sharing task conducted via Facebook
(FB) groups and their feedback on the use of FB groups as the platform for the activity. An intact group of 31
learners taking a communication course at a public university participated in the study. Data analysed in this
paper were derived from a threaded online discussion and an open-ended questionnaire. Descriptive statistical
analysis showed the learners’ substantial contribution to the group discussion despite their limited language
ability and technical problems. Thematic analysis revealed that the use of FB as a platform for the
information-sharing task received very positive feedback from the participants, thus suggesting it would be a
promising virtual tool and environment to promote interaction in English learning. More activities using FB
groups should be assigned for learners to practice and use communicative language. Promoting awareness of
available online tools and modelling effective use of the tools are suggested to help enhance learners’ online
interactions.
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1. Introduction

The proliferating use of social networking tools among youth has prompted educators to incorporate these in a
variety of educational endeavours. In institutions of higher learning, learners’ heavy reliance on these tools is
now common since the tools provide a platform to connect with classmates, course mates, lecturers, and
administrators. Despite resistance to and scepticism over the incorporation of these social networking tools for
classroom practice, language teachers and lecturers, for instance, have made attempts to explore and utilise these
tools to enrich their teaching and assist learners in improving their language learning (Lockyer & Patterson 2008;
Nakatsukasa 2009). Online discussion (OLD) via these tools could help expand learning and knowledge
acquisition beyond the four walls of traditional classrooms (Perez 2003; Supyan & Azhar 2008) by encouraging
learners to interact with their peers and lecturers in the target language.

This paper, therefore, attempts to shed light on an information-sharing activity conducted via OLD using FB
groups and involving an intact class of tertiary level learners at the National University of Malaysia (UKM). The
learners’ participation in the task and their feedback on the use of FB groups as the platform for the activity were
investigated. Some pedagogical implications and suggestions to further enhance learners’ online interactions
were also outlined.

2. Literature Review

Computer-mediated communication (CMC), defined as ‘the exchange of information between individuals by
way of computer networks’ (Rovai 2007: 78), comprises synchronous (real time) and asynchronous (delayed
time) communication. Synchronous CMC, such as instant messaging, chats, and video conferencing, refers to
real-time communication that requires user participation at the same time. Asynchronous CMC, on the other
hand, refers to delayed written communication, which does not require user participation in real time
(Romiszowski & Mason 2004). Information is transmitted by participants at the pace and time most convenient
to them (Hiltz et al. 2007), such as via email or an electronic discussion board.

In the context of Malaysian universities, asynchronous CMC, such as OLD, seems to be more feasible and
convenient as its flexible feature enables learner interactions with instructors, classmates, or peers ‘anytime and
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anywhere’ (Ranjit & Mohamed Amin 2008; Wu & Hiltz 2004) without any spatial or time limitations. Despite
technical limitations such as network restrictions, bandwidth constraints, or public computer facilities, learners
can participate in OLD using their own netbook or laptop since each faculty and residential college has Wi-Fi
zones. Online interactions can, therefore, be conducted at a time and place most convenient to learners.

Weisskirch and Milburn (2003: 216) define OLD as an ‘electronic forum that allows the user to post a message
for others to read and to which others can respond’. These posted messages are accessible at any time and remain
visible until they are deleted. Each participant can read and refer to the posted messages as many times as they
wish and make necessary amendments or improvements to their own messages before posting them. Unrestricted
by space and time, OLD is a ‘platform for language instructors to extend learning activities outside classroom’
(Supyan & Azhar 2008: 108), thus providing an additional environment for communicative language use and
practice.

Empirical studies revealed numerous benefits of OLD in language classes. These include increased participation
among students (Chun 1994; Kern 1995; Masputeriah 2006), improved quality of language outputs (Kern 1995;
Warschauer 1996), enriched vocabulary (Perez 2003), a collaborative learning environment (Amelia, Mohamed
Amin & Rosseni 2009; Chun 1994; Ranjit & Mohamed Amin 2008), learner autonomy (Ranjit 2008), and
expansion of learners’ Zone of Proximal Development (Supyan 2009). It also provides a more equitable platform
and a less threatening environment for second language discussion (Masputeriah 2006; Supyan 2008;
Warschauer 1996). OLD, therefore, mainly benefits shy or introvert learners as it allows some privacy in
interaction. Additionally, any apprehension in communicating face-to-face and disclosing participants’ real
identity could be reduced. Hence, apart from acquiring new information and knowledge, those having trouble
expressing themselves can also share their views and opinions.

