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Abstract

The main aim of this exploratory study is to investigate how the use of an online narrative writing platform enhances students’ narrative writing. The popular social networking site Facebook was used as an attempt to transform the freely available social space into a tool for teaching and learning narrative writing. Students were instructed to create their narrative writing sample based on Labov and Waletzky’s (1967) narrative structure. The research questions for this study are as follows: (1) What are the scores of students’ online narrative essays before and after their engagement in the online narrative writing platform? (2) How do the students perform in the microstructures of their essays? (3) How do the students perform in the macrostructures of their essays? Although this study basically employed a qualitative, case-study research methodology, simple counts of numerical values denoting the students’ scores of improvement in the quality of their writing were also used. Six Year 10 students from a Chinese Secondary School in the state of Penang participated in this study. Data sources included written assignments collected from an initial writing task, essays written before and after online interactions on the platform and essays from the final task. Additionally, interviews were conducted to explain and supplement the quantitative scores. Overall, the findings show that the use of the online narrative writing platform improved micro and macro aspects of students’ narrative essays. The findings of this study have implications for the teaching and learning of writing skills in a webbed environment, especially in Malaysia.
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Introduction

Good writing skills are important for students to excel academically and for career opportunities (Graham and Perin, 2007; Chow, 2007; Tribble, 1996). An underlying agenda of the 10th Malaysian blueprint (2010) is to improve the teaching of the English language with a new curriculum focusing on five skills (reading, speaking, listening, writing and grammar). Writing remains an important skill, and being able to write well is definitely an added advantage for students. However, writing is widely acknowledged as a laborious and daunting task for students in school (Chitravelu, Sithamparam and Teh, 2005; Tribble, 1996).

In the Malaysian context, students’ achievement in the writing component remains at the unsatisfactory level (Saadiyah and Ching, 2009; Sharifah Nor, Rashidah and Aidah, 2010; Heng and Chan, 1996). This is evidenced by the poor achievement of students on the Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM), a public examination taken by Year 11 students (Sharifah Nor, Rashidah and Aidah, 2010). The students’ poor performance in writing may be attributed to the limited time allocated in school to training and immersing students in the English language (Saadiyah and Ching, 2009). Furthermore, the limited time does not provide the opportunity for teachers to personally attend to the students’ needs and interests. Hence, changes in teaching approaches should be aimed at addressing our students’ eroding writing skills. Because the current generation is predominantly influenced by the digital communication environment, there is greater urgency for teachers to integrate the new means for pedagogical purposes (Norhayati and Nor Hasbiah, 2010).

The advent of Web 2.0 technologies led to the birth of online writing activities and greater collaboration among Internet users and other users, content providers and enterprises including educational institutions (TechTarget, 2012). Social networking sites stand out as one of the Web 2.0 tools because they facilitate writing and collaboration. Evidence from the literature suggests that social networking sites can help teachers to create a conducive environment for students to practice their writing skills, thus overcoming some difficulties in writing (Muhammad Kamarul, Norlida and Mohd Jafre, 2010; Norhayati and Nor Hasbiah, 2010). Writing is less burdensome with online platforms because teachers and students are able to interact and work at their own pace outside the classroom hours (Ellison and Wu, 2008). When students and teachers collaborate, students who are weak and have difficulties organising their ideas will be able to obtain suggestions and comments (Harwood and Blackstone, 2012; Grosseck, 2009). This will help students to generate more ideas and eventually improve their writing. With that advantage, students are expected to help them acquire the knowledge to overcome difficulties in writing (Murray and Horrigan, 2008).

It is important to note that technology itself cannot be a replacement for effective teaching and learning activities. Any proposal for effective teaching and learning activities needs to be carefully considered for its technology, as well as its pedagogical practices. In the present study, Facebook is not a solution for writing problems. The solution lies in effective learning based on the interdependence of the pedagogical practices and learning tools. Therefore, this study aligns pedagogical practices with the evolving nature of technology, as the current social networking sites will become obsolete one day. When the new social networking sites appear, the pedagogical practices and learning theory that are suggested in this study can be considered in a newer platform. Therefore, the social interactions, online-collaboration, and Labov and Waltezky’s (1967) narrative structure employed in this study can also be used in other social networking sites such as My Space, Google Docs, Bebo and newer platforms that may appear in the future. The innovative hypothetical platform of this study is called the online narrative writing platform, which includes hypothetical virtual spaces, the tutor platform and learner platform, embedded within the Facebook environment. The tutor platform is the virtual online space within the Facebook environment where the teacher provided instructions, titles, model essays, tips and suggestions on narrative writing. On the other hand, the learner platform is where the students wrote and uploaded their initial essays (or first drafts), interacted with their peers and teacher, and finally, wrote and uploaded their final essays. Interactions between the teacher and students took place in both the tutor and learner platforms to encourage collaborative learning. In both platforms, the teacher and students were given the opportunity to express their opinions and comments regarding the essays posted. In other words, there is a joint effort between the teacher and students to improve the students’ narrative writing.


The research questions for this study are:


	What are the scores of students’ online narrative essays before and after their engagement in the online narrative writing platform?

	How do the students perform in the microstructures of their essays?

	How do the students perform in the macrostructures of their essays?


Constructivism Theory

According to Wertsch (1997), from the perspective of constructivism, students play a crucial role in constructing knowledge. Students are encouraged to explore, experience and experiment with knowledge based on previous knowledge by interactive actions (Shieh, 2010). In the constructivism learning theory, learners are able to also construct meaning by using cultural artefacts and do not solely depend on interaction with other individuals (Salomon and Perkins, 1998). The artefacts may be technological tools. In this regard, the Web 2.0 tools offer a tremendous amount of software for learners to experiment and build their own knowledge (Zhang et al., 2004; Leflore, 2000).

In constructivist theory, there are two important schools of thought, namely, cognitive constructivism and social constructivism. These two strands have been proposed by Piaget and Vygotsky, respectively. According to Piaget (1976), children learn effectively when they are taught to construct knowledge in a meaningful and effective way. Piaget’s theory of cognitive development claims that individuals cannot be spoonfed with information. Instead, there is a need for students to make an effort to construct their own knowledge. Teachers need to provide a stimulating environment for students to learn effectively. In the learning process, students should be allowed to explore new ideas and concepts, have hands-on experiences and try to figure out solutions to problems. Therefore, in the present study, the online narrative writing platform helps students to discover various ways of constructing a high-quality piece of writing with the help of other available online facilities, such as related articles, spell checks and online dictionaries.

From the perspective of social constructivism, human learning presupposes a specific social nature and is a process by which children grow into the intellectual life of those around them (Vygotsky, 1978). With guidance from teachers and peers during social interactions, learners can understand concepts and ideas that they cannot grasp on their own. The notion of scaffolding is also crucial in Vygotsky’s theory (1978). Scaffolding comes from knowledgeable individuals who produce a supportive environment to help learners and extend the learners’ current skills and knowledge to a higher level (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky’s social constructivism theory supports the use of online writing in education. The online narrative writing platform as designed in this study is considered ‘very social’ because it encourages social interactions between the teacher and students, as well as between the students and their peers, to focus on feedback on posted essays. Furthermore, the use of the online narrative writing platform permits learners to continue their learning activities through collaborative learning outside the classroom.

Web 2.0

The plethora of Web 2.0 tools can be classified according to its temporal nature, either synchronous or asynchronous, or can be classified as either freely available (open source materials) or commercial. Some examples of commercial online writing tools are Babylon, Master Writer, eXpert Communicator and StyleWriter Professional (BrotherSoft, 2012). There are also numerous popular Web 2.0 tools that are freely available for users. Some of these tools include blogs, wikis, discussion boards, e-mails and Facebook. In the face of costly, commercially available writing tools, which are difficult for schools to purchase, innovative uses of these freely available, open-source writing tools would be welcomed. With this factor in mind, the researcher has innovatively created a simple and inexpensive online narrative writing platform that is accessed through Facebook.

In this study, the researcher used Facebook as a platform to enhance narrative writing skills. Facebook can be a suitable platform for writing because it is a popular social networking site for students (Gabarre et al., 2013; Cloete, Villiers and Roodt, 2009). To use Facebook, one need not necessarily use all of its features. It is sufficient to use it to accomplish the planned task. In the case of using Facebook to encourage narrative writing among students, only features such as Groups, Comments and Walls need to use. This is similar to the utilisation of Microsoft Word, which has hundreds of features, although only a few features are needed to accomplish a simple writing task.

Labov and Waletzky’s Narrative Structure (1967)

In this study, Labov and Waletzky’s narrative structure was used by the teacher on the tutor platform to guide students in writing their narrative essays. Labov and Waletzky’s narrative structure is known to be a productive model in the teaching of narrative writing (Toolan, 1988). According to Labov and Waletzky (1967), the temporally sequenced structure, consists of six parts: (1) Abstract, (2) Orientation, (3) Complicating Action, (4) Resolution, (5) Evaluation and (6) Coda. The six stages offer information on the type of linguistic forms that each stage typically takes. The systematically organised information helps students to write better and increases the students’ awareness of the criteria for good narrative writing.

The following illustrates Labov and Waletzky’s six-part structure, which was uploaded in the tutor platform for the participants.

Abstract: What is the story about?

Orientation: Who, when, where, what?

Complicating Action: Then what happened?

Result of resolution: What finally happened?

Evaluation: So what, how is this interesting?

Coda: That’s it. I’ve finished and am “bridging” back to our present situation.

Some studies have shown teachers using these structures as guidelines to teach narrative writing. For example, Siew (1995) utilises the structures to assess the written narratives of high school students and reports that students are able to improve their grammatical structures. Another study by Stirling, Barrington and Douglas (2007) observes the written narrative ability of a child with autism after a period of 15 months and demonstrates that the child developed narrative skills. A study by Kigotho (2002) claims that students in Kenya are able to write coherently after receiving guidance from Labov and Waletzky’s narrative structure.

In essence, Labov and Waletzky’s narrative structure can be used strategically in English as a Second Language (ESL) settings to make the subject more relevant, purposeful and meaningful to learners. The structure suggests a basic model that is clear and replicable, allowing the formation of a more complex narrative (Toolan, 1988). The narrative essays in this study are rated based on the micro and macrostructures. The macrostructures refer to organisation and content. The students who are able to follow Labov and Waletzky’s structure will be able to score well for organisation and content aspects. The microstructures refer to vocabulary, language and mechanics.

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative case study research design to explore the use of the online narrative writing platform. Six students within a specific class from an urban National Type Chinese School were involved in the study. The students are from the Year 10 class known as Form Four Science. The students were selected based on their Year 9 standardised public examination, Penilaian Menengah Rendah (PMR). The Form 4 students were selected by the Head of the English Panel after consulting with the Principal, as this study was expected to benefit the students’ performance in their Year 11 public examination (SPM) the following year. Furthermore, the Form Four students were not sitting for any government examinations in the year of the present study. The students were of mixed abilities to create an environment in which students could interact with others who were more competent. According to Vygotsky (1978), a student learns better if he or she is able to interact with others who are more knowledgeable and competent.

Instruments

Data for this study were obtained from written assignments (see Table 1 for the schedule). Before using the online narrative writing platform, each of the six students wrote a narrative essay. This was known as the initial task. After six weeks of instruction, the students were again asked to write a narrative essay in the final task. Between these two writing tasks, which were conducted in the classroom, the students were given three tasks online and instructed to write a narrative essay for each task based on Labov and Waletzky’s narrative structure. For each task, the students were required to write an essay before and an essay after the interactions in the online narrative writing platform. Thirty-six essays were collected before and after the social interactions in the online narrative writing platform, and twelve more essays were collected from the initial and final task. A total of 48 essays were collected for analysis. A semi-structured interview protocol was used to conduct the interview with six students and the teacher after the participants were engaged in the online narrative writing platform. Individual interviews helped students to convey ideas confidently and comfortably (Yin, 2009). The individual interviews lasted approximately 15 minutes for each participant.

The researcher first created a Facebook group account named Narrative Writing II for the participants and the teacher. All of the students and the teacher were notified automatically of any post contributed by the members. The students’ essays were rated by three raters, and average scores were calculated. The researcher took the approach of simple quantitative descriptions of the scores for the written assignments. The scores represented qualitative information, including organisation, content, language, vocabulary, mechanics and total. The written assignments were analysed based on Tribble’s Writing Assessment Scale (1996), which evaluates all of the above aspects. The highest scores were 20 for content, organisation and vocabulary, 30 for language and 10 for mechanics.

Analysis and Findings

The written assignment tasks were considered to be successful because all six of the students were able to complete the three assigned tasks. The letters O, C, L, V, M and T refer to organisation, content, language, vocabulary, mechanics and total, respectively. Students numbered 1–6 were represented by the following pseudonyms: S1- Valentini Belbo; S2- Monster Kblue; S3- Catelite Nina; S4- Peony Moon; S5- Deer Tommy; and S6- Joyce Chee. In the next section, the scores for the initial and final task will be discussed, followed by a discussion of scores for the essays written before and after the participants’ engagement in the online collaborative learning environment. The work submitted by S3 will be discussed in greater detail to illustrate the trends in the students’ essay scores.

In the initial task, it was found that the errors made by the students were generally related to vocabulary, language and mechanics. However, for the final task, improvements were observed in each of these aspects. The use of idioms, better word choices and better sentence structure was evident in the final task. The scores for the initial and final tasks, as provided by the three raters, are shown in Table 5. For example, S1’s language score improved from 18 to 23, the vocabulary score improved from 12 to 18 and the mechanics score improved from 6 to 7. There were also improvements observed in the content and organisation aspects in the final task. For example, the organisation score for S1 improved from 13 to 17 while the score for content improved from 12 to 16. In addition, the organisation scores for S6 increased from 15 to 18, and the score for content improved from 16 to 18. Thus, it can be concluded that the online narrative writing platform helped the students improve their narrative writing. Overall, the scores in the final task were higher compared to the initial task. The following section presents the scores for each task given in the online instruction. For each task, the students posted one essay before and one essay (the improved version) after their interactions in the online collaborative learning environment.

As shown in Tables 2–4, the scores for the content and organisation aspects of the essays before and after the interactions in the online narrative writing platform for Task 1 to Task 3 were nearly the same. For example, in Task 3, S1, S2, S3 and S4 scored 15 marks for the organisation aspects of the essays before interactions in the online collaborative learning environment, and similar scores were found after the interactions in the online collaborative learning environment. For the content aspect, S1, S2 and S4 scored 15 marks before and after their interactions in the online collaborative learning environment. The only score that improved was from 14 to 15 for S3.

However, for the aspects of language and vocabulary, there was some increase in the scores. The social interactions seemed to have encouraged students to make the necessary changes to improve the quality of their essays, especially for Task 1 and Task 2. The scores for vocabulary and language increased by one or two marks for most of the participants. However, there was no change in the score for mechanics. In Task 3, changes in scores were not that evident. It was found that there were fewer interactions related to this set of essays. The students made a few comments related to vocabulary and sentence structures, but the interactions showed that students basically complimented each other’s essays without giving specific constructive comments for improvement.

Macrostructure of the Essays

Details from S3’s essays, as illustrated below, demonstrate her grasp of Labov and Waletzky’s narrative structure. The organisation and content aspects were nearly the same for her essays written before and after the interactions in the online collaborative learning environment. Her essay collected from Task 1 contained an abstract that provided readers with a clear summary of the essays. For example, “I realised what is the meaning of embarrassing after an incident happened”. The abstract from Task 2 was also clear, as the title of the essay began with “students were unloading the luggage”. Task 3 presented a slightly different picture in the abstract. In Task 3, she used the flashback technique until the end of the story and provided the readers with a clear idea of what the story was about at the end of the essay, likely because the instructions required the students to write a story ending with “tears welled up in his eyes”. Therefore, the abstract basically gave details of what the story was about. For example, “Pak Ali is a resident in Kampong Balak. He was a farmer…”.

The presence of time orientation in S3’s essay provided the readers with information about the characters, time, events and settings. For example, to indicate time orientation, she used “Last Sunday”. The complicating action was found in all three of the essays written by S3. A complicating action answers the question “then what happened” (Toolan, 1998: 152). A description of events was also used by S3 in Task 1 to build up the complicating action. This attempt was obvious in her essay, where she wrote “On that day, my mother and Aunt Clara woke up earlier than usual…”. An evaluation highlights how the writers manage their ongoing events. At this point, the narrator stepped out of the story to provide comments, as suggested by Toolan (1998), to delay the forward movement of the events in the story (Cortazzi, 1993).


