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Abstract
Social Networking Sites (SNS) have a high penetration rate among adolescents who are
considered as the Net Generation. Many studies have shown that SNS can increase students’
motivation to learn. Therefore, more and more instructors are trying to incorporate SNS into
their delivery channels in order to better their student’s learning outcomes. However, whether
or not SNS effectively help students elevate their EFL learning performance still needs
further investigation. This study plans to explore how EFL learners perceive SNS. A
Facebook-based community of practice (CoP) was engineered by a group of English majors
where English was the only language used. The study reports on a 3-month action research
that monitored the EFL learners’ engagements in Facebook’s community of interest. The
participants were forty-three English majors (N = 43), freshmen from a university in southern
Taiwan, who have been actively using Facebook for more than a year. The results of the study
presented an interesting aspect of the students’ engagements in the activities, which were
greatly influenced by the nature of the instructional activities and the feedbacks posted by
their peers. Furthermore, results of an AHP analysis pointed out that these EFL students
preferred involvement in instructional activities via the Facebook platform. They valued the
criterion of interactivities on Facebook, with the greatest weight obtained from an AHP.
Keywords: EFL Learning, Social Network Sites, Community of Practice, Analytical
Hierarchical Process

244

www.macrothink.org/ijele

International Journal of English Language Education
ISSN 2325-0887
2013, Vol. 1, No. 3

