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Editorial

With the changing demographic of students, 21st century learning are now moving to handheld devices (tablets and phones) and Internet-based devices for connectivity. These digital natives (Gen Y and coming next, the Millennials) are used to finding and sharing information and knowledge via online social networks (selfie on Facebook and Twitter), mobile messaging (WhatsApp) and other technological innovations.

From Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM), Malaysia, Norazah Nordin, Helmi Norman and Mohamad Amin Embi, present the findings of technology acceptance towards a Malaysia MOOC on ethnic relations. Students’ perception of MOOCs are discussed based on Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) model as well as non-UTAUT factors.

From University of Ilorin, Nigeria, Omenogo Veronica Mejabi, Muhtahir Oluwaseyi Oloyede, Adesina Lukuman Azeez and Adeyinka Adedoyin, investigate the quantity and quality of open data in the online courseware of universities in Nigeria. They argued over its direct impact on sustainable educational development in terms of planning, process and product quality.

For the third article, Ibtesam Fares Al-Mashaqbeh, from Al Al-Bayt University (AABU), Mafraq-Jordan, investigate the challenges faced by the higher education students in the use of Facebook, as one of the social media tools, to enhance their learning. The researcher suggested a plan to overcome these difficulties with recommendations on respective instructors’ as well as students’ responsibilities.

Who would have thought of using selfie for education purposes? Lim Seong Pek and Rita Wong Mee Mee, from Universiti Selangor (UNISEL), Malaysia, examine the effectiveness of selfie photo in generating ideas for narrative writing among 40 undergraduate students undertaking an English proficiency course. Their study also looked into the suitability of the type of selfie photos being used which were to be the instructional materials in enhancing undergraduates’ ability to generate ideas in writing task.

Fifth, with the preponderance of digital texts, Zailani Jusoh (Universiti Sultan Zainal Abidin, Malaysia, UniSZA) and Liza Abdullah (International Islamic University Malaysia, IIUM) investigate the extent of the use of strategies when reading online, in an academic setting using Online Survey of Reading Strategies (OSORS). They also investigate whether differences in the use of the strategies between students in different field of studies exist.

In the sixth article, Aisar Salihu Musa (Kano State Polytechnic, Nigeria), Mohd Nazri Latiff Azmi and Nur Salina Ismail (Universiti Sultan Zainal Abidin, Malaysia, UniSZA) explore the current functions of the Uses and Gratification (U & G) theory of communication in the students’ use of social media. As some respondents used social media for news and information, this study suggests that the Media Information Utility Theory should be explored in the students’ use of social networking sites.

These last three articles were specially selected from the International Conference on Languages (ICL) 2015 which was held on October 10-11, in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. ICL is a biennial conference jointly organised by the Faculty of Languages and Communication, UniSZA, Malaysia and the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, Prince of Songkla University, Thailand since 2013. I would like to acknowledge the cooperation of Associate Professor Dr. Normah Yusof of UniSZA as coeditor in the selection of those articles.

Dr. Radziah Adam

Deputy Chief Editor
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Abstract

The past few years have witnessed the emergence of massive open online courses (MOOCs) as a learning trend in the field of open distance education. Previous studies have indicated that there are limited studies which focus on the technology acceptance of MOOCs in a South East Asia perspective. Thus, this study investigates a national MOOCs initiative where the technology acceptance of MOOCs is studied. Data was collected via an online survey distributed to 1,055 students using MOOCs. Findings were obtained based on aspects of the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) model that are 1) performance expectancy, 2) effort expectancy, 3) social influence, 4) facilitating conditions, 5) behavioural attention, as well as three other factors 6) attitude, 7) self-efficacy and 8) anxiety. Findings revealed that students accepted MOOCs as a technology for learning. Results also indicated that positive results were gained for four of the UTAUT factors except behavioural intention. With regards to the non-UTAUT factors, encouraging results were gained for attitude and anxiety, yet mixed results were obtained for self-efficacy. The findings of this study could be useful for understanding MOOCs from a Malaysian perspective as well as a South East Asia and global comparative perspective.
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Introduction

The emergence of massive open online courses (MOOCs) has great impact on the educational field, particularly in the distance education field. MOOCs differ from traditional online courses as students participating in the courses are massive – scaling up to thousands of students per course (Siemens, 2013). As the number of students is quite large, this shifts the dynamics of the pedagogy in a sense that students are required to be more independent in learning due to the instructor-student ratio (Liyanagunawardena, Adams and Williams, 2013). MOOCs also allow a global set of learners to learn from an ‘open-based’ learning environment (Daniel, 2012; Grover et al., 2013). MOOCs learners are very diverse – ranging from people who work in industries (e.g. engineers and architects) to people who work at home (e.g. housewives) and from learners who are young to learners who are old. As MOOCs learners may come from different backgrounds, the learners may apply various approaches, pedagogical context and aims in their learning (Grover et al., 2013). In other words, MOOCs have transformed the context of learning in which learners can learn outside the ‘boundaries of learning institutions’ (Kop, 2011).

To date, MOOCs are categorised according to cMOOCs and xMOOCs. cMOOCs are founded based on the theory of connectivism while xMOOCs are laid on the behaviourist theory (Daniel, 2012). Both types of MOOCs have their benefits and limitations. For cMOOCs, these type of MOOC are based on the theory of ‘connectivism,’ where learning is viewed as a process of generating and linking networks that connect knowledge (Siemens, 2013). In contrast to cMOOCs, xMOOCs are developed in an enclosed platform providing some sort of structure as to which learning resources are available to learners. xMOOCs are also beneficial as they have been reported to create a ‘tutor-like’ learning space (Adams et al., 2014).

Although MOOCs have been developed since 2008, limited studies have investigated the technology acceptance of MOOCs, particularly in the South East Asia context (Hara, Moskal and Saarinen, 2013; Lim, Lee and Lee, 2014; Nor Fadzleen, Rose Alinda and Ohshima, 2014). Global studies on technology acceptance of MOOCs include works of Kelly (2014) and Boe (2014) where the former studied the path analysis of the technology acceptance model (TAM) while the latter investigate teachers’ technology acceptance using TAM. In an attempt to study the technology acceptance of MOOCs in the South East Asia context, particularly Malaysia, the study investigate technology acceptance using the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology model (UTAUT) by Venkatesh et al. (2003).

Methodology

MOOC for Ethnic Relations

Malaysia MOOCs are the initiative by Ministry of Education Malaysia in collaboration with public universities. A pilot study of the initiative was carried out with four public universities which were Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, Universiti Putra Malaysia, Universiti Teknologi MARA and Universiti Malaysia Sarawak. The respective universities developed four MOOCs for courses on ethnic relations, Asia and Islamic civilisation, introduction to computer and introduction to entrepreneurship. The learning platform chosen for the deployment of Malaysia MOOCs was the OpenLearning platform at https://www.openlearning.com/malaysiamoocs. These courses are compulsory for undergraduate students in Malaysian universities. In this pilot study, the learning content and tasks developed in the MOOCs covered at least 30% of the whole course syllabus. All instructors of these four courses were recommended to utilise the MOOCs as learning resources. These four courses were conducted as a blended learning course – where 30% of the course was conducted in MOOCs while the remaining percentage was carried out according to course instructors in their respective universities.

The ethnic relations course is a compulsory course which is required to be completed by all undergraduate students in Malaysian public universities. The course is aimed to expose students to the issues related to ethnic relations in Malaysia from the perspective of social cohesion. The MOOC learning content and tasks were developed in Bahasa Malaysia (Malay language) by the Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia – where the Center of Teaching and Learning Technologies acted as a project manager and the CITRA Center as subject-matter experts, the Information Technology Center as technical experts and content developers, and the Corporate Communication Center as videographers. Since the course launched on 1 September 2014, the total students enrolled in the course after four months was over 12,000 students.

Data Collection and Analysis Procedures

Online surveys were used to collect data that was aimed at assessing the technology acceptance of Malaysia MOOCs. The respondents of the survey were 1,055 students who were taking the ethnic relations MOOC from September 2014 to December 2014. The questionnaire was developed based on the works of Venkatesh et al. (2003) and Marchewka, Liu and Kostiwa (2007), where both studies focused on the assessment of technology acceptance using the UTAUT model. The UTAUT model is selected rather than any other technology acceptance model due to the fact that this model is a technology acceptance model that has high reliability and validity. The model was developed based on a combination of eight models which explained usage behaviour in information systems. The eight models include the theory of reasoned action, technology acceptance mode, motivational model, theory of planned behaviour, a combined theory of planned behaviour, model of personal computer use, diffusion of innovations theory and social cognitive theory (Venkatesh et al., 2003). In the model, Venkatesh et al. (2003) discovered that technology acceptance model covered the following aspects (Ventakesh et al., 2003; Marchewka, Liu and Kostiwa, 2007):


	Performance expectancy – users’ expectancy of the technology in assisting them to increase their work performance

	Effort expectancy – technology’s ease of use

	Social influence – users’ perception of whether others believe that they should use the technology

	Facilitating conditions – user’s perception of support for technology use in terms of organisational and infrastructural level

	Behavioural intention – user’s intention to use the technology



This study also includes three non-UTAUT factors studied by Marchewka, Liu and Kostiwa (2007), which are attitude, self-efficacy and anxiety:

 

6. Attitude – user’s attitude toward using the technology

7. Self-efficacy – users’ perception of their own ability to complete a task using the technology

8. Anxiety – users’ anxiety state of using the technology


The study did not include the behaviour factor of the UTAUT model as it was investigated using MOOC analytics and is not covered in this paper. The data was analysed using descriptive statistics using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software.

Results

The results are discussed according to the UTAUT factors that include performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, behavioural attention and facilitating conditions. Three other non-UTAUT factors (i.e. attitude, self-efficacy and anxiety) as well as demographical results are also explained.

Demography

The respondents of the survey were 1,055 students (308 males and 747 females) who were taking the MOOCs from September 2014 to December 2014. The respondents were aged 19–20 years old (72%) and 21–22 year old (19%) while the rest of them were 23 years old or more. Most of the participants were from public universities in Malaysia – 15% were from Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, 15% from Universiti Malaysia Sabah, 13% from Universiti Putra Malaysia, 11% from Universiti Utara Malaysia, 10% from Universiti Malaysia Sarawak while the remaining were from other universities. With regards to their ICT competency, most of the respondents where either competent or highly competent (91%). For MOOCs as learning platforms, 40% of them have used MOOCs for learning while the remaining respondents have never used MOOCs for learning purposes.

UTAUT Factors: Performance Expectancy, Effort Expectancy, Social Influence, Behavioural Intention and Facilitating Conditions

For the UTAUT factors, positive results were gained for most of the five factors, as shown in Table 1. In terms of performance expectancy, the students perceived that MOOCs assisted them in learning (74.6%), enabled in quicker task completion (69.8%), increased their productivity (73%), and increased their understanding in learning (74.2%). With regards to effort expectancy, students’ perception were also positive, where they agreed that interactions in MOOCs was easy (72.3%), it was easy to enhance their skills by using MOOCs (71.5%), MOOCs was easy to use (76.9%), and they found that it was easy to learn on how to use MOOCs (77.1%).

For the social influence, more than half of the respondents (58.3%) perceived that people who influence their behaviour think they should use MOOCs for learning and half of the students (51.9%) perceived that people who are important to them think they should use MOOCs. The majority of the respondents also perceived that their lecturers think that they should use MOOCs (85.7%) as well as perceived that the university thinks they should use a learning platform (83.6%). With regards to behavioural intention, the students agreed that 64% of them intend to use MOOCs immediately. Only half of them (50.8%) intend to use the platform for the next two months and similarly, only half of them (50.7%) predicted that they would use MOOCs as a platform for learning. For facilitating conditions, 69.5% of the respondents agreed that they have sufficient resources for MOOCs usage while 68.9% of them perceived that they have sufficient knowledge to MOOCs. Out of 1,055 students, 667 of them agreed that they gained support when having problems with MOOCs.

Table 1 Survey results for performance expectancy, effort expectancy and social influence (N=1,055)
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Table 2 Attitude, self-efficacy and anxiety (N=1055)
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Non-UTAUT Factors: Attitude, Self-efficacy and Anxiety

Three other factors, which are not UTAUT factors, were also assessed in the survey, as summarised in Table 2. The factors are attitude, self-efficacy and anxiety. In terms of attitude, 58.3% of the respondents agreed that they prefer learning using MOOCs, while the remaining 41.7% did not prefer the platform for learning. The students were also inquired about their motivation using MOOCs, whether the platform makes learning more interesting, as well as whether MOOCs made learning easier. A total of 63.6% of the students perceived that MOOCs increased their motivation during learning, while more than two thirds of them (75.5%) agreed that the platform makes learning more interesting. In addition, 692 out of 1,055 respondents (65.6%) agreed that MOOCs made learning easier for them.