Microstructures of the Essays

Microstructures refer to vocabulary, language and mechanics. There were grammatical errors in all three essays written by S3 because she did not utilise correct verb tenses. For example, the phrase “pick it up” (Task 1) should be “picked it up” and she used incorrect words, such as “nutrition food” instead of “nutritious food” (Task 1). However, in Task 3, she used the idiom “give me a cold shoulder”. The use of idioms definitely improved the scores for vocabulary. An examination of the students’ social interactions on the platform showed instances of them correcting each other. Students realised their mistakes and made the necessary changes in their essays after the online collaborative learning environment. However, the present paper does not focus on the interactions to give an indication of improvement in narrative writing, but rather focuses only on the scores.

Discussion

This paper has demonstrated that the online narrative writing platform enhanced the students’ writing performance to some extent. The outcome of the students’ written assignments highlighted that they had a good understanding of the six elements of Labov and Waletzky’s narrative structure, as the students applied the elements in all of their narrative writing tasks. The students’ structure was well organised from the introduction to the conclusion, and the students showed that they did not have any major problems in their written narrative essays using Labov and Waletzky’s narrative structure. This was likely why the scores for the content and organisation aspects of the essays before and after participation in the online narrative writing platform were nearly the same. From the findings, it was evident that using Labov and Waletzky’s narrative structure to guide narrative essays in the macro aspects of narrative writing was a successful endeavour. This finding is consistent with the views of Stirling, Barrington and Douglas (2007), Siew (1995) and Kigotho (2002) who found that Labov and Waletzky’s narrative structure could be used successfully to teach narrative writing. Labov and Waletzky’s narrative structure can indeed be used as a guide for narrative writing in the asynchronous online writing platform, and this further supports Leflore’s (2000) idea that web-based technologies can assist students in their mental schemas and can help them gain better understanding of teaching and learning activities. The online narrative writing platform supported the students in developing mental schemas, encouraged them to build and discover new ideas and helped them to achieve better understanding, as suggested by Piaget’s (1976) cognitive constructivism theory. A further explanation for the students’ improvement in their narrative writing is the concept related to scaffolding and the zone of proximal development, which is Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivism theory. The clear instructions in the tutor platform, which were based on Vygotsky’s social development theory on scaffolding, helped the students. Labov and Waletzky’s narrative structure, model essays, tips and suggestions that were uploaded on the tutor platform helped the students to build a concrete organisation and served as an important guide as they started writing their essays. The clear instructions in the tutor platform significantly supported the organisation and content of the students’ essays. In terms of microstructures, specifically in language and vocabulary usage, there were a considerable number of incorrect applications of verb tenses, sentence structures, modals, verbs and conjunctions. Grammatical mistakes began to surface when the students started to write their individual essays. However, as illustrated in the scores (Tables 2–4), the social interactions in the online narrative writing platform helped students to improve the vocabulary and language aspects of their writing. The students considered the ideas and suggestions highlighted in the interactions and completed their tasks independently. Writing quality also improved after the interactions. The scores for the essays after the interactions confirmed that the interactions were important for improving the students’ writing. One possible explanation for this finding lies with the argument that the social interactions in the online collaborative learning environment were a “dialogic space” where students could think, contribute and act collectively and where creative thought and reflection could take place (Wegerif, 2007). Wegerif terms the online space for interactions as “a cacophony of voices offering countless opportunities for dialogic engagement with multiple perspectives on every topic” (Wegerif, 2007: 181).

Conclusion

Our findings encourage us to continue in the direction of the research initiated at the very beginning of this study, as the use of the online narrative writing platform successfully improved the students’ macro and micro aspects of narrative writing. The positive results achieved in the writing task were based on the constructive and fruitful interactions in the online collaborative learning environment. The collaboration among the students and between the teacher and the students created a rich and supportive environment for students to improve their narrative writing. Therefore, to encourage writing, our attention should be drawn to online writing platforms that are available with innovative pedagogical practices. It is noteworthy that our study confirmed that Labov and Waletzky’s narrative structure can be used in the online writing environment to guide students in their narrative writing.

The online platform used in this study should be replicated in other settings to investigate whether similar findings emerge. Because the study was limited to a small group of students, there is potential for future research to consider a broader range of schools in Malaysian settings. This will enhance the understanding of the research and potentially broaden any generalisations. Future studies can also be conducted to study other aspects of language besides narrative writing. Narrative writing is one form of writing that students need to acquire in school. If the online writing platform is to be extended to Malaysian ESL students, there is also a need to conduct research related to other types of essay writing, such as factual essays, expository essays, descriptive essays and speeches.


APPENDICES


Table 1 Schedule of the initial task, use of the learner and tutor platform and final task



	Week 1
	Writing in class Title: A narrow Escape
	INITIAL TASK
	
	



	
	Tutor Platform
	Learner Platform
	Learner Platform
	Learner Platform



	Week 2–3
	Title: Describe the most embarrassing experience you have had
Material 1

	First draft (1)
	Online Collaboration with peers and teacher
	Final draft (1)



	Week 4–5
	Title:Write a story beginning with the “students were excitedly unloading their luggage”
Material 2

	First Draft (2)
	Online Collaboration with peers and teacher
	Final draft (2)



	Week 6–7
	Title: Write a story ending with “tears welled up in his eyes
no extra material given

	First Draft (3)
	Online Collaboration with peers and teacher
	Final draft (3)



	Week 10
	Writing in class Title: Saved at Eleventh Hour
	FINAL TASK
	
	





Table 2 Students’ average scores for narrative writing Task 1
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Table 3 Students’ average scores for narrative writing Task 2
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Table 4 Students’ average scores for narrative writing Task 3
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Table 5 Students’ average scores for initial and final tasks
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Abstract

Teachers set the stage and provide enabling mechanisms to facilitate collaboration in online courses. There are various reasons, backed by learning theories, as to why collaboration among learners is desirable. These theories include the active construction of knowledge as a result of peer-to-peer communication and interaction. It is clear, at least on the part of the teachers, what outcomes they hope to accomplish when they require students to collaborate as part of the directed learning process and the course is typically designed to suit this purpose. Designing activities that will require students to collaborate is easy in a residential or conventional education setting, with the learners located in one physical or geographical space. Collaboration, however, could be a challenge in a distance education setting where students and teachers are physically and geographically separated from one another. This paper describes how distance education students collaborate to fulfil required course activities. Specifically, the paper provides answers to the following questions: (1) How do learners go about collaborating with one another to fulfil course requirements?; (2) What are the issues/challenges learners encounter in the process of doing collaborative work; (3) What are the implications in course design and learner support services framework? Two offerings of a graduate course at the University of the Philippines Open University were studied by doing content analysis of the course guides, students’ posts in the online discussion forums and the personal journals submitted by the students as part of the course requirements. Results show that students made the most use of social media, especially Facebook, to facilitate collaboration. Two major concerns encountered were scheduling/timing when meeting online, given the different time zones of the students and technical concerns because some of the group members still had to learn the use of the software to facilitate online collaboration.


The students, however, found the collaboration work highly satisfactory in terms of achieving the learning goals and in building communities for learning support. Recommendations for designing collaboration among learners in distance education courses as well as some implications for learner support services are also discussed.

Keywords: online courses, eLearning, collaboration, distance education



Introduction

Achieving learning goals is always the concern of teachers, whether in residential or distance education modes of delivering instructional content. Teachers design activities that will help achieve these learning goals. In most cases, these learning activities require students to work as a group or collaborate with one another. There are various reasons, backed by learning theories, why collaboration among learners is desirable.

One major reason for collaboration is the promise of active construction of knowledge, enhanced problem articulation, and beneficial exploration and sharing of information and knowledge gained from peer-to-peer communication (Haythornthwaite, n.d.).

Collaboration among students is not a problem for residential students, as they are physically present in one location. It is, however, a major concern among distance education learners. Geographical or physical separation, however, should not prevent teachers from including collaboration work if such is critical to the achievement of learning goals. Teachers should set the stage and provide enabling mechanisms to facilitate collaboration in online courses. Aside from the basic consideration of physical separation, what other concerns should teachers look into when designing collaborative activities in the distance eLearning context?

This research looked into collaboration among learners in a distance eLearning environment. Specifically, it aimed to:


	Describe how learners collaborate in an online learning environment

	Determine the issues and challenges in doing collaborations in an online learning environment

	Draw insights relevant to learning design and learner support services framework


Review of related literature:

Collaboration in an academic context involves learners working together on tasks, creating shared definitions, pooling and sharing of knowledge, and creating emergent outcomes (Haythornthwaite, n.d.). Haythornthwaite further described the range by which collaborative activity can be designed as follows:


“…from division of labour to joint construction, from application of knowledge to construction of shared, co-constructed knowledge.” (p.12)



It is therefore important for the teacher to design collaborative activity depending upon what outcomes he/she hopes to accomplish.

Stacey (1999) elaborated upon how collaboration facilitates co-creation or social construction of knowledge and how it helps build supportive environment to distance education learners. According to her, collaborative work allows the students to “move from responding as interacting individuals to actively socially constructing knowledge” because all members have to contribute to complete the task. As members of the collaborating group, learners go through the following processes: (1) clarification of ideas through group communication; (2) obtaining feedback on ideas from fellow learners; (3) sharing and learning from the diverse perspectives of group members; (4) sharing with group members resources, new ideas and expert advice; (5) affirming or negating the construction of knowledge through continuous sharing and discussions with fellow learners; (6) practicing the new language of the knowledge community; and (7) practicing the learning in a safe setting for risk (Stacey, 1999). The same study also showed that the communication that happened while doing the collaborative work provided the students with “friendship and sense of belonging that helped motivate them when they were finding it hard to manage particularly because of the conditions of studying at a distance”.

Pallof and Pratt (2005: 1), citing various studies, also noted that “involvement or social presence better known as a feeling of community and connection among learners has contributed positively to learning outcomes and learner satisfaction with online courses”. Misanchuk and Anderson (n.d.), on the other hand, proposed that one potential strategy to reduce dropout rates is to encourage students to support each other and make them feel that they are part of a community. Thorpe (2002) and Tait (2014) both emphasised the need to rethink student support systems given the affordances of modern information and communication technologies that make possible collaboration among distance e-Learners.

Methodology

To answer the research questions, two offerings of a graduate course offered at the post baccalaureate level by the University of the Philippines Open University (UPOU) were studied. The course Social Marketing and Social Mobilisation for Development (course code DEVC208) is offered under the Master of Development Communication program. The two offerings studied were those for the 1st Term 2012–2013 and 1st Term 2013–2014.

The research used content analysis to gather the needed information. The following materials were content analysed:


	The Course Guides of the two offerings. The Course Guide is a document given to students enrolled in the course at the start of the school term, and it is usually the first document that the students read on Day 1 of the course. It contains information about course learning goals, course content, course requirements, grading system, schedule and other information deemed necessary to help students enrolled in the course to complete all course requirements on time. The part of the Course Guide that discusses course requirements was subjected to content analysis to determine the following: (a) which activities required the students to collaborate; (b) the specific learning goals set for the course which these requirement satisfied; (c) how the specific course requirement which required students to collaborate related to other learning activities; and (d) the specific instructions given to the students to facilitate collaboration.

	Posts made by students in online course sites/Discussion Forums. One of the features of the university’s online course sites or the virtual learning environment (http://myportal.upou.edu.ph) is the Discussion Forum where students can interact asynchronously. For each of the courses in this study, a Discussion Forum designated as “Cyber Café provided the venue for students to discuss concerns that were not directly related to the lessons, such as coordination for collaborative work. Posts that discussed the collaboration to fulfil the course requirement were content analysed to gain the following information: (a) how students formed groups or teams; (b) how students facilitated the collaboration; (c) issues and concerns the students encountered in the process of doing collaboration work (e.g., inactive team members).

	The personal journals submitted by students as part of the report on the collaborative work that they did. The personal journals were submitted individually by the students and contained the self-reflections of the students in doing the collaborative work. Content analysis of the personal journals took into consideration the following information: (a) How the group collaborated; (b) issues and challenges encountered in doing the collaborative work; and (c) personal assessment by the learner in terms of learning the subject and how the activity helped him/her as a distance education student.


From the materials subjected to content analysis, the students own narratives were taken into consideration to answer the research questions set for this study.

Results and Discussion

Profile of Course Enrolment

Physical separation among the learners is one of the major features of distance education. The eLearning aspect, however, of the course studied made possible the communication, collaboration, and cooperation among learners. Table 1 shows the geographical locations of the students enrolled in the two course offerings included in this study.


Table 1 Geographical locations of the students enrolled in the two offerings studied



	
Geographical location


	
Term course was offered





	
1st Term 2012–2013 (Batch 1)


	
1st Term 2013–2014 (Batch 2)





	Abroad/Outside the Philippines
	23

	30




	In the Philippines



	• Luzon

	28

	43




	• Visayas

	16

	8




	• Mindanao

	9

	11




	• Metro Manila

	41

	91




	Total

	117

	183





The first group, total of 117, consisted of 94 students based in the Philippines and 23 students based in 10 other countries namely United Arab Emirates, United States of America, Singapore, Brunei Darussalam, Papua New Guinea, Taiwan, Thailand, Oman, China, and Vietnam. Those students based in the Philippines were still widely spread across the various provinces and regions: Luzon (28); Visayas (16); Mindanao (9); and Metro Manila (41). The second group were those students (183) enrolled when the course was offered during the 1st Term 2013–2014. For this group, 30 were based outside the Philippines: United Arab Emirates; Singapore; United States of America; Qatar; Korea; Maldives; Mauritius; People’s Republic of China; Kingdom of Saudi Arabia; India; Bahrain; United Kingdom; and the Netherlands. As in the case of the first group, even those based in the Philippines were in areas far from each other, where physical meeting was not only impractical but costly as well. Given the geographical whereabouts of the learners, there was no other option but to engage in a computer-mediated communication and collaboration to complete the required task.


Description of the course requirement where the students need to collaborate

The course DEVC208 is titled Social Marketing and Social Mobilization for Development. One of the learning goals set for the course is to enable students to plan and implement a social marketing and social mobilisation program. One of the activities that the students were required to do was to plan and implement a simple social marketing and social mobilisation program as a group. The idea was to simulate a real implementation of a social marketing and social mobilisation program which involves different agencies/organisations and individuals assigned to do or take charge of specific tasks or responsibilities. Following Haythornthwaite (n.d.) classification, this collaborative activity requires the students to apply the knowledge/concepts learned from the course. In the process, however, they have to share their own understanding and interpretation of these concepts, and they will have had to agree on how these concepts would be applied to actual tasks.

Batch 1 students were given the leeway to select their group mates to form groups or team of 5–6 members, while Batch 2 students were already grouped by the faculty in charge (FIC) of the course. For both groups, the instructions as per Course Guide were as follows:


“As a group, plan and implement a simple social marketing and social mobilisation program taking into consideration the principles and processes discussed in this course”.



It was observed that even for the Batch 1 students who were able to choose who would compose their group; the location or whereabouts of the students did not become a major consideration. The primary considerations were observed to be the already established rapport among learners, because most of them were part of the cohort or batch of students admitted to the program at the same time, and their initial academic performance in the course, as evidenced by the posts already made in the course Discussion Forums. While a few inquired about how online collaboration would be achieved, a simple explanation from the FIC on the use of online tools to facilitate collaboration and some examples of social marketing and social mobilisation programs conducted online guided them on how to go about completing the course requirement.


How do students collaborate in an online learning environment?

It was observed that the students used different online tools to work as a group. Some of these were as follows:


	Online collaboration sites as indicated in a group’s activity report.
“Comments and updates were posted by members on a more or less regular basis through the group’s collaboration site.”



	Google chat
“The group convened on Google chat at the start to socialise a bit and set up the agenda for the session.”



	Discussion Forum (DF) in the course sites opened by the teacher for the purpose of collaboration. This was usually the Cyber Café Forum, where a member of the group initiated a topic specific for their group.

	Group emails

	Social Networking Sites (SNS), predominantly Facebook

	Yahoo Messenger (YM) chat

	Skype


These online tools were used by the students for the following purposes:


	To form the groups as per requirement of the course

	To coordinate group activities

	To inform the rest of the class and the teacher of the progress of the respective group activities

	To submit group reports and reflection papers


The students were given a free hand to select the online tools that they would use for their group work. These online tools became a necessity as the students were geographically separated from one another. The online tools served as their way to connect with one another. It was observed that the choice of the online tool was governed by the following factors:


	Ease and familiarity of use. This is evident by the choice of social networking sites like Facebook for most of the groups. Most of the groups brought their collaborations to Facebook, where it was assumed everyone had an account, which almost everyone regularly accessed. The use of emails and YM chats could also be explained by this factor.

	Accessibility of the tool. Many groups also used the Discussion Forums in the course site, which were opened for the purpose of group collaboration. It should be noted that the students were required to visit the course site regularly; hence, using the venue for all course related discussions would facilitate everyone’s participation as well as providing updates on group activities.