1. Introduction
Social Networking Sites (SNS) are prevalent among today's young adults because of the
affordances of multifunctional devices. Students, as the major users of SNS, build up virtual
identities, increase their engagements and form social relationships on sites, such as
Facebook (Yu, 2010; Bumgarner, 2007; Stutzman, 2006). Moreover, the rapid development
of information communication technology (ICT) has brought changes to both pedagogical
applications and students’ learning styles (Mazman, 2010). Being aware of the popularity of
SNS among students, instructors started to integrate their instruction with them to
accommodate their students’ various learning styles. A handful of studies concerning the
application of SNS in teaching showed that they could improve the students’ general learning
performance and strengthen learning motivation and autonomy (Pasfield-Neofitou, 2011;
Kabilan, 2010; Mazman, 2010). However, questions such as: “Are SNS the ideal
environment for English as a foreign language (EFL) learning?” and “Do EFL learners
perceive SNS suitable platforms for acquiring better English skills?” remain unanswered. As
of December 31, 2012, there were 13,240,660 Facebook subscribers in Taiwan, with a
penetration rate of 57.0% (http://www.internetworldstats.com/asia.htm). This study is
reporting the results of a 3-month action research that monitored EFL learners’ engagements
in a community of practice (CoP) on Facebook. As such, results were triangulated with the
administration of an Analytical Hierarchical Process (AHP) that invited participants to
compare their preferences for learning EFL: either through traditional learning activities or
through ICT-based CoP. This study aims to find out how, and in what ways social network
sites help EFL learners to engage in activities conducted in English. Furthermore, this study
is looking for factors that may affect a student's engagement. The research questions are listed
as follows:
1. How do Net Generation EFL learners engage in social network sites as a platform for
English learning?
2. What are the primary factors that affect their engagement in virtual CoP activities?
3. What channel do the EFL learners of the Net Generation prefer when interacting in
English? SNS or FTF?
In order to properly address the proposed research questions, the framework for this study
was structured as follows. The studies concerning ESL learning and Social Networking Sites
affordance were reviewed. They outlined the rationale of the methodology adopted by this
study. Research methods, include: research instruments, participants, procedures, data
collection and a post analysis. The results and in-depth discussion follow the methodology.
The final section is comprised of an interpretation of the findings, a discussion of the
contributions and the study’s limitations.
2. Theoretical Background
2.1 Net Generation
Young adults, born around 1982, have grown up with high exposure to information and
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communication technologies (ICT), which have become part of their daily lives. They are
considered to be the Net Generation (Net Gener) (Sandars, 2007; Oblinger, 2005). The high
prevalence and rapid development of ICT have influenced the way a Net Gener retrieves
information. Studies conclude that while they are learning, Net Geners seek immediate
feedback, accessibility to information, an interactive environment, multi-media application
availability, teamwork with others, connectivity, hands-on experiences, inquiry-based
approaches and self-directed learning opportunities(Glenn, 2000;Hay, 2000;Barnes,
2007;Arthur, 2006;McLoughlin, 2007). Moreover, Net Geners tend to be more independent
and autonomic in their studies, and are more willing to explore knowledge rather than just
simply absorb what is put in front of them (McLoughlin, 2007;Carlson, 2005;Hay, 2000). In
other words, Net Geners hold a more positive and adventurous attitude toward learning, and
they like exploring the unknown themselves.
Nevertheless, Net Geners also have shorter attention spans while reading online, or working
on other activities (Berk, 2009).Nor do they effectively communicate in the conventional
fashion (Feiertag & Berge, 2008). Social networking sites such as Facebook are another
option for socialization (Oblinger, 2008). They also tend to receive an immediate response for
new knowledge with just a click on the mouse, through search engines such as Google
(Oblinger, 2008). It is, therefore, important for higher education institutions and instructors to
discover a new teaching model to cater to the various types of learning styles that will meet
the Net Geners’ needs(McLoughlin, 2007).
2.2 Social Networking Sites (SNS)
Just like personal websites and instant messages, Social Networking Sites (SNS) are
platforms that provide an easily accessible way to connect and interact with others, by
sharing ideas and opinions and gathering feedback in a fluid and dynamic way (McLoughlin,
2007; Pempek, 2009). A handful of studies have concluded that SNS provide several
technological affordances such as immediacy, interactivity, and the opportunity to present a
self-identity to users (Arthur, 2006; Bumgarner, 2007; Junco, 2011). Pempek (2009) argued
that the difference between SNS and traditional media is that that SNS can interact with
others directly in a virtual environment. Lin (2011) further suggested that virtually direct
interaction makes SNS a useful and enjoyable medium of communication and keep people
continuously engaged. Aware of the advantage of SNS, studies have examined the
pedagogical possibility of using them in terms of EFL learning. Their results have indicated
that it is feasible. Yunus, Salebi, and Chenzi (2012) suggested that the integration of SNS into
the ESL writing classroom had a positive impact on broadening students’ knowledge, by
increasing their learning motivation. Mitchell’s study (2012) investigated why EFL students
use SNS and the results implied that they enable students to acquire English language as well
as the culture. Since SNS have become such an influence in a student’s daily life, a
comprehensive understanding as to how they help students learn is crucial for both the
academic and pedagogical community (Mazer, 2007). However, these aforementioned studies
focused more on the effectiveness of integrating SNS into EFL education. As to how EFL
learners perceive and further engage in activities on the SNS still calls for insightful
exploration because the quality of their social interactivities depends greatly on the
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participants’ contributions (Lee, 2004). This research is designed in accordance with a
qualitative research design to provide a specific description on the use of SNS within the EFL
learning context. Facebook, being one of the most popular and commonly used social
networks, was chosen to examine EFL learners’ engagements in activities administered with
an established online community of practice.
2.3 Online Communities of Practice (CoP)
The term communities of practice (CoP) was coined by Lave and Wenger (1991)when they
organized an informal group to share specialized knowledge. Albeit, this term made its
emergence from an anthropological viewpoint: but has been popularly adopted by course
designers in an educational setting. In the process of knowledge sharing, different CoPs can
be assembled into CoIs (Communities of Interest) on the basis of members’ having similar
interests (Rachel, 2008; Huang et al., 2010). This study’s CoP concept is identical to a CoI,
because members of this community share the same interests, but under the supervision of a
facilitator. Within the virtual context, various types of CoIs have been established at an
astonishing speed, along with the development of social network sites such as Facebook and
MySpace (Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe, 2007). Therefore, geographic boundaries can be
broken down by means of forming online connections (Kaulback & Bergtholdt, 2008). The
notion of a CoP for learning a language is very similar to the term “speech community” and
engagements in such communities may enhance an individual’s sociolinguistic competencies
(Holmes & Meyerhoff, 1999). Any EFL environmental disadvantages can be compensated
through online networks with native English speakers.
However, the CoP’s application will not lead to optimal effectiveness naturally. The role of
members, who have higher competency levels, is significantly relevant to the effectiveness of
a CoP, particularly in foreign language educational settings(Haneda, 1997). In a case study
conducted by Morita (2004), Japanese L2 English learners engaged more in CoP activities if
the teacher acknowledged their contributions. With such a rich linguistic resource available in
a CoP, students’ learning effectiveness may be improved through active participation in the
