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ABSTRACT

This paper reports the partial findings of a survey that was carried out in the analysis phase of an ongoing research for the
development of a prototype of a Social Networking Site (SNS) fo support teaching and learning in secondary schools. For
the inifial phase of the study, a quantifative research method was used based on a survey involving 383 respondents
drawn from two rural and two urban schools in Selangor, Malaysia. The main objectives of the survey were to investigate
factors related students' use of SNSs namely the frequency of use, the fypes of SNSs used, reasons for using SNSs and the
fypes of relationships established in the social networking. Data were analysed in the Statistical Package for Social
Science (SPSS). Findings of the research show that majority of the students were frequent users, spending quife
substantially in the virtual sessions mostly for leisure rather than for educational purposes. In addition, the SNSs were used
almost exclusively for peer interactions where interactions with their teachers were very minimal. These findings
underscore the design and development of a dedicated, content-specific SNS fo promote a focused use of SNSs for

academic purposes involving both pupils and teacher.
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INTRODUCTION

Social networking sites (SNSs) are popular among many
youngsters foday and have become a favoured means of
communication. According to Thierer (2007), SNSs are
among the most-trafficked sites on the Intermet. MySpace,
Facebook, Ning, Classmates, Hi5, Friendster, Imeem,
Tagged, Orkut, Bebo, and Xanga are just some of the
countless SNS available online today and new sites are
constantly emerging with certain novel features or
applications to appeal to specific niches. Realizing this
frend, many educators have embraced SNSs as a
pedagogical tool. Scholars have begun documenting the
positive impacts of SNSs use in educational environments
such as colleges and universities. Since SNSs are quite a
recent social phenomenon in Malaysia, longitudinal
studies regarding the use of SNS in local context are not
available as most of the research are done abroad - they
lack insights regarding the local educational context. As
the use of SNSs is proliferating af an exponential rate,

studies to examine factors that contribute to the better
application of this new, novel social setting are urgently
needed.

1. Background of Problem

In any school environment, tfeaching and learning process
is mostly derived from teacher-student interactions. Thus,
these inferactions involving teachers and students in
schools engender a unigue relationship that undoubtedly
serves as one of the dynamics that can influence students'
motives for leaming. However, most of the time interactions
between teacher and student are constrained by the
schooling hours. In addition, interactions beyond the
confines of the school walls and interactions in the
'teacher-student' realm are invariably given less
importance. Should teachers be contented that these
formal' interaction periods in the classroom are sufficient
for teaching and leaming? What about the informal
teaching and learning that take place outside the four walls
of a classroom - for instance from the casual conversations
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or interactions at the school corridor, canteen, or even
outside school? How is it possible for teachers to extend
and to expand their interactions with students? What
emerging technologies available today that could be
used to enhance teacher-student relationship as well as to
support teaching and leamning? These questions are
pertinent to the teaching and learning of English language
as inferacting and communicating are important activities
in any language learning.

English is taught in Malaysia as a second language.
Therefore, students justifiably need more practice in order
to grasp the language. Unfortunately, in many
circumstances students use and practice the English
language only in their classes or within the school
compound af most. In the case of students in rural areas,
the environment outside the classroom or school may not
be conducive for the continuation of use in this language.
A study on English language teaching in three primary
schools in the east coast of Malaysia by Mohd Sofi (2003)
showed that the prevailing school environments for
conducive language leaning were wanting. Students'
opportunity to use English was only limited to the classroom,
specifically during the English language lessons. According
to him, if the instruction were totally done in English, students
would only be exposed to a maximum of 6 periods a week,
which is equivalent to three hours per week. However, he
stressed that students were not given many opportunities 1o
use the language in and out of the classroom, and
students' interaction in English outside the classroom was
“practically non-existent” (p. 1).

In addition fo the dire circumstances, generally much of
the classroom practice for interacting in English is derived
from role-plays or contrived make-belief situations. Mohd
Sofi (2003) claimed that rote leaming and pattemn drillings
are the typical instructional fechniques used in the English
classroom. As for secondary schools in Malaysia, students'
opportunity to use English as a means of interaction in the
classroom is only limited to about 200 minutes per week
(Murugesan, 2003), and the recent changes in education
policy regarding the teaching of Mathematics and
Science in English (PPSMI) have resulted in 280 minutes of
English hours per week (Hamidah, 2009).