It was also observed that students also formed groups and collaborated even in some activities that they were not required to do so. This was evident in class reporting where individuals were assigned a topic to report. For each topic, there may have been approximately 4–5 reporters who lead the discussions for the topic. This could most likely be explained by the sense of community that is also formed among online learners, bounded by the common goal of completing the course and their respective degree programs. It should also be noted, however, that once the groups be formed, the students would always resort to the use of the online tools enumerated above and most likely for the same reasons of familiarity, ease of use, and easy access to the preferred online tools.

Issues and concerns expressed by students in online collaboration

There were several issues and challenges encountered by the online students in doing collaborative work. These are as follows:

Schedule/Time Factor. Almost all (96%) of the personal journals submitted by the students included in this study cited scheduling as the major concern in online collaboration. This was evident in some of the quotes.


“Due to incompatible work schedules, the meeting was attended by only two participants…”

“The main challenge of synchronous session is the scheduling. Our group had to email one another to schedule a convenient time for everyone in the group. Unfortunately, [three of us] are on a different time zones. Fortunately, we were all ready to make accommodations for our group meeting. Luckily, Saturday was a convenient day for everyone.”


“Finding the most convenient time for everyone was difficult since members are in three different time zones and with varying work schedule. It was however set after several email exchanges, and [we] proceeded as scheduled.”

“The schedule although the most convenient to everyone, was unholy to those in the different time zones (11-12am), as well as to those in Manila as it cuts across lunchtime (11–12:30). As such, there was a rush to close the session.”



This concern was somewhat expected to occur given that the students were based in different countries and, consequently, in different time zones. The number of students based outside the country (Philippines) also implied that for each group, there would always be that possibility of having one or more members located in different time zones.

Technical concerns. Because collaboration was highly dependent upon the use of online tools, various technical concerns were encountered by the students.


“The static and varying audio output quality of the participants affected the sharing – some are strong and clear, others are soft and sometimes inaudible; review of the recording of the session revealed that some of the static or the noise in the background could be due to a software bug or wrong settings.”

“The varying rate and sometimes changing speed of internet connections, as well as the different computer set-up of the participants hindered the smooth shifting of browsers or opening of new tabs to check the online materials being discussed – downloading was fast for some, yet slow to others.”

“During the sessions, another challenge posed to the participants is the grasp of the functionalities and the navigation of the tool. Thus instead of discussing immediately the topic, a preliminary online meeting and a continuous chat using an outside tool like Google Chat assisted the participants to fully use the tool.”



Technology for physically challenged members of the class. This concern was specified in one of the reports submitted.


“Challenging for our visually impaired groupmate as the Skype screen reader sometimes slowed down or stopped in the middle of the discussion. At times the screen reader cannot catch up with the fast-paced sharing and exchanges and thus, reactions were sometimes delayed. Nevertheless, it did not stop [her] from engaging actively in the discussion.”




Implication to Learning Design

Learning design refers to the process of planning, structuring, and sequencing learning activities (http://www.slideshare.net/pmundin/r-what-is-learning-design) that will lead the students towards achieving the learning outcomes.

Results of this study show that if critical to the achievement of the learning goals, teachers should not hesitate to include activities that will require online learners to collaborate. The mode of delivering instructional content should not be a hindrance to performing necessary tasks to achieve authentic learning. As in the case of distance eLearning, students are learning under different contexts, which poses a challenge to designing learning activities. However, such situations can also be used to advantage to design activities based upon the real situations of the students.

As shown in this study, learners were able to adapt to the use of modern ICTs to facilitate the collaboration and were able to satisfy the graded requirement of the course. Further, the results also showed that such collaboration also provided the students with a sense of belonging to the community of learners. By learning together, by accomplishing the course requirement together, and by sharing the journey of completing the course and the program, the learners apparently no longer felt alone and were more motivated to continue with the course and complete the program. These concepts are evident in excerpts from the students’ personal journals.


“Having a collaborative activity in my DE courses is an opportunity for me to gain new friends as it gives me a chance to interact with my classmates in a more personal level. Since I don’t literally see them, synchronous communication via chat or conference call gives me a chance to hear their voices and feel that I belong to a group.”

“It was fun and a challenge for all of the group members to attend the meeting through Skype. I came home late around 7 pm because we had something to do in school, meeting will start @ 11am Philippine time and I have to sacrifice my favourite program “The Big Bang Theory” [image: art]. I feel anxious and excited because I don’t know what to say to my classmates. I just know them by their pictures whenever I open UPOU portal, and it is a little different feeling to hear their voices as we are accustomed to just reading their answers on assignments and opinions. However, when the conversation started and some threw in their jokes in our native language, I felt more confident and relaxed.”

“The synchronous interaction itself was very helpful for me in the sense that at that particular moment I felt that I am with real people, in a community, pursuing the same goal. I felt more encouraged and motivated in my learning. Simply put, the interaction brought me happiness that day (who doesn’t want to be happy?)[image: art].”



Many studies have shown that satisfaction, sense of belongingness, and motivation all contribute to the success of a distance education learner, meaning those who score highly in these attributes are more likely to complete their online programs.

This supports Tait’s (2014) observation that dropout rates are not a function of instructional delivery mechanisms but of more effective learning design, and his proposition that learner support services should not be divorced from the academic concerns of learning design.

In designing collaborative learning activities, results of this study also show the need to do the following:


	Maximise the affordances of the Learning Management System being used, as well as those of the various online collaboration tools to promote communication and collaboration among learners. Online course sites can be designed such that groupings can be facilitated or students will be assisted to form groups. This will help learners get on with the tasks or the collaborative work they need to do.
Learning Managements Systems (LMS) like Moodle have features to group enrolled students, and students can immediately see to which group they belong. This will make it easier for them to contact/connect with their groupmates.



	Provide clear instructions regarding how groups should be formed, if groupings were not previously made by the teacher. There should also be clear instructions on what the groups should do, what course requirements will be satisfied by the collaborative work, and how their work will be evaluated.
As in the case of the courses in this study, the teacher provided instructions on what evidence of work completed should be submitted, e.g., report, pictures, links to the website created, videos made, etc. There was also clear instruction on what requirements should be submitted as a group and what should be submitted individually e.g., personal journal.

It should be noted that students are motivated to perform tasks if such would contribute to their overall objective of completing the course and their respective degree programs.




Insights and implications for course design and learner support services framework

Even during the early generations of distance education, the role of learner support services has been fully recognised. The physical and geographical separation of the learners from the academic community was bridged by the various forms of support services, which included once-a-month face-to-face tutorial sessions in Learning Centres. The early generations of distance education required the students to study on their own using the course packages provided by the academic institution. The focus, then, of student support services was to help the students become independent learners and to help them overcome whatever difficulties they may encounter in understanding the lessons.

The advancement in information and communication technologies also drastically changed the way distance education programs are delivered. These changes include the blurring of the lines that separate academic concerns from learner support services (Tait, 2014). However, the basic principle of why learner support services should be provided remains to help learners succeed as DE students.

Results of this study imply a changing of expectations from students so they can successfully complete the course requirements. The Distance eLearning (DeL) context now requires the students to collaborate online, search for materials themselves and not just rely on the course package given to them, in addition to being independent learners. Results of this study show the need to consider the following as integral to student support services framework:


	Technical support, beyond just access to the online course site, that includes the use of common collaboration tools like Google Chat, Skype, etc. An on-demand tutorial module can be included in the student portal so students can access it if and when they need it.

	Finding and evaluating resources. As mentioned, students can now access a wide array of materials, which they can use to learn their lessons. Unlike before, where the only source was the course pack developed for the purpose, both teachers and students can now take advantage of the rich and more recent resources available in the Internet and in various formats too e.g., video, podcasts, texts. However, students should be taught how to look for these resources and how evaluate them for academic use.

	Creating resources and sharing them. Students are always required to create knowledge products or resources as part of their course requirements. It has always been assumed that they know how to go about it. However, the vast resources available to them also make them ask, “What other new things can I do?” Students should be guided on how to make use of the available resources, the copyright limitations, what can be considered new even if they are using “recycled” materials, etc. Moreover, once created, students should also be taught the various mechanisms for sharing them, e.g., YouTube, so they can also contribute to the building of open educational resources.


Conclusion

Collaboration among students of online courses can be integrated into the course design if such is essential to achieve the learning goals. The mode of instructional delivery should no longer be a consideration in regard to what the students can and cannot do in regard to learning activities. There are various online tools which can be used for this purpose and which can also serve as a venue for communication, collaboration and cooperation among online learners. Online collaboration also provides the students with that feeling of belongingness, which motivates them to continue studying until program completion. There was also an observed shift with what the students need in order to be successful DE learners, and these needs should be taken into consideration when developing student support services programs.
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Abstract

This qualitative study explored the manifestation of social presence in online forums among the distance learners. Five learners who enrolled in the distance-learning programme in one of Malaysia’s public universities were involved in this study. Data were collected from the learners’ responses in the online forums and were analysed based on the Rourke et al. (2001) measurement of social presence, which comprises affective responses, interactive responses and cohesive responses. Document analysis revealed that interactive and cohesive responses were the most represented; no affective responses were found. This study suggests that the use of member profiles would help learners to get to know one another better and that instructors should play a significant role in establishing and maintaining the manifestation of social presence in distance learning environments. Further research needs to be conducted to identify the ways in which enhancing social presence could ensure a meaningful learning experience.

Keywords: social presence, affective response, interactive response, cohesive response




Introduction

Distance learning has created a new learning environment that is more flexible in terms of time, place and learning method. It has been more effective and convenient as compared to conventional learning by providing opportunities for learners to further their education at a higher level. However, the main challenge in distance learning is that the instructors and learners are located in different places (Moore and Kearsley, 2005). As a result, learners found that distance learning environments make them feel isolated and that a lack of engagement and collaboration leads to less effective learning (Leh, 2001; Kear, 2010). Learners felt dominated by other learners and anxious about presenting their ideas in public (McConnell, 2006). These feelings are characteristics of a lack of social presence (Short, Williams and Christie, 1976).

Social presence is an important issue because it can affect learners’ levels of participation, interactions and engagement in learning and can therefore influence their performance (Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2000; Halter, Kleiner and Hess, 2006; Kear, 2010). Richardson and Swan (2003) found that a high degree of social presence effects learners’ perceived learning and increases their satisfaction in their online learning experience. Therefore, a sense of social presence would provide learners with a greater level of emotional satisfaction.

One of the factors that determines the success of distance learning environments is the feeling of social presence in online interactions (Rourke et al., 1999; Cui, 2013; Thayalan, Arumugam and Muthusamy, 2013). In distance learning, learners use multiple text-based asynchronous tools to communicate with one another. Problems tended to arise from the lack of body language, delays between messages and lack of visual and auditory cues among the distance learners (Rowntree, 1995; Kear, 2010).

Social presence in distance learning means that learners feel connected to their peers and perceive one another as ‘real’ people, even though they are connected in the online learning community. Mardziah (2004) defines social presence as the ability of learners to establish their physical and emotional presence. Social presence theory relates to whether the learners feel that they are interacting with real people when they are online (Gunawardena and Zittle, 1997), even when the interaction occurs through the communication technologies (Lombard and Ditton, 1997). Based on this theory, social presence plays an important role in the distance-learning environment.

Learners need to feel the presence of others in the group in addition to being a part of their group to ensure meaningful learning. Through the online learning process, they could build a sense of belonging, social-emotional bonding and good relationships with one another. In other words, social presence would increase learners’ involvement, satisfaction and interactions in the distance-learning environment.

Many studies have been conducted on social presence in online forums, but not much has been performed in Malaysia. Krish, Maros and Siti Hamin (2012) noted that Malaysian learners were less open and often wary in stating their opinions due to the nature of their upbringing. Therefore, it is the intention of this study to explore the manifestation of social presence in online forums among the distance learners. This study focuses on the following questions:


	How do the learners express themselves emotionally in online forums?

	How do the learners communicate interactively with others using online forums?

	How do the learners initiate group cohesiveness in online forums?


Social Presence Measurement

This study used a social presence measurement adapted from Rourke et al. (2001). According to those authors, there are three types of communicative responses to measure social presence:


	Affective Response
Affective response refers to the expression of emotion, feeling and mood (Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2000). In online interactions, the capacity to express affective response is reduced because the use of body language, countenance and vocal intonations are limited (Rourke et al., 2001). In computer conferencing, affection can be expressed in many ways, such as the use of emoticons, humour and self-disclosure to others (Kuehn, 1993; Gunawardena and Zittle, 1997).



	Interactive Response
Interactive response refers to when people give their attention and are involved with the interactions (Shanthi and Thayalan, 2011), which include interpersonal encouragement and acceptance of one another. Interactive responses occur when learners reply to their friends’ messages, quote the messages directly and refer explicitly to the content of messages.



	Cohesive Response
Cohesive responses are activities that strengthen the commitment to a sense of community. Rourke et al. (2001) defined this category with three indicators: phatics and salutations, vocatives and addressing the group as ‘we’, ‘our’ or ‘us’. Phatics refer to communications that share feelings of sociability rather than communicating just information or ideas. Vocatives refer to addressing learners by their names. The use of vocatives establishes closer ties between addressers and addressees (Eggins and Slade, 1997). The use of pronouns such as ‘we’ or ‘us’ to address group members increases feelings of closeness and association among the participants.




Table 1 Social presence measurement



	
Category


	
Indicators


	
Definition


	
Example





	Affective
	Expression of emotions
	Conventional or unconventional expressions of emotion, including repeated punctuation, conspicuous capitalisation and use of emoticons
	“I can’t stand with it…!!”

“Anyone out there?”




	Use of humour
	Teasing, cajoling, irony, understatement, satire
	“Cheers…! We will look older if we think to hard about so many things.”



	Self-disclosure
	Sharing life outside of class, or expressing infirmity
	“I have a big responsibility to handle as a wife, mom, worker and of course as a part time student.”



	Interactive
	Continuing a thread
	Using Reply to continue another’s thread
	Subject: Re



	Quoting from others’ messages
	Using the feature to quote the content of the message or using the copy and paste feature on selected messages
	“James said that…”



	Referring explicitly to others’ messages
	Direct references to others’ posts
	“You have talked about Moore’s distinction between …”



	Asking questions
	Learners asking questions to others
	“How do I solve this problem?”



	Complimenting expressing appreciation
	Praising people or the content of messages
	“I really like your explanation.”



	Expressing agreement
	Expressing agreement with people or their content
	“Yeah, I really agree with you.”



	Cohesive
	Vocatives
	Addressing someone by name
	“I think Sarah is right.”



	Addresses or refers to the group using inclusive pronouns
	Addressing member of group as ‘we,’ ‘us,’ ‘our’
	“We should do something…”



	Phatics, salutations
	Communication which serves a purely social function; salutation, closures
	“Hi everyone.”




Source: Rourke et al. (2001)


Methodology

A case study approach was used in this qualitative study; a content analysis technique was chosen to analyse the data. The content analysis technique was selected as the primary approach for exploring the manifestation of social presence because it allowed the researchers to determine usage patterns and trends from the online forum responses (Ubon, 2005). This technique has been chosen by many researchers in online learning to examine learners’ social presence in online contexts (Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2000; Rourke et al., 2001).

The five participants involved in the study were selected from 40 learners enrolled in a distance-learning programme in a public university in Malaysia. Cecilia, Jee, Lee, Ong and Wong (not real names) were semester four undergraduates taking the same subject and course. The convenience sampling technique was chosen and utilised due to the willingness, availability, time, location and ease of access for the learners to participate in the study.

Data were collected from the learners’ responses in the online forums, which is the Learning Management System (LMS). Distance learners used the online learning tool as their communication medium to interact with lecturers and friends, in addition to the face-to-face learning mode which was held twice in a semester. The researchers used the online medium to collect data because all learners had equal access to the LMS. The learners were required to participate in online forums in the LMS, which contributed 5% to their examination marks. The lecturer posed three questions throughout the semester. Each learner had to respond to each question and was also required to respond to other learners.

The researchers collected and coded all the responses posted by the five participants as the major source of information to explore the manifestation of social presence in the distance-learning environment. Each response from the online forum was reviewed and coded by two coders according to the social presence measurement adapted from Rourke et al. (2001). The coded responses were randomly selected and revised by the second coder. The coders discussed the findings to check the reliability according to the research questions and the indicators in each category. Finally, the coded responses were imported to the ATLAS.ti software for qualitative analysis.


Findings

The themes in this study fall into three categories: affective, interactive and cohesive. Below are examples of learners’ responses in the online forums. The researchers assigned numbers to each coded message according to the number of indicators in the instrument, but the numbers were not ranked.