With regards to self-efficacy, mixed results were gained for the three items inquired. Less than half of the students (49.1%) perceived that they could complete the tasks in MOOCs if there was no one instructing them to act while more than half of them (59.3%) agreed that they could complete task if sufficient assistance is provided when facing difficulties. For the third item, 56.3% of the respondents agreed that they could complete their learning tasks using the MOOCs’ built-in facilities. In terms of anxiety, less than one third of respondents (32.6%) felt anxious to use MOOCs for learning while a lesser percentage of them (26.5%) also agreed that they did not feel afraid of using MOOCs for learning. Less than half of the students (42.5%) also agreed that they did not feel anxious about losing data due to clicking the wrong button in MOOCs.

Discussion

Discussion on UTAUT Factors

Overall, positive results were gained for the UTAUT factors (i.e. performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, behavioral intention and facilitating conditions). This indicates that students in South East Asia context accepted the use of MOOCs as a learning platform. The most positive results obtained were for the performance expectancy, effort expectancy and facilitating conditions factors. This can be linked to the works of Adams et al. (2014) and Guo, Kim and Rubin (2014). Adams et al. (2014) studied the effects of video lectures in MOOCs. These lectures contained pre-recorded teaching videos where the instructors were present in the lectures as ‘talking-heads’. They discovered that by using talking-heads, an unexpected intimate tutorial space was created – as if the lecturers were speaking directly to them. The study also found out that by having instructors in the videos, students felt that instructors were always there for them. In another study, Guo, Kim and Rubin (2014) revealed that students were more engaged in learning via talking-heads rather than PowerPoint slides. Linking back to the MOOCs that we developed, this suggests that talking-heads video could be useful in the development of learning content of MOOCs in order to improve performance expectancy (e.g. assist and increase understanding in learning). However, this type of video lectures should be explored further as there is tendency to perceive video lectures as the most effective tool for learning in MOOCs, especially xMOOCs. Future studies could examine which formats of learning content delivery are the most appropriate for MOOCs.

Mixed results were obtained for the social influence and behavioural intention factors. With regards to social influence, half of the students perceived that people who have a great influence on their behaviour and are important to them would think that MOOCs are important in learning.

This could be due to the fact that MOOCs is a relatively new field in learning for South East Asia (Hara, Moskal and Saarinen, 2013; Manalo, 2014) causing the public to be less aware of MOOCs’ potential. On the other hand, positive results were achieved for the support of MOOCs usage from lecturers and universities, where a majority of the respondents perceived that their lecturers (85.7%) and universities would think that they should use MOOCs for learning (83.6%). Since MOOCs in Malaysia is a recent initiative at the governmental level, this may have the reason behind such positive results. For behavioural intention, only half of them (50.8%) intend to use the platform for the next two months and similarly, only half of them (50.7%) predicted that they would use the platform for learning. This could be caused by the lack of MOOCs that are developed specifically for the Asian community (Mohd Ismail and Doria, 2014; Jung and Yoo, 2014; Nor Fadzleen, Rose Alinda and Ohshima, 2014).

Discussion on Non-UTAUT Factors: Attitude, Self-efficacy and Anxiety

Positive results were gained for the attitude factor where a large number of respondents perceived that MOOCs made learning more interesting and easier for them. Interestingly, only 58.3% of students preferred learning using MOOCs, while the remaining did not prefer the platform. This could be caused by the nature of MOOCs that requires a high level of autonomy in learning that do not suit some learning styles of particular students. This can be linked to the previous studies in MOOCs where they discovered that self-directed learning in MOOCs has caused students to be disoriented and ‘loss’ during learning (Mackness et al., 2013; Kop, 2011).

With regards to self-efficacy, more than half (50.9%) of the students perceived that they could not be able to complete the tasks in MOOCs if there was no one instructing them to act. Again, this could be related to the preferences of learning where some learners possessed a higher autonomy over learning while other would require a higher level of guidance from instructors. Such limitations could be overcome by implementing pedagogical agents as virtual tutors. However, it would be interesting to investigate whether the agents would actually enhance or disrupt learning. As for the final factor, anxiety, most of them felt less anxious (32.6%) to use MOOCs for learning. Although this showed that two thirds of the students were not anxious in using MOOCs, the remaining one third of the students expressed anxiety. This could be caused by the anxiousness of students who are new to MOOCs. In a related study, Kop (2011) reported that newcomers were overwhelmed and confused with the management of a high level of resources and contributions by other MOOCers. It would be beneficial to explore approaches on reducing anxiety in using MOOCs (e.g. providing online manuals for MOOCs usage).

Conclusion and Future Directions

The paper has presented the findings of technology acceptance towards MOOCs in Malaysia on ethnic relations based on UTAUT and non-UTAUT factors. This study discovered that MOOCs were accepted as technology for learning where positive results were gained for UTAUT factors (i.e. performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, behavioural intention and facilitating conditions). Yet, for non-UTAUT factors such as attitude, self-efficacy, and anxiety, mixed results were gained where only approximately 60% of students preferred MOOCs for learning and more than 50.9% of students could not be able to complete the learning tasks if no one was instructing them to act. With regards to anxiety, it was found that most of the students felt less anxious (32.6%) to use MOOCs for learning.

As such, future directions based on the study’s findings are suggested as follows. First, since the MOOCs in Malaysia on ethnic relations received positive results based on the UTAUT factors, other MOOCs for different domains should be developed. Second, as only 60% of the 1,055 students preferred MOOCs for learning, it would be interesting to further investigate as to which MOOC components and aspects could increase and decrease their preference towards using MOOCs for learning. Third, only 50.9% of the students had a higher level of self-efficacy to perform tasks in MOOCs without supervision. These prompt some interesting questions on the approaches to increase the levels of students’ self-efficacy in conducting learning tasks. Some potential approaches include the implementation of learning style assessment and adaptive feedback. The learning style assessment on pre-MOOC, during MOOC and post-MOOC could be useful for personalising appropriate learning content and tasks for specific learners. When students are assessed for their learning styles, MOOCs could be tailored according to their preference in learning – whether it is visual, auditory, read/write or kinaesthetic. The assessment results could then be used to provide adaptive feedback in terms of pedagogical agents to encourage engagement and increase level of students’ self-efficacy in completing learning tasks (Keong et al., 2013).


Although several positive results were discovered, some limitations of the study should be kept. First, this study investigates on a MOOC for learning about ethnic relations. Studies on more technical domains such as engineering or computer sciences could yield in different results in terms of technology acceptance of MOOCs. Second, the MOOCs content was conveyed in Bahasa Malaysia (Malay language). It would be interesting to investigate the use of other languages on learning about ethnic relations on MOOCs. Third, the type of learning content used in the MOOCs was restricted to 2D animations and ‘live action’ videos (i.e. video with people as actors) (Norazah et al., in press). Utilising different learning contents such as audio recordings or interactive slides could yield in different results towards technology acceptance of MOOCs. Finally, the study only assessed technology acceptance based on students’ perception of MOOCs. Learning analytics, such as social participation network diagrams (Helmi et al., 2015), could be used to investigate participation level of students during learning.

In sum, the findings of this study could be useful for understanding MOOCs from a Malaysian perspective as well as a South East Asian and global comparative perspective.
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Abstract

In the context of curriculum delivery, data can range from the course outline to detailed course notes for the benefit of the learner, which in turn is referred to as courseware. When this content is open to the public, it is often referred to as open courseware which in this study is framed as open data in courseware. Properly harnessed, open courseware which is necessary for e-learning, can be a driver for sustainable development. This study investigated the quantity and quality of open data in the online courseware of universities in Nigeria. The courseware of 30 universities in Nigeria were examined through qualitative content analysis of their websites. The major finding of the study is that only two universities (7%) have comprehensive courseware available on the Internet – National Open University of Nigeria (NOUN) and the University of Ilorin. However, 27% of the sampled universities published the course codes for their programmes online while 23% had course titles and 13% had course contents, published. The results were at variance with the established variations in education indicators across the country suggesting the positive role played by ICTs such as the Internet in bridging developmental divides. The quality of the open courseware of the two universities are examined and weaknesses such as inappropriate license for open courseware and limitations to reusability and remixing are identified.

Keywords: courseware, e-learning, open data, sustainable development, Nigeria.


Introduction

In the context of curriculum delivery, courseware can be described as a data source. Courseware is an educational material bundled with the various course plans, lessons, assignments, tests, and other materials needed for learning. When this content is open to the public, it is often referred to as open courseware which in this study is framed as open data in courseware. It is usually packaged for the use with a computer. An open courseware is a free and open digital publication of high quality college and university-level educational materials which are organised as courses, and often include course planning materials and evaluation tools as well as thematic content (Open Source, n.d.). Writing about the open courseware of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), Long and Sussex (2011) opined that open courseware is an example of open policies and practices that have enhanced the recognition of MIT’s intellectual contributions and increased its competitive edge.

Properly harnessed, open data in courseware which is necessary for e-learning and comprises curriculum elements, can be a driver for sustainable development. Olasehinde-Williams (2011) in providing a schematic representation of the relationship among academic integrity, educational development and national development, shows that curriculum initiatives have a direct impact on sustainable national development by impacting directly on sustainable educational development in terms of planning, process and product quality.

Open data is being recognised more and more as a driver of accountability and good governance, as a tool for inclusiveness, and is likely to be a key as the world looks beyond the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) which is concluding in 2015 (Open Data Initiative, 2012). Campbell and MacNeill (2010) defined open data as a philosophy and the practice requiring that certain data are freely available to everyone, without restrictions from copyright, patents and other mechanism of control. On the other hand, the Open Data Initiative (2012) defines open data as a freely available online service for the creation and dissemination of data for public consumption. It is, however, recognised that ‘various types of data are apt to be more or less open, and the reasons for the degree of openness may vary from one situation to another, that is type of data, by country, by type of institution, etc.’ (Cole, 2012).


The introduction of open data has energised political power, information and rights issues in developed countries. The improvement of services and contribution to economic growth has been made possible by making information about services and education data amongst other information publicly available on the web (Institute of European and International Affairs, 2011). It is generally agreed that data is ‘open data’ when it is complete, primary, timely, accessible, machine process-able i.e. data is structured for automatic processing, non-discriminatory i.e. available to anyone, no registration requirement, and license-free (Baur and Kaltenbuck, n.d.). Chernoff (2010) opined that data is open if you are free to use, reuse, and redistribute it — subject only, at most, to the requirement to attribute and share-alike.

Electronic learning (or e-learning) emerged in educational systems at the beginning of the 21st century (Sangrà, Vlachopoulos and Cabrera, 2012) and has definitions which Clark and Mayer’s (2011) posit are concerned with the what, how and why of e-learning. E-learning comprises all forms of electronically supported learning and teaching with the aim being to transfer skills and knowledge (Neeraja, 2011). Though frequently associated with distance learning settings, e-learning is also used as part of face-to-face teaching, and this is referred to as ‘blended learning’ (Singh, 2003). With the advances in information and communication technology (ICT), higher institutions are increasingly creating a ‘virtual learning environment’ in which all aspects of a course are handled through a consistent user interface standard throughout the institution (Neeraja, 2011). Overall, the design of a particular learning environment should depend on the learning objective, target audience, access (physical, virtual and/or both) and type of content, while it is also important to know how the learning environment is used, and the influences of the tools and techniques that distinguish the differences in learning outcomes as the technology evolves (Moore, Dickson-Deane and Galyen, 2011).

Kistow (2009), states that e-learning is the next generation of learning because of its flexibility. The term is used to reference out-of-classroom and in-classroom educational experiences via technology which can be self-paced or instructor-led. These include media in the form of: 1) text, 2) image, 3) animation, 4) streaming video and 5) audio and content is delivered via: 1) Internet, 2) intranet/extranet, 3) audio or video tape, 4) satellite television and 5) compact disc (Rouse, 2009). These open resources that support learning are also collectively referred to as open educational resources (OERs). Open data in courseware is at the core of an OER, which according to Johnstone (2005: 15), not only promotes academic collaboration but leads to ‘economic development’.

Thus, it is important that courseware, especially open courseware, is of high quality. However, discussion of the quality of coursework often centered on the ‘development’ of high quality courseware (Grützner, Weibelzahl and Waterson, 2004), or the quality attributes of courseware/e-learning websites (Pruengkarn, Praneetpolgrang and Srivihok, 2005). However, compared to the emphasis placed on assuring quality of regular curriculum, the assurance of e-learning curriculum or courseware has received much less attention in curriculum studies (Sung, Chang and Yu, 2011). According to Syahrul Fahmy et al. (2012), the international standard for software quality, ISO 9216 defines a general framework for the evaluation of software quality and can be used across many systems including the academic domain of e-learning systems. The ISO 9216 dimensions are functionality, reliability, usability, efficiency, maintainability and portability.