Facebook (FB), synonymous with social media among school and university students, could be described as the
most popular social networking tool of this decade. FB has the highest number of visitors among all the social
networking tools available in Web 2.0, with more than 840 million active users worldwide (Facebook Statistics
2012). Ranked 17th in the world in terms of FB usage, Malaysia has 12.23 million FB users, which is 72 per cent
of the country’s online population (Malaysia Facebook Statistics 2012). Studies carried out by Kamaluddeen et al.
(2010) and Safurah et al. (2010) showed higher FB usage compared to other social networking tools among their
respondents comprising undergraduates in higher learning institutions in Malaysia, with nearly half the number
using it daily (Safurah et al. 2010). Their daily usage could possibly have been due to its special features and
various social applications (Kamaluddeen et al. 2010), including the discussion board, email, chatting, links,
tagging, and the ability to upload and share videos and pictures, which make FB an interesting and promising
tool for educational pursuits. Malaysian learners perceived FB as an educational environment that could facilitate
English language learning (Kabilan et al. 2010), enhancing language skills and motivation, confidence, and
attitudes towards learning the language. The FB platform generates authentic interaction which could boost
learners’ confidence and collaborative efforts. In view of the increasing number of learners who are also avid FB
users, it seems pertinent that this platform be explored and utilised to support language learning.

Considering learners’ low competence and limited ESL ability, they usually have trouble articulating their views
and opinions. OLD provides an extra avenue for them to practice the language. Engaging these learners in a task
that could elicit more productive output should, therefore, be encouraged. Learner interaction on OLD boards
supports a learner-centred, socio-constructivist approach to teaching which includes social and collaborative
learning processes (Althaus 1997).

Whilst a number of research on learners’ asynchronous interactions utilized learning management system (LMS)
(e.g Amelia et al. 2009; Berhannudin & Wan Fara Adlina 2009; Dawson 2006; Ranjit & Mohamed Amin 2010),
this study, on the contrary, selected FB, the most prominent social media of the decade, as a platform for
learners’ interaction. In addition, despite a growing number of recent studies that have been conducted on the
educational use of FB (Buzzetto-More 2012, Melor & Hadi 2012; Sewlyn 2009; Shih 2011; White 2009), very
few, if any, looked into ESL learners’ participation in an OLD via FB groups and their perception of the use of
FB groups in task-based activities. The findings of the study, therefore, will give an insight into learners’
participation in and perceptions of the FB group in an information-sharing task, as well their implications to
language teaching and learning.

3. Methodology

Using a case study approach, this paper aims to investigate how an intact group of 31 learners taking a
communication course at the National University of Malaysia participated in an information-sharing task, an
evaluated component. A maximum score of 15 per cent was awarded for the task. The goal of the task was to
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engage learners in sharing and exchanging views in groups of four or five members on general or academic
topics and themes selected by the learners and the course instructor. The information-sharing task required each
group to select one of three shortlisted topics for discussion: natural disasters (ND), strange festivals (SF), and
weird diseases (WD). The 31 students were divided into four groups of four and three groups of five members.
Three groups chose ND, while the other two topics were covered by two groups each.

The participants had differing levels of English proficiency and belonged to different course disciplines. A
majority (80.6 per cent) were learners of Malaysian University English Test (MUET), Band Three or lower,
categorised as modest, limited and extremely limited users of English. They were undergraduates from the
Faculty of Education, Faculty of Science & Technology, and Faculty of Business & Economics.

Each group was represented by learners of mixed proficiency levels to facilitate the discussion. Within three
weeks of initiating discussion on the topic, participants were required to post a minimum of six substantial
entries, including a summary of the selected article, questions, and responses to questions asked by their group
members. The assistant instructor-cum-researcher moderated the OLD. This included giving a briefing on how
the task was to be conducted, inviting learners to FB discussion groups, responding to any enquiries regarding
the task, and, at times, encouraging lurkers to participate in a more in-depth discussion. This study considers and
counts only substantial learner-to-learner entries that contain meaningful responses related to the issues
discussed.

Data analysed for this paper was gathered from the threaded OLD of the information-sharing task via FB groups
and an open-ended questionnaire on the participants’ opinions on the use of FB groups in the task. Of the 31
participants, 28 (90.3 per cent) responded to the questionnaire. Descriptive statistical analysis was undertaken to
obtain the frequency count and mean for posted messages across the groups and for the whole class. Responses
on the open-ended questionnaire were categorised according to emerging themes.