Examples of online forum and coded messages


Re: Meaning of Reflection [4]

Posted By : CECILIA

Reply To : CAROLINE

(Hi,) [12]

I agree [9] that the practice of reflection after teaching and learning process is very important for all teachers to assess themselves [5]




Re : Re : Forum 1 Answer [4]

Posted By : LING

Reply To : NOMMEE

Hi and 1 Malaysia [12] Nomme [10]. Thank you for your views [8]. Personally, I can say that most of the teachers do not do reflection after teaching and learning process. So, do not be surprised if we [11] see the teachers only refer to the text books to deliver content or just finish up the syllabus without looking at the acquisition of knowledge and the ability of learners [6].



Indicators: [4] Continuing a thread [5] Quoting from others messages [9] Asking questions

Indicators: [4] Continuing a thread [6] Referring explicitly to others’ messages [8] Complimenting expressing appreciation [10] Vocatives [11] Addresses refers to the group using inclusive pronouns [12] Phatics, salutations


Of the 202 coded messages, 112 (55.5%) were coded as interactive responses and 90 (44.5%) as cohesive responses. No affective responses were found in the online forum. The following results were categorised and displayed according to each category and indicator.


Table 2 Frequency of coded messages



	CATEGORY
	
INDICATOR


	
FREQUENCY





	Affective
	1.   Expression of emotions

	0




	2.   Use of humour

	0




	3.   Self-disclosure

	0




	
	Total Affective Responses
	0




	Interactive
	4.   Continuing a thread

	51




	5.   Quoting from others’ messages

	6




	6.   Referring explicitly to others’ messages

	16




	7.   Asking questions

	5




	8.   Complimenting expressing appreciation

	9




	9.   Expressing agreement

	25




	
	Total Interactive Responses
	112




	Cohesive
	10. Vocatives

	33




	11. Addresses or refers to the group using inclusive pronouns

	13




	12. Phatics, salutations

	44




	
	Total Cohesive Responses
	90




	
	TOTAL

	202





The top three indicators most used across the study were ‘Continuing a thread’ (Interactive Response) followed by ‘Phatics and Salutations’ (Cohesive Response) and then ‘Vocatives’ (Cohesive Response). Learners were required to start a new thread to answer the questions posted by the lecturer, and they were also encouraged to reply to their friends’ threads and discuss the responses. Learners initiated phatics and salutations by greeting one another and saying thank you at the end of their responses. Learners also addressed one another by mentioning their friends’ names, but most of the time they referred to their friends as ‘cikgu’ to show their intimacy with one another. Furthermore, the learners’ names would appear automatically when they clicked the ‘Reply’ button.

*[Q1] Question 1/ [Q2] Question 2/ [Q3] Question 3

Interactive Responses

Learners were found to be interactively responsive in the online forums. One hundred twelve messages were coded as interactive responses.

Indicator 4: Continuing a Thread

Replying to a thread is a basic component in text-based interactions. In this study, the five participants’ responses to their friends’ threads were counted and then coded under the continuing thread indicator. There were 51 threads replied to by the learners. On average, each learner replied ten times to the three questions posted by the lecturer throughout the semester. See Examples 1 and 2.


Example 1

Re: Microteaching [Q2: Cecelia]

Example 2

Re: Forum 1 [Q1: Ong]



Indicator 5: Quoting Others’ Messages

The participants were also quoting other learners’ points of view. This behaviour shows that the learners acknowledged the views given by earlier learners when they agreed or disagreed with the opinions, as shown in Examples 3 and 4.


Example 3

Reflections can help to identify strengths and weaknesses in teaching and learning and also to improve the quality of teaching and learning. [Q1: Learner A]

Reflections are not only to identify strengths and weaknesses in teaching and learning, but they can also be used to plan, improve or to enhance the quality of teaching and learning in the future. [Q1: Wong]

Example 4

Reflections are important to be implemented as self-assessments to teachers or to examine their own strengths and weaknesses as well as to ensure the learning objectives are achieved. [Q1: Learner B]

I agree that reflections are very important to be implemented by teachers to assess their strengths and weaknesses in teaching. [Q1: Cecilia]



In these examples, Wong and Cecilia quoted the views given by Learner A and B in order to state their respective points of view.

Indicator 6: Referring Explicitly to Others’ Messages

Findings indicated that a large number of learners in this study referred explicitly to the content of the messages by not quoting them directly, as shown in Examples 5 and 6.


Example 5

Besides, by doing reflections, teachers can change their teaching practices. They can also review and determine the alternatives for decision making to solve problems in teaching.

[Q1: Learner C]

Yes, I agree with you. Reflections can help teachers to see problems in the teaching and learning process from different aspects. Teachers can also identify the source of the problems and what actions can be taken to solve the problems, and they can know their strengths and weaknesses in teaching. [Q1: Ong]

Example 6

For me, I like to use demonstration skills, especially when teaching preschool learners [Q2: Learner D]

Demonstration skills are suitable for preschool learners. With demonstrations, learners would be able to see with their eyes… [Q2: Wong]




Ong’s and Wong’s views were referred to explicitly by Learners C and D by not directly quoting the earlier responses. In doing so, they acknowledged the views given by the earlier learners, which subsequently enabled them to give alternative points of view.

Indicator 7: Asking Questions

Findings indicated that learners in this study did not like to ask questions; only a few questions were coded throughout the analysis. See Examples 7 and 8.


Example 7

What is your opinion? [Q2: Jee]

Example 8

What is the role of reflections in teaching and learning? [Q1: Ling]



Learners asked questions to find out what they did not know, to gather information and to request assistance, clarifications or to obtain positive input.

Indicator 8: Complimenting and Expressing Appreciations

The learners were found to express appreciation for their friends’ views in the online forums. Therefore, the learners who gave the earlier opinions felt appreciated and would maintain their relationships despite having different points of view. As seen in Examples 9 and 10 below, Ling and Wong said ‘Thank You’ to the responses given by earlier learners.


Example 9

Thank you for your additional views on microteaching. [Q2: Ling]

Example 10

Thank you for your opinion [Q3: Wong]




Indicator 9: Expressing Agreement

The learners supported one another in the online forums. A majority of the learners expressed their agreement with the previous views given by their friends first before giving their own points of view, as shown in Examples 11 and 12.


Example 11

Yes, I really agree with your explanations. [Q2: Ong]

Example 12

I agree with your opinion, but I want to add some definition about reflection through my reading from a book entitled Pedagogi II: Pelaksanaan Pengajaran written by Ee Ah Meng said that reflection is a technique of making careful consideration to all the actions performed by an individual. [Q1: Ling]



The learners used the term ‘I agree’ to indicate that they agreed with the opinions and accepted their friends’ explanations before giving their own points of view.

Cohesive Responses

The learners were found to be cohesively responsive in the online forums. Ninety messages were coded as cohesive responses.

Indicator 10: Vocatives

The learners also addressed or referred to their friends by name when they replied to their friends’ threads, as shown in Examples 13 and 14.


Example 13

I strongly agree with Deng’s arguments [Q1: Jee]

Example 14

Hi and I Malaysia Nomme! [Q1: Ling]



Jee and Ling mentioned their friends’ names, ‘Deng’ and ‘Nomme,’ respectively, to create awareness that they were accepted as part of the group. In doing so, their relationships became closer as well. Most of the time, however, the learners enjoyed referring to their friends as ‘cikgu,’ as all of them were school teachers.

Indicator 11: Addressing or Referring to the Group Using Inclusive Pronouns

Throughout the forums, learners used pronouns such as ‘we’, ‘us’ and ‘our’ to address one another, which enhanced the feeling of association and closeness with each other. See Examples 14 and 15.


Example 15

Due to the limited time for induction set, we have to plan it properly to make sure the learning objectives are achieved. [Q2: Wong]

Example 16

But don’t worry; as long as we try, he will bless us. [Q2: Ling]



Indicator 12: Phatics and Salutations

A large number of the coded messages indicated that learners used greetings such as ‘Hi’ and ‘Hello’ before starting their responses and ‘Goodbye’ at the end their responses, as shown in Examples 17 and 18.


Example 17

Hello and good morning friends [Q1: Ling]

Example 18

Hi. [Q1: Jee]



The use of phatics and salutations in the online forums portrayed a friendly mood among the learners and therefore enhanced their social presence.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study revealed the manifestations of social presence among the distance learners in online forums. The document analysis showed that of the three different categories of social presence, interactive indicators were utilised the most, followed by cohesive indicators; no affective indicators were utilised in this study. In other words, learners were found to be interactively and cohesively responsive rather than affectively responsive. Hughes, Ventura and Dando (2007), Cobb (2009), Shanti and Thayalan (2011) and Lowenthal (2012) reported similar findings in their studies, while Swan (2003) found that affective responses were used most in her study.

In a learning process, learners should have more affective responses, which contribute to the learners’ level of motivation and satisfaction towards distance learning courses (Shanthi and Thayalan, 2009; 2011). Throughout this study, the researchers found a bland relationship between the learners, referring to a lack of emotional expressions, feelings and overt moods. Learners seemed not to openly share their problems with one another. Even though they were communicating with one another in the text-based interactions, their body language, countenance expressions and vocal intonations were limited, although affective responses can be expressed in many ways, such as through the use of emoticons, humour and self-disclosures (Kuehn, 1993; Gunawardena and Zittle, 1997).

Many practitioners of online communication advocate the use of member profiles so that members can get to know and learn from one another better (Barab, MaKinster and Scheckler, 2003; Kear, 2010). The learners could set up a virtual community in a way that allows them to get to know one another better. This community could include general introductions, family photos, hobbies, biographies, resumes and other personal data. Social presence in online interactions can be enhanced when learners share their personal information with one another (Shanthi and Thayalan, 2011).

Lecturers should also play a significant role in establishing social presence in distance learning environments. Although the learners are adults, lecturers should more actively monitor the learners’ responses. By doing so, the lecturers can clarify issues raised by learners and conclude the discussions by summarising the learners’ responses with positive reinforcement and good advice. In his study, Wang (2005) indicated that lecturers should pay more attention to the social and affective dimensions during the design and teaching of online courses rather than focusing on course materials and technology-based templates.


It will be beneficial to conduct further studies using semi-structured interviews to explore in-depth information on the manifestation of social presence and to determine ways of enhancing it to ensure that meaningful learning is achieved. The results from this study can serve as a starting point for further exploration on how the manifestations of social presence in online learning could connect with the real learning environment. This study concludes that having great social presence online would create a warm, collegial and approachable learning environment for distance learners as well as their instructors.
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Abstract

In the current debate about the use of social networks for teaching, it is often insufficiently acknowledged that universities have become very active at the institutional level in several social networks, with differing levels of engagement. This article looks at the way social networks are used for official communication at the institutional level in some selected Spanish-speaking universities to discover the different approaches and organisational implications of these activities. Although the institutions selected for this study are not exclusively distance-teaching institutions, all of them either have departments focused on virtual teaching or offer complete distance-education programs. The distance-education institutions are in a position to become forerunners in the utilisation of social networks for various reasons. They are, by nature, familiar with media-design and media-production, and they have a specific need for network-based communication because of the separation between the teacher and the learner. The authors have analysed the practice of using social networks by comparing institutional web presence on social networks at five universities located in Argentina, Mexico and Spain. The analysis was complemented by interviews with academics responsible for this area to obtain authentic descriptions of the actual state of development and their experiences. Furthermore, several metrics about social networking activities have been calculated for the respective universities, and their significance and validity is discussed. The academic institutions analysed use the most popular social networks to maximally reach their student population. Furthermore, information is mostly restricted to official statements about internal developments and organisational issues, which are duplicated on the university’s web pages. Interaction and feedback to user comments are rare. Communication patterns are not adjusted and differentiated accordingly to the respective social network characteristics. Finally, some suggestions are made about aspects to be considered with regard to institutional communication using social networks.
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Introduction

The development of social networks dates back to 1994, when Geocities provided a web platform that allowed users with little expertise to create content on the web. Ten years later, Facebook entered the scene; at first, it was a network for exclusive use by students. Twitter followed in 2006, as a micro-blogging system. Currently, Facebook has been adopted by 1.200 M users, Twitter and Google+ approximately 500 M users and LinkedIn 238 M (Digital Insights, 2013).

The use of social networks by universities is described by Moran, Seaman and Tinti-Kane (2011) as follows: “Nearly two-thirds of all faculties have used social media during a class session, and 30% have posted content for students to view or read outside class. Over 40% of faculties have required to the students read or view social media as part of a course assignment, and 20% have assigned students to write a comment or post in social media sites”. During the last few years, Facebook, Twitter or Google+ icons have come to be displayed on many home pages of universities. Reig Hernandez (2012) explains the success of social networks by its characteristic of merging the natural need for socialisation with technical opportunities, a juxtaposition that increases and multiplies our influence on users and of other users upon us.

In this context, the motivation to conduct research on the institutional use and implementation of social networks at universities resulted from discussions within an online seminar on “Educational Technology and Web 2.0” held by W. Laaser (located in Germany), on behalf of the National University of Cordoba, Argentina (Universidad Nacional de Córdoba) (Laaser, Brito and Toloza, 2012). During a preliminary inquiry about the university’s use of social networks, many publications were found that related to the use of social network projects in K–12 teaching and (to some degree) at tertiary level (Piscitelli, Adalaime and Binder, 2010; Seaman and Tinti-Kane, 2013). However, very few published reflections on the communicative use of such networks at the institutional level of public and private universities (TotemGuard, 2012) could be found.

Some Related Research Results

However, we could identify at least two relevant studies about social networks that had a related objective and applied a similar approach to ours (Hoffjann and Gusko, 2013; Kohrn, Griesbaum and Mandl, 2012). We will give a brief overview of their methodology and findings to complement and situation our own approach with respect to the literature.

Several of our observations are confirmed by the study of Hoffjann and Gusko (2013), although their target group was different from ours in terms of clientele, goals, and financing. Their study consisted of interest groups, such as trade unions, industry associations, public interest groups and professional associations. Although these groups have different objectives than universities, they have also a lot in common with them. They were described as being in danger of losing their traditional clientele and needing to strengthen the emotional relations to their members. The title of their study, “The Participation Myth”, already expressed the main message of the authors.

They distinguished between three types of social media use: information, interaction and participation (Hoffjann and Gusko, 2013). Although the interest groups they selected (n = 160) claimed to be highly interested in participation and interaction, the analysed Facebook profiles showed that only one out of seven contained activating elements of communication and that the distribution of one form of information predominated (Hoffjann and Gusko, 2013). The main conclusion of this study, which was based on expert interviews, online questionnaires and analysis of Facebook sites, was that the use of social media is still underdeveloped and not used to its full potential.

The study carried out by Kohrn, Griesbaum and Mandl (2012) addressed social media marketing at universities in terms of confidence, brand building and information support. The final objective was to generate a user who is a multiplier and an advocate for the institution (Kohrn, Griesbaum and Mandl, 2012). Kohrn, Griesbaum and Mandl (2012) transcribed expert interviews and investigated activities in social networks. The sample was taken from 28 German universities located in the State of Lower Saxony. The focus was on the use of social networks for the marketing of university services towards potential students (Kohrn, Griesbaum and Mandl, 2012).

For their research, they selected the most relevant social networks. All of the universities included in the sample were using Facebook, but only 46% used Twitter. The same percentage (46%) described the institutions that had a proper YouTube channel (Kohrn, Griesbaum and Mandl, 2012). In terms of activity, the authors reported that institutions of fine arts and private universities were more active in social networks than public universities. Furthermore, they stated that, by measuring the number of “comments that talk about…” in Facebook and the number of Tweets in Twitter compared to student enrolment, a certain inverse correspondence between the size of the institution and the activity level could be shown. However, the authors admitted that the database was not completely consistent (Kohrn, Griesbaum and Mandl, 2012).

In the near future, distance-education universities as well as face-to-face universities will be confronted with increasing competition by Massive Open Online Courses [MOOCs] (among others Daniel, 2012; Sharples et al., 2013). Therefore, the need to attract and link the students to the institution cannot be limited to marketing activities such as advertisements and articles in mass media alone. Social media have an increasing reach and became an important source of information—e.g., when students choose where to study or, later, when they maintain contact with the university. German studies confirm that the internet is the main source for the decision making of young student applicants (Willich et al., 2011).

Objectives of the Study

The primary aim of the exploratory work discussed in this paper is to look at the way social networks are used for official communication at the institutional level in some selected Spanish-speaking universities and to investigate the different approaches and organisational implications of their activities. We define social networks as predefined channels to connect individuals, groups or organisations and to communicate and interact via a technological web based platform.

In this article, we will tackle the following specific questions:


	Which social networks are used (Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, etc.) and for what reasons have they been selected?

	What type of information and communication is actually “broadcasted” on social networks, and what should be communicated?

	Which main functions of social networks are relevant to the university (e.g., tutorials, contact with employers, administrative issues, contact to faculty, brand marketing)?

	How do social networks compare to learning management systems with respect to advantages and disadvantages?

	To what extent do students participate in communication with the university (active or passive, possibilities of collaboration, obstacles)?