The connection of curriculum to sustainable national development, may reveal why the skills gap that exists amongst graduates from Nigerian universities has a direct impact on the economy (Kayode, 2009). This gap has resulted in many organisations having to set-up graduate trainee schemes including the World Bank which trained 1000 Nigerian graduates for the outsourcing industry in 2012 because they recognised that skills gap was a hurdle in job creation (World Bank, 2012). Kayode (2009: 3), stated that


… the gap that exists between what is taught at school and the skills required to perform on a job is so wide that a high percentage of young graduates are said to be unemployable for lack needed skills that would make them profitable for any employer. This state of affairs has existed in Nigeria for so long that there is urgent need for serious actions to stem the tide and correct the malaise that is robbing the nation of progress in many fields of endeavour (Kayode, 2009: 3).




A Nigerian blogger (Micaiah, 2012) on education reaffirmed this lack of the prerequisite skills required to function in the workplace – skills such as problem solving, communication, interpersonal, and teamwork; and lays the blame squarely on the lecturers. The blogger alludes to a serious gap between what is taught in the Nigerian school and what is obtainable in the market place and cites the example of a lecturer who taught in the 90’s with a lecture note he prepared in the early 80’s.

The skills gap problem as it affects sustainable development may be compounded by poor education indicators nationwide, according to the United States Embassy in Nigeria publication, Nigeria Education Fact Sheet. In the fact sheet, it is suggested that the already poor national education indicators are lower still in ‘the predominantly Muslim north’ (Nigeria Education Fact Sheet, 2012). So, the skills gap may be even worse in graduates from the northern parts of the country.

The chosen course of investigation for this research is based on the premise that if universities in Nigeria publish their courseware online, this would bring about quality curricular initiatives driven by the resultant competition for quality faculty, students and prestige, which in turn impact directly on sustainable development. Such courseware, targeted to skill acquisition, and released into the open domain, would also aid the 90% of school leavers who are unable to gain admission into Nigerian universities every year (Nick, 2013).

The objective of this study, therefore, is to examine the websites of universities in Nigeria in order to determine the quantity and quality of open data in any published courseware as a way of assessing the preparedness of the universities to expose details of the academic curricula to public scrutiny. The specific objectives are:


	To determine the extent to which Nigerian universities are publishing their courseware online

	To identify the open data components in any published courseware by the Nigerian universities

	To relate the presence or otherwise of open data in courseware to the geographical zones to which the Universities belong

	To examine the quality of courseware at the universities, where available




Education and Sustainable Development

Sustainable development can be interpreted in many ways. However, its main concept is an approach to development that looks to balance different and often competing needs against an awareness of the environmental, social and economic limitations faced as a society (Ciegis, Ramanauskiene and Martinkus, 2009). Sustainable development has been defined as the development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own need (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). Furthermore, it has been defined as a visionary development paradigm (Drexhage and Murphy, 2010). Hence, sustainable development is about equity, defined as equality of opportunities for well–being, as well as about the comprehensiveness of objectives (Soubbotina, 2004). Sustainable development provides a way of accessing current situation, setting goals that will produce better results and making the right choices about the direction to be taken (Strange and Bayley, 2008). Indicators of sustainability are different from traditional indicators of economic, social and environmental progress in recognising that the three different segments are very tightly interconnected and the impact of education on sustainable development can be seen by its interaction with other factors like health, profits and jobs (What is an indicator of sustainability?, n.d.).

The United Nations (2007) provides sustainable development indicators for education based on: 1) gross intake rate into the last year of primary education, 2) net enrolment rate in primary education, 3) adult secondary (tertiary) schooling attainment level, 4) lifelong learning and 5) adult literacy rates. Of these, the last three stand to benefit from well-developed university curricula. The details of the indicator for adult secondary (tertiary) schooling attainment level, is of particular interest to this study. It is stated as:


Brief definition: Adult Secondary Schooling Attainment Level is defined as the proportion of the population of working age (25–64 years) which has completed at least (upper) secondary education. Adult Tertiary Schooling Attainment Level is defined as the proportion of the population of working age (25–64 years) which has completed at least the first stage tertiary education.


Description: These indicators provide measures of the quality of the human capital stock within the adult population of approximately working age. For instance, those who have completed upper secondary education can be expected either to have an adequate set of skills relevant to the labour market or to have demonstrated the ability to acquire such skills (United Nations, 2007: 56).



The post-2015 development agenda which is being framed as ‘Sustainable Development Goals’, has a Goal 4, which is to ‘ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all’. Under this goal, with the target which says, ‘by the year 2030 ensure equal access for all women and men to affordable, quality technical, vocational and tertiary education, including university’ (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, n.d.).

Open education resources (OERs), according to Wiley, Green and Soares (2012) hold some of the answers to maintaining the quality of learning material while significantly reducing the cost of education. Johnstone (2005) opined that ‘OER … represents those resources needed most to achieve Education for All … It is time for us to create high-quality online educational resources for local use to open them to our fellows around the world’ (Johnstone, 2005: 18).

The Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) was the pioneer of openness as a principle of institutional learning practice, when in 2001, it made most of its teaching materials free, publicly accessible, reusable and remixable via a Creative Commons licence, through its Open Course Ware (OCW) project (Long and Sussex, 2011). Other popular initiatives in the release of OERs are that by the Khan Academy and Washington’s Open Course Library (Wiley, Green and Soares, 2012). Others are the Commonwealth of Learning (COL), WikiEducator and a number of the world’s leading universities such as Carnegie Mellon University, Harvard and University of Oxford, and the Africa Virtual University in Kenya (Mejabi, 2013). In Nigeria, courseware projects have been reported by the National Open University of Nigeria (NOUN) and the University of Ilorin, Nigeria (Mejabi, 2013).


According to Okonkwo (2012), the major aim of developing courseware for NOUN is to address the differences in instruction between NOUN and conventional universities in the mode of instruction used, since NOUN students are instructed by open and distance learning methods within an open learning environment. So it can be deduced that the motivation for developing the courseware which commenced in 2011 is from the curriculum delivery point of view and to meet its mission, which is to make education available to as many people as are able, willing and ready to benefit from it.

At the University of Ilorin, one of the early motivations for making the courseware open was to increase the university’s webometric ranking by having a preponderance of rich text files on the website – one of the indices measured by Webometrics. This strategy seemed to work because along with upload of academic publications to the website, the Webometric ranking of the University rose from 77 in Africa in July 2009, when upload of the courseware commenced, to the 31st position in July 2010 (Mejabi and Raji, 2010). However, in a study by Olasina (2012), it was found that faculty at the University of Ilorin developed courseware for the University’s Open Courseware initiative for easy access to course materials for students and others and because it will enlarge the readership of the materials allowing other scholars to access materials they could not otherwise use. Thus, although increased Webometric ranking was a motivation, benefits to university faculty is also a major motivator. Similarly, in surveys of MIT staff, many of whom were initially sceptical of the open courseware experiment, had expressed belief that MIT’s OCW has not only been beneficial to the institution, students and other faculty members and learners around the world, ‘but has also raised their own – already very elevated – standing in their field’ (Long and Sussex, 2011, para. 8). The MIT Open Courseware remains one of the most comprehensive open courseware projects known, since the courseware site was launched in 2002 (Johansen and Wiley, 2010).

Methodology

The 129 universities in Nigeria as at June 2013, formed the population for the study. The University of Ibadan (for being the first university in Nigeria) and the National Open University of Nigeria (for being the only Open University in the country) were automatically included as part of the sample. The remaining 127 universities were clustered by type of university (federal, state or private) and by the six geo-political zones. The six geo-political zones of Nigeria and the states under them are:


	North-Central: Benue, Kogi, Kwara, Nasarawa, Niger, Plateau and the Federal Capital Territory, Abuja

	North-East: Adamawa, Bauchi, Borno, Gombe, Taraba and Yobe

	North-West: Jigawa, Kaduna, Kano, Katsina, Kebbi, Sokoto and Zamfara

	South-East: Abia, Anambra, Ebonyi, Enugu and Imo

	South-South: Akwa Ibom, Bayelsa, Cross River, Delta, Edo and rivers

	South-West: Ekiti, Lagos, Ogun, Ondo, Osun and Oyo



This resulted in 16 clusters and two universities were randomly picked using a table of random numbers, from each cluster. However, the websites of eight of the universities drawn could not be accessed at the time of the data collection. Thus, the final study sample comprised 30 universities: 1) federal universities – 14, 2) state universities – 9, and 3) private universities – 7. The lists on the website of the National Universities Commission (NUC) were used for the sampling. The National Open University of Nigeria (NOUN), Lagos, was classified as ‘National’ because of its national reach.

The first step in the online analysis involved extracting relevant content from the website(s) of the universities in the sample and this was done in July 2013. This was done by accessing the website of each university using the official address on the website of NUC after which a Google search for the university was done in order to identify any other existing official website for the university. The websites were then scanned for any components of courseware or OERs. This involved first doing a search of the website in a cascading manner, using the key phrases: 1) ‘courseware’, 2) ‘academic programme’, 3) ‘course code’, 4) ‘course titles’, 5) ‘course content’ – terms synonymous with academic programmes in Nigerian universities; and 1) ‘lectures’, 2) ‘modules’, 3) ‘lesson plans’, 4) ‘study exercise’, 5) ‘reading list’, 6) ‘video’ – terms expected to fetch any embedded educational resources on the site. The website search was complemented with clicking on each of the menu items and scanning the linked page, to be sure that the data being sought has not been missed. The content extracted from this process was recorded in a table that included the web link information.

The second step involved a manual content analysis of the extracted information and categorisation and coding was done under the following variables and values:


	Information on Programmes offered: this was used to categorise a listing on the university website of the academic programmes offered in the university such as B.Sc. Mathematics, B.A. English, etc. – No/Partially/Yes

	Courseware: describes the full complement of as aspects required for self-learning or e-learning – Available and Open/Available but Closed/No

	Course Codes e.g. MAT 101, ENG 324 – No/Yes

	Course Titles e.g. Introduction to Algebra – No/Partially/Yes

	Course Content: a brief overview of what the course entails – No/Yes

	Lecture Topics/Modules/Lesson Plan: a more detailed breakdown of what the course entails over the period for the course – No/Yes

	Lesson Notes: the actual material with which the learner engages in order to learn – No/Yes

	Study Exercises – No/Yes

	Reading list – No/Yes

	Study aids e.g. Videos – No/Yes

	Links to external resources e.g. external courseware or OERs – No/Yes



The coded data were analysed using frequency counts and percentages. For the universities with open courseware, the courseware are examined on features of open data – 1) re-usable, 2) accessible, 3) machine process-able, 4) open friendly license (Baur and Kaltenbuck, n.d.; Chernoff, 2010) and 5) the ISO 9216 pertinent dimensions of: 1) functionality – the capability to provide functions which meet the stated and implied needs of users under the specified conditions of usage and 2) maintainability – the capability to be modified (adapted from Syahrul Fahmy et al., 2012: 118–119). An additional dimension – currency, is included to assess how recent the courseware is.


Results and Discussion

From the online analysis of the university websites, the distribution of universities according to the findings on whether information on programmes offered was available on the websites is presented in Table 1 and reveals that the Ahmadu Bello University does not have information about the academic programmes they run, online; while the University of Ibadan has the information for only some departments in the university. The other 28 universities have this information on their websites.

Table 1 Information on programmes offered



	Information on programmes
	Frequency

	Percent




	No
	1

	3.3




	Partially
	1

	3.3




	Yes
	28

	93.4




	Total
	30

	100.0





Source: Study data, 2013

Out of 30 universities sampled, two were found to have open courseware available online as presented in Table 2. These were the University of Ilorin and the National Open University of Nigeria (NOUN). Two other universities were identified as having courseware but which was available only to pre-registered users and so was closed. Others did not have any courseware although the Bayero University had a link labelled ‘open courseware’ on their website but this was a dead link. Also, news on the website of Federal University, Oye-Ekiti, promises the development of courseware.

Table 2 Courseware availability online



	Courseware availability
	Frequency

	Percent




	Available and Open
	2

	6.7




	Available but Closed
	2

	6.7




	No
	26

	86.7




	Total
	30

	100.0





Source: Study data, 2013


Although 26 universities were found not to have any courseware, several of these had components of courseware such as Course Codes with accompanying Course Titles in some cases, and some with Course Contents, as presented in Table 3.

It was the two universities which had open courseware (the NOUN and the University of Ilorin) that had the topics, modules, or lesson plans available online as shown in Table 4. The NOUN was the only university with lesson notes available online. Unlike the MIT Open Courseware, which does not have lesson notes for all its listed topics, all courses on the NOUN website have links to detailed course lesson notes in PDF format.