activities (Jou, 2013; Swain & Deters, 2007). Nevertheless, the CoPs constructed by the
aforementioned research were led or dominated by native speakers of the target language.
The outcomes may be different if the CoP is established voluntarily by learners within an
EFL context where no native English speakers are involved, especially when it uses a virtual
environment such as the Facebook as its platform. This was the catalyst for designing this
research.
2.4 L2 Socialization
Language socialization is broadly defined as the process through which a child or other
novice acquires language knowledge and practices. These will enable him/her to participate
effectively and appropriately in the social life of a particular community having their own
values, ideologies and activities, and enabling them to be recognized by other members
(Garrett, 2002; Duff, 2007). Second language socialization (L2 socialization) is the process
where a novice is socialized into the target language community through the use of that
particular language. In order to foster a second language socialization and to boost second
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language learning, from the perspective of a Social Cultural Theory, Lantolf (2007)
emphasized that being exposed to the target language is necessary. A Sociocultural Theory, as
well as L2 Socialization, as Kasper (2001) suggested, occurs when the knowledge of the
target language is not only transmitted, but also created and acquired through concrete
interaction in an appropriate sociocultural environment. That is to say, abundant interaction in
a target language community is important to second language learning; otherwise, the process
and learning outcome is compromised (Norton, 2008).
Xu (2010) further pointed out that negotiations between learners and interlocutors are the
essence of language development, which should include comprehensible as well as
incomprehensible input. Since negotiations and interactivities of L2 socialization can enhance
the rate of acquisition (Nation, 2001), an EFL learner’s active and positive participation in an
English cultural community and activities, is essential for the effective learning of the
language (Lantolf, 2007; McLoughlin, 2007; Ricento, 2005). Furthermore, in Kim's (2011)
study, non-native English speakers were keen to make more contributions in the virtual
community of practice than their native-speaker counterparts, because their confidence was
piqued by the interactivities. One of the most important tasks for EFL teachers is to promote
their student’s engagement in English, in a formal as well as informal educational context,
which can be achieved through meaningful interactions under the auspices of
Computer-mediated communication (CMC)(Yang, 2011).
However, to our knowledge, any empirical work on Chinese-speaking EFL learners' behavior
on SNS such as Facebook is still at an early stage, particularly when applying an Analytical
Hierarchical Process (AHP) as a tool for empirical analysis.
2.5 Identity
Identification occurs when one wants to establish or maintain a satisfying self-defining
relationship with another person or a group, and is crucial for individual socialization and
language acquisition (Norton, 2002). Members’ identification within a virtual learning
community plays a vital role in knowledge sharing or contributing to social activities (Chow,
2008; Hooff, 2009; 2008;Shin, 2007). Language acquisition engages the students’ identities
since language itself is not only a linguistic system of signs and symbols but also a complex
social practice (Norton, 2002). When a language student interacts with members of a target
language group, he/she is seeking more than just words, phrases, dialect, and idiomatic
expressions, but rather to what extent he/she will be able to impose reception and be
recognized by his/her interlocutors (Norton, 2002). The identification level of bilingual
identity is also influenced by the learners’ perceptions and attitudes toward the learning
environment (Ghazvini, 2011). SNS are an ideal place for EFL learners to access a target
language and create a virtual identity (Reinhardt, 2010; Yu, 2010). Exhibiting the potential as
platforms for community participation and self-presentation construction they allow students
to stay active within various interactions, and maintain close relationships with a small group
of peers. Ricento (2005)and Ushioda (2011)suggested that the higher the degree to which a
learner identifies with a target culture, the more motivated he/she will be to acquire that
language. By engaging in self-expression, conversation and knowledge sharing with others
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on SNS, ESL learners form their virtual social identity and master the target
languagesimultaneously (McLoughlin, 2007). A few empirical studies have already been
done concerning EFL learning on SNS. This study aims to empirically extend the current
understanding of this issue.
2.6 Collaborative Learning
Collaborative learning is defined as a way to jump-start a learners’ cognitive development
through social interactions or knowledge sharing in an enjoyable fashion (Zurita, 2004;
Olivares, 2007; Minocha, 2009). This has been proven to effectively improve learning
outcomes (Cheng, 2011). Learners are able to retain the knowledge they acquire through
collaborative learning much longer (Ge, 2011). Based on Brown and Ford’s statement (2002),
the advantage to collaborative learning comes from two major areas: information retrieval
and increased motivation. These two advantages are acknowledged to be the major reasons
attributed to learners’ outperformance. In the digital era, integrating the collaborative learning
paradigm with the virtual context, which is also known as Computer-supported collaborative
learning (CSCL), has attracted the attention of many scholars (Chen, 2012). Within the
domain of EFL learning, students’ engagements in Facebook or other CMC platforms did
promote collaborative learning between them (Lampe, 2011; Ko, 2012); however, it will not
naturally occur in a virtual environment (Orvis, 2006; Hsu& Lin, 2008). It is assumed that
students need to perceive the benefits of learning through their interactions on Facebook, or
any other virtual platform, before they are motivated to make a contribution. Pertinent
research, comparing learners’ feedback on collaborative learning in traditional classrooms
and CSCL remains very limited, particularly when EFL learning is the focus. Research
conducted by Warschauer (2002) and Ge (2011) focused their analysis on the ESL/EFL
students’ English writing abilities. Results from these two studies indicated that the CSCL
had a positive effect on learning. How and why CSCL facilitates collaborative learning is still
unclear. At the time of this writing, no studies have applied a decision-making technique,
such as AHP, to help learners recognize their preferences between CSCL and face-to-face
collaborative learning.
3. Research Context
This study designed and orchestrated an Analytical Hierarchical Process (AHP), as a
qualitative method, to provide detailed information and comprehensive answers to the
proposed research questions. Facebook was also used to organize a community of practice
(CoP) in an experimental context for EFL pupils, due to its prevailing popularity among the
college students in both southern Taiwan (Shih, 2011)and other corners of the globe(Junco,
2011). The CoP was formed voluntarily by freshmen of a public university in southern
Taiwan as they were interested in learning English and wanted to have more interactions
within a virtual environment (i.e. Facebook).All of the participants (N=43) were English
majors, and a facilitator who had a professional English background (a nonnative speaker
EFL teacher) was invited into the CoP as the English expert in this virtual environment. It is
noted that the facilitator would provide the appropriate English language usage to a
participant during discussions within the CoP, but only when needed, and did not actively
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commence any activity. Participants were encouraged to post and initiate all sorts of materials
(e.g., movie clips, music, articles, etc.) and activities in the CoP. Consequently they would
have responses and discussions under those postings that interested them. English was the
only medium being used within this CoP and no newcomers were invited to join in during the
research period.
The major activities conducted in this CoP were for the purpose of leisure and therefore
mainly about, but not limited to, members’ sharing their thoughts on a movie or song that
they had just seen or listened to. They would comment on the contents of that movie or song
per se or they could express their viewpoint regarding the performance of an actor/actress, or