The policy change demonstrates that the need for more
exposure to and contact hours for English is vital. It is easily
debatable whether the additional 80 minutes per week is
sufficient. However, the more pressing issue concerns with
how educators can enhance their language teaching
optimally as the new measure is enforced in all schools in
Malaysia. Efforts to remedy the situation have so far
focused more on what can be done in the classroom or
during the formal hours of teaching English. Apparently,
there is a great deal of opportunities for teaching and
learming of English to take place outside the classrooms,
which have been consistently overlooked.

2. Literature review
2.1 Social Network Sites

Social networking sites (SNS) are defined as web-based
services that allow individuals to (i) construct a public or
semi public profile within a bounded system, (ii) articulate a
list of other users with whom they share a connection, and
(i) view and fraverse their list of connections and those
made by others within the system (Boyd & Ellison, 2007).
Mobile connectivity, blogging, forums, chat/discussion
room, photo/video sharing, and RSS feed are among the
features available on SNS. While there are numerous SNS
supporting a wide range of inferests and practices,
appealing to specific niches, audiences, groups or
cultures, their key fechnological features are fairly
consistent (Boyd & Ellison, 2007).

According to a study carried out in 2007 by Anderson
Analytics, aresearch consultancy, students are heavy users
of social networks and Facebook is the most popular site in
terms of overall and frequency of use. It is reported that
over 80% of students use Facebook whereas only 40% use
MySpace. Facebook is also used more often with 74% of
students accessing the site af least once a week. A study
carried out by ECAR (2008) showed that younger college
students use SNS more and spend more time on SNS than
older students.

Based on Alexa.com statistics as of January 2009,
Facebook, Friendster, and MySpace are ranked among
the top 10 popular sites in Malaysia. Other SNSs such as
Tagged, Hi5, and Ning are within top 100 popular sites.
Many SNS are freewares, available without any charges
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from the World Wide Web (WWW).
2.2 Teacher-student relationship

Positive teacher-student relationship may lead to positive
academic effects. Pianta (1999) asserts that close
relationship with teachers lead to higher levels of student
engagement and achievement. Stipek (2006) reported
that adolescents “work harder for teachers who treaf them
as individuals and express interest in their personal lives
outside school”. Therefore, by building positive relationship
with students, teachers can provide the motivation,
initiative, and engagement which are essential for success
(Pianta, Stuhiman, & Hamre, 2002).

2.3 Emerging technologies

According to Veletsianos (2008), emerging technologies
are tools, innovations, and advancements ufilized in
diverse educational seftings (including distance, face-to-
face, and hybrid forms of education) to serve varied
education-related purposes (e.g., instructional, social, and
organizational goals). While in Web 1.0 era the end users
function merely as receivers of information, Web 2.0
technology brings interactivity where the users are also
providers of information. SNSs are part of the emerging
technologies that are derived from the evolution of Web
1.0 to Web 2.0. Teachers should maximize these emerging
technologies 1o give opportunities for students to
experience leamning through discourses and debates
online and beyond the traditional face-to-face
environment. When students' work, opinions, or ideas are
targeted for real audience or readers, and receive
feedback from the participating audience, this creates a
very proactive learning environment where such
collaboration and engagement are the pedagogical
aspirations of every educator.

3. Purpose of the study

This study is part of a larger, ongoing research, which is
based on the design and development research model.
This type of research is defined as “the systematic study of
design, development and evaluation processes with the
aim of establishing an empirical basis for the creation of
instructional and non-instructional products and tools and
new or enhanced models that govemn their development”
(Richey & Klein, 2007). The research has two main

objectives, which are (i) to develop a prototype of SNS to be
used as a platform fo support teaching and leaming of
English and (i) to measure user acceptance of the
prototype developed.

The prototype is named THE EXCHANGE. THE EXCHANGE will
be developed using the ISD model, ADDIE (Figure 1), which
represents the five phases of the development: Analysis,
Design, Development, Implementation, and Evaluation.
This paper only discusses the analysis phase of the
development process that has been carried out thus far in
the studly.