Table 3 Course code, title and content availability online



	Item

	Available online




	No

	Partially

	Yes

	Total




	Course code online
	22 (73.3%)

	–

	8 (26.7%)

	30 (100%)




	Course title online
	22 (73.3%)

	1 (3.3%)

	7 (23.3%)

	30 (100%)




	Course content online
	26 (86.7%)

	–

	4 (13.3%)

	30 (100%)





Source: Study data, 2013

Table 4 Topics/modules/lesson plan and lesson note availability online



	Item

	Available online




	No

	Yes

	Total




	Lesson plan online

	28 (93.3%)

	2 (6.7%)

	30 (100%)




	Lesson notes online

	29 (96.7%)

	1 (3.3%)

	30 (100%)





Source: Study data, 2013

As shown in Table 5, only the two universities with online courseware had study exercises and reading lists available online. However, none of them had study aids such as videos or other dynamic objects for learning on the websites in contrast to the many lecture videos available on the MIT open courseware site. In the case of the two universities with courseware, perhaps the reason for this absence is the single file, PDF format, used to present the courseware. Only one university had links to external courseware as shown in Table 5 and that was the University of Ilorin. However, under the ‘Resources’ tab on the website of Usman Danfodio University, there was a link labelled ‘MIT Open Courseware’ but the link did not lead anywhere (that is, it was a dead link).

From the foregoing, it can be deduced that nearly all the universities across all geo-political zones of Nigeria, have information about the programmes they offer, online. On other variables of analysis, items that showed online presence other than for the two universities with open courseware, were: 1) course code, 2) course title and 3) course content. These items were analysed to identify the geo-political zones to which the universities with such presence belonged and the finding is presented in Table 6.

Table 5 Availability online of study exercises, reading lists, study aids or links to external OERs



	Item
	Available online




	No

	Yes

	Total




	Study exercises online
	28 (93.3%)

	2 (6.7%)

	30 (100%)




	Reading list online
	28 (93.3%)

	2 (6.7%)

	30 (100%)




	Links to external courseware
	29 (96.7%)

	1 (3.3%)

	30 (100%)





Source: Study data, 2013

Table 6 Geo-political zones indicating universities with online course code, course title and course content



	Item
	Geo-political zones in Nigeria




	North East

	North East

	North East




	Course code online
	Yes

	–

	Yes




	Course code online
	Yes

	–

	Yes




	Course title online
	Yes

	–

	Yes





Source: Study data, 2013

The pattern displayed in Table 6, cannot be said to support the assertion that the already poor national education indicators are lower still in the northern part of Nigeria (Nigeria Education Fact Sheet, 2012). This is because, although the South West zone has shown greater activity in support of open data in courseware, the North West and South East zones, display similar patterns, as does the North Central and South South zones. Perhaps this is an indicator and a reality of the inclusiveness provided by the Internet.

The courseware at the NOUN and the University of Ilorin websites, the only universities found to have open courseware, were examined in order to elucidate the quality. The overall impression is that the courseware design is differs between the two institutions, perhaps because of the learning environment – the NOUN being modelled on distance learning and the University of Ilorin being modelled on blended learning. The assessment based on the dimensions of interest is summarised in Table 7.

From the quality dimensions examined, re-usability is not established, although both universities refer to their product as ‘open’ courseware. This dimension is linked to the type of license or the absence of a license that explicitly connotes re-use. This contradicts Johnstone’s (2005) position and is at variance with MIT’s use of a Creative Commons licence which allows users to reuse and remix (Long and Sussex, 2011). Although the courseware at both universities are accessible through the website, their maintainability and remixing flexibility is limited as a result of bundling each courseware for publication as a single PDF document. For the courseware to drive sustainable development, these weaknesses have to be addressed so that material with local content is freely available for re-use as much as that of courseware from more developed countries. The functionality of the courseware can still be improved so that usability, which has not been discussed as this requires user opinions of their experience and satisfaction with using courseware, can be optimal. Perhaps, converting the courseware from PDF documents to machine process-able platforms such as learning managing systems (Singh, 2003), may have the effect of increasing re-usability and promoting currency. These, in turn, are certain to impact on the quality of content and promote inclusion of different learning strategies that increase provision of relevant content and improves skill acquisition from learning.


Table 7 Quality assessment of available courseware at NOUN and University of Ilorin



	Quality dimension
	University




	NOUN

	University of Ilorin




	Re-usability
	Not re-usable because there is a clear “All Rights Reserved” statement accompanying every courseware on the site.
	Not clear because there is no license or attribution statement associated with the courseware



	Accessibility
	Accessible on the university website.
	Accessible on the university website.



	Machine process-able
	Not machine process-able because all courseware are in PDF format.
	Not machine process-able because all courseware are in PDF format.



	Open friendly license
	License is not open friendly.
	No license accompanies the software.



	Functionality–the capability to provide functions which meet the stated and implied needs of users under the specified conditions of usage
	Functional because the aim of the courseware to provide learners with enough detailed material so that they can learn on their own.
	Functional because the aim of the courseware is to support teaching and learning and complement face-to-face teaching.



	Maintainability – the capability to be modified
	The courseware can be maintained because of the clear sectioning, though it requires the whole courseware to be changed, because of the PDF format.
	The courseware can be maintained because of the clear sectioning, though it requires the whole courseware to be changed, because of the PDF format.



	Currency
	Indication of currency – shows year of print or reprint.
	Indication of currency – shows the session in which the courseware was developed.




Source: Study data, 2013

Conclusion

The findings revealed that although many of the universities published information about their programmes along with the course codes and titles in some cases, the move to open courseware publication is being imbibed at a very slow pace. It can also be concluded that universities in Nigeria are yet to embrace the role of open courseware in enhancing the quality of their academic programmes which not only impact on the existing programmes but also on the quality of faculty and students that desire recruitment. The study also reveals that the inclusiveness which the Internet provides, has resulted in findings in which the geo-political zones to which the universities belong, had little influence. Furthermore, the quality of courseware available, while adequate for the targeted audience, can benefit from designing the courseware with the objective of meeting the assessed quality dimensions.

All of the above conclusions have an impact on sustainable development. The link between education and sustainable development has earlier been established. This included a presentation of the skills gap amongst graduates from Nigerian universities and the connection to out-dated curricula and learning systems that do not foster skill acquisition. The argument has been made in the paper that courseware is very important for both onsite and offsite learning such as e-learning and that opening up components of the courseware to stakeholder scrutiny would result in improved quality of the curriculum and pedagogy, and consequently on the education indicators as well as other economic contributors to sustainable development.

Recommendations

The study, recommends that the universities with open courseware should see the strategic advantages in providing courseware that is rich, up-to-date, and relevant to local and global audiences, with the incorporation of various data types such as images and videos. It is also recommended that in the short run, universities in Nigeria should publish the course codes, titles and course contents for all programmes offered, not to push for higher webometric rankings, but as a motivation for development of curricular that would lead to quality graduates towards sustainable national development. For further research, it is recommended that all universities in Nigeria to be analysed in order to determine the exact extent of open data in courseware within the Nigerian university system with qualitative aspects to determine any causal effects. The study did not consider the quality dimension of usability and assessing this is also recommended as an area for future research.
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Abstract

Facebook, as a medium of social network, has been used by people worldwide in their daily life. The aim of this study was to investigate the difficulties students faced at the higher education level when using Facebook, from the students’ perspective. Facebook, as one of the social media tools, can be used to enhance students’ learning. This study was conducted at one of the higher educational institution in Jordan, Al Al-Bayt University. Participants of the study were 49 higher education students who enrolled in Computer Educational course. The study also investigated the challenges of using Facebook as a learning tool that may relate to the students’ duration of years of study, past experience with Facebook and their majoring field. A survey instrument was created by the researcher. It has 15 items that address issues that the students might encounter in using social media such as Facebook. Instructor ought to create a Facebook site to be utilised for the class purposes. All students have created their respective Facebook site for the same reason. At the end of the semester, the survey instrument was administered to collect information about the study and finally the outcome showed that students faced some difficulties due to security issues, lack of sufficient time for learning and managing activities and slow internet connection. It revealed that the students’ duration of years of study, past experience with Facebook and their majoring field have no influence on the difficulties faced by the students when using the Facebook application.

Keywords: computer assists learning, educational technology, difficulties in using Facebook, Facebook learning tool, challenge with Facebook.


Introduction

Social media is a ‘computer-mediated tool that allows people to create, share or exchange information, ideas, pictures and videos in virtual communities and networks’. It is considered as ‘a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0’ (Wikipedia). According to the Facebook Statistics Stats and Facts for 2011, ‘With over 500 million users, Facebook is now used by one in every 13 people on earth, with over 250 million of them (over 50%) who log in every day. The average user still has about 130 friends, but that is expected to expand in 2011’ (Digitalbuz-blog, 2011). College students or students who are planning to start their education in a university can use Facebook for many purposes such as to choose a proper school, register for classes, choose their majoring fields, buy textbooks, find class schedule and plan, find class tools and materials, and communicate with other students and teachers (Staff Writers, 2009a,b).

Approximately eight million students of college and high school, in the United States of America (USA), used Facebook sites to post their personal information or to communicate with other classmates and their instructors as well. By these ways, students can stay in touch with their friends and family (Lashinsky, 2005). Facebook users can post their status to let friends know what they have in mind or express their feelings. They can post videos and photos that are related to a specific topic. They can also join groups and check class calendar. It can be used for math teaching by creating a math group for the students in the same class. They can write on the wall, solve math problems, and get feedback from the teacher. The group admin can control the group by rotating class duty and control what was being posted on the site wall (Mathews, 2015). Facebook has five default tabs that enable the user to add extra applications: 1) News Feed, 2) Status Updates, 3) Friends Photos and Album, 4) Posted Items and 5) Live Feed. It also has four other tabs to add or update: 1) Profile page, 2) Wall, 3) Info, and 4) Photos (display pictures that you post) and Videos (Mahalo.com, n.d.).

Facebook Applications: Motivation and Challenge

The goal of education is to improve students learning, and this will increase their knowledge and improve their skills. In order to achieve this goal, students need to be motivated to learn, which will increase their participation in the learning process (Brophy, 1987). The key for success and improvement of students’ academic achievement could be reached by motivating them to learn and stay engaged (Gray and Daymond, 2010). Computer applications, such as educational games, that can be posted on student’s site, or can be found on the internet have a positive effect on students’ motivation for learning. This is considered as a part of an active learning process that makes it more enjoyable (Al-Mashaqbeh, 2014). Facebook is a tool that has been used in the online learning process. Students used the discussion and messaging form to communicate on Facebook with other students and instructors. Teachers use this tool as a method to motivate students learning process (Mazer, Murphy and Simonds, 2007).

There are many other processes that teachers can utilise to motivate their students and improve participation on Facebook: 1) having good interactions between teacher and student, 2) organise a class discussion, 3) involve students with their instructors in community issues, 4) do extra activities on Facebook and 5) facilitate student’s academic work and experience by the instructor (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005). In terms of personal information to be revealed in the class social communication tools, it should be guided by the class instructor. The instructor should decide what personal information he needs to upload to create a comfortable class environment. On the other side, the instructor needs to control the amount of information needed by students to keep a positive communication, and this will motivate students to learn (McBride and Wahl, 2005).

Large class size, unskilled teachers and traditional way of training practiced by the teacher are the main source of the problems faced in the integration of technology in education (Brown, Lewis and Harcleroad, 1973). A research was conducted to find the challenges that are associated with the use of social media and technology in schools. It was found that there were many challenges such as the range of stakeholder opinions, technical challenges, changing the culture of any school and privacy issues (Europen Schoolnet, 2012). Facebook, as a social media tool, has become an important source of information for people. Some privacy issues were a major concern for the Facebook users. Sharing information on Facebook about someone’s identity is very personal and this information might be at risk of being abused by identity thieves (Whelan 2005). Uploading private information on Facebook is considered as an important issue for the users of the site for educational purposes. The amount and the type of personal details to be posted on the class Facebook site should be influenced by a few of criteria such as culture, motivation, individual personalities, background and gender (Petronio, 2002).

Most students preferred Facebook, as an online social network, to get information about their friends. They can also follow the activities done by their friends on the site. This is considered to be of a concern for educators to get students to accept Facebook as a learning tool (Cheung, Chiu and Lee, 2011). Some instructors use the same plan of study for many years and they don’t want to incorporate computer applications into their teaching plans. On the other side, school administrators, who believed in technology as an important part of the teaching setting, forced their instructors to incorporate technology applications into their plan. In order to speed up the process of moving toward the application of technology, we need to focus on having a proper training program in order to expose them to the benefits of applying it. Instructors stated that social media such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and YouTube, which have been used as a learning tool for high school students and graduate students, may put students in danger of losing focus and more distractions in the classroom (Harven, 2013).

A study was conducted to examine the impact of posting teacher’s personal information on Facebook on boosting student’s motivation to learning. The finding of the study indicated that having more teacher’s personal information on the class Facebook group will lead to improve student’s motivation, more effective learning and more comfortable classroom climate (Mazer, Murphy and Simonds, 2007). A study was conducted to investigate the use of Facebook site in the language classroom for undergraduate student. The result showed that students in the language class have a positive attitude towards the use of Facebook applications as a support tool for teaching language, but it can’t be the substitution for the traditional classroom teaching. On the other side, some difficulties might appear, for example, the instructor may find himself in the middle of misunderstanding for small issues among students (Eren, 2012).