singer/band. Their personal stories were also welcome as long as they felt comfortable
sharing. The role that the facilitator played in this CoP was to promote the interactivities
between members and to provide feedback on their use of English. The facilitator rarely
actively initiated an interaction unless there had been no interactivity undertaken by members
for a certain period of time (i.e. 3 days).
3.1 Qualitative Methodology of this Study
The qualitative design for this study was to obtain "detailed descriptions of situations, events,
people, interactions, and observed behaviors; direct quotations from people about their
experiences, attitudes, beliefs, and thoughts; and excerpts or entire passages from documents,
correspondence, records, and case histories” (Merriam & Simpson, 1995, p. 157). In social
science research, focus group interviews have been acknowledged as the popular method for
collecting qualitative data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Graffigna & Bosio, 2006; Rodriguez,
Schwartz, Lahman, & Geist, 2011) and was thus adopted by this research. The main reason
for utilizing this method was its ability to facilitate the interviewees' self-disclosures within
the group (Krueger & Casey, 2009). More personal viewpoints and opinions could be elicited
from the participants since they were given greater control in the research, which can make
new information more meaningful (Jowett & O'Toole, 2006). The reliability of collected
qualitative data could be scrutinized through the triangulation of data sources which would
ensure its trustworthiness, dependability, transferability, and conformability (Lincoln
&
Cuba, 1985). The participants were from the same class and acquainted with each other,
which implied that they would feel totally comfortable sharing their unique experiences with
the interviewer(Rodriguez et al., 2011).Their role is to be decisive about the quality of
acquired qualitative data. They are supposed to understand and value the interviewees'
experience or story that was shared within the group, to garner rich and authentic information
(Fallon & Brown, 2002; Hennick, 2008). As for ethical concerns, all participants were
informed upon undertaking this research that they were free to be excluded at his/her will as
it would not harm or breach their rights.
In addition to a focus group interview, virtual observations were used to record the
participants' engagements in the virtual CoP because "anchoring analytical observations
firmly in data is simply imperative in all qualitative analysis" (Nikander, 2008, p. 225).The
objectivity issue with observations has raised concerns from researchers, such as Denzin and
Lincoln (2000) as to the validity of qualitative research. In order to assure the objectivity of
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observations, the researchers, as well as the CoP facilitator, did not share their personal
thoughts at the CoP. With regards to reliability of the qualitative data a member-checking
technique was administered, by asking participants to examine the correctness and
clarification of the interview transcripts. Validity can be ensured once participants' masking
behaviors, or responses can be avoided when participants feel the researcher(s) is/are
trustworthy (Jowett & O'Toole, 2006).
3.2 Instrument
The major instruments used by this research were a structured interview, virtual observations
and an AHP. Interview questions were developed on the basis of reviewed literatures and
were used to obtain the participants’ general understanding of using Facebook as a
language-acquisition platform, and their specific opinions towards interaction with their peers
within this CoP. The AHP questionnaire was designed to assist the participants in eliciting
their preference between doing activities face-to-face or having these activities on Facebook.
Due to the attributes of AHP, the Likert Scale was not suitable for pair-wise comparisons
(Hsu, 2011;Kainulainen, 2009).Instead, an AHP questionnaire has the ability to evaluate an
individual’s preference regarding two items on the same nine level preference scale, both
quantitatively and qualitatively (Ishizaka& Labib, 2009).
As mentioned above, an AHP is a theory adopted in the decision-making process through
measurements of pairwise comparisons between two options (Saaty, 2008). With the
administration of an AHP, the relative importance between two possible solutions can be
derived in numerical values (Saaty, 1994). An AHP has been applied as a tool to depict and
evaluate the relationships among variables (Huang, 2011; Saaty, 1990), particularly when
innovative educational approaches are studied and compared to conventional pedagogy (Shee,
2008; Huang, 2011). For this research, twenty participants were randomly selected to serve as
a panel of members to fill out an AHP questionnaire, that was designed to help participants
respond regarding their preference for interactivities either on Facebook, or face-to-face.
Questions in each construct were developed on the basis of the underpinning theories
discussed above. Sample questions for the “Negotiation” construct began with “I feel more
comfortable asking questions or making responses to others in English”, and the
“Interactivities” construct included statements such as: “I like to interact with other members
within this community”. The "Identity" construct consisted of two variables:"relationship
with other members" as well as a "sense of belonging to the CoP". Sample questions from
these two variables began with "I have closer relationships with my peers" and "I feel
stronger bonding to the CoP", respectively. The third proposed construct was "Collaborative
Learning" comprised of "motivation to make a contribution" and "pleasure of interactions".
Sample statements for these two variables included: "I have a stronger motivation to engage
in communications" and "I had fun communicating."
Participants were asked to make the pairwise comparison between Facebook and face-to-face
modalities on a scale of 10. The weights for each criteria/sub-criteria were calculated and
evaluated for objective and scientific results (Badri, 2004).An Expert Choice Software Pack
was used to conduct the AHP analysis.
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3.3 Procedure
In April 2011, the participants themselves, formed a Facebook CoP as a means of improving
their English communicative competence. The facilitator, who had been invited by these
participants, played a passive role at its inception, i.e. the facilitator did not actively initiate
any activities for the CoP. The activities originated with the participants. The observations
were conducted in April of the same year, and lasted for three months. Focus group
interviews were conducted at the end of the semester, for cross-analysis with data derived
from the observations, and each participant’s posts within the CoP. At the end of this study, an
AHP was adopted to extract answers to the fourth research question.
3.4 Participants and Data Collection
Forty-three English major freshmen (N=43), withhigh/intermediate levels of English
proficiency, from the National Kaohsiung University of Hospitality and Tourism, participated
in this study. The average age was 19 (SD= 0.95) with the majority being females (around
70% of the participants). Most of them had actively experienced using Facebook for more
than a year. According to the suggestion by Powell & Single (1996), the focus group should
be comprised of between six to ten individuals with a similar key characteristic, related to the
research. This study invited six members of the CoPin for a focus group interview. Postings
on the Community of Practice (CoP) on Facebook were also used for analysis, and the
conversations in the focus group interview were recorded using digital voice recorders, and
transcribed verbatim. For the AHP analysis, twenty participants were selected from this pool
of participants. These twenty had experienced learning EFL through both Facebook and
face-to-face encounters.
The data collected from various sources (postings, interview responses, observations, as well
as AHP) were coded and triangulated to enhance reliability and validity. The content analysis
was adopted to systematically refine the participants’ responses and feedback. Cross-analyses
were conducted afterwards, to acquire insightful information about the experience. The
participants’ responses to the AHP questionnaire were analyzed with the Expert Choice 2000
software to yield normalized priority weights for each factor (Tama, 2001). The proposed
AHP network is presented in Fig. 1.
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Optimized Instructional
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Facebook
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Figure 1. Proposed Structure of AHP Analysis