Part of the analysis is to study the users' needs. It is
imperative that a study on students' usage of SNS is carried
out, and teachers' views regarding SNS are collected. The
data from the study serve as a baseline assessment and
provide useful insights for the needs analysis. The objectives
of the study are (i) fo identify students' usage of SNS and (i)
fo find out teachers' opinions on the use of SNS in
educational setffing. The work described in this paper
focuses only on the findings of the survey carried out
among the students.

The survey was caried out among the students in an
attempt to answer the following questions:

e Dostudentsin secondary school use SNS?

e How frequent do students use SNS?

e  Whatdo students use SNS for?

e  Withwhom do students have relationship in SNS?
¢ Whichtype of SNS do students use?

4. Methodology

This research used a quantitative research method by
means of a survey that was carried out to elicit the relevant
data prior to developing the required prototype.

Analysis phase: Survey to identify students’ usage of

: Aanalky s | SNS and teachers’ opinions for needs analysis
i -%‘ Design phase: Identify strategies & components to be
. Diesion ncluded in THE EXCHANGE based on the needs
b [ « | analysis and leaming theories
| D dfm i Development phase: Actual development of
L e LTHE EXCHANGE

:Ei:-: Implementation phase: THE EXCHANGE is used|
[ )
| Inplaneatalion by students of two classes and two feachers in
| a rural school

Evaluation phase: Observations and survey arg
carried out to evaluate THE EXCHANGE in terms
of frequency of use and its usability.

. Evaluation

Figure 1. The Methodology for Development of The Exchange

22 i-manager’s Journal of Educational Technology, Vol. 8 e No. 1 e April - June 2011




RESEARCH PAPERS

Respondents

The population of this study comprised a cohort of Form
Four students with mean age of 16.5 years drawn from two
rural schools and two urban schools in Selangor. The
students were also enrolled in the English course in their
respective schools.

Instruments

The main instrument used by the researchers in the study
was based on a guestionnaire. Four-hundred questionnaire
forms were distributed randomly to the students of the four
selected schools. The students were instructed to answer alll
the questions in the questionnaires; and these forms were
collected afew days later.

Data Gathering/ Research Procedure

The research procedure was conducted based on two
phases as follows:

Phase 1

Obtaining written permission from the Ministry of Education
and principals of the schools before the implementation of
the survey.

Phase 2

Working with the students. A survey method was used in this
study to acquire the appropriate data through a set of
qguestionnaire. The questionnaire forms developed for this
study contain three sections which are (i) Demographic
Information, (i) Use of SNS, and (iii) Students' perception on
SNSs. Students' use of SNSs was examined in terms of
frequency of use, reasons for such a use, relationships
established in the SNSs, and the types of SNSs used.

5. Findings

Out of 400 questionnaire forms distriouted randomly fo the
Form Four students of the four schools, 384 students
returned in the forms, registering a high response rate at
96%. These involved 192 respondents from the rural
schools, and 192 respondents from the urban schools.
Female and male respondents constituted 61.5% (n=236)
and 38.5% (n=148) of the total sample respectively. Figure
2 shows that a high percentage of the respondents used
SNSs, regardless of gender and school categories. Out of
384 respondents, 76.6% (N=294) had used SNSs. Urban
schools had the most users of SNSs, 82.8%. Interestingly,
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Figure 2. Usage of SNSs among form 4 students

rural schools also had a high percentage of SNS users af
70.3%. Out of 148 male students, 77.7% of them (n=115)
used SNSs; meanwhile out of 236 female students, 75.8%
ofthem (n=179) used SNSs.

Figure 3 shows that maijority of the respondents used SNSs
less than seven fimes a week and the bulk of SNSs use falls
under 1-3 times a week category. More than half of the
survey respondents, regardless of gender and school
categories, used SNSs between 1 to 3 times in a week. The
survey data also showed that the respondents from the
urban schools used SNSs more frequent than the rural
school respondents in terms of SNSs use of seven or more
fimes in a week, where the percentage of urban school
respondents (16.9%) was greater than the rural school
respondents (6.7%).

Figure 4 shows that maijority of the respondents used SNSs
for less than 3 hours every time they logged into the SNSs.
Out of 294 respondents who used SNSs, 129 respondents
spent 1-3 hours for each SNS use (43.9%) and 103
respondents used less than 1 hour (35%). Only 22.1 % of
respondents used more than 3 hours. There was no

Fregquency of 5M5s use per week
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1=} times a week
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Urban schouls respondents

Figure 3. Frequency of SNSs use per week
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Figure 4. Duration of SNSs use per log-in

significant difference in tferms of duration of use between
genders and school types.