Students who used e-learning system such as the blackboard software might faced some difficulties: 1) the evaluation method for their homework was not clear and 2) the communication with their teacher was not enough (Al-Mashaqbeh, 2009). Integrating web tools to support traditional teaching is a concern with having several e-learning websites and softwares that support the curriculum, but many instructors have limited use of it. Students in e-learning setting did not have self-motivation to improve their skills and to complete homework online (Mazer, Murphy and Simonds, 2007).

The Study

Importance of the Study

Millions of students worldwide are using the Web 2.0 tools such as Facebook. It is considered as a new era for higher education. There was not enough research that examines the challenges of using the social networking application (such as Facebook) by higher education students. This study investigated the difficulties faced by the higher education students in using Facebook applications, as one of the social media tools, to enhance and motivate learning.

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to investigate the challenges faced by the higher education students in using Facebook, as one of the social media tools, to enhance their learning. Participants were required to practice using News Feed, Status Updates, Photos, Posted Items and Live Feed. In addition, they were required to view comments or materials that were posted by the instructor and classmates and they have to respond to other users’ posts. There were varieties of Facebook functions that became an optional use by the participants, such as the Wall and Info. The following research questions guided the study:


	What are the most and least item related to challenges encountered in the use of the Facebook course site?

	Is there a significant difference in the challenges encountered in the use of the Facebook course site concerning with the year of study, past experience with Facebook and majoring field?




Limitation of the Study

This quantitative study used the survey instrument to collect information from the participants. The researcher chose only one course, at the undergraduate level, to implement the use of Facebook applications as a teaching tool. The research focused on students’ opinions toward difficulties encountered in the use of Facebook applications as learning tool.

Methodology

Sample

This study was carried out at the Al Al-Bayt University, Jordan with 46 participants enrolled in ‘Computer in Education’ course in the academic year of 2014–2015. This elementary course is a prerequisite for all students majoring in education and is considered as the graduation requirement. It is an elective course for students majoring in other field.

Research Instruments

Class instructor and students’ Facebook sites

The class instructor created a Facebook site to be used by the participants during the experiment period, which was different from his own personal Facebook site. Each student has an option to use their personal Facebook site or to create a new site for the experiment.

Survey instrument and validity of the instrument

A survey instrument was purely original, which created by the researcher to collect information about the difficulties students encountered when using Facebook as a learning tool. The designed survey contained a 5-point Likert-type questionnaire that ranges from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’. It has 15 items that intend to gather information about difficulties or issues that students might encounter when using the social media such as Facebook. It focused on issues such as: 1) students’ experience and needs 2) time and 3) technical.


To ensure the validity of the research instrument and the suitability of the survey items (number of items, items related to the research topic and format), it was sent to five faculty members in different area of specialisations (educational technology, curriculum and instruction, computer science and psychology). They were asked to evaluate the questionnaire instrument and write their recommendations that could help improve the instrument. The researcher made the needed modifications, if any, taking into consideration the reviewers’ comments. To ensure the reliability of the research instrument (the survey), the results of the study were correlated using ‘Cronbach Alpha formula’ and the score was 0.88 which indicates a good reliability.

Procedure

The study spanned for a period of one semester. The instructor used the class Facebook site besides the traditional teaching method. During the course period, the instructor added the students as friends on the Facebook and started communication with them when class ended. Instructor posted his daily status included photos, video, web address or comments that are related to the topic of the class of that day and asked the students to give their opinions. Students were asked to post materials that support daily issues of the class and they need to respond to each issues posted by others. They were also allowed to set a closed group for private conversations on the Facebook. Students were required to submit their assignments through the site and were allowed to make personal conversation with the instructor. At the end of the semester, the survey instruments were administered to collect information on their experience with the Facebook as a learning tool. It focused mainly on the difficulties and obstacles in using the new method for learning and teaching. The data were then analysed using descriptive and ANOVA methods.

Results and Discussion

The result for the first research question, ‘What are the most and least item related to the challenges encountered in the use of Facebook course site?’ were shown in Table 1. It revealed the descriptive analysis for the 15 items of the survey instrument that used to describe participant opinions on the Facebook difficulties. It indicates that the overall mean score for the instrument items was 2.71.


Table 1 The descriptive analysis of the 15 items



	Item
	
	Mean

	Standard Deviation




	1
	I do not feel that my information on the Facebook was secured
	3.06

	1.298




	2
	There is no catalog to assist students on how to use the Facebook
	2.84

	1.297




	3
	Students were not responding well to the Facebook activities
	2.57

	1.258




	4
	The lack of having the full curriculum in electronic form
	2.96

	1.258




	5
	Not having the necessary skills to use the computer and Internet applications
	2.29

	1.173




	6
	I believe that the use of e-learning will not improve learning and I prefer using the traditional learning method.
	2.51

	1.192




	7
	Lack of time for learning and managing activities through the Facebook
	3.04

	1.322




	8
	Lack of confidence in using the Facebook
	2.41

	1.223




	9
	The idea of using the Facebook for learning is not accepted by the community
	2.84

	1.328




	10
	The internet connection was slow outside and within the university
	2.98

	1.331




	11
	Not having needed skills to use Facebook applications for education purposes
	2.43

	1.275




	12
	Lack of modern electronic devices and insufficient virtual laboratories
	2.65

	1.217




	13
	Not having enough time to follow others post or responses in the Facebook
	2.55

	1.209




	14
	Teachers not responding on time with our questions and comments
	2.86

	1.275




	15
	There were inappropriate comments, pictures, or video posted on the site
	2.71

	1.414




	
	Total
	2.71

	.861





As shown in Table 1, based on the highest mean value, the most challenges students encountered in the use of Facebook applications was item 1, ‘I do not feel that my information on the Facebook was secured’, with a mean value of 3.06. It was followed by item 7, ‘Lack of time for learning and managing activities through the Facebook’, with a mean value of 3.04. Item 10, ‘The internet connection was slow outside and within the university campus’, was in the third position with a mean value of 2.98.

On the other hand, it revealed that item 5, ‘Not having the necessary skills to use the computer and Internet applications’ occupies the last rank with a mean value of 2.29. It indicated that participants possessed the needed computer skills to use Facebook applications. Omwenga (2001) stated that it is the class instructor’s responsibility to implement the technology in a curriculum, even if they complained about the lack of technology resources. They need to use whatever resources available to them to improve their teaching skills and techniques. Govani and Pashley (2005) stated that the students’ main concern about the use of Facebook for learning new topics are the privacy and security issues. Christopher et al. (2012) examined the use of Facebook in learning and they found that it is an excellent way to integrate technology into learning in higher education but it faces some challenges. One of the challenges was the time limitation to maintain the momentum of communication and responses to students’ requests and enquiries. Al-Mashaqbeh (2012) stated that teachers need to use computer applications and to improve their computer skills, and for that, they need more time and support from their schools’ administrations, and hence it will improve learning. Raja Maznah and Ng (2010) stated that social networking tools provide a good learning environment to support class activities and engage students in their learning process, but it should framed with a proper plan to become an effective teaching tool. Whelan (2005) said that one of the problems arises in the use of Facebook in education is the security of information on the site and how safe the students could feel when their personal information is included on the site.

The means and standard deviations of the second research question, ‘Is there a significant difference in the challenges encountered in the use of the Facebook course site concerning with the year of study, past experience with Facebook and majoring field?’, according to the three independent variables: 1) students’ year of study, 2) students’ experience with computer and 3) students’ majoring field were calculated as presented in Table 2. It shows a slight variance in the means of the challenges faced in the use of Facebook applications according to independent variables.


Table 2 Means and standard deviations according to independent variables (year of study, experience and majoring field)



	
	
	Mean

	Standard Deviation

	N




	Year
	1+2

	2.69

	.869

	22




	
	3+4

	2.74

	.870

	24




	Experience
	Yes

	2.63

	.753

	22




	
	No

	2.78

	.955

	24




	Major
	Science

	2.40

	.824

	16




	
	Humanities

	2.87

	.848

	30




	
	Total

	2.71

	.861

	46





As shown in Table 3, it revealed that there were no statistically significant differences (α=0.05) in the challenges faced in the use of Facebook applications due to the students’ majoring field, experience with computer and year of study. It indicated that students have the same concern about the use of Facebook applications, despite their year of study, experience with Facebook or majoring field. Using Facebook applications by the class instructor and students for learning and teaching process is a new way in education and all faced the same challenges despite their majoring field, experience and year of study.

Table 3 Tests of between-subjects effects



	Source
	Type III Sum of Squares

	df

	Mean Square

	F

	Significance




	Year
	0.436

	1

	0.436

	0.600

	0.443




	Experience
	0.159

	1

	0.159

	0.219

	0.642




	Majoring field
	2.441

	1

	2.441

	3.360

	0.073




	Error
	32.691

	45

	0.726

	

	




	Corrected Total
	35.557

	48

	

	

	






Conclusion

The main aim of this study is to investigate the challenges faced by the higher education students in the use of Facebook, as one of the social media tools, to enhance their learning. The finding of this study indicated that the main challenges faced in the use of Facebook applications as a learning tool are the security concern, insufficient time for managing activities and lack of internet connection.

In order to use Facebook applications in a suitable way and to improve students’ learning, there are recommendations such as: (1) to teach students on how to choose Facebook applications and options to secure their personal information; (2) to set a daily specific time (office hour online) for instructor to response to students’ questions and communicate with them and (3) to allow students to communicate with each other, within and after class hours, by using their own personal computer to solve the internet connection problems. In the light of the results of this study, previous studies on the use of Facebook in education, and the researcher’s observations during the study period, the researcher designed a plan to overcome these difficulties as shown in Figure 1.


[image: art]

Figure 1 A suggested plan to overcome Facebook difficulties




As shown in Figure 1, a plan was developed by the researcher for instructors and students to follow in order to overcome these difficulties faced in the use of Facebook as a higher education teaching tool. Instructors and students need to perform their responsibilities to improve the use of social media in higher education setting.

Instructors’ responsibilities:


	Explain to students about the applications that can be found in the Facebook and the importance of using it as a learning tool

	Prepare curriculum in electronic form (e-book, presentation, exams, extra materials and softwares)

	Create a Facebook site for the class purposes or Facebook groups

	Set a time frame to regularly check the Facebook site and respond to students and mentor of the site

	Have a plan to assist the students’ work by ‘assessment method’



Students’ responsibilities:


	Create own Facebook site

	Send friendship request to other students from the same class

	Set a time in class to do some daily activities in Facebook (eg. posting and responding to others)

	Interact privately with the instructor on personal issue on Facebook

	Open a discussion about issues related to the class topics

	Ask for technical help if needed



The result of this study indicated that security, insufficient time for managing activities and problems with internet connection were the most concern that hindered students from using Facebook in higher education setting. The researcher believed that the issue they concerned most is the security, which indicated that student would hesitate to send messages or files on Facebook. The researcher also believed that if students are aware of the benefits of using social media and they know that files and information can be easily uploaded, they would feel more comfortable and less concern about security issues on Facebook.
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Abstract

English language writing has always been a problem for second language learners to master. Developing learners’ ability in writing is one of the major problems faced by educators in tertiary education. The learners will only use English language when they are asked to and only when the opportunity arises during classroom lessons. Generating ideas for writing has always been a major difficulty faced by learners in English language learning. This had led to many studies by researchers in suggesting ways in helping learners to write in English language. This study was carried out to examine the effectiveness of selfie photo in generating ideas for narrative writing among 40 undergraduate students undertaking an English proficiency course at a local university in Malaysia. The findings had shown significant improvement in learners’ writing in term of ideas coherency and text length. It was observed that the learners had had the ability to come up with more number of words in writing when narrating self-experiences related to the captured selfie photo compared to normal classroom writing. As a whole, the use of selfie photo had improved learners’ writing ability in terms of not only language proficiency, but also their level of confidence and classroom participation.

Keywords: selfie photo, narrative writing, generating ideas and self-experiences

Introduction

Writing is a demanding activity, especially for the learners of second language and yet it is a skill that they have to master in order to do well in content courses, especially at the tertiary level of education (Nor Shidrah, Nuraihan and Noor Lide, 2005). Although some of the students develop good language skills at school, the university makes particular demands on students’ language and study skills. For a Malaysian to be considered socially and professionally competent, it has become increasingly important for one to complement one’s proficiency in the national language with that of the English language. However, it is disappointing to see many undergraduate students in Malaysia still lack of the ability in mastering English language, particularly in the writing component.

Writing in an English language classroom acts as a nucleus to learning in the higher institutions. It allows students to improve their skill of English language writing and gain immediate feedback from the lecturers. Moreover, writing allows lecturers to monitor students’ progress and diagnose students’ problems subjected to their written assignments or reports. Writing tasks related appropriately to those students who need to write in English language in their social, educational or professional lives. Hence, writing is one of the many skills that students find most difficult. The skill of writing is said to be a skill which students are less proficient in (Hiew, 2012).