5. Findingsand Discussions
After observationswere completed and any conversations posted on Facebook were collected
and coded,the study undertook focus-group interviews to further determine the causes of the
participants’ behavior. The study’s results and findings are outlined and described on the basis
of three proposed questions. Various data sources are presented to provide a comprehensive
view of the facts.
5.1 How do Net Generation EFL Learners Engage in Social Network Sites as a Platform for
English Learning?
Virtual observations were used to analyze participants’ interactivities within the CoP. Here the
participants were encouraged to post and share with others anything that interested them,
such as movie clips, music videos or inspiring quotations. Most of the participants were
motivated to take part in the interactions, and were keenly engaged for the first few weeks.
There were 50 postings within the first two weeks for a total of 57 in April. However, the
number of postings decreased dramatically in the following months. There were 54 postings
in May and only 11 in June. Once this inactivity was noted the facilitator tried encouraging
the participants by posting different kinds of materials and raising their interest with various
topics. Nevertheless, the participants’ engagement was still not boosted significantly. Figures
below reflect such changes, i.e., Figure 2 shows the participants’ active engagement because
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the topic appealed to them. On the other hand, when a passage on globalization trends was
posted, interactions or discussions decreased dramatically (Figures 3 and 4). The participants
made zero contributions, even though the facilitator encouraged further engagement. They
started to re-engage only after the facilitator compromised on the choice of topics (Figure 5).