The three major reasons cited by the respondents in using
the SNSs (Figure 5) are as follows: (i) entertainment or fun, (ii)
new acquaintance, and (i) communication. The data
showed that majority of the respondents did not use SNSs
for self-expression and discussion. Almost all respondents
hardly used SNSs for business or promaotion purposes.

Figure 6 shows that majority of the respondents (92.2%) who
used SNSs were interacting with their offline/real-world'
friends, and a high percentage (76.2%) interacted with
individuals whom they had never met face-to-face.
Maijority of the respondents did not interact with teachers

Eeasons fon nsing 55

Figure 5. The reasons for using SNSs
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Figure 6. The types of people students communicate with on SNSs

on SNSs. Out of 294 respondents, 265 of them (90.1%) did
not communicate with theirteachers online.

Figure 7 shows that majority of the respondents used
MySpace (89.8%), followed by Friendster (64%), Facelbook
(35.4%), Imeem (17.7%), Tagged (17%), Hi5 (14.3%),
myYearbook (4.4%), Classmates (3.7%), Ning (0.7%), and
Orkut (0.3%). In this respect, the findings from this survey are
different from the studies done abroad, where Facebook is
the most commonly used SNS and followed closely by
MySpace (ECAR, 2008).

Figure 8 shows that majority of the respondents felt they
could learn new things on SNSs, and opinions conveniently
expressed through SNSs. They agreed that one would be
considered 'outdated' if that person did not use any of the
SNSs, and that the contents in SNSs should be moderated.
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Figure 7. The types of SNSs used by students
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Figure 8. Students' perceptions regarding SNSs
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Even though some were unsure whether their leaming
interests might increase if SNSs were used as a platform for
discussion, maijority felt that SNSs might be used for
educational purposes. Majority of the respondents also felt
that the contents in SNSs should be moderated, which
implicitly highlights their concerns over inappropriate
materials being used online.

6. Discussion

Regardless of the public knowledge on the 'digital gap'
existing between rural and urban schools, majority of the
respondents from both categories of schools have used
SNSs. Majority of the students, regardless of gender and
school category, use these sites once to three times a
week, and most of them spend time one 1o three hours for
each SNS session. These findings concur with earlier study
by ECAR (2008) regarding SNS use that highlights prevalent
use of these sites by younger generation irrespective of
gender, institutional characteristics and size, as well as the
social economic status. In this study, age was a constant
variable only involving Form Four students of 16 year-olds.
This finding implies that many of the Malaysian students at
the secondary level are familiar with SNSs and it would be a
loss of opportunity if teachers do not leverage their students'
experiences in using SNSs. Also demonstrated in this study,
majority of the students use the three most popular SNSs
namely MySpace, Friendster, and Facebook. The finding
conceming the reasons of SNSs use among the students
shows that majority do not utilize SNSs for self-expression
and discussion, which are essential in any language
leaming. The students are more inclined to use SNSs for
social and entertaining activities. Thus, there is a need for
teachers fo guide students on constructive use of SNSs,
which can improve their academic performance. Rovai
(2001) stresses this salient aspect by pointing out that
teachers should model the constructive use of the online
communication medium since students' technical ability
can outstrip their communication skills and their sense of
social responsibility.

The findings also show that majority of the students did not
communicate with teachers on SNSs. This raises a few
questions: Why are the students not communicating with
their tfeachers online? How many teachers are using SNSs

t00? Is it because teachers are not present in the online
community or these two groups of people just do not 'click'
with each otherin the online world? It would be interesting to
find out the answers to these questions. However, they were
not the focus of this research, and this warrants a follow up
study to deal with the specific requirements. Regardless of
what the answers o these queries might be, teachers need
to be involved in online communications with their pupils
through the SNSs. Only then, the former could have a firm
understanding on the benefits offered and pitfall posed (if
not carefully discerned) by the novel setfting. Teachers as
facilitators in the 21st century should not only encourage
learning over the infermnet, but also promote ethical online
practice.