4. Findings & Discussion
4.1 Learners’ Participation in the OLD via FB Groups

Descriptive statistical analysis of the threaded discussions among participants revealed the learners’ rather active
contributions in the discussion. This was corroborated by the number of substantial entries or posted messages
by group members. The seven groups in the OLD together posted 559 substantial messages as part of the
information-sharing task (Table 1). The groups and participants completed the task with varying contributions.
Generating the highest number of entries, totalling 147 (26.3%), SF5 was considered the most active group with
a mean of 29.4 entries per group member. This was followed by ND2 and SF4 with a mean of 19.25 and 17.5,
respectively. Among group members, participant number three of SF5 (SF5:P3) generated the highest number of
entries (42), while participant number two of ND1 (NDI1:P2) produced the lowest (10). The findings also
revealed that the average number of entries for each group member was 18, that is, three times more than the
task requirement.

Table 1. Group-wise entries in the information-sharing task via FB

Group no./ Pl P2 P3 P4 PS5 Total no. of group % Mean of entries per
Participant entries group
ND1 11 10 11 13 - 45 8.05 11.25
ND 2 15 15 18 29 - 77 13.77 19.25
ND3 23 11 14 13 - 61 10.91 15.25
SF 4 21 21 15 13 - 70 12.52 17.50
SF 5 33 13 42 25 34 147 26.29 29.40
WD 6 14 16 22 12 20 84 15.02 16.80
WD 7 13 16 15 16 15 75 13.40 15.00
Total no. of entries 559 100.00 18.03

A summary of an SF article posted by participant number three of SF5 (SF5:P3) received 47 comments, the
highest number of responses among all group members. An example of the threaded discussion is shown in
Figure 1.

69



www.ccsenet.org/ass Asian Social Science Vol. 8, No. 11; 2012

Abdul Fatah
Assalamualaikum to all of you. T have found a strange and dangerous festival or
o event that I want to share with all of you. I would like to talk about the Cooper's
Hill Cheese. I will summarize my artide content into a simple one, so all of you can
get the general idea about this festival. Cooper's Hill Cheese is an annual event
which held at Cooper's Hill, England. Traditionally, this festival come from people
who live in Brockworth. But now, many people take part in this event. This event
begin on the top of of Cooper's Hill where the participants assemble. From the top
of the hill, a round of cheese named as Double Gloucester is rolled down the hill.
Once the cheese was rolled participants will race down the hill. Participants which
reach the finish line at the bottom of the hill will be the winner and get the cheese
as trophy. Generally, this information that I want to share with all of you. But if
there have anything not dear, you are welcome to ask.

x Morhidayat Teh likes this.
L view all 47 comments

¢ Abdul Fatah Yes. Only one cheese is used in this festival. Mo fee to
participate in this festival, it's open to everyone.

arch 2 at 2:43pm - Like
s« Dzil Igram It's mean this festival is free?? Wow!! that's look more
= interesting!!
March 2 at 8:20pm - Like

s Abdul Fatah Yes, I challenge you to participate in this event, butif
wou cannot walk after that, don't blame me.

March 2 at 10:00pm - Like

Figure 1. An excerpt of an entry by Strange Festival Group 5 (SF5)

Results indicated that despite having language problems and technical difficulties, these participants were
motivated to take an active part in the OLD. This could be due to the attention, immediate responses, and
feedback provided by their group members. In fact, they seemed less shy and apprehensive about interacting
virtually since their physical presence, which could intimidate or limit their participation, was not required for
the task. Hence, participants were able to make a greater contribution by posting a number of messages. In fact,
explanations were not only in textual form, but also as pictures, videos, and links on related topics (Figure 2).
Apart from making the OLD more interesting, the use of this hypermedia could have facilitated a better
understanding of the topic or issue discussed.

=B1glihHgco

O Prabu Tangsjoo
&- I would like to share a video on the eruption. http: ffwwew, youtube. com fwatch?v
g

VNZ One News - Undarsea Volcano Eruption 09 [
Tonga ]

[ Like - Comment - Follow
&Y Lee Ping shin likes this.

- “ Lee Ping Shin I have heard that undersea wolcanic eruption

ﬁ, ;. behaves very differenty from velcanic eruption on land. What are
the differences between them? Do you think undersea volcanic
eruption usually poses greater impact than wolcannic eruption on
land?