Figure 2. Participants’ Active Engagements

Figure 3. Sample of IELTS Reading Test
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Figure 4. Facilitator's Encouragement for More Inputs

Figure 5. Change of Topic
According to this finding, it is safe to say that the topic of the activities seemed to be more
critical to the participants’ engagement, than the facilitator’s encouragement. Therefore, in
EFL learning, the major task for the online facilitator is choosing themes to boost the
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participants’ interest, not just cheerleading. Another interesting point to emerge, was that
students did not seem to really develop an interest in continuing with the CoP beyond the first
two weeks once their initialenthusiasm for using the new toy (i.e. Facebook) had abated.
After a certain period of time “having fun”, they suddenly got bored, which reflected another
major characteristic of Net Geners(Feiertag & Berge, 2008; Oblinger, 2008). Given the fact
that Net Geners’ get easily bored, in addition to the novelty aspect, instructors will have to
give Facebook serious consideration before using it as a platform to teach, or learn English as
a foreign language.
When the quality of their engagements was taken into account, it was clear that participants
contributed and engaged in interactions when more “meaningful” input was the main focus.
In light of that, they were encouraged to express their feelings on a specific movie or song,
and the wording of their contributions was used for further analysis. Functional words were
singled out, and the number of content words counted for meaningful input. However, just
like the changing frequencies of their engagements, the quality of contributions also declined.
These were assessed, on the basis of the number of content words, as participants’ meaningful
contributions. Results showed that both the quantity and quality of participants’ contributions
fluctuated dramatically, which was in line with the study conducted by Miceli, Murray, and
Kennedy (2010) and once again, the reason could be attributable to the negotiated topics.
Therefore, this study provided evidence to support the statement that the instructional design
of online curriculum should be the CALL teachers' main concern because it dominates the
learning outcomes (Ko, 2012; Levy, 2009; Colpaert, 2006).Further details on the reasons for
this change will be presented in the following sections.
5.2 What are the Primary Factors Affecting EFL Learners' Engagements in the Virtual CoP’s
Activities?
According to the virtual observations, participants’ engagements could not be maintained but
could be altered by external influences, such as the discussion topics. In order to find the
reason behind the engagement loss, focus group interviews were conducted to explore
participants’ opinions toward interactions in the CoP and on Facebook, and the factors
affecting their motivation and engagement.
The interviewees reported that, generally, they enjoyed interacting with peers within the CoP
on Facebook because they thought it was an ideal place to be immersed in English
(Pasfield-Neofitou, 2011), an essential element for EFL learners acquiring this language.
They also felt that they could improve their English proficiency through interactions and
negotiations, within the CoP, along with their peers and the facilitator, who could guide them
in the use of the correct English expressions. Some participants even indicated that
expressions could be more accurately conveyed in English and wanted to make English part
of their lives.
Interviewer: How do you like to interact with people in English on Facebook?
Interviewee 3: “I like it.”
Interviewee 4: “I enjoy this type of activities too.”
256