	How are staffing and organisational integration used in the service of social networking activities?

	How useful are the metrics offered by social network providers to universities?

	How are activities on social networks related to the strategic objectives and benchmarks of the university?


Methodological Approach

This exploratory study aims to analyse social communication within and between the main stakeholders related to a university community. Our methodological approach is basically qualitative, with an additional presentation and discussion of some quantitative data (metrics). Furthermore, it can be considered a comparative study of different cases. When describing the methodology, we prefer to use the term “Institutional Communication Analysis” rather than the currently intensively discussed term “Learning Analytics”, which is rooted more in the field of educational data mining (for a general definition of “analytics”, see Bichsel, 2012), or concepts such as “Academic Analytics”, defined as the analysis of data to help educational institutions monitor progress on key educational goals, such as student retention, faculty productivity and the impact of outreach and engagement (Educause, 2012). We want to emphasise that our focus is to analyse how universities actually use the existing social networks (which are neither created by them, nor for them), how they communicate information about the institution to their students and whether or how they organise a dialogue on a more general level with the students. We will also discuss whether statistical information provided by social networking sites is sufficient to inform and monitor the university’s communication activities.

Instruments and measures

The first step in our analysis was to study the websites of several Hispanic universities. The intention was to look at the visible and documented practices on these websites that was available to the public with respect to the incorporation of social networks (for details see Laaser, Brito and Toloza, 2012). Finally, we chose five Hispanic universities located in Argentina, Mexico and Spain to add more depth and authentic information to our study about the concepts and reflections concerning social network usage: UdG—National University of Guadalajara (Mexico), ITESM—Instituto Tecnológico de Monterrey (Mexico), UBA—Universidad Nacional de Buenos Aires (Argentina), UVQ—Universidad de Virtual de Quilmes (Argentina) and UNED—(Universidad Nacional de Educación a Distancia (Spain).

The universities were chosen to include well-known universities that had experience in distance education or in the disposition of larger virtual teaching experiences, regardless of their public or private characters and differences in size. Although the cases selected were, in a statistical sense, not necessarily representative of the entire university sector, recent studies have already confirmed several of our findings in other settings (Kohrn, Griesbaum and Mandl, 2012; Hoffjann and Gusko, 2013).

The main analysis was conducted through in-depth interviews with experts in key academic positions: officials for General Planning Coordination and Institutional Development, Universidad de Guadalajara (UdG); Content Management and Communication in social networks, Universidad Nacional de Educación a Distancia (UNED); Centre for Innovation in Technology and Pedagogy, Universidad Nacional de Buenos Aires (UBA); Coordination of the Special Service Unit for Communication Aspects of the Virtual Campus, Universidad Virtual de Quilmes (UVQ) and the Centre for Knowledge Systems, Instituto Tecnológico de Monterrey (ITESM).

The interviews were conducted in the Spanish language at a distance via web conferencing using Skype and the “iFree Skype Recorder” software. The interviews lasted between 45 and 60 minutes. Prior to the interviews, a semi-structured questionnaire was sent to each of the interviewees (Laaser, Brito and Toloza, 2012). The interviews were transcribed for further analysis. The analysis of the websites ended in August 2012 and all of the data and descriptions were valid until that date.

To complement the qualitative information gathered from the interviews, we looked at some metrics offered by social network providers to measure the frequency, content and outreach of communication via social networks. A comparison table for the five Hispanic universities with data about their social network usage is provided (see Figure 1). Furthermore the usefulness of the applied metrics is discussed.

Results

Web analysis

The results from the detailed web analysis of the universities that were ultimately selected show a substantial variety of content, priorities and design patterns—e.g., where and how to place information about activities in social networks, how to link information across different networks, how to organise interactive communication and how to embed activities into the existing organisational structure. However, we found that preferences with respect to the choice of social networks to be used were quite similar for all of the universities analysed. The most popular social networks being used were Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and, recently, Google+. YouTube (video sharing) with formal channels and Flickr (photo sharing) are also frequently mentioned; however, they can only in part be considered social networks. Furthermore, the web analysis pointed to some already-existing shortfalls in the quality of institutional communication (e.g., low response rates, inadequate design).


Interviews

To investigate in detail whether our impression about institutional communication on social networks was correct and to look at some causes of the situation observed, we formulated more detailed research questions to be discussed with the experts responsible for institutional communication at each of the selected universities. We introduce each of the following topics addressed in the interviews using a few authentic key quotes to convey the diversity of opinions and issues raised1.

Why are social networks chosen for communication?

Selected quotes:


“We understand social networks as tools to reach out to the remote student so that he is not forced to access the rather cumbersome platform permanently.” (UVQ)

“A university can use social networks to develop its capital of corporate identity, its capital of social relations and linkages and its intellectual capital.” (ITESM)

“This collaborative space is based, to a large extent, on feelings and emotions.” (UNED)

“I know of cases in which a student raises a question in Facebook and gets five or six responses before he gets a comment from the faculty.” (UdG)



Short summary and discussion of interview statements

Perhaps the most referenced comment in the inquiry was the usefulness of social networking to open up discussions and to establish closer ties among students and between students and the university (viz., the administrative staff and faculty). However, to be effective, this requires “immediate feedback” and “active listening”, i.e., a dialogue open to permanent revisions and adaptations with appropriate language and an attractive design that invite participation (UNED). It is claimed that social networks today respond better to the more diversified and complex communication needs of their users.

In this context, the authors wish to add that, according to Ito (Ito, 2010), social networks reflect, enlarge and extend the real world by breaking down geographical barriers and also by creating “friends” and “followers”—terms with different connotation than what is encountered in the real world. In addition to transmitting data, social networks enable the creation of new types of feelings and emotions by sharing text, sound and images in a way that has not been previously realised and which are eventually published under different identities to an unspecified public. Furthermore, the velocity and frequency of communication as well as the integration of different social network services increases—e.g., through the integration of hashtags, known from Twitter, into Facebook.

Institutional strategies concerning the implementation of social media

Selected quotes:


“I don’t believe that we need a strategy for social media, but we have to be aware of the fact that they have to be in line with the basic business objectives” (ITESM)

“We have not yet a common basis of understanding…We are like kids who cannot resist eating ice cream” (ITESM)

“This year, we have a plan, a qualitative plan for social media, to come into closer contact with our students” (UNED)

“There was the idea of generating a joint corporate image for all the centres that form part of the university; however, this idea’s failure may be due to the characteristic of being a public university, where every unit claims some autonomy” (UdG)



Short summary and discussion of interview statements

In the context of the web analysis and the interviews conducted, we found that there are currently few reflections on


	How to relate social networks to the goals of the university in the areas of teaching, research and administration;

	How to use social networks to increase relational capital, knowledge capital, and corporate identity; and

	How to incorporate activities in social networks into the knowledge management system of the university.


In fact, when we asked the interviewees about strategic documents or evaluation results, no written documents on the use of social software for institutional communication were available. In this regard, there are a dearth of studies about current use and the users’ benefits from, and reactions to such information exchange. There were also no internal discussions reported to reach a consensus about institutional policy guidelines concerning the “corporate design” and appropriate “netiquette” for social networks. Furthermore, there were no official records of the different activities of faculty members in social networks.

Usually, the student’s and teacher’s participation in social networks is the focus of academic writing. However, it is necessary to use social networks more widely to include other stakeholders and to target and exploit specific information channels. Thus, social networks should also include institutional groups, such as administrative staff and faculty, to strengthen ties with students and to promote the development of communities of practice within and outside the university (UNED).

Establishing a common institutional profile is extremely difficult at medium-sized to large universities because it is difficult to standardise and channel the information of the decentralised institutes/colleges/schools. Furthermore, the possibility of central control is contradictory to the philosophy of liberty that forms part of social networks—it also could oppose academic freedom (UdG, UBA).

Lectures, workshops, research grants and other incentives to promote the educational use of social networks in an institutional context were widely missing at the institutions we researched.

Problems using social networks for institutional communication

Selected quotes:


“Some students say that the university should not interfere in their private space. The university has not yet established a clearly defined position on handling this issue” (UNED)

“Among the main reasons for the use of social platforms by college students are having fun, meeting and connecting with friends, receiving current information on administrative issues, or launching and running personal political campaigns” (UVQ).

“The young students believe that they are the ones who are the owners of copyrights of everything they write and that there is no need to put references” (ITESM).




Short summary and discussion of interview statements

Universities can exert little control over social networks because of their inherent openness. At the same time, this makes any individual university more vulnerable and exposed to unjustified criticism and mobbing. Furthermore, it is often the case that students have more confidence in the opinions of their peers, and are, therefore, more inclined to accept information about the quality of the university and its staff from peers rather than from the institution itself.

As in other areas, “parallel network accounts” are also set up, it can become difficult for students to discern which information is reliable and backed by university staff (UdG). Therefore, the active participation of the institution may be essential. A strategy to reduce the substantial cost of monitoring has been reported by several British universities employing students to monitor network activity (Swain, 2011).

In all of the interviews, the issue of the privacy of students participating in social networks emerged as important and requiring respect (see also the survey results of Pearson (2013). In this sense, some communication rules have to be set by moderators.

Another crucial point raised in several interviews was the handling of copyright issues. There is no clear distinction between private discussions and academic communication.

Kohrn, Griesbaum and Mandl (2012) also reported similar observations regarding data security and protection of privacy. The authors confirmed that there are still many unsolved issues. The legal situation is far from clear. Germany is known for its relatively strong protection of personal data. It is not surprising that the responsible staff at university administrations recommend not to use social media plug-ins as yet and not to create fan pages until all legal issues have been resolved (Kohrn, Griesbaum and Mandl, 2012).

Also remarkable in this context is the effort made by UNED to “scan” the information about the university in different networks. However, to take an active role on behalf of the institution in this manner is usually hampered by the lack of qualified staff and training. Furthermore, we were able to observe a lack of adequate knowledge during the interviews about the interference and scope of actions, particularly with respect to the concept of “facilitation” to be applied, in contrast to the facilitation and management of the proper LMS (Learning Management Systems) environments.

Social Media vs. Learning Platforms

Selected quotes of the interviewees:


“Today, I practically don´t use Twitter any more for educational purposes; I use Moodle, and I have heard no student complain about the absence of social network usage” (UDG)

“Connectivity—that is one strength of social networks that is a problem at the same time, as students are permanently distracted when doing other things rather than paying attention to what is going on at the university” (UVQ)



Short summary and discussion of interview statements

Comparison with the existing learning management systems (LMS) was a recurring theme in all the interviews. In this regard, there are many aspects to be considered to obtain the maximum benefit from each of the communication channels. LMSs were referred to as a closed environment where students are focused solely on the content, which is the opposite of the open and interactive relationships offered on social networks. However, the technical and communicative facilities provided by both types of platforms (LMS and social networks), if properly configured (e.g., open access via free login), does not maintain the aforementioned fundamental differences. Simplistic statements about social networks compared to LMSs should be avoided.

Therefore, we consider it more appropriate to focus on developing an institutional strategy that complements the potential of LMSs (small groups with relatively homogeneous pre-knowledge, joint platform for all students of the course, easier monitoring and control by the teacher) with that of social networks.


Media Unit vs. Management Team for Social Networks

Selected quotes of interviewees:


“A substantial inconvenience results from massive responses that cannot be handled adequately because there is not enough disposable time or because of a lack of available staff.” (UdG)

“At present, we have four part-time staff members who are active in institutional communication; originally, it has been just one full-time employee” (UVQ)



Short summary and discussion of interview statements

It is important that a specialised team take care of the social communication channels and that different actors are fully involved in the service. Although awareness of this need is growing, the issue remains that the institutes queried do not have sufficient staff for such purposes—i.e., communication and design specialists. On top of the very limited capacity to monitor activities in social networks, some marked rivalries can be observed between existing units for educational media development and new employed staff responsible for social networks—e.g., when defining tasks such as designing pages on Facebook or Google+, tasks that could be accomplished either in the marketing section or in the traditional media unit (UVQ). As in the previous cases, these events highlight fragmentation inside the university (traditional media service centres vs. marketing and communication units as part of the university´s administration or units at departmental level), but they also underline the revisions needed in the institutional strategy with regard to the means and resources dedicated to institutional communication.

Hoffjann and Gusko stated in their study that, at an institutional level, the relevant resources for the management of social networks are usually attached to the marketing section of the university instead of creating a proper organisational unit. All in all, they conclude that universities are well aware of the relevance of social media but that their activities remain provisional and casual due to the small number of allocated resources and that many of the administrators hesitate to make a clear decision on how to address the phenomenon of social networks (similar in Hoffjann and Gusko, 2013: 26).


The university’s use of indicators to measure the impact and reach of social networks

Selected quotes of interviewees:


“We don´t follow any statistics or indicators, really we don´t.” (UBA)

We have a very good source by which be informed about the student’s activities through the reports provided by Facebook, Twitter and Google. By agreement with Google, we got a “landing page” that informs us every two months about how people access our social network sites. As compensation, we allow the placement of some advertisements on our sites.” (UVQ)

“We use some software to monitor activities in the networks, such as SocialPro or Hot Suite, but we observe activities in blogs as well.” (UNED)

“Actually, I think there is no indicator due to the fact that there is no formal strategy and no plan for the implementation of such a strategy.” (ITESM)



Short summary and discussion of interview statements

We found that support tools and statistics were used only to a very limited degree by the universities investigated to measure the actual impact of these communication channels, although some “communication analytics” and “info graphics” were offered by website providers. Furthermore, the lack of accepted indicators or “benchmarks” to measure the success or failure of social network activities with respect to the institutional objectives was acknowledged.

Metrics

To offer an overview about the relative size and frequency of communication activities on social networks of the universities selected, we have listed some indicators (metrics) in the table below, collected all at the same time as a snapshot of their social networks.


Table 1 Indicators using data presented on the web pages of the universities with respect to activities in Facebook and Twitter (Data collected in December 2012).



	
Indicator


	
UdG


	
UNED


	
Quilmes (Virtual)


	
UBA


	
ITESM





	(1) Enrolment
	205.507

	260.079

	6.500

	293.358

	96.832




	(2) FB likes
	186.763

	39.543

	3.416

	30.960

	283.416




	(3) People talking about
	3.184

	766

	130

	645

	6.584




	(4) Followers in Twitter
	19.221

	25.235

	602

	27.132

	14.844




	(5)Tweets sent
	4.160

	3.819

	382

	5.993

	377




	(2)/(1) as %
	90.9

	15.2

	52.6

	10.6

	292.69




	(5)/(4) as %
	21.6

	15.1

	63.5

	22.1

	2.5





The table shows that there is a substantial volume of social network communication at all the universities investigated. The figures published are, however, rather general, and there is no indication about how they have been aggregated. We also added here the number of Facebook likes divided by the enrolment figures to relate the “likes” to the size of the institution. This indicator shows huge variance in the number of likes compared to the size of the institution in terms of enrolment. This result most likely reflects the relatively early stage of development characterised by different speeds of implementation to establish social networks as channels for institutional communication.

Furthermore, we included a metric of tweets sent compared to the number of followers, to look at the level of participation of the subscribers. However, in this case, it again is debatable whether these figures can truly measure the frequency or quality of communication with the university. As a first approach, re-tweets compared to the number of followers may be used as a measure for relevance of different posts. It can be assumed that a re-tweeted comment is considered very relevant to the re-tweeter. Unfortunately, the respective data were not available.

Interestingly, the number of tweets sent divided by the number of followers as a % was highest at the smallest university, a result similar to what was found by Kohrn, Griesbaum and Mandl (2012). However, more research for longer time periods is needed to confirm these results. Practically all numbers for the metrics listed in the table above increased considerably during the following five months, according to an internal update we made. Therefore, the development of the field is still very dynamic.

Many social networking platforms provide page administrators with metrics of web account usage, such as the one plotted in Figure 1.


[image: art]

Figure 1 Example of Facebook metrics for UBA XXI (part of UBA)



Totem Guard blogs (TotemGuard, 2012) propose the index “Comments that talk about” divided by the number of “likes”. However, this does not really measure the frequency or quality of communication because comments compared to pure statements of interest or just sympathy have different purposes. Additionally, comments often contain multipurpose messages and may be difficult to classify; moreover, the sender of the post may not be clearly identified as a student of the university.

Since Summer 2013, Facebook has redefined its concept of “page insights” (Facebook, 2013).


	Page analysis now consists of likes, reach, visits, posts and people. The analysis available to administrators is more detailed and the focus is no longer on the number of likes but on the content of likes (which page element is liked, positive and negative likes added to “net likes”).

	The number of people who saw a post is not considered important; instead, the type of interactivity (sharing, comments etc.) is more strongly emphasised—e.g., the so-called engagement rate is the % of unique people who clicked on, liked, commented or shared a post divided by the number of people who saw that post.