Like

r- 3 Prabu Tangsjoo Thanks for the question; yes you are right,

Undersea wvolcano is indeed different from the normal volcano. The
differentis the location of the eruption and the intensity of the
blagt. Undersea volcanic ie much less intense compared to normal
walcanic eruption.
pm - Like

Figure 2. An excerpt of an OLD that includes a participant’s (ND1) entry with a video link and comments

The quality of the messages produced was also enhanced as questions and responses were more carefully
constructed before posting. To be able to draft informative and meaningful responses, the participants would
have had to undertake further reading. They had to have a certain level of understanding of the article and apply
critical thinking skills before being able to pose and answer questions in the OLD. The online task seemed to
promote knowledge building as learners had to read more, reference, share, and exchange new information with
their group members. The task also appeared to facilitate the development of learners’ critical thinking as it
required them to carefully analyse and synthesise information before posting messages.

Utilising available tools, such as online dictionaries and Google Translate, participants were able to search for
more appropriate words to express their opinions and ideas. Problems in constructing sentences were overcome
partly because these tools provided some necessary assistance, such as vocabulary, translation, grammar, and
spell check. Thus, to some extent, the interactive OLD could have enhanced not only these participants’ reading
and critical thinking skills but also their vocabulary and grammar.
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4.2 Learners’ Perception of the Use of the OLD via FB Groups in the Information-Sharing Task

All 28 participants (100%) who responded to the questionnaire had a favourable perception of the use of FB
groups as a platform for their information-sharing task, with the only hindrance being limitations imposed by
Internet connections. A closer scrutiny of their responses on the use of FB groups for the OLD revealed four
opinions: good (13), useful (6), easy & convenient (6), and interesting & enjoyable (3). The following section
discusses and illustrates some of the participants’ responses regarding the use of FB for their OLD.

Good

Participants considered the use of FB groups for the OLD a good method since it provided an avenue for
them to communicate more freely and comfortably with their group members, especially those who were
shy and lacked confidence for face-to-face interaction. For example, one participant (Q12) aptly noted, ‘It’s
a good method to practice our English among friends and lecturers...” whilst participant Q24 wrote, ‘I think
it must be used in the university. It’s good for students who are shy to communicate.” These learners
welcomed the opportunity to interact online since it could help them to overcome their shyness and develop
their self-confidence.

The absence of restrictions in terms of time and place enabled greater interaction, fostering increased
collaboration and a closer relationship with group members. This is evidenced by participant Q20’s
observation: ‘In my opinion it’s good... to discuss with group members. We can also be closer to our group
members.” Additionally, the participants also believed that the OLD offered a platform to help improve their
English, particularly their vocabulary, since they had ample time to think of more appropriate words to
express their ideas. This notion is supported by the following comments: ‘I think this method is very
effective in improving our vocabulary and the information can be delivered effectively’ (Q7) and ‘It’s good
because it can improve our English. It gives us some time to think of the answer for the discussion’ (Q20).
This finding seems to corroborate that of Chun (1994), Warschauer (1996), and Masputeriah (2006): the
OLD promotes greater interaction among learners and provides a less stressful environment for less
competent learners.

Useful

Participants found OLD via FB groups useful as it helped with their vocabulary and grammar. The platform
facilitated and supported the use of other tools for looking up the meaning of unknown words in either
textual or graphical forms, such as Google Translate and online dictionaries. This is evident from the
following remarks made by two learners:

‘It really helps me because when I don’t know some words, I can use the Google Translate. So our
information sharing will work smoothly.” (Q25)

‘I think it’s useful and I can improve my English too. It can also help me to speak or write with
good vocabulary and grammar. I can find the words that I want to use in communication.” (Q13)

The participants also felt that OLD was useful especially among those who lacked confidence and were
hesitant to participate in face-to-face interactions in English since they seldom used the language. For
instance, participant Q27 commented, ‘It really helps me to complete the information-sharing task because
I’'m a person who rarely communicates with people in English. I feel very scared and my confidence level is
very low when I’m talking to people in English. So this method really helps me.” In fact, Q28’s statement
indicated his clear preference for the use of the OLD via FB, ‘It helps me a lot and makes me confident to
give opinion and share information with others. I love it so much.’

This finding seems to be compatible with that of Ranjit and Mohamed Amin (2008) as well as Supyan
(2009): learners perceived OLD as a useful tool to help in their interactions with each other to accomplish
the assigned task. Mazman and Usluel’s study (2010) on modelling educational usage of FB confirmed
‘usefulness’ as the main reason for the rapid adoption of FB and the speedy increase in its number of users.