www.macrothink.org/ijele

International Journal of English Language Education
ISSN 2325-0887
2013, Vol. 1, No. 3

Interviewer: You like it? Why?
Interviewee 4: “I think that sometimes we can use English words to express ourselves.
The meaning of these words can truly express my thoughts better than
using Chinese. Sometimes, in Chinese, you can’t find a word that is maybe
as strong, or just what you want to say.”
Interviewee 2: “Because I think it is easy to handle English, not like homework or some
other pressure, so I like it. I think using English will be a lifestyle, and we
can better fit ourselves into the English lifestyle quickly.”
The interviewees reported that the current CoP is seen as a pressure-free environment for
learning English because it is virtually a closed group with limited members, which puts them
at ease. However, sometimes the students felt embarrassed and nervous when engaging
directly in English with peers in their daily lives or in the open environment on Facebook, as
they were concerned about using incorrect language in public. This result concurred with Lai
& Gu's (2011) study which proposed that, in comparison to other online platforms, such as
Wiki and blogs, for language learners' socialization, Facebook can "justify their niches in the
out-of-class learning context" (p. 330).
Interviewer: So you are willing to use English on Facebook?
Interviewee 3: Because we don’t need to confront the situation directly…because when
we talk to each other in English, I get embarrassed and anxious if some
difficult words are used that I don’t understand. It is different on
Facebook because I can just go look the word up in the dictionary, then
come back and reply.
Audience is an important factor affecting the engagement and motivation to interact in
English on Facebook’s open environment. For example, if participants are aware that their
posting will be read by their English teacher or the Chair of the department, they will alter
their word choice and be more careful making statements because they worry about making
mistakes when posting or responding in English. In other words, participants will be more
cautious about their grammar or writing style if they expect their posts to be reviewed by
those who have higher levels of proficiency in English. Such self-awareness may be of great
benefit to EFL learners but their affective filter will exist as well. Empirical evidence will be
needed to confirm this statement.
Interviewer: So if it is an open environment. In other words, other people will see your
English writing, for example, maybe Goodman (one native English
speaking teacher) will look at your posting. Would your motivation for
engagement be different?
Interviewee 6:“No! If he sees my English writing, I will be hesitant about making
contributions”
Interviewee 4: “Lower, a little bit lower.”
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Interviewer: Why? You worried about them is takes that you may make in the postings?
Interviewees 3, 4& 5: “Yes!”
Interviewee 2: “Because I think this online community is not an open one so we don’t
have any pressure. It’s free to say everything here.”
Interviewer: But if the Chair of the Department is checking, would you use this
informal way to express yourself or would you change your writing style?
All of the Interviewees said: “Change some words.”Or “I will be careful about the word
selection.”
Interviewer: You won’t be that free to do or to write anything you like.
Interviewee 2: Of course, and I will probably not make any engagement if I am aware
that there may be some people I don’t know who will see my postings.
Interviewee 5: “Yes!”
The amount of feedback plays an important role in the participants’ motivation and
engagement with the CoP. The interviewees reported that they expected a lot of responses
when posting something in the CoP. They expected specific oral feedback. They thought that
clicking on “Like” would not be regarded as a specific response to a posting. In fact, a large
number of responses and by hitting “Like” made them feel that they had been heard,
recognized and understood by peers. This appeared to increase the participants’ sense of
achievement and the likelihood of their continued engagement in the L2 online use
(Pasfield-Neofitou, 2011). However, the amount of feedback depended heavily on the topic.
If most participants felt that the topic was interesting, they would be enthusiastic about
providing feedback. On the contrary, if the participants were not interested in the topic, they
might remain silent, which would decrease their motivation in the long term.
Interviewer: All right, after you post something on Facebook, would you expect a lot of
feedback?
All the interviewees said: “Yes!”, “Sure!” and “Of course!”
Interviewer: What if some people just click on “Like” and make no response? How do
you feel about that kind of action?
Interviewee 3: “Well, I know that some people just enjoy “liking” every post but I would
encourage them to reply.”
Interviewee 5:“Clicking on “Like” means nothing.”
Interviewee 1: Hahaha…I have to admit that I am the one who tends to click on “like”
but make no response…Sometimes I just want to be actively socialized in
this community and therefore try to be nice to all the posts.
Interviewer: So you like to see their reply in words, not just “Like”?
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Interviewee 5: “Yes, because more and more people press “Like”, so it is common to
press “Like.”
Interviewee 4: Well…getting “Like” as a comment on my post is better than having no
response at all…
Upcoming assignments and examinations involved other factors affecting the participants’
motivation and engagement. The interviewees reported that when a big exam was imminent
or an assignment was due, they would be too busy and too tired to follow postings within the
CoP. However, they also suggested that, if the topic was interesting enough, they would still
engage in discussions within the CoP even though they still had lots of work. Finally, the
novelty aspect could be found in both observations and the interview.
Interviewer: So what influences your motivation more? The topic or things like
homework?
All the interviewees: “Topic”
Interviewee 3: “If the topic interests me, I’ll make some response no matter how tired I
am or how much homework I have.”
Interviewee 1:“And there will be a lot of people clicking on “Like”.
The novelty aspect could be one factor affecting participants’ motivation and engagement at
the beginning of the CoP. Participants are attracted to the novelty of using English on
Facebook. Yet, when the novelty abated, they became inactive. Moreover, they started to feel
pressure since activity in the CoP was just like homework, only done on Facebook. In this
way, the EFL learners’ motivation for active online interaction lowers(Nor, Hamat, & Embi,
2012). Based upon this finding, this study supported the statement byMontero, Watts, and
Garcia-Carbonell (2007) which explicitly argued that online interactivities did not warrant
learners' self-regulated participation in a CoP.
Interviewer: Why did you guys engage more at the very beginning?
Interviewee 3: “Because we think it is fun. It’s a new thing. We haven’t created a group
like that before. We can post our favorite music, videos, and films on it.
During the research period, significant samples were selected from the six interviewees, in
order to investigate their engagement within the CoP. A cross-analysis was then conducted
based on the data derived from observations and two of the participants’ posts.
Interviewee 3 had a relatively high engagement, made 14 posts, clicked on “Like” 10 times
and placed 110 feedbacks in total. She was thoroughly engaged during the three-month
period. On the other hand, Interviewee 5 made 2 posts, clicked on “Like” 8 times and placed
5 feedbacks during the research period. Most of these engagements appeared during the first
week. This data showed that there were significant differences between these two participants
in regards to their activity levels. From our observations, Interviewee 5 seemed to be affected
by the novelty aspect more than other interviewees, since her engagements were concentrated
at the beginning of the research period. In fact, the novelty effect was clearly identifiable at
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the beginning of this CoP, with 50 postings in the first two weeks. Determining how to lower
the influence of the novelty aspect is an important issue in attempting to maintain the
students’ motivation and engagement within the CoP. During the interview, all the
interviewees reported that they thought that using English on Facebook would be fun and that
they would continue their engagement, as illustrated below.
Interviewer: So you think that using English on Facebook will be fun?
All the interviewees said: “Yes!”
Interviewer: OK so if you have the chance, will you continue using it?
All the interviewees said: “Yes!”
However, taking Interviewee 5 for example, although she agreed that using English on
Facebook was fun, her active engagement did not increase. The reasons leading to her
inactivity could be varied. Topic preference and concern about using incorrect English are
possible reasons. Since the CoP on Facebook is a virtual group, it was not possible to weigh
how much each participant was engaged in activities within the CoP. It would, therefore, be
difficult to find out what really interested the inactive participants since they never expressed
an opinion. In this case, with 43 participants in the CoP, only 25 of them ever engaged in it by
either by placing a comment or posting something. Determining how to increase the inactive
participants’ motivation and engagement toward the CoP is a challenge for sustaining this
CoP.
5.3 What channel do EFL learners of Net Generation prefer when interacting in English -SNS
or FTF?
To effectively explore this question, an Analytic Hierarchical Process (AHP) was employed.
Before an AHP analysis is undertaken, a consistency check must be administered (Ishizaka,
2009). The results for this study’s consistency check received a high consistency
(Inconsistency = .00) on all pair comparisons, which confirmed that it was consistent on all
levels (Shee, 2008; Badri, 2004). The weights of all dimensions and criterions are presented
in Table 1 below:
Table 1. Results of AHP
Level 1
L2 Socialization
(L: .500)