In other words, writing is said to be the least use as students do not see the immediate purpose for them to write and on how or to whom they will be writing for. Therefore, the context of engaging students to start writing is not seen as an important or necessary task.

Statement of Problem

Writing has become a key determinant in academic opportunities awarded to students beyond tertiary education. Educators usually face challenges in adopting and developing a wide range of methods in teaching skills of writing in the target language. Most Malaysian students do not seem to be able to attain reasonable English literacy even after going through 11 years of learning English language in school (Naginder, 2006; Nor Hashimah Jalaludin, Norsimah Mat Awal and Kesumawati Abu Bakar, 2008, as cited in Normazidah, Koo and Hazita, 2012). It is more alarming to learn that many Form Five students, including those from international schools, struggle with even basic English grammar. This has indirectly caused many of these students struggled in sentences making during writing tasks.


At tertiary level, the ability to generate well organised and coherent essays is expected. Most of the course work assessments and examinations are in the form of essays. Therefore, effective writing skills are essential to the students. In fact, mastering the basic structure of an essay with its emphasis on a clear point and well organised, logical support, will help almost every kind of writing that a person does. As many of these students who are studying in the institutions of higher learning are not sure how to first generate and organise their ideas, how to express themselves fluently or to be able to write grammatical correct sentences, these have become a problem to the English educators of the subjects. Notwithstanding, students studying at different levels generally confine their revisions to local problems at the word and sentence level (McCutchen, Francis and Kerr, 1997; Ferris, 1995; Polio, Fleck and Leder, 1998, as cited in Mohd Sahandri and Saifuddin, 2009).

Thus, learning to write effectively has become a major significance in academia. Writing is a complex process and skills which cannot be learnt overnight. It requires practices and strategies as students need to explore ideas and thoughts as well as the language. Chow (2007) has stressed that writing is an important key skill that undergraduate students should master than any other key components. Therefore, the main objective of this study is to identify new instructional materials in activating students’ ability to write in English language classroom. This study is carried out to determine the effectiveness of selfie photo in generating ideas for language writing among undergraduates in a local university. Through this, language teachers may be able to produce desired learning outcomes from the students in using the right stimulus.

Literature Review

Research on the process of writing has become the major focus of second language (L2) writing research since in the 1980s and one of the earliest researches was done by Arndt (1987). Students who learn English composition as a second or foreign language, struggled with many structural issues including selecting proper words, using correct grammar, generating ideas, and developing ideas about specific topics. More importantly, they have trouble developing functional language skills, such as proper natural language use in different social contexts and using language in creative ways. Thus, using the right writing strategies seems particularly important because many researchers (Zamel, 1982; Raimes, 1985; Arndt, 1987; Victori, 1995; Beare, 2000) claimed that it is the writing strategies that primarily separate successful from less successful writers apart.

Past Researches in Writing

Research on writing skills and strategies in writing had been carried out by various researchers throughout the academic world. Many of these researchers looked into how writing works with various respondents from different background. However, most researchers agreed that there are still many more to be studied when doing research into writing component.

Some researchers on writing, included Wenden (1991) whose research involving eight students of English as a second language (ESL), stated that metacognitive strategies are mental operations or procedures that learners use to regulate their learning. Learners are said to be directly responsible for the execution of a writing task that includes planning, evaluating and monitoring. Wenden (1991) went on to say that cognitive strategies are mental operations or steps used by learners to learn new information and apply it to specific learning tasks. This information is then used to deal with the obstacles encountered along the way.

Zhang (2004), on the other hand, studied on three groups of subjects from three cultural backgrounds to show that socio-cultural context shapes the writer’s ideology and the writer’s sense of self. The focus group was made up of native Chinese speakers writing in English (CE group) as a foreign language while the other groups, used for contrastive purposes, were made up of native Australian English speakers writing in English (AE) and native Chinese speakers writing in Chinese (CC group). It was said that the stance and position a writer takes towards different topics results in differences in text types and reveals the cultural contexts in which the essays were written. The results showed that socio-cultural context also shaped the idea of the individual writer in what to write, how to write and what rhetorical conventions are available to be used, as well as what text types are preferred in the different situations.

In a research carried out by Hyland (2003) on 240 doctoral and masters’ students in Hong Kong, it was found that a model of metadiscourse as the interpersonal resources required to present propositional material appropriately in different disciplinary and genre contexts. The analysis suggests on how academic writers use language to offer a credible representation of themselves and their work in different fields, and thus how metadiscourse can be seen as a means of uncovering something of the rhetorical and social distinctiveness of disciplinary communities.

In further support to this study, Kim and Kim (2005) in a study on a group of Korean University had found four problems in university writing classes: 1) a heavy emphasis on grammatical form, 2) overemphasis on final product, 3) lack of genre-specific writing across the curriculum and 4) the need for more diverse types of feedback. In context of the English as a foreign language (EFL), where exposure to English is extremely limited, more effective approaches to writing and teachable skills should be applied to writing instruction such as balanced instructional and curricular approach of the process and genre-based approach to teaching.

Using Pictures as Writing Prompt

The literature on what constitutes a good picture for eliciting quality writing samples indicates that picture content is the primary characteristic that should drive the selection of pictures. Subject matter that is familiar and personal, for example, baking a cake, triggers scripts that children can use to generate writing (Bates, 1991; Cleaver, Scheurer and Shorey, 1993, as cited in Schweizer, 1999).

Andrzejczak, Trainin and Poldberg (2005) conducted a study to look at the benefits of integrating visual art creation and the writing process. The qualitative inquiry uses student, parent, and teacher interviews coupled with field observation and artifact analysis. Emergent coding based on grounded theory clearly shows that visual art creation enhances the writing process. Students used more time for thought elaboration, generated strong descriptions and developed concrete vocabulary. The advantages of using production of art and artwork in the pre-writing process provided a motivational entry point, a way to develop and elaborate on a scene or a narrative.

Gutiérrez, Puello and Galvis (2015) shared their experience and the results of an action research in the field of EFL writing, especially with colleagues and teachers interested in developing innovative strategies to teach writing at any level of tutoring. It reports on the use of picture series technique to improve the narrative writing skill in 20 participants from the ninth grade at Institución Educativa Simón Araujo in Sincelejo, Colombia. The obtained results through descriptive statistics (Mean) indicated that there was a significant difference between the group which was taught through pictures series technique and process-based approach over the one which only received process-based instruction.

The researchers concluded that the intervention with picture as visual art and picture series technique improved the overall growth of writing skills among the respondents, specifically in the areas of logical sequence and ideas exposure.

Research Method

This study was conducted at one of the local university in Malaysia. This research site was chosen with an intention to examine the effectiveness of using selfie photo in generating students’ writing skills of this university in term of organisation, length and language used. A total number of 40 ESL students undergoing the highest level of language proficiency course in the current semester were selected in this ‘One-group Pre-Post Test Experimental design’ study. However, five respondents were left out as they were absent during the test day. This study comprised of a total of 33 female and seven male respondents participated in two tests assigned in class during lectures.
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Figure 1 One-group Pre-Post Test Experimental design



Theoretical Framework

The framework proposed by Flower and Hayes (1981) was used in this study to identify composing as a complex problem-solving activity and responding to a rhetorical situation in the form of a text. The ability to write well is not a naturally acquired skill; it is usually learned or culturally transmitted as a set of practices in formal instructional settings or other environments. Writing skills must be practiced and learned through experience. Writing also involves composing, which implies the ability either to tell or retell pieces of information in the form of narratives or description, or to transform information into new texts, as in expository or argumentative writing (Myles, 2002).

The work of Flower and Hayes (1981), largely known as cognitive process model, represents the internal process of the writer’s mind and looks at composing as a complex problem-solving activity. Through the use of pictures, to the like of selfie photos in this study, may then be able to manipulate student’s motivation in communication and somehow generate opportunities for students to express themselves. Through this, language educators may be able to produce desired learning outcomes from the students using the right stimulus.
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Figure 2 The cognitive process model of the composing process (Flower and Hayes, 1981)



Procedures

Throughout the 14 weeks, the respondents were taught using a coursebook specially developed for all the students undertaking the course. Lecturers were required to give lecture of every chapter found in the coursebook in the hope that the students will have ample knowledge in using English for their daily purposes. At the beginning of the study, the respondents were asked to outline ideas for writing in order to measure their overall writing performance (development of ideas and language proficiency). The researcher had then provided another writing task to the respondents to be completed in the next lesson. The respondents were told to bring along a selfie in related to the assigned topic for the next class. Hence, the respondents were then asked to write a narrative essay in relation to the selfie photo.

Narrative writing, as mentioned by Ahola (2004), enables students to enjoy the writing process when they are able to write about topics relating to their lives. As a result, many teachers in schools, often begin a new writing course with some form of narrative writing. The writing essays were being assessed using the 6-band scale (refer to Appendix). It is also hope that this study will enlighten English language lecturers at the university to opt for strategies in helping these students in preparation to write a good piece of essay during examinations. Students may then be able to apply similar features learned into their writing piece. Through this, the improvement in language use will go in-line with the content when students are able to judge the features of their writings.

Discussion and Analysis

This study was carried out in order to determine the effectiveness of selfie photo in generating ideas for English language writing among undergraduates in a local university and whether the selfie photos which were being used as a treatment in this study may affect these undergraduates’ writing performance in term of content organisation, length and language used. This study also looked into the suitability of the type of selfie photos being used which were to be the instructional materials in enhancing undergraduates’ ability to generate ideas in writing task.
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Figure 3 Distribution of respondents



There were 40 respondents participated in this study as shown in Figure 3. A total of 33 female degree students and seven male degree students had signed up for English Language 4 (EL4) as part of the university requirement. All the 40 students are Malaysian and were exposed to Malaysia Education System before enrolled at the institution of higher learning.

Analysis of Respondents’ Essay Writing

All the 40 essays from the respondents were scored independently by the rater to show the effects of selfie photo (treatment) towards the students’ writing. The papers were rated on a holistic 6-band (1 to 6 scales) in which Band 6 is the higher scores. A total of 20 marks were allocated for content as another 10 marks were allocated for language. In this section, the data was analysed based on both content and language scores. A set of hypotheses was set to show changes to the study in term of content (ideas and length) and language.



	Alternative Hypothesis (Ha)
	=
	There is a significant difference between the development of content and language in students’ writing performance.



	Null Hypothesis (H0)
	=
	There is no significant difference between the development of content and language in students’ writing performance.





Effects of Selfie Photo on Writing Content

Writing, according to Nor Shidrah, Nuraihan and Noor Lide (2005), is a demanding activity especially for learners of a second language and yet it is a skill that they have to master in order to do well in content courses especially at the tertiary level of education. Hence, with the use of selfie photo, it is hoped that it could be able to trigger respondents’ ability in narrating their story into essay.

Table 1 Paired samples statistics for content



	Pair 1
	
	Mean

	N

	Std. Deviation




	
	Precontent

	13.03

	40

	0.800




	
	Postcontent

	16.65

	40

	0.533





Table 2 Paired samples test for content
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Based on Table 2, the results showed that there was a significant difference of –3.625 between the mean scores of pre-content and post-content. The pre-content mean score in Table 1 was 13.03 with standard deviation of 0.800 whereas the post-content score recorded an improvement of 16.65 with standard deviation of 0.533. From Table 2, the t-value had showed significant difference of –32.527 when p-value was set at the level of 0.05. Therefore, null hypothesis was rejected and alternative hypothesis was accepted where there was a significant difference in students’ writing performance in term of development of ideas and text length.


Effects of Selfie Photo on Writing Language

Table 3 Paired samples statistics for language



	
	
	Mean

	N

	Std. Deviation

	Std. Error Mean




	Pair 1
	Prelanguage

	5.80

	40

	0.516

	0.082




	
	Postlanguage

	7.95

	40

	0.316

	0.050





Table 4 Paired samples test for language
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Table 4 showed the paired differences and the results indicated a significant difference of –2.150 between the means score. The results indicated a significant difference in an overall writing performance in both pre-test and post-test at 0.05 level, t=–25.488, p=0.000<0.05. This showed that the treatment of applying selfie photos into writing classes had brought a significant improvement in term of scores. Therefore, null hypothesis was rejected and alternative hypothesis was accepted.

Conclusion

Many Malaysian writers were said to be lacked of ideas and content development when one comes into writing. As stated by Gashout (2014), in writing, student who are the writers must get used to drafting, revising and re-drafting for several times before producing a final piece. In contrary, the focus of most writing tasks assigned in English language classroom had placed heavily on the final product rather than the process of writing the essays. Based on the data tabulated above, it was found that there was a significant difference between the treatment and respondents’ writing performance. The used of selfie photos as writing activity has proven to be an effective strategy in helping tertiary students in generating ideas for writing in English language classroom. With this study, lecturers who conduct English proficiency courses in tertiary institution could apply selfie photos as instructional material for their students during writing activities in the classroom.