	Such insights are about visitors (i.e., when fans are online, where they come from and who they are).


These recently introduced metrics still have to be checked for their scientific validity, e.g., the addition of positive and negative likes (ordinal data) to “net likes” is not really in line with what scientific theory permits. An attempt to compare different ordinary levels of negative comments was made by Clement and Schreiber. They developed a five-step scale, ranging from relatively harmless negative statements to severe insults (Clement and Schreiber, 2013).

Furthermore, the metrics to support university strategies have to be linked to the objectives or benchmarks of the university, such as:


	The number of posts by university staff compared to students’ postings in a given time interval;

	The classification of comments according to the problems mentioned and content areas covered (teaching, research, administration);

	The staff employed in relation to the number of students communicating via social networks; and

	The level of awareness and image of the university (qualitative analysis) as represented in the postings of students.


The generic indicators provided by social networking platforms can be supplemented by other services and/or monitoring-related statistical tools (all free versions), incorporating more information to adjust the results and to calculate ratios for each institution, if deemed necessary. In this sense, the tool list is large and must also provide account management services. Among these, the most referenced with regard to social networks are: Crowdbooster, Buffer, Pagelever, HootSuite and TwitStats. Tools that display statistical information are added to the monitoring tools. The new buzz word for this type of program is “infographics,” and some examples of such applications are Easel.ly, Stat Planet, Wordle or Creately (Karbach, 2012).

Conclusion

Summarising our results, we can state that all analysed universities made use of social networks to communicate their messages to the students at institutional level. They have chosen the most popular social networks, namely Facebook, Twitter, YouTube channels and Google+. However, the communication is still principally unidirectional, and students often do not received feedback or, if they do, get it with considerable delay. Furthermore, the information they receive differs little according to the character and type of network. The communication style of the messages is not adjusted sufficiently to the usual style of the network community. Furthermore, there are some obstacles on the student´s side to accepting the prevailing communication format with the university. They fear for their privacy and are less concerned about copyrights.

Metrics offered by network providers to universities are either not at all or only to a limited amount used by the universities. The usefulness of the figures is hampered by their focus on general marketing perspectives and proves difficult to relate to university strategies. The coordination of different activities in social networks inside the university and its departments is actually unfocused.

There is a lack of adequate staff in view of the quickly increasing communication traffic between the institutions and the students. The type of organisational integration differs between universities. Mostly, the sections are either part of the administration and closely related to the Rector or Vice-Rector level, or these responsibilities are added as additional tasks to already-existing media units.

According to the results of our study, we conclude that the use of social networks is not just a question of “fashion”. Universities cannot ignore visible changes and new communication patterns. Therefore, it is important to critically reflect on the potential of new media on the basis of research. The proper handling of social networks by institutions requires that networks be embedded into the organisational framework of the university and that the actions taken are closely related to the objectives of the university. Motivation, training and funding are also necessary to overcome deficits in the knowledge about social networks and the effects that these networks will have on all members of the university.

Some recommendations to promote the efficient use of social networks for institutional communication

Develop a strategic concept for social network activities

Without the design and implementation of a strategy and a path of action, universities will not be adequately prepared for an efficient use of social networks. The strategy has to link the activities on social networks to the university´s objectives with respect to teaching, research and administration and will need to reflect on how its “intelligence capital”, “relational capital” and “identity capital” can be increased. For this reason, the continuous monitoring and reporting of all activities on social networks carried out by members of the university is essential.

It is certainly important for the university to listen to “how much they talk about the university”, what the related issues are, and what type of attitude is shown in the postings (positive, negative, neutral) to determine the proper position and to take immediate action if needed—e.g., posting a respective comment to clarify the position of the university or to make adjustments to administrative procedures or the web interfaces.

At a minimum, the plan should describe the following: how the institution is going to communicate; on which topics the university wants to position itself; what type of content should be published; and how many times a day new information should be provided. Said plan should perhaps be complemented by a contingency plan for conflict management.

Be active in various networks, with different approaches

The university’s site on social networks should at least be available on the following platforms: Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Flickr, LinkedIn and Google+. It is also important to relate and link different social networks. Overall, we propose a functional use of the different networks to benefit from the specific characteristics of each network and not unidirectionally push information already available on the home page of the university to students that use social networks (for a similar, more general proposal, see Track Social Blog, 2013). We suggest the following functional foci.


	Facebook and Google+: Publication of current information, talking to students, alumni and potential candidates, initiating games, storytelling or promoting topics for discussion

	Twitter: Short content publishing; high interaction with people; information about current administrative problems; examinations; competitions, events and contact with chair professors

	LinkedIn: To date this network is not exploited in an organised manner by the universities, but it has an interesting potential for offering job opportunities to graduates, training programs and business contacts or facilitating the search for potential grants.

	YouTube and Flickr: These can show the university in its environment, infrastructure and teaching. Specific channels can share topics of interest, such as research achievements of teachers and students, with a broader audience.


Support the organisation of specific interest groups

Interest groups, initiated or supported by the university, should be organised—e.g., for students, staff, faculty, alumni on the relevant social networks. In this regard, a concrete example can be obtained from an internal report by Worldide Education, Austria (Krennmair, 2012). The report of Worldwide Education (WWEDU)—a private distance-educational institution in Austria—describes the formation of a variety of student groups on Facebook.


There are, for example, groups dealing with WWEDU issues for all students as well as more specific groups for alumni, staff and stakeholders, in which news on relevant current events are published and the group moderators answer questions. Furthermore, regionally oriented groups have been established that are often used by students to organise meetings. This model can be extended to form communities of practice or business contacts (e.g., reports on internships, job development).

Adjust the communication style to the channel characteristics

We believe that communication on social networks should use appropriate language, more colloquial than an official report, but without complete informality. They must also adapt to the habits of customers in the format of messages as imposed by the channel used.

The ability to focus on social media without specific stimulus decreases continuously, as established by Jeffrey Gitomer in his book “Social Boom”, where it is claimed that a user spends an average of 9 seconds on a commercial or publication before he or she continues reading or looking for a new theme (Gitomer, 2011). Furthermore, short comments seem to receive more attention than larger ones (Track Social Blog, 2012). Thus, page design has to consider these attitudes. According to our experience at Worldwide Education, Austria, posting at least 2–3 times a day would help to maintain the interest of the target population.

Deliver value, assess and provide feedback to the students on a permanent basis

It is important to continually assess and review communication processes on networks and to review activities that produce added value for users. Thus, the establishment and analysis of indicators is crucial for the effectiveness of the actions set through these communication channels, in addition to interpreting and understanding its evolution and contribution to the overall strategy of the institution.

Promote collaboration and invite the creation of user content

Universities should not only invite teachers and students to address teaching content-related problems but also to discuss and comment on institutional issues. The purpose would be to show the personality of the campus and to make all stakeholders feel included in it.

However, motivating students to participate and make active contributions to a dialogue with university sections is far from an easy task. Recent research claims that, although students may contact fellow students for issues related to their studies, they are reluctant to contact instructors (Echo360, 2012). A study of 2,835 respondents from 11 institutions in the United States and Australia found that the majority of students continue to prefer to keep their academic and social lives separate. Nearly three in five stated their preference in 2011 (Dahlstrom, 2012: 25). Moreover, it has been reported that the learning outcomes of Facebook users are minor when compared to others because they study less (Terantino, 2012). On the other hand, calls for specific activities and contributions on social networks, such as in the case of proposals for the flag design at UBA or proposed controversial topics for debate, can result in massive responses and represent an often-missed opportunity in which to engage students.

Set up a specialised team responsible for social networks

The design and management of social networks could be better supported by devoting more resources and by taking into account the different characteristics of each platform. Additionally, specific training has to be provided because Facebook page design, for example, requires skills different from the preparation of a PowerPoint lecture—e.g., for an adequate design and concept of a Facebook profile, it is useful to distinguish the design between the “groups” and “pages” in Facebook, a topic that is certainly not widely known in the university context (Pasquini, 2012).

Allowing advertising on Facebook or another platform to promote the proper institution or related organisations is entirely valid. It is recommended that appropriate, attractive pictures and messages chosen to build trust and urge people to become interested in the university and its programs be selected. In times of high competition among universities, the use of social networks for marketing and advertising can be powerful. On the other hand, we have to state that a university has no direct influence on added commercial advertising, which no doubt will appear on its website.


Final Remark

Social networks are not able to remedy the deficiencies of contemporary university structures. However, when used in a thoughtful way, they can help to better relate the university and its members to the rest of society. Distance-education institutions in particular should take advantage of their infrastructure and experience to bridge communication gaps to their students and to promote identification with the institution. This would also contribute to counteract some still prevailing prejudices about distance-education systems as mere content providers.
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Note

1.      Direct quotes of expert comments have been translated from Spanish to English. Summary quotes of the interview statements are indicated by the abbreviated name of the institution in brackets.

References

Bichsel, J. 2012. Analytics in higher education. Educause center of applied research. http://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ERS1207/ers1207.pdf.

Carbajal, M. 2012. La generación de las conexiones múltiples. Pagina 12: El Pais. http://www.pagina12.com.ar/diario/elpais/1-199322-2012-07-23.html.

Clement, R. and D. Schreiber. 2013. Internet Ökonomie. 2nd ed. Berlin, Heidelberg: Springer Verlag.

Dahlstrom, E. 2012. ECAR study of undergraduate students and information technology. Louisville, CO: EDUCAUSE Center for Applied Research.

Dahlstrom, E., J. D Walker and C. Dzubian. 2013. ECAR Study of undergraduate students and information technology. Educause. http://www.educause.edu/ecar.

Daniel, J. 2012. Making sense of MOOCs: Musings in a maze of myths, Paradox and possibilities. Seoul, Korea: Korean National Open University.

Digital Insights. 2013. http://blog.digitalinsights.in/social-media-facts-and-statistics-2013/0560387.html.

Echo360. 2012. What are students really saying about blended learning? Echo360 White Paper. http://resourcesecho360.com.

Educause. 2012. Academic Analytics, Educause Library. http://www.educause.edu/library/academic-analytics.


Facebook. 2013. Page insights: Product guide. https://fbcdn-dragon-a.akamaihd.net/hphotos-ak-prn1/851565_572819142767737_384693461_n.pdf.

Gitomer, J. 2011. Social Boom: The principle of “Social Media”. Pearson Education: FT Press.

Hoffjann, O. and J. Gusko. 2013. Der Partizipationsmythos. OBS Arbeitsheft 75, ed. O. Brenner Stiftung. Frankfurt: Mainz.

Ito, M. 2010. Hanging out, messing around and geeking out: Kids living and learning with new media. The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation series in Digital Media and Learning. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.

Karbach, M. 2012. Eight free tools for teachers to make awesome infographics. Educational Technology and Mobile Learning. http://www.educatorstechnology.com/2012/05/eight-free-tools-for-teachers-to-make.html.

Kohrn, A., J. Griesbaum and T. Mandl. 2012. Social-Media-Marketing an Hochschulen. Eine vergleichende Analyse zu Potenzialen und dem aktuellen Stand der Nutzung am Beispiel niedersächsischer Hochschulen. In Digitale Medien, 335–350. Berlin: Waxmann.

Krennmair, S. 2012. Social media@wwedu (unpublished report). Wels, Austria: Worldwide Education.

Laaser. W., J. G. Brito and E. Toloza. 2012. El uso de redes sociales por parte de las universidades a nivel institucional. Un estudio comparativo. Revista de Educación a Distancia 32. http://www.um.es/ead/red/32/laaser_et_alt.pdf.

Moran M., J. Seaman and H. Tinti-Kane. 2011. Teaching, learning, and sharing: How today’s Higher Education Faculty use social media. Pearson. http://www.pearsonlearningsolutions.com/educators/pearson-social-mediasurvey-2011-bw.pdf.

Pasquini, L. 2012. Face book for learning communities. TechknowTools. http://techknowtools.wordpress.com/2012/06/14/facebook-for-learning-communities-groups-vs-pages/.

Pearson. 2013. Annual survey of social media use by higher education faculty. http://www.pearsonlearningsolutions.com/assets/downloads/reports/social-media-for-teaching-and-learning-2013-infographic.pdf#view=FitH,0.

Piscitelli, A., I. Adalaime and I. Binder. 2010. El Proyecto Facebook y la Posuniversidad. Sistemas Operativos Sociales y Entornos Abiertos de Aprendizaje. Buenos Aires: Ariel, Colección Fundación Telefónica, Buenos Aires.

Poisso, L. 2013. Academia and Facebook are finally getting along, and applicants are taking notice. http://www.digitaltrends.com/social-media/college-grads/.

Reig Hernandez, D. 2012. Socionomía. Vas a Perderte la Revolución Social, Deusto S.A.

Seaman, J. and H. Tinti-Kane. 2013. Social media for teaching and learning. Pearson Learning Solutions & Babson Survey Research Group. http://www.pearsonlearningsolutions.com/assets/downloads/reports/socialmedia-for-teaching-and-learning-2013-report.pdf#view=FitH,0.

Sharples. M., P. McAndrew, M. Weller, R. Ferguson, E. FitzGerald, T. Hirst and M. Gaved. 2013. Innovating Pedagogy 2013. Open University Innovation Report 2.

Swain, H. 2012. Social media presents challenges to universities. The Guardian, 20 July. http://www.guardian.co.uk/profile/harrietswain.


Terantino, J. M. 2012. 850 million users worldwide: Should we use Facebook for education? IEEE Learning Technology Newsletter 14(2): 9–10.

TotemGuard. 2012. Infografía: éxitos y retos en el uso de las redes sociales en las universidades. http://www.totemguard.com/aulatotem/2012/02/infografia-exitos-y-retos-en-el-uso-de-las-redes-sociales-en-las-universidades/.

Track Social Blog. 2012. Optimizing Facebook Engagement, Part 3. The effect of post length. http://tracksocial.com/blog/2012/06/optimizing-facebook-engagement-part-3-the-effect-of-post-length/.

Track Social Blog. 2013. Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, YouTube and Google Plus – What are they good for? http://tracksocial.com/blog/2013/04/facebook-twitter-linkedin-youtube-and-google-plus-what-are-they-good-for/.

Vannozzi, M. and L. Bridgestock. 2013. Students online usage global trends report 2013. QS Top Universities. http://www.topuniversities.com/publications/students-online-usage-global-trends-report-2013.

Willich, J., D. Buck, C. Heine and D. Sommer. 2011. Studienanfänger im Wintersemester 2009/10: Wege zum Studium, Studien- und Hochschulwahl, Situation bei Studienbeginn. HIS: Forum Hochschule, No. F06/2011. www.his.de/pdf/pub_fh/fh-201106.pdf.





Familiarity with Information and Communication Technology: A Study of the TESL Undergraduates of the Universiti Teknologi MARA, Malaysia

Johan @ Eddy Luaran1* and Jasmine Jain2

1Universiti Teknologi MARA, Malaysia
2Taylor’s University, Malaysia

*johaneddyluaran@gmail.com

© Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia, 2014


Abstract

Information and Communication Technology (ICT) is now an essential part of tertiary education around the world. Through the use of ICT, students benefit more from their learning through seamless communication and synchronous knowledge interchange with others, be it on or off campus. To ensure that ICT can be integrated effectively into students’ learning, there is a need to identify students’ level and capability of ICT usage. Given the differences that may exist in the levels of ICT familiarity for Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM) students who come from diverse backgrounds, there is a need to study the use of ICT among the students in order to effectively plan for lessons integrating ICT. This survey examines the usage of ICT among UiTM Teaching English as a Second Language (TESL) students in their third or fourth semesters. The study covers the availability of ICT, use of ICT at home, use of ICT at school and attitudes towards computers. It was found that students are familiar with ICT and that they have positive attitudes towards using ICT for personal and educational purposes.

Keywords: ICT usage, tertiary education, familiarity, integrating




Introduction

Information and Communication Technology (ICT) has been introduced into education over the past two decades. During this developmental era, classrooms worldwide have witnessed the transformation from text manipulation to more interactive and communicative applications such as the web and emails (Murray, 2008). Computer Assisted Language Learning (or CALL), for example, is considered a pioneering and success method for enabling more engaged learning using ICT in education. Christison (2002) outlined that the provision of a rich environment is essential for learning. Students should take charge of their learning by engaging actively, but more importantly, a rich learning environment is induced by the availability of support for such active engagement among learners. New technologies with an emphasis on communication and self-expression support such principles (Jensen, 2007).

In Malaysia, the introduction of ICT in teaching and learning began with the introduction of the Smart School project in 1999 (Wan Zah, Hajar and Hazimi, 2009). It is considered a learning institution that incorporates teaching and learning practices and school management. Smart School aims to prepare students for the Information Age and to achieve the goals of the National Philosophy of Education (Wan Zah, Hajar, Azimi and Hayati, 2009). It aims to produce technology-literate students and a critically thinking workforce that will be competent in the 21st century. With a foundation rooted in this initiative, the integration of ICT within the Malaysian education system spread to the tertiary level.