Identity
(L: .083)

Level 2
Comprehensible
inputs in English
(L: .200; G: .100)
Interactivities
(L: .800; G: .400)
Relationship
of
members
within
the CoP
(L: .750; G: .062)

Alts
Face-to-Face

Prty
.039

Facebook

.079

Face-to-Face
Facebook
Face-to-Face

.063
.315
.049

Facebook

.025
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Collaborative
Learning
(L: .417)

Sense of belonging
to the CoP
(L: .250; G: .021)
Motivation
to
make contributions
(L: .250; G: .104)
Enjoyableness of
learning
(L: .750; G: .312)

Face-to-Face

.004

Facebook
Face-to-Face

.016
.041

Facebook
Face-to-Face

.082
.041

Facebook

.240

The final phase foran AHP analysis is the sensitivity analysis (Ishizaka &Labib, 2009).This
examines and further confirms the stability of the research results placed in different
positions of the hierarchy,when influenced by various factors. The outcome of the sensitivity
analysis confirmed the fact that participants preferred instructional activities being tackled
through Facebook. Detailed information on the sensitivity analysis is shown in Figure 6.

Figure 6. Sensitivity Analysis of Three Criterions and Two Alternatives

The total weights of the two alternatives are .238 for face-to-face and .762 for Facebook,
which refers to results based upon the information elicited by the Expert Choice software.
Participants in this study thought Facebook was almost (97%) the perfect channel for
instructional activities in EFL learning. According to the information elicited in Table 1,
interactivities on Facebook received the highest priority (.315) followed by enjoyableness of
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learning (.240). Therefore, it can be stated that participants were most impressed by their
perceived interactivities on Facebook for L2 socialization, as compared to other variables.
This finding not only confirms statements by Lantolf (2007) and Norton and Gao (2008), but
also attests to what Facebook is able to do regarding interactivities for EFL learning. Because
it has been acknowledged that interacting within virtual environments may overcome the
communication difficulties found in the face-to-face environment (Minocha, 2009).
Overall, the “Identity” variable was not considered as critical as the other two. This may be
attributed to the fact that most members of the CoP (face-to-face or Facebook) were
classmates or friends. The issue of identity did not create any barriers for any of the
interactivities between them. However, one interesting fact that is worth noting is that
participants thought the relationship between members within the CoP was much more
crucial in face-to-face interactions than in a virtual environment, such as Facebook. This
piece of information may contradict the claims by Reinhart & Zander (2011), and Miceli et al.
(2010)who argued that virtual environments enable members to maintain close relationships
with their peers. Since "students themselves can take the initiative through their creative use
and understanding of digital technologies and virtual environments to transform L2 learning,
interesting questions are raised about identity roles and relationships in the L2 classroom"
(Ushioda, 2011, p. 207). Another way to interpret this result is that Facebook members
believed that a relationship could be maintained effortlessly within the virtual environment.
From this perspective, this study is in agreement with previous studies. Future studies may
investigate this issue through the social capital lens, to elicit a comprehensive picture on how
social network sites can influence EFL learners' social capital, both virtually and physically
(Perkins & Long, 2002).
Concerning the facet of collaborative learning, the results of the AHP analysis indicated that
the net generation EFL learners claimed that social network sites, such as Facebook, did a
better job of raising their motivation levels to communicate with peers in English. One
possible reason might be that meaningful online communications allow EFL learners to
deliberate their language before making contributions, which further improves the quality of
interactions(Freiermuth, 2001; Nor et al., 2012). Moreover, in the virtual CoP established on
Facebook, all of the members were silent and thus communications could not be dominated
by anyone particular member's loud voice (Freiermuth, 2001). However, the difference in
promoting the collaborative learning created by Facebook was not as significant as the other
variable: pleasure. Participants had much more fun socializing on Facebook than
face-to-face. This result not only echoed prior studies (Minocha, 2009; Kao, Lin & Sun;
Ducate & Lomicka, 2008) but also augmented the knowledge about exploiting social network
sites to diversify EFL learners' interactivities in English.
6. Conclusion and Limitations
Social Networking Sites (SNS), such as Facebook, are greatly exploited by students because
of the technological support, as well as the affordance, which keep students continuously
engaged. Students’ strong interests and frequent engagements in SNS have attracted the
attention of both practitioners and scholars. Instructors have started to design and conduct
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instructional activities on SNS while researchers have begun to dedicate their efforts to
exploring the influence on students’ learning. This study focused on investigating the idea of
Taiwanese EFL learners’ engagements within a Community of Practice (CoP) on Facebook.
The results were consistent with a study done by Kabilan (2010), which suggested that
through interactions with their Facebook friends in a target language, students were able to:
learn new vocabulary, build their self-confidence, increase their motivation and have a
positive attitude towards language learning. Participants in this study reported that they
enjoyed the experience and were interested in interacting with their peers in English. Also,
they also felt comfortable and free to express their opinions and share their thoughts within
the CoP, on Facebook. However, results from the observations and focus group interviews
indicated that participants in this study pointed out factors that affected their engagement
within the CoP and on Facebook: audience, amount of peer feedback, topic preference,
upcoming assignments and examinations, as well as the novelty aspect. These factors suggest
that the CoP is an ideal environment for language learning, a conclusion that was supported
by the post AHP analysis. The global weight for Facebook was .762, and 97% participants
perceived that it was the perfect platform for EFL learning. Even so, EFL learners’ motivation
and engagement can still be influenced by external distractions. Instructors should pay
attention to these factors when applying SNS to their teaching. Future studies should focus on
how to mitigate the influence of these factors and to strengthen the EFL learner’s motivation
and engagement in other similar environs on SNS.
Concerning the research’s limitations, caution is advised when interpretations are made based
on the results of this study. The first limitation, with constraints on the generalizability of this
study, is the participants’ backgrounds, all of whom were English majors and therefore, might
have stronger intrinsic motivations. Since motivation plays a vital role in EFL learning (Hsu,
2011b), future studies may arrive at different results when replicating this research using
students of various academic backgrounds. Another limitation is the length of time that the
participants interacted on Facebook. Since time is related to the learner’s perception of the
novelty aspect, fellow scholars would be advised to design longitudinal studies to understand
the bigger picture on the pros and cons of using Facebook for EFL learning. Last but not least,
findings in this study indicated that EFL learners’ motivation can be a critical drive for
sustainable engagements in L2 socialization but future research may shed further light on this
issue.
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