Easy and Convenient

FB features such as links, video and photo uploading, etc. were utilised by participants to enhance their
group interaction. Their regular FB usage possibly lent a degree of comfort to using the application in the
discussion. Most importantly, it allowed interactions to take place at their convenience with no time
restriction and without having to meet face-to-face. The participants’ responses pertaining to this aspect are
as shown below:

‘I think online discussion using FB is convenient as all facilities like chatting, links, videos, and
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photo-sharing sessions are available in FB for us to attach any additional information.” (Q11)

‘As university students, we are always busy with our work; as such, we don’t have much time to
meet our group members. So, the social network is really convenient. We can interact with each
other without the need to meet up.” (Q18)

FB also helps support the use of hypermedia such as pictures, videos, and links to further illustrate, explain,
and justify the participants’ arguments or opinions, thus enriching the learners’ interaction.

Interesting & Enjoyable

Having been given the opportunity to carry out an OLD via FB groups, the participants acknowledged that it
was interesting and enjoyable. Responses given by two participants testified to this aspect: ‘Interesting and
this method has helped to improve my communication skills’ (Q6) and ‘It is interesting and we can spend
more time to have an interesting and effective discussion there’ (Q8). Although the main reason OLD via FB
was considered interesting was not explicitly stated, these comments suggest that the participants believed
using an interesting platform could elicit and promote a more interactive discussion, which, in turn, could
help enhance their communication skills.

Furthermore, one of the participants (Q15) commented, ‘Students enjoy it more than face-to-face discussion.
Students nowadays love to use FB.” Another participant (Q2) shared a similar view: ‘I feel happy. I think I
can improve my language. For example, my friends use some words that I don’t know, so I can find the
words and learn them.” These positive remarks about the OLD via FB groups suggest the participants’
inclination towards virtual interaction as an additional or alternative activity to support traditional classroom
language learning.

Despite the positive feedback discussed above, two participants highlighted network problems such as
limited Wi-Fi coverage at their residential colleges which caused inconvenience and limited their
participation in the discussion. In addition, another participant commented that some group members did not
respond to posted messages, making them feel their effort was not worthwhile. One participant also noted
his concern that English speaking skills might not improve through virtual interaction.

5. Conclusion, Implications and Suggestions

This paper has shed some light on learners’ participation in information-sharing activity conducted via FB. In
view of the positive feedback from participants, the OLD via FB groups can be regarded as a promising virtual
tool and an environment that could promote constructive interaction among ESL learners. It provides an
alternative platform that can help support delayed responses in language use and practice. Hence, its
incorporation in class activities could boost learners’ confidence and collaboration in generating an authentic and
more effective discussion. As FB has become a significant part of students’ lives, utilising the tool in a
pedagogically sound approach could benefit ESL learners in practicing the language outside their classrooms.
Research with a larger population sample, and engaging learners in other interactive language activities using FB,
would provide additional insights into their participation and contributions. Longer durations for assigned tasks
could yield richer data which could provide a more comprehensive understanding of learners’ interaction
patterns.

Unlike in a traditional classroom, the OLD participants in this study seemed to have taken up a more active role
in assigned groups as the teacher’s role was decentralised. Fear of the teacher or any member dominating the
discussion or disagreeing with their opinions and ideas was minimised due to the absence of verbal or non-verbal
cues, which could have impeded participation. Therefore, more tasks and activities could be assigned to elicit an
interactive discussion among group members. OLD activities should be given a reasonable weighting in the
course so that learners feel that their efforts are worthwhile. As the task can be time consuming, a substantial
percentage should be allocated to encourage group members to become active contributors in the discussion. To
further encourage learners’ participation, the main focus of the task should be on comprehensibility rather than
language accuracy. However, once learners have gained confidence in interacting with each other, instructors or
moderators might need to highlight learners’ common grammatical errors. By doing this, the OLD will be more
meaningful to the learners as they would have some guidance on correct language input from instructors or
moderators.

As the OLD can help support the use of online tools such as grammar checker, Google Translate, Language
Translator, and online dictionaries, instructors could perhaps promote awareness of available tools that could
help learners improve their online interaction through writing. Instructors could demonstrate how these tools can
be used effectively in the classroom prior to the OLD activities. This is in line with the point made by Blattner
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and Fiori (2009: 18) that educators need to ‘guide learners to make use of various e-tools for academic purposes,
create a dynamic learning environment, promote critical thinking, authentic second language (L2) learning
opportunities’. Learners should, therefore, be encouraged to use these tools before posting their messages in FB
groups, in order to help them produce more accurate lexis and sentences.
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