In general, narrative writing is one of the many writing styles being put into practice in the current curriculum. Incorporating selfie photos as an activity for writing classroom will allow tertiary education students to work on their own pace and indirectly trigger them to learn the skills. With the time and contact hours a student might have at the institution of higher learning, they should be able to practise writing English language on their own rather than relying too much on their lecturers. Notwithstanding, there is a need for English language educators to look for new strategies and teaching techniques in making the classroom fun and interesting for their students. Hence, with the use of pictures, to the like of selfie photos, have shown to have the ability to manipulate student’s motivation in communication and have generated opportunities for students to express themselves.

The results of this study suggested that English language educators should be aware of the approaches to be applied into teaching writing at tertiary level. The importance of narrative writing is to enable writers to deliver their messages successfully. A variety of approaches could be applied on students in mixed ability groups. Massive practices on textual organisation and writing style could be emphasised. Educators could encourage students to write longer text gradually after a series of practices assigned. Through this study, the results indicated that the use of selfie photos could help students to generate ideas for writing activities and this, in return, helps educators to cultivate better usage of English language in the classroom.




Appendix

Sample Marking Guide



	BAND

	6

	5

	4




	MARKS

	20 – 18

	17 – 14

	13 – 10




	CONTENT

	
Fulfils task very competently:


	Shows excellent response to the task

	Develops ideas effectively, info. effectively linked

	Shows mature treatment of the topic


	
Fulfils task competently:


	Shows good response to the task

	Develops ideas reasonably well, info. well-linked

	Shows reasonably mature treatment of the topic


	
Fulfils task satisfactorily:


	Shows satisfactory response to the task

	Develops ideas satisfactorily, info. linked

	Shows satisfactorily mature treatment of the topic





	MARKS

	10 – 9

	8 – 7

	6 – 5




	LANGUAGE

	
Displays very confident control of language:


	Uses wide variety of sentence structures effectively

	Very appropriate and varied vocabulary

	Able to link ideas very effectively


	
Displays reasonable confident control of language:


	Some variety of sentence structures

	Appropriate and varied vocabulary

	Able to link ideas effectively


	
Displays satisfactory control of language:


	Some variety of sentences but tendency to use simple sentences prevail

	Reasonably appropriate and varied vocabulary satisfactorily

	Able to link ideas satisfactorily





	BAND

	3

	2

	1




	MARKS

	9 – 7

	6 – 4

	3 – 0




	CONTENT
	
Fulfils task modestly:


	Shows modest response to the task

	Develops ideas but with some effort, info. modestly linked

	Shows modestly mature treatment of the topic


	
Fulfils task in a limited way:


	Shows limited response to the task

	Hardly develops ideas, info. poorly linked

	Hardly shows mature treatment of the topic


	
Does not fulfil task:


	Shows very limited response to the task

	Mere mention of stimuli given

	Shallow and immature treatment of the topic





	MARKS

	4 – 3

	2 – 1

	0




	LANGUAGE
	
Displays modest control of language:


	Limited variety of sentences, generally simple structures

	Modestly appropriate vocabulary but these are mainly simple

	Attempts to link ideas but not quite satisfactorily


	
Displays poor control of language:


	Hardly any variety of sentences – mainly simple structures

	Hardly any appropriate vocabulary and no variety

	Hardly any attempt to link ideas


	
Displays very poor control of language:


	No variety of sentence structures at all

	Inappropriate vocabulary and no variety

	No attempt at linking ideas
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Abstract

Academic success greatly depends on the ability of students to capitalise the information available at their disposal through improved reading skills. However, the emergence of digital texts has transformed the nature of academic reading as online reading is reported to be different from traditional printed reading. As such, this paper which is based on a study conducted on students in a particular university in Malaysia, was written to investigate the extent of the use of strategies when reading online, in an academic setting and also to investigate whether differences in the use of the strategies between students in different field of studies exist. Findings suggest that students are all users of strategies and field of studies has no bearing on the type of overall strategies preferred. However, significant difference was found for support strategies. One of the implications is the need for class instruction in raising students’ awareness on the importance of varied usage of strategies when reading materials online.

Keywords: online survey of reading strategies (OSORS), online reading strategies, university students, academic discipline

Introduction

Reading plays a pivotal role in one’s education as through reading, knowledge is acquired and thus making it a critical component across all disciplines. In fact, all formal education are rely on this skill to progress. It accounts for a great component of students’ academic life. Reading is even more critical for language learners, especially in English, as it is the most effective and viable means of acquiring a foreign language (Dreyer, 1998). In fact, its importance is highlighted by Levine, Ferenz and Reves (2000: 1) who posited that:

‘the ability to read academic texts is considered one of the most important skills that university students of English as a second language (ESL) and English as a foreign language (EFL) need to acquire.’

Although reading is a major component in many academic disciplines, it is a very complex skill to master. The mastery of reading is even made more complicated with the migration of text from printed to online, whereby many more information are available electronically, whether through electronic texts or the Internet. The proliferation of technology has actually transformed the nature of this literacy aspect. Now the internet has entered almost every educational institution at every corner of the world. Malaysia is without exceptions. Although the use of technology, the Internet especially, is relatively new to the education system in Malaysia, more and more schools and higher learning institutions are adopting the technology into their curricula as it is said to offer a lot of benefits to teaching and learning processes.

Despite the numerous advantages, many are slightly more cautious of the impacts the Internet has on learners. As Coiro et al. (2003: 51) highlighted, ‘electronic texts introduce new supports as well as new challenges that can have an impact on an individual’s ability to comprehend what he or she reads. Reading electronic texts is different from printed texts as the strategies involved in processing the information online texts are not the same, although some are applicable to both media, while others are more exclusive for online comprehension (Spiro, 2004; Coiro and Dobler, 2007).

The differences require serious attention from educators as ‘comprehension processes and decoding processes must be learned and taught so that these changes can be reflected in readers’ and authors’ strategies for comprehension and response’ (Kinzer and Leander, 2007: 547). Therefore, students in the digital era do not only have to adjust their reading behaviour from traditional to digital texts, but they also have to be taught necessary digital literacy skills to help them comprehend and cope with online texts well (Gilbert, 2014). If students are to take full advantage of the informational possibilities provided by the Internet, then it is essential to develop their digital literacy skills and strategies. They need new skills to face this new challenge (i.e., key word searching, selection or organisation) that will help them to manage these rich information resources.

In a meta-analysis study of 80 research articles that focused on comprehension and technology, only three focused on the Internet (Coiro et al., 2003). This gap in the research literature means that many educators may not equip their students with the comprehension skills and strategies they need to capture the opportunities for reading that are available through the Internet.

Many studies have been conducted on the reading strategy usage among learners of English when undertaking academic tasks, but most focused on traditional printed texts. There is not much research on online reading strategy usage, especially those investigating students in different academic fields.

Literature review

The interest in understanding more on learning strategies started in the 70s when researchers discovered the importance of shifting the emphasis from teachers and teaching process to learners and learning process. Since then a lot of studies have been conducted to deepen our understanding in the area of metacognitive strategies.

Strategy Use and Academic Disciplines

Academic disciplines have been shown to have some influence on the strategy used. Alexander and Filler (1976) noted that although strategies are important in reading comprehension, the appropriateness of some strategies depends on the domains of studies. Due to the nature of the area of studies, students who enrolled in different programmes will study different subjects which required them to use different language skills and read different materials and do different tasks. Therefore, students need to apply different approach in their way of reading. Although researchers are aware of the existence of a relationship between materials, tasks and strategy usage, studies examining the influence of academic disciplines on strategy usage are very limited. Those that were done have produced mixed findings.

Oxford and Nyikos (1989) conducted a study to investigate factors affecting the use of language learning strategies among university students. The study utilised Oxford’s (1990) strategy in language learning (SILL) which contains several components. One interesting finding from the study was that the metacognitive strategy usage appeared to be significantly different between the majors. Metacognitive strategies are used more frequently by students in Humanities, Social Science and Education compared to those in Technical and Business fields.

Similarly, Peacock and Ho (2003) studied learning strategies of those majoring in Science, Mathematics, Engineering, Building, Business, Computing, English, Primary Education in Hong Kong. The study indicated that different academic disciplines do affect the students’ preference for certain learning strategies. As an example, overall strategies were more commonly used by students majoring in English, but least used by those study in Computing. In terms of individual category, English students employed more cognitive, metacognitive and social strategies than those in other majors.

Ghafournia and Afghari (2013), using the same instrument, compared the strategies used by postgraduates in different fields of studies in Iran. They found that significant differences were noted among students in different academic disciplines (Engineering, Basic Science and Social Science) in overall, direct and indirect strategies. Another interesting finding is that students in Social Science were the highest users of strategies, while students in Engineering were the least.

In a local context, a similar study (Nik Yusoff, 2008) has produced similar but less obvious results. The study, which was also conducted on university students in the English for Academic Purpose (EAP) classes showed no significant difference in the frequency of the strategy usage between the majors although skilled readers in Business and Technical programmes have used significantly more strategies compared to skilled readers in Humanities and Social Science.


Reading Strategies and English Language Learning

Studies on the importance of employing effective reading strategies in learning English language in different environments are well documented. For instance, Mokhtari and Reichard (2004) compared strategies utilised by readers in two different learning environments, in the USA and Morocco. Their study indicated that although the environments differed, similar patterns of usage were reported although the types of strategies preferred varied in both settings. Similarly, Karbalaei (2010) replicated the study of the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) (Iranian) and the English as a Second Language (ESL) (Indian) college students. The findings indicated that both groups demonstrated similar patterns of strategy usage. Both groups reported to use problem solving strategies at the most. Nonetheless, Indian readers were mentioned using strategies more frequently and more widely. These studies indicated that despite learning English in different socio-cultural settings, students were the all users of strategies in one way or another. However, both studies were conducted on traditional printed reading, which are said to differ greatly from online reading which is more challenging to do.

Metacognitive Strategies and Online Reading

Despite the popularity of online reading, only a limited number of studies have been conducted on the relationship between strategy usage and online reading performance among students learning English.

One of the first studies conducted on online reading was by Anderson (2003) who explored strategies usage in ESL and EFL context. Adapting an instrument, called Survey of Reading Strategies (SORS), designed by Mokhtari and Sheorey (2002), he developed a new instrument, Online Survey of Reading Strategies (OSORS), which is used to measure online reading strategies. The study, however, did not find significant differences in the use of the strategies between these two groups. In fact, there were more similarities, especially in the use of global and support strategies rather than differences. The only difference is in terms of frequency of problem solving strategies which is reported to be more among the EFL students. However, the study focused on learning environment rather than academic discipline.


In an EFL context, Pookcharoen (2009) conducted a study on online reading strategy of Thai students. The study used a mixed method (OSORS and verbal protocol and interview) compared to the use of online reading strategy among proficient and non proficient readers in academic setting. It was found that language proficiency plays important roles in both frequency and quality of the strategy used. However, the study investigated a different variable that is the language proficiency. In addition, a more recent study by Omar (2014) sought to investigate the online reading strategies among elder postgraduates in Libya in general without focusing on any particular demographic variables. Her study found that they were moderate users of strategies. Problem solving strategies were most frequently used while support strategies were the least used.

In Malaysia, exposure to the Internet in education is still relatively new as compared to other parts of the world. Therefore, little is known about how Malaysian college students have been affected by the new digital literacy. Though a number of studies (eg. Nor Shahriza and Amelia, 2007) have been carried out to investigate how digital literacy has affected students in Malaysia, they merely reported the perception of students regarding their reading habits. Other studies (Tan and Liaw, 2009; Abdul Rashid, Chew and Muhammad Kamarul, 2006) investigate the effects of online strategy awareness training on secondary school students. These studies have found that students have benefited from the training given as they are more exposed to the different variety of strategies available. So far, only a study by Nor Fazlin, Saadiyah and Nadzrah (2011) was conducted to measure students’ strategy use in a Malaysian university. Their study found that students used global strategies at the most and support strategies at the least. However, their study only focused on students in two different semesters rather than across academic disciplines.

Although the literature cited above have shed some light into online reading process, much need to be done especially for elder students, to enable practitioners to paint a clearer picture on how students in college approach academic reading online. It is important to find out the strategic usage as studies have indicated that the elder the adults are and the more proficient the readers are, the more essential metacognitive strategies are for reading comprehension (Mokhtari and Sheorey, 2002). Furthermore, thus far no known studies have been conducted in investigating how students in different field of studies read online materials although those studying printed text reading are abundant. Thus, this study is warranted to fill the gap between the use of strategies in online reading and academic reading.

Research Objectives and Research Questions

The purpose of this study has two folds. First, it attempts to investigate the online reading process of students in an academic setting when reading online texts. The second purpose is to explore whether differences exist between the use of strategies among students from two different faculties. The primary research questions are as follows:


	What are the students’ strategies when reading online materials?