Problem Statement

Students at the tertiary level come from various backgrounds and possess different levels of ICT skills. A large percentage of students have a strong foundation and strong skills in using ICT and are IT savvy (Khalid, 2009). However, there are some students who might have inadequate skills due to various factors, such as lack of technological infrastructure (Annan, 2003). In the current educational scenario, adapting to the use of ICT is crucial to ensuring successful learning through effective implementation of ICT in education. Thus, there is a need for the educators to first gauge their students’ existing familiarity towards ICT before they can implement technology in their classroom. It has been strongly proposed that “knowing your learners” should be the first step before designing any instruction to ensure learning outcomes are achievable (Lever-Duffy and McDonald, 2011). Hence, the students’ level of familiarity may affect their attitude towards the use of ICT in education (Khalid, 2009) and their education as a whole. It is therefore crucial for the educators to be aware of their students’ level of familiarity with ICT. Furthermore, information on the students’ current level of ICT familiarity can also help the institution in determining facilities or courses needed in order to enhance students’ ICT skills. In this paper, a student’s familiarity with using ICT is informed by the student’s access to ICT, the purpose of ICT usage and the student’s attitude towards using ICT (Thomson and Bortoli, 2007).

Research Objectives


	To study to what extent ICT devices are available to the students.

	To study students’ purposes for using computers at home and in the faculty.

	To study students’ attitudes towards computer usage.


Research Design

This is a descriptive research study utilising a questionnaire adopted from Thomson and Bortoli (2007). Cronbach’s alpha for the instrument was 0.92 (Thomson and Bortoli, 2007). The questionnaire consists of three sections which are (1) the availability of ICT, (2) the purpose and skills of ICT usage and (3) attitudes towards computers. The first part-availability of ICT covers the availability of ICT at home, at the faculty and the general use of computers. The next part which is the use of ICT at home focuses on the regularity of computer usage at home and the Internet usage at the faculty and the amount of time spent using the computer during classroom lessons. This section also covers the participants’ capability in using the computer and the use of computers outside classroom lessons. The last part of the questionnaire covers on the student’s attitude towards computers.

Sample

The sample of this study is randomly selected from TESL undergraduate students who are currently in their third or fourth semester at the Faculty of Education, Universiti Teknologi MARA. The selection resulted in a research sample of 89 respondents for this study.

Results and Discussion

Availability of devices at home

The results show that most of the ICT equipment and devices are available to the respondents at home, as shown in Table 1.


Table 1 Availability of devices at home



	
Devices


	
Yes (%)


	
Yes, but I don’t use it (%)


	
No (%)





	Desktop computer
	47.1

	25.3

	27.6




	Portable laptop or notebook
	98.9

	0.0

	1.1




	Internet connection
	92.1

	0.0

	7.9




	Video game console (e.g., Sony PlayStation®)
	76.7

	8.1

	15.1




	Mp3/mp4 reader, iPod or similar
	81.8

	2.3

	15.9




	Printer
	93.1

	2.3

	4.6




	USB (memory) stick
	98.9

	0.0

	1.1





Table 1 indicated that 47.1% of respondents agreed to the statement that a desktop computer is available to them at home. Another 25.3% of respondents disclosed that they have the device at home but do not use it. Meanwhile, 27.6% of them mentioned that a desktop computer is unavailable at their home. Thus, it could be concluded that almost half of the respondents possess desktop computers at home. The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (2001) indicates that computer availability at home influences the development of students’ ICT skills. Hence, it is important for the students to own computers in order to develop their digital skills. However, the OECD (2001) also suggests that the availability of computers in students’ learning environments can mitigate the unavailability of a computer at home. A total of 98.9% of the respondents claimed that a portable laptop or notebook is available to them at home—a high percentage because only 1.1% of the respondents do not have these devices at home. With regard to the availability of Internet connection, 92.1% of the respondents have it at home while only 7.9% of them stated otherwise.

The analysis also revealed that almost all of the respondents (100%) have video games and printers at their home. This makes sense, as games are now included in many devices such as desktops and notebooks, as well as mp3 players and iPods. Many users also save their games in their USB memory sticks.

Availability at the faculty

Table 2 shows that a majority of the respondents (87.6%) claim that a desktop computer is available to them at faculty, while 7.9% of them admitted that they do not use it even though it is available.


Table 2 Devices availability at faculty



	
Devices


	
Yes (%)


	
Yes, but I don’t use it (%)


	
No (%)





	Desktop computer
	87.6

	7.9

	4.5




	Portable laptop or notebook
	29.5

	9.1

	61.4




	Internet connection
	95.5

	4.5

	0.0




	Printer
	85.1

	8.0

	6.9





It is interesting to discover that, in contrast to the desktop computer, only 29.5% of the respondents had a laptop available in their school. However, a large portion of the students,—61.4%,—answered “no”, while the remaining 9.1% responded that the device is available in their faculties but they do not use it. This makes sense because the faculty only provide desktop computers instead of portable laptops for their students’ use as part of the safety measures.

Table 2 also shows that an internet connection is available on the respondents’ campus. 95.5% of them stated that they have access to the Internet on campus while another 4.5% of them also have access even though they do not use it. This finding reflects the initiatives of the Malaysian government in providing better access towards ICT needs in educational institutions, especially in universities.

The availability of printers in the faculty is shown in Table 2. A high percentage, 85.1%, of the respondents claimed that a printer is available in their school. On the other hand, 8.0% of the respondents disclosed that they do not use the printer, although it is available in their schools. A similar percentage of the respondents (6.9%) also revealed that there is no printer provided for their use in their faculties.

The Purpose of Students Using Computers at Home and on Campus

The use of ICT at home

Based on Table 3, we can conclude that there are four main activities that they do every day or almost every day when using the computers at home: homework, email, online chatting and browsing the internet for fun. In addition to that, they also use computers to download files such as music, films, games or software once or twice a week. In using computers at home, the activities that they do least are playing single-player games, playing collaborative online games, publishing and maintaining personal blogs, and participating in online forums. It also shows that using computers at home to play single-player and collaborative games, publish and maintain a personal website, weblog or blog and participate in online forums and virtual communities are not the type of activities that the respondents prefer to do as majority of them answered “never or hardly ever”. The preference for computer usage among the respondents is highly centred on entertainment rather than on course-related tasks.


Table 3 The use of computers at home



	
Items


	
Never or hardly ever (%)


	
Once or twice a month (%)


	
Once or twice a week (%)


	
Every day or almost every day (%)





	Play single-player games
	30.7

	25.0

	20.5

	23.9




	Play collaborative online games
	59.8

	23.0

	4.6

	12.6




	Doing homework on the computer
	2.2

	4.5

	29.2

	64.0




	Use e-mail
	4.5

	16.9

	36

	42.7




	Chat online (e.g., Skype®)
	10.1

	28.1

	24.7

	37.1




	Browse the Internet for fun (such as watching videos, e.g., YouTube™)
	1.1

	1.1

	10.1

	87.6




	Download music, films, games or software from the Internet
	2.2

	14.6

	37.1

	46.1




	Publish and maintain a personal website, weblog or blog
	39.3

	28.1

	12.4

	20.2




	Participate in online forums, virtual communities or spaces (e.g., Second Life® or MySpace™)
	42.7

	19.1

	16.9

	21.3





The use of Internet and email for course-related tasks

Table 4 reports the findings on the respondents’ general activities with their computers when they are at home. The most frequent school-related activities that the respondents do at home are communicating with their peers regarding schoolwork through email, browsing the internet for schoolwork, downloading, uploading or browsing materials from the school’s website, and checking the school’s website once or twice a week. The least frequent activity that the respondents do at home in terms of course-related tasks is using email to communicate with lecturers and to submit their assignments.


Table 4 The use of Internet and email for course-related tasks



	
Items


	
Never or hardly ever (%)


	
Once or twice a month (%)


	
Once or twice a week (%)


	
Every day or almost every day (%)





	Browse the Internet for assignments (e.g., preparing an essay or presentation)
	2.2

	3.4

	47.2

	47.2




	Use e-mail for communication with others about assignments
	12.4

	21.3

	31.5

	34.8




	Use e-mail for communication with lecturers or submission of assignments
	14.6

	39.3

	34.8

	11.2




	Download, upload or browse material from your school’s website (e.g., time table or course materials)
	6.7

	29.2

	48.3

	15.7




	Check the faculty’s website for announcements, e.g., absence of lecturers
	6.7

	20.2

	49.4

	23.6





The most frequent course-related activities that the respondents do at home are communicating with their peers regarding assignments through email, and browsing the internet for assignments, downloading, uploading or browsing materials from the faculty’s website, and checking the faculty’s website once or twice a week. The least frequent activity that the respondents do at home in terms of course-related tasks is using email to communicate with the lecturers and to submit their assignments. The purpose of using ICT for course-related tasks has been identified as one of the factors in determining effective integration of ICT in education (Ainley, Enger and Searle, 2008). Hence, the high percentage of Internet browsing suggest that more effective instruction can be carried out by asking students to retrieve information through the internet as this indicates effective integration of ICT in the course.


Skills using computers

Five skills were listed in the questionnaire and the respondents were asked to indicate whether they “can do this very well myself”, “can do this with help from someone”, “know what this means but I cannot do it”, or “don’t know what it means”.


Table 5 Skills in using computer



	
Items


	
I can do this very well by myself (%)


	
I can do this with help from someone (%)


	
I know what this means but I cannot do it (%)


	
I don’t know what It means (%)





	Digital photographs or other graphic images
	49.4

	39.3

	9.0

	2.2




	Create a database (e.g., using Microsoft Access®)
	11.2

	44.9

	31.5

	12.4




	Use a spreadsheet to plot a graph
	43.8

	44.9

	6.7

	4.5




	Create a presentation (e.g., using Microsoft PowerPoint®)
	97.8

	2.2

	0.0

	0.0




	Create a multi-media presentation (with sound, pictures, video)
	82.0

	16.9

	1.1

	0.0





Based on Table 5, the respondents are very well versed in editing photographs or other graphic images, creating presentations and creating a multi-media presentation. This is expected, as students are usually required to do presentations in the classrooms. In addition to that, with the advancement of technology, digital cameras are widely used and there are myriad software programs catered for photographs and image-editing. Hence, they would have developed the skills in image editing. Creating database and using a spreadsheet to plot a graph is the third highest statement being voted as something the students can perform on their own. This is most likely because the students are familiar with plotting graphs using spreadsheets through their experience of extracting academic reports.


Students’ attitudes towards computers

The findings reveal that the respondents have positive attitudes towards computers. This result is obtained by analysing the last section of the questionnaire. This section contains four questions that focus on the importance of working with a computer, feelings while working and playing with a computer, interest in using a computer and finally, the sense of time that the respondents experience while working with a computer.


Table 6 Students’ attitudes towards computers



	
Items


	
Strongly disagree (%)


	
Disagree (%)


	
Agree (%)


	
Strongly agree (%)





	It is very important to me to work with a computer
	5.6

	1.1

	44.9

	48.3




	I think playing or working with a computer is really fun
	3.4

	1.1

	52.8

	42.7




	I use a computer because I am very interested
	4.5

	4.5

	51.7

	39.3




	I lose track of time when I am working with the computer
	5.6

	28.1

	37.1

	29.2





Table 6 shows that most of the respondents agreed with the four statements regarding their attitudes towards the computer. The results reflect respondents’ positive attitude in embracing technology into their ways of doing work. As stated by Gay (2006), a learning institution that provides better ICT facilities fosters positive attitudes towards the use of computers in students’ learning. Hence, the findings of this research support such statements, as the respondents agreed that by having computers, they are able to perform their academic tasks (Ghabili and Alizadeh, 2008).


Conclusion

This paper has found that students of Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM) are geared towards integrating ICT in their learning. Additionally, it was found that ICT devices are widely available for the students at either home or school.

Students are found to be familiar with ICT and they have positive attitudes towards using ICT for personal and educational purposes. It has to be noted that, given direct access to ICT devices, the students should make smart use of this access by channeling ICT tools toward education purposes. An effective integration of ICT into education can expose them to skills that would facilitate more meaningful learning.

Because this study involves a small number or respondents, the result might not be generalisable to the whole population of students in the UiTM. However, this could be an indicator for the university to provide better facilities to support students’ learning, as well as gear students towards becoming competent and skillful, thus increasing the human capital of the nation.
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Abstract

This study was conducted to understand students’ attitudes and behavioural intention toward the adoption of the Internet for learning. To gather data for the study, 200 questionnaires were administered to undergraduate students of Al-Hikmah University in Ilorin, Nigeria. Of these questionnaires, 164 were included in the study. The study was theory-driven. Structural equation model (SEM) was used as a statistical tool for analysing the hypotheses of the study. The study’s findings revealed that perceived usefulness was the strongest determinant for the adoption of the Internet for learning. Further, the students’ attitudes were found to significantly influence their adoption of the Internet for learning. However, the facilitating condition was found to be statistically insignificant in influencing the student adoption of the Internet for learning. These findings have implications for Internet users and the providers for educational activities.
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Introduction

The invention of the Internet has brought a radical change to how teaching and learning are implemented in today’s educational world. The Internet has changed the education landscape by greatly altering the skills requirements for the working world. According to Leiner (2009), the Internet is an international network of networks. It is a repository of information for all fields of knowledge. In recent years, the richness of information from the Internet and other evolving resources has attracted educators to its use for pedagogical activities (Shittu et al., 2011). Khan (2005) quoted Rosenberg (2001), stating “Internet technologies have fundamentally altered the technological and economic landscapes so radically that it is now possible to make quantum leaps in the use of technology for learning.” A study has revealed that students were able to learn through the Internet in a similar manner as traditional interaction regardless of factors such as academic background, ethnicity, computer skill, gender or academic aptitude (Navarro and Shoemaker, 2000).

Modern-day students are described as digital natives or Internet-savvy because most of their activities involve using the Internet. Despite the tremendous influence of the Internet on how knowledge is being constructed, acquired and disseminated, the issue of digital divide is still contentious among researchers in education and information technology. This issue explains why some researchers believe that not all current students can be classified as digital natives and that some cannot operate a computer, much less use the Internet, especially students from third world nations (Nganji, Kwemain and Taku, 2010).

In education, the use of the Internet has become a global phenomenon. Educators are exploiting the power that is inherent in the Internet to leverage teaching and learning to students both directly and indirectly. In developed countries, most universities encourage their faculty members to adopt a blended learning method to teach their students. Blended learning involves both face-to-face and online interaction with the students to provide them with all the required skills to function both inside and outside the school. While students and faculty in these developed nations have adopted this innovation for their teaching and learning, students in less developed countries, such as Nigeria, are still learning how to productively use emerging technology to supplement their learning. Many higher institutions of learning in the country are attempting to create Internet-friendly environments for students’ learning, including the university where this study was conducted. The Nigerian government also encourages all higher institutions of learning to provide technologically-rich environments for student learning. Whether the opportunity created by the Internet is being optimally utilised for learning by the student is still a subject of research. For example, in the United States of America, college students were reported to use the Internet to communicate with their classmates and their teachers. Additionally, these students utilised the Internet to conduct research and to access material from the library (Pew Internet and American Life Project, 2005). Similarly, Zarina (2009) reported that secondary school students in Malaysian schools use the Internet for social interaction and learning.

All over the world, educators have identified the potential of the Internet in the educational process and have taken advantage of it. Despite the awareness of the significance of the Internet for the implementation of curriculum, an overview of the research on the application of the Internet for educational purposes in Nigeria has not received adequate attention. Although studies have found that Nigerian students use the Internet via mobile devices for social interaction and communication (Shittu et al., 2013), there has not yet been sufficient research on whether they use the Internet to supplement their education. Similarly, few theoretical studies have been conducted on factors influencing the use of the Internet for educational activities among Nigerian students, especially when compared to the number of studies from the United Kingdom (UK), the United States of America (US), Australia, Asia and other parts of the globe. It is against this backdrop that this study probes into factors that may influence the use of Internet for learning purposes among the students of Al-Hikmah University in Ilorin, Nigeria, using the technology acceptance theory perspective.

Theoretical Background

Many researchers have studied the factors that influence the present generation of students’ usage of Internet for academic purpose from different theoretical viewpoints. These theories and models have mostly been developed in the UK, the US, Australia and other advanced countries to explain acceptance of emerging technology. Researchers continue to modify, extend, and revise some of these theories due to rapid change in technological advancement of the world and the environment of users (Kripanont, 2007).