Students tend to interact more with friends and new
acquaintances (whom they have never met face-to-face)
compared fo socializing with their feachers on SNSs. In this
study, a high percentage of the students indicated that
they have used SNSs to get connected with unfamiliar and
unknown people. This particular finding concurs with some
studies that showed the use of SNSs is mainly driven by
online socializing. However, from the intended educational
purposes, this particular finding runs counter to the finding
of another important study by ECAR (2008) that highlights
more emphasis on leaming than socializing that should be
the ultimate aim of gaining knowledge by being immersed
in virtual, networked environment. The implications of
unsolicited, unmoderated online socializing will infroduce
many social and religious ramifications that can
undermine pupils' privacy, safety and security. Online
criminal cases involving juvenile victims are one of the
many malaises inherent in today's society. The networked
virtual environments, which communication barriers have
virtually disappeared, have made targeting young and
native pupils a simple task by a few strokes of the keyboard
and/or a few clicks of the mouse. To mitigate this threaf,
registered memberships as a requirement for learning
online would be mandatory for all pupils. Other dangers
associated with SNSs are cyber-bullying and uploading of
inappropriate contents. Thus, educational online
discourses entail monitoring by moderators set up by
frusted members of the online community only comprising
selected student leaders, teachers and SNSs' creators.
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In light of this need, Malaysian students should leamn the
proper ethics, safety rules and privacy-related issues when
learning online. They should be made aware of the
potential pitfalls in using non-educational SNSs. Most
important, constructive use of online connectivity that
supports meaningful inferactions should be encouraged.
However, these efforts may be futile if teachers lack the skills
and/or knowledge in using the novel setting. The skills and
competency can be nurtured when teachers themselves
are also involved in using SNSs (i.e., by becoming members
of the online communities). On the long run, the feachers
would be able to discern and judge the appropriateness
and inappropriateness of the application of SNSs for
tfeaching and learning. Blending the teaching and learning
based on both the conventional and novel methods would
be the main feature of the 21st century's classroom
activities, which relies on the constructive use of online
connectivity. Evidently, there is a strong case for teachers to
incorporate SNSs as part of their pedagogical approaches.
The teaching and leaming process can be further
enhanced when students' growing interest and
communicative skills in using SNSs is exploited judiciously.

Overall, the study showed that the pupils perceive SNSs to
be beneficial for their leamning as some of the sites contain
educational contents. This is a welcoming sign, which
should encourage teachers to use SNSs as a platform to
reach their students, and to support teaching and leaming
beyond the school hours. To readlize the potentials afforded
by the new, novel environments, several essential needs
have to be identified and their implications are addressed
inTable 1.

Limitations of the study

The sampling for the study only involved Form Four students
drawn from two mainstream rural schools and two
mainstream urban schools in Selangor. There is a need for

Needs identified Implications

1. There is a need for teachers to fake  Use SNSs fo cater for teaching and
advantage of students' inclination and  learning

interest in using SNSs

2. There is a need for teachers to be
connected with students in SNSs

3. There is a need that students be

guided on the safe and constructive
uses of SNSs

Teachers create online presence in
SNSs and connect with students

Teacher becomes the administrator
and moderator for the SNSs chosen.

Table 1. The needs and implications identified from the survey

replication of the study with greater sample of diverse
populations based on ethnographic research that would
further illuminate more insights on the long-term
implications of SNSs.

Conclusion

The growing prominence of online social networks in
educational settings demonstrates that the utilization of
these social networks can expand communication outside
the classrooms as they provide a readily available 'space'
or channel for inferactions with students. SNSs offer yet
another cost-effective tool to support the teaching and
leaming of English, where language leaming needs
constant communications and interactions. SNS provide
opportunities for students and teachers to relafe to each
other both academically and socially outside the
classroom. SNS have already become a part of students'
lives. Teachers should take this opportunity to use these free
SNSs and reap the educational benefits that they offer.
Tailoring teaching and leaming to students' preferences
and interests may bring greater benefits for both students
and teachers. Overall, the findings from the survey provide
relevant and current data: first, the provision of the baseline
data with regard fo the use of SNSs among students in
Malaysian secondary schools; and second, o inform the
decisions or actions in the next phase of the ensuing study.
The findings of the survey also provide a strong case 1o use
the SNSs to enrich the teaching and learing process of
English in schools. In addition, the findings discussed in this
paper will provide the catalyst for future research on the use
of SNSs in other domains of leaming.
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