The most prominent theories used for understanding users’ acceptance of information system (IS) include the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) developed by Davis (1986), the Innovation Diffusion Theory of Rogers (1989), the Theory of Reasoned Action developed by Fishbein and Ajzen (1975), the Social Influence Theory of Kelma (1954) and the Theory of Planned Behaviour of Ajzen (1991). All these theories have been empirically tested by researchers and have been found to possess explanatory power on reasons advanced by users for adopting information technology. Research studies have also revealed that while many learning institutions have expended huge investments by providing wireless Internet service for their students and faculty members, these facilities are either not used for the intended purpose or are under-utilised because of limited user acceptance. The most widely used parsimonious theories for understanding user acceptance is the TAM, which states that user acceptance of any technology is a function of the following factors: perceived ease of use (PEOU), perceived usefulness (PU), and user’s attitude toward the technology itself (Davis, 1989). Many information and instructional technology researchers have a positive disposition toward these three factors as a mean of measuring users adoption of technology related to information system. Davis, Bagozzi and Warsaw (1989) opined that a user’s perception of system ease of use and usefulness results from users’ behavioural intention to use or not use said system. The available literature also shows that Davis (1989) thought TAM can explain user behavioural intention toward technology and innovation because it can explain the link between the user’s belief in terms of ease of use and usefulness to actual use of technology.

This study aims to understand the attitude and behavioural intention of students toward acceptance of Internet usage for academic activities among students at a private university in Nigeria. This will enable us to reexamine the previously developed model of Davis (1986) by using the following factors: Ease of Use, Perceived Usefulness, Behavioural Intention, and Attitude and Facilitating Condition. Re-examining the model will bring to the forefront germane issues relating to the adoption of new innovation for education among students. It will also provide reasons  for students’ acceptance or resistance toward Internet usage despite the huge investment put into providing our higher institutions of learning with Internet capability. This study is imperative because we cannot extrapolate the findings from studies conducted in developed countries to the present setting of this study. Most importantly, Masrom and Hussein (2008) stated that user acceptance of IT resources is a not yet well understood phenomenon. Hence, this study is necessary to gain more insight into what influences acceptance of Internet usage for education among students in Al-Hikmah University.

TAM was employed for this study for the following reasons: TAM has been identified as a robust and parsimonious theory for understanding technology acceptance. TAM is simple to use for studying initial, future, and continuous user intentions to accept innovation. Currently, only a limited number of studies have used TAM as a theoretical model for examining the acceptance of IT usage for learning purposes. The original TAM is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1 The original Technology Acceptance Model (TAM)



Davis (1986) developed TAM by adapting the theory of reasoned action. In an attempt to further understand what constituted user acceptance of IT, Venkatesh and Davis (2000) developed TAM2, which is a theoretical extension of the earlier TAM. In TAM2, additional factors were added to the existing factors, including social influence and subjective norm.


Venkatesh et al. (2003) introduced the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT). This theory was used to explain that acceptance of IT was a function of the following factors: performance expectance; effort expectance; social influence and facilitating condition. UTAUT shows a refined view on how the determinants of intention and behaviour evolve over time (Kripanont, 2007). While some studies reported that the original TAM is sufficient to predict user’s acceptance of IT, others argue that other factors should be considered, especially when comparing newer technology and Perceived Usefulness and Perceived Ease of Use may not be sufficient to explain technology acceptance (Tunku Badariah et al., 2010). Similarly, several studies encourage researchers to extend TAM to increase its explanatory strength. For example, Eastin and Larose’s (2000) study on computer self-efficacy of Internet use between experienced and novice users reported that computer self-efficacy and facilitating condition are determinant factors in bridging the digital divide between groups of users. In the context of this study, we look at student attitude and their behavioural intention of using the Internet for learning by extending the original TAM to include the facilitating condition. Davis (1989) defined perceived ease of use as “the degree to which a prospective user of a technology expects that using the technology will be free of effort” and defined perceived usefulness as the extent to which an individual believes that using the technology will enhance his or her performance. PU has been identified as a determinant of users’ behavioural intention to use IT resources and Internet-based systems in many studies (Adam, Nelson and Todd, 1992; Burton-Jones and Hubona, 2006, Igbaria et al., 1997; Shittu et al., 2011.

In a study conducted by Sumak et al. (2011) on factors affecting the acceptance and use of Moodle, Internet-based software, it was reported that the actual use of Moodle depends on behavioural intention and the attitude towards using the software. The study further reported that PU was the strongest and most important predictor of attitude toward using Moodle. In another study that used TAM to measure the acceptance of mobile Internet, the study both PU and PEU were found to be strong determinants of the attitude toward the use of mobile technology, which in turn influences actual use (Lee, Kim and Chung, 2002). A study on usage of technology among student of Utara University in Malaysia shows that PU is the highest predictor of technology use among the student (Raman, 2011). In this study, we postulate that PU will significantly influence the use of the Internet for learning among Al-Hikmah University students.
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Figure 2 Research model of the study



Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to determine the influence of the following independent variables (perceived ease of use, perceived usefulness and facilitating condition) on the two dependent variables (attitude and behavioural intention) on Internet adoption for learning. This study examined the influence of the independent variables on dependent variables and examined the relationship that exists among the variables selected for the study. Other objectives included understanding the rate of use and purpose of use of the Internet for learning.


Research Questions

Based on the objectives of the study, the following research questions were drawn:


	What is the influence of perceived ease of use on students’ attitudes toward Internet adoption for learning?

	What is the influence of perceived usefulness on students’ attitudes toward Internet adoption for learning?

	What is the influence of facilitating condition on students’ attitudes toward Internet adoption for learning?

	What is the relationship between perceived ease of use and usefulness of Internet for learning among students?

	To what extent is the influence of students’ attitude on behavioural intention due to the adoption of Internet?


Research Hypotheses

Base on the above stated questions, the following hypotheses were generated and tested in this study:


	Perceived ease of use will significantly influence students’ attitudes toward the adoption of Internet for learning

	Perceived usefulness will significantly influence students’ attitudes toward the adoption of Internet for learning

	Facilitating condition will significantly influence students’ attitudes toward the adoption of Internet for learning

	Students’ attitudes will significantly influence their intentions for adopting Internet usage for learning

	Perceived ease of use will significantly influence students’ behavioural intentions for adopting Internet usage for learning


Methodology

The participants of the study comprised of 164 undergraduate students of Al-Hikmah University in Ilorin, Nigeria. Of these students, 101 (61%) were male and 63 (39%) were female. All participants were randomly selected for the study.


The instrument used in the study was adapted and modified for the purpose of the study. Before final administration of the instrument, construct validity was conducted. According to Cronbach (1951), construct validity is the degree to which a variable measures what it is intended to measure. Similarly, the reliability of the instrument was ascertained. Factor analysis was carried out to determine the dimensionality of the construct. Principal Component Analysis (PCA) was used for extraction and Varimax was employed as rotation method. The Kaiser-Mayer-Olkin measure of sample adequacy (KMO) value obtained was greater than 0.6 as recommended by Pallant, (2007). Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity value was significant (P = 0.000). The Eigen value was greater than one. The total variance explained was 62%. In all, five factors were extracted. The reliability of the instrument was conducted with Cronbach’s Alpha. The result shows 0.73 alphas, which indicated good internal consistency reliability.

Data Analysis

The data of the study and all the hypotheses were analysed using the Structural Equation Modelling technique (SEM) with AMOS 16 Software. SEM is a statistical tool that allows a researcher to test a set of multivariate. SEM enables a researcher to carry-out path analysis, confirmatory analysis, factor analysis, regression analysis and analysis of variance (Masrom and Hussein, 2008). Because of the robustness of this tool and its use in studies that involve cause and effect, SEM has gained considerable popularity in the last decades among researchers in education, medicine and IT related fields. Tables 1 and 2 show the demographic data, descriptive statistics and valid items of the study as well as their corresponding loadings and the Cronbach Alpha value of the constructs.


Table 1 Demographic information and descriptive statistic



	Gender

	Frequency

	Percentage (%)




	Male

	101

	61.2




	Female

	63

	38.2




	Age of respondents

	Frequency

	Percentage (%)




	15–20

	99

	60.0




	21–25

	50

	30.3




	26–30

	14

	8.5




	36–40

	1

	0.6




	Purpose of use of the Internet

	Frequency

	Percentage (%)




	Research

	27

	16.4




	Entertainment

	3

	1.8




	Education

	96

	58.2




	Communication

	20

	12.1




	Collaboration

	8

	4.8




	Social Interaction

	10

	6.1




	Frequency of use of the Internet

	Frequency

	Percentage (%)




	Daily

	69

	41.8




	2–3 Times a week

	55

	33.3




	2–3 Times a month

	11

	6.7




	Once a month

	27

	16.4






Table 2 Valid items and their corresponding Loadings, Alpha Values and Average Variance Explain



	Perceived Ease of Use
	Items Loading

	AVE: 0.7



	PE1:
	Learning to use the Internet for learning would be easy
	0.70




	PE2:
	I would find it easy to get Internet to do what I want it to do
	0.71




	PE3:
	My interaction with Internet would be clear and understandable
	0.61




	PE4:
	I would find the Internet to be flexible to interact on
	0.63




	PE5:
	It would be easy for me to become skilful at using the Internet
	0.70




	PE6:
	I would find it easy to search for learning material on the Internet
	0.71




	
	Total Reliability: 0.86
	
	



	Perceived Usefulness




	PU1:
	Using the Internet would make it easier for me to learn
	0.61

	AVE: 0.7



	PU2:
	Using the Internet would improve my learning performance
	0.60




	PU3:
	Using the Internet would enhance my effectiveness in learning
	0.64




	PU4:
	Using the Internet would improve my efficiency in my learning
	0.65




	PU5:
	Using the Internet would give me greater control in my learning process
	0.62




	PU6:
	I would find Internet useful for online learning
	0.61




	
	Total Reliability: 0.83
	
	



	Attitude to Internet Use




	AT1:
	Using the Internet for learning would be a very good idea
	0.81

	AVE: 0.6



	AT2:
	Using the Internet for learning would be a very bad idea
	0.76




	AT3:
	In my opinion it would be very desirable to use Internet for learning
	0.74




	AT4:
	I like the idea of using Internet for learning
	0.67




	AT5:
	I dislike the idea of using Internet for learning
	0.60




	
	Total Reliability: 0.70
	
	



	Behavioural Intention




	BI1:
	I intend to use the Internet whenever possible
	0.81

	AVE: 0.5



	BI2:
	I intend to increase my use of the Internet in the future for learning
	0.67




	BI3:
	Instantly I would adopt the Internet for learning
	0.65




	BI4:
	I would adopt the Internet for learning in the future
	0.64




	
	Total Reliability: 0.66
	
	



	Facilitating Condition




	FC1:
	I have the resources necessary for using Internet for learning
	0.75

	AVE: 0.6



	FC2:
	I have knowledge and skills that are necessary for using Internet for learning
	0.70




	FC3:
	In my university, my lecturer have been helpful in the use of Internet for learning
	0.68




	FC4:
	In general, my university has supported the use of Internet for learning
	0.66




	FC5:
	In my university, there is wireless Internet service for the student
	0.64




	
	Total Reliability: 0.72
	
	





Result of the Structural Model of the study

A look at the fit indices of the model of this study in comparison to the common measure shows a not too fitted structural model. However, the purpose of the study was not to have a perfect fit model but to assess the effect size of the independent variable on the dependent variable and to understand the relationship that existed among the construct as it influenced students’ adoption of the Internet for educational activities. Figure 1 shows the graphical output of the study’s SEM, which was used to answer the hypotheses generated for the study.


[image: art]

Figure 1 Structural Equation Model output showing the “effect size” of independent variable on dependent variable




The structural output of the model revealed the following results. Perceived ease of use (PEO) shows a negative effect size of beta value of (–0.05) on Behavioural intention. Perceived ease of use (PEO) shows a positive effect size of beta value of (0.33) on attitude. Facilitating condition shows a negative effect size of beta value of (–0.08) on attitude and shows a positive effect size of beta value of (0.22) on attitude. Perceived usefulness shows a positive effect size of beta of (0.87) on attitude and a positive effect size of beta of (0.24) on behavioural intention.

Summary of the graphical results

PEO→BI= –0.05

PEO→ATT= 0.33

FAC→ATT= –0.08

FAC→BI= 0.22

ATT→BI= 0.72

PU→ATT= 0.87

PU→BI= 0.24

Analysis of the Hypotheses of the study

(H1) Perceived ease of use will significantly influence students’ attitude to adopt the Internet for learning.

Based on the graphical result of the regression weight of the model above, perceived ease of use significantly influences the attitude of students on the adoption of Internet for learning, with direct effect size of β = 0.33, at (CR>1.96). This finding shows a good effect size (Kline, 2005). This hypothesis is supported by these findings.

(H2) Perceived usefulness will significantly influence students attitude to adopt the Internet for learning.

The regression weight of the path analysis between perceived usefulness and students attitude shows a large effect size of β = 0.87, (CR>1.96). This result supports the hypothesis, and the effect size stand-out is the highest compared with the others, which implies that perceived usefulness statistically influences students’ attitudes toward the adoption of Internet for learning.


(H3) Facilitating condition will significantly influence students attitude to adopt the Internet for learning.

The regression weight of the path between facilitating condition and students’ attitude was statistically insignificant. The regression weight shows a β = –0.08, (CR>1.96). This result indicates that facilitating condition does not influence students’ attitudes; therefore, the hypothesis is not supported.

(H4) Students’ attitude will significantly influence their intention to adopt the Internet for learning.

The regression weight between students’ attitude and their behavioural intention was statistically significant with weight of β = 0.72, (CR>1.96). The effect size is on the higher side based on Kline’s (2005) suggestion. This hypothesis is supported by these findings.

(H5) Perceived ease of use will significantly influence students’ behavioural intention to adopt the Internet for learning.

A look at the regression weight between perceived ease of use and students’ behavioural intention shows a weight of β = –0.05, (CR>1.96), which is statistically insignificant. Therefore, the hypothesis is not supported.

Discussion of the results

The main objective of this study was to understand students’ attitudes and their behavioural intentions toward adopting the Internet for learning. The findings from this study have highlighted issues relating to the use of the Internet by the students. The majority of the respondents of the study (n = 96, 58.2%) indicated that they use the campus wireless Internet for educational activities. Similarly, some of the respondents indicated that they use the Internet for research. However, few students indicated that they use the Internet for social interaction and entertainment.

Likewise, the findings of the study revealed that the students perceived the Internet to be useful for learning because the construct (PU) appeared to be the strongest factor influences students’ attitudes toward adopting the Internet for learning. This result implies that as long as the university provides wireless Internet, students are willing to utilise it for learning.


Surprisingly, facilitating condition was statistically insignificant in influencing the students’ attitude to adoption of Internet for learning. In fact, the effect size is negative. This result suggests that there is no encouragement to facilitate the adoption of the Internet for learning. Perceived ease of use was also found to be insignificant in influencing students’ behavioural intentions to adopt the Internet for learning.

Theoretically, this study has further brought attention to what truly influences students’ attitudes and their behavioural intention toward adopting the Internet for learning. The results of the study have supported the claims of Davis (1986), Tunku Badariah et al., (2010), Adam, Nelson, and Todd (1992), Burton-Jones and Hubona (2006), Igbaria et al. (1997) and Shittu et al. (2011), who posited that perceived usefulness was a strong determinant of students’ attitudes and their intention to adopt the Internet for educational activities. Additionally, our results show that perceived ease of use was an insignificant predictor of the students’ intentions to use the Internet, despite some studies that supported the claim of Davis (1989) that perceived ease of use is another determinant of acceptance of IT by users.

Additionally, the results of this study supported the findings of Sumak et al. (2011), who student attitude was a strong determinant of their behavioural intention to use Internet software. While the construct of facilitating condition was a statistically insignificant predictor of students’ attitudes toward Internet adoption, it statistically influenced the students’ behavioural intentions toward using the Internet for learning. This finding supported Venkatesh et al. (2003) findings that showed that the strong effect of facilitating condition on the adoption of innovation is dependent on the environment receiving support from those who are important users (e.g., the teacher to students, the university administration to faculty members). In the case of a school environment, support services were available.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the study has shown that the usefulness of the Internet was a major predictor of students’ attitudes and their behavioural intention to use it for learning. The results of this study show that the students were fully aware of the inherent advantage of the Internet for learning-related activities, which explains why most of the respondents indicated that they use the Internet for education and research. This study also shows that faculty members and trainers need to assist the students by using the Internet for educational purposes such that the university receives value from its investment in the provisional resources. The findings of this study show that provision of a facility sometimes does not imply usage. Therefore, we recommend that the lecturers and trainers in the university be encouraged to use the Internet for educational purposes via training and retraining on how to effectively use the emerging resources for implementing the university’s curriculum. This training will enable both students and faculty members to make use of the unlimited advantages that are inherent in the present information explosion of the Internet age. Using the Internet will equip the students with both skills and competency to face the challenges of modern life.
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