	Are there any differences in the choice of strategy among students in two different academic disciplines?



Research Methodology

Samples

Samples for this study were drawn from students in two faculties: Faculty of Languages and Communication - FBK (Humanities-based) and Faculty of Information Technology - FIT (IT-based). The students were in their semester three of their four-year degree programmes in UniSZA.

A total of 155 students were invited to participate, however, only 102 volunteered to get involved. Table 1 indicated the breakdown of the participants based on faculty, gender and language proficiency level. As shown in the table, more than half of the students (63%) were from FBK and female represented 73% of the respondents.

Instrumentation

The questionnaire used in the study consists of two sections: 1) demographic information and 2) online reading strategies survey. The first section was designed to elicit information pertaining to the respondents’ background information. The second section, on the other hand, dealt with the students’ reported strategy usage when reading online texts. It consisted of items adapted from an instrument called OSORS which was developed by Anderson (2003). The instrument was an adapted version of Survey of Reading Strategies (SORS) (Sheorey and Mokhtari, 2002). The original instrument, which was made up of three sub constructs contained 38 statements used to reflect students’ metacognitive online reading strategies. However, for the purpose of the study, two items were excluded as they were found to be irrelevant based on a pilot study conducted. The three categories are global reading strategies – GLOB (16 items), problem solving strategies – PROB (11 items) and support reading strategies – SUP (9 items). OSORS consists of 5-point Likert scale (from 1=never to 5=always). The mean scores from OSORS were divided into three groups based on Oxford’s (1990) classification: 1) 1–2.33 (low usage), 2) 2.34–3.66 (medium usage), and 3) 3.67–5.00 (high usage). The reliability index (Cronbach’s alpha) of OSORS for this study was calculated and found to be 0.89 for the overall survey. In other words, the instrument is said to have good internal consistency.

Table 1 Demographic information of the respondents



	Category
	
	N

	Percentage




	Gender
	
	
	



	
	Male

	28

	27.5




	
	Female

	74

	72.5




	Faculty
	
	
	



	
	FBK

	64

	62.7




	
	FIT

	38

	37.3




	Language proficiency
	
	
	



	
	Low

	52

	51.0




	
	High

	50

	49.0





Analysis of Results

The following section discusses results from the data analysis. The analysis was performed based on the research questions the study sought to answer.

Research Question 1

What are the students’ strategies when reading online materials?


In answering the first research question, three descriptive analyses were conducted. The first was to report strategies based on level of usage while the second analysis was based on the category of strategies and the last analysis dealt with the most and least popular individual strategies.

Reported Strategies by Usage Level

Using Oxford’s (1990) classification, the 36 strategies were divided into three groups according to their frequency of usage. They are low usage (means of 1–2.33), medium (2.34–3.49), high (3.5–5.00). Table 2 reported the strategies based on their usage.

Table 2 Strategies by usage level



	Type of usage
	No of strategies

	%




	High
	16

	44




	Medium
	20

	56




	Low
	0

	0





There were 16 (44%) out of the total 36 online reading strategies that belong to this high category based on the mean of 3.68 and above. This means that students in UniSZA usually or always use strategies when reading online. Meanwhile the means of the remaining 20 (56%) strategies fell into medium category. This indicates that students sometimes use strategies when reading online. Surprisingly, for the last category (low strategy usage), no strategies were reported to belong to this category. What this suggests is that, all participants, either in high or medium category usage, were the users of strategies when reading online.

Reported Strategy by Category

Table 3 illustrates the means of usage based on the sub-categories of the strategies. Among the three types of strategies investigated, problem solving was reported to have the highest score (mean=3.77, SD=0.479) while support strategies the lowest (mean=3.386, SD=0.608). This shows that students used problem solving strategies slightly more frequently than any other type of strategies.


Table 3 Reported strategy usage by category



	Category
	N

	Mean

	SD




	Global (GLOB)
	102

	3.67

	0.438




	Problem Solving (PROB)
	102

	3.77

	0.478




	Support (SUP)
	102

	3.39

	0.608





Reported Strategy based on Individual Strategies

In terms of individual strategies, Table 4 depicts the top seven and the bottom seven strategies as reported by the participants. It is worth noting that among the top seven strategies, five are from problem solving while four of the bottom seven strategies belong to support strategies. This indicates that problem solving strategies are the most commonly used strategies while the least used are support strategies. The most popularly used strategy was ‘re-reading to increase understanding’ while the least used was ‘translating from English to Bahasa Malaysia’.

Table 4 Top seven and bottom seven reading strategies



	
	Top seven strategies

	
	Bottom seven strategies




	1.
	When on-line text becomes difficult, I re-read it to increase my understanding (PROB)
	30.
	I print out a hard copy of the on-line text, then underline or circle information to help me remember it (SUP)



	2.
	I adjust my reading speed according to what I am reading online (PROB)
	31.
	I can distinguish between fact and opinion in on-line texts (PROB)



	3.
	When reading online, I decide what to read closely and what to ignore (GLOB)
	32.
	I ask myself questions I like to have answered in the on-line text (SUP)



	4.
	I try to guess what the content of the on-line text is about when I read (GLOB)
	33.
	I critically analyse and evaluate the information presented in the on-line text (GLOB)



	5.
	I try to get back on track when I lose concentration (PROB)
	34.
	I read pages on the Internet for fun (GLOB)



	6.
	When on-line text becomes difficult, I pay closer attention to what I am reading (PROB)
	35.
	I take notes while reading on-line to help me understand what I read (SUP)



	7.
	When I read online, I guess the meaning of unknown words or phrases (PROB)
	36.
	When reading online, I translate from English into B. Melayu (SUP)





Research Question 2

Are there any differences in students’ choice of strategy by academic disciplines?

The data were analysed inferentially, namely using an independent sample t-test.

Strategies by Faculties

The assumptions of the t-test, normal distribution and equality of variances, were met. Both the Shapiro-Wilk normality test (0.082, p>0.05) and Levene’s test (0.862, p>0.05) showed no significance.

An independent samples t-test was conducted to compare the reading strategies used by students in two different faculties (FBK and FIT). There were no significant differences in the overall strategies utilised by students in FIT (mean=3.64, SD=0.45), and students from FBK (mean=3.62, SD=0.39); t(100)=–0.25, p=0.84).

When comparing individual subsection, no significant differences were observed in two of the three categories. The only significant difference between FBK and FIT readers appears in the use of support strategies. FIT students reported a higher use of support strategies (mean=3.63, SD=0.67) than did the students from FBK (mean=3.24, SD=0.52), t(100)=–2.32, p=0.024). The magnitude of the difference in the means (mean difference=0.308) was, however small (eta square=0.051). Table 5 provides detailed information regarding the differences.


Table 5 Reported strategy usage by academic disciplines

[image: art]

*sig at p= 0.05

Conclusions and Recommendations

OSORS was used to collect information pertaining to the use of strategies by students in two different faculties in UniSZA. OSORS contains a variety of strategies that readers normally use when reading online. The study has indicated that students, regardless of their field of studies, are all frequent users of strategies. It is consistent with other studies (Anderson, 2003; Pookchareon, 2009) which indicated that all second language learners use strategies in aiding them with reading comprehension. However, an interesting finding of the most popular group of strategies was problem solving which confirms the statement regarding the nature of online reading. Leu et al. (2004) mentioned that online reading is a problem solving process, whereby students have to go back and forth in making sense of the materials. This explains the reasons behind the popularity of problem solving strategies among students. The findings provide further support for other studies (Omar, 2014; Taki and Soleimani, 2012). Conversely, majority of the least popular strategies belong to support strategies. The unpopularity of this group of strategies, according to Taki and Soleimani (ibid), is because they are time consuming to apply. The findings are consistent with the ones produced by Nor Fazlin, Saadiyah and Nadzrah (2011).

When academic disciplines were compared, overall there is no significant difference in the strategy used. The finding concurs with Nik Yusoff’s (2008) which concluded that field of studies did not have impact on the strategy used although other studies on printed texts (Oxford and Nyikos, 1989; Peacock and Ho, 2003; Ghafournia and Afghari, 2013) have found otherwise. However, in terms of individual category, significant difference did exist in the use of support strategies in which students enrolling in Information Technology course were reported to be using more support strategies. Although support strategy was found to be the least popular among students in general, this particular category of strategy showed significant difference between the two groups of students. The fact that IT students use more support strategy is well understood as they are more well-versed and familiar with the internet features and tools such as online dictionaries and references.

Nonetheless, the findings from this study have to be viewed in light of its limitations. One of the shortcomings is that, OSORS is a ‘self-report’ instrument. Thus, its use in itself is subject to scrutiny. In fact, Sheorey and Mokhtari (2001: 8) has cautioned researchers on the use of a self-report questionnaire by stating that ‘one cannot tell with absolute certainty from the instrument alone whether students actually engage in the use of strategies as reported’.

Despite its limitations, this study has several pedagogical implications. One of which is, the importance of creating awareness of the existence of various strategies for successful comprehension. In fact, some strategies, especially the ones that are less frequent used should be taught in classroom as some studies have indicated that class instruction in strategic reading has been found to improve comprehension (Tan and Liaw, 2009; Abdul Rashid, Chew and Muhammad Kamarul, 2006).

Since research on online reading is still considered in its infancy, a lot more needs to be done in order to fully understand the things students are actually doing when surfing for information online. One area to be explored is examining the difference in strategies used when reading both online and off line texts.
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Abstract

For decades, the Uses and Gratification (U & G) Theory has been the main theory of communication that explains what people do with the media. To many, the theory seems old. However, the emergence of social media breathes a new life into this aging theory. This paper seeks to explore the current functions of the U & G Theory in the students’ use of social media. Survey and focus group discussion were used to elicit information from purposively selected 111 final year students of mass communication. The paper discovers that majority of the respondents (98.2%) used social media for communication, collaboration, news sharing, research, expression of opinion, maintaining a connection, and making friends from other countries. Facebook and WhatsApp were the most preferred social networks among the respondents. The paper confirms that social media platforms have revived the functions of the U & G Theory and provided a plethora of media uses that the traditional media never could. Very few of the respondents used social media for information, to investigate why, the paper suggest that the Media Information Utility theory should be thoroughly investigated.

Keywords: social media, uses and gratification theory, usage of social media


Introduction

Social media become an area of interest to researchers, marketers, students, celebrities, and many other economic and socio-political institutions. This has to do with the belief that the power of globalisation has forced many people to be online in order to cope and survive with the demand of the 21st century technology. Nowadays, millions of people do their activities on social media because they have the opportunity to view, read, seek, and share whatever they like, anywhere, anytime, and on any topic (Vicen and Cavus, 2010, Papoola, 2014). As Internet penetration keeps widening (with over 3.17 billion users of the Internet today) and social media platforms continue proliferating, Whiting and Williams (2013) claimed that there is a little knowledge of why and how people use social media which is the basic foundation of the Uses and Gratifications Theory.

Some scholars (such as Ruggiero, as cited in Gallion, 2010) predicted that the emergence and widespread usage of the Internet would come with new changes in roles, personal, and social habits of media users. This diversification of the use of media is what promotes the U & G Theory. Similarly, Stafford et al. (cited in Anaeto, Onabajo and Osifeso, 2008), buttressed that the emergence of new media and computer-mediated technologies have rejuvenated the Uses and Gratification Theory and also provide a new wave of scholarship. Students are described as the major users of social media. Therefore, the Uses and Gratification Theory is an ideal theory to identify and analyse the reasons why they use social media (Whiting and Williams, 2013; Yoo and Kim, 2013). Furthermore, applying the U & G Theory in social media studies is of great importance because these new forms of mass media are somewhat new in relation to old media. Unlike the traditional media that provided users with limited choices, these new media come up with new options, and the theory will assist to explain the users’ needs and the gratifications achieved (Gallion, 2010; Matei, 2010). As there are limited studies to revalidate the U & G Theory in relations with social media, therefore, this paper intends to apply the U & G Theory to help to explain whether the students are using social media and why, and the gratifications they achieved. For these reason, this paper seeks:


	To investigate whether the students use social media

	To examine the social networks preference among the students

	To demonstrate the relevance of the U & G Theory in the students use of social media



Literature Review

Social Media

The most popularly cited definitions of social media is given by Kaplan and Haenlein (2010: 61), as ‘a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0 and that allow the creation and exchange of user-generated content’. Furthermore, Douglas (cited in Papoola, 2014) views social media as any digital media that can be used to share messages, photos, news, information, music, and videos with cyber communities. For this reason, social media heavily relied on mobile applications and websites created for social interactions which allow users to generate, express, and share information about themselves or others. Considering this, social media are numerous, diverse, available, cheap and almost free to use. Wikis, Micro-blogging, Online Forums, Online blogs, and Social Networking Sites (SNSs) are among the most popular social media technologies. Similarly, as some people used these technologies for educational purposes, majority are online for interaction and information sharing. The typical examples of social media are Twitter, Blogs, Facebook, Google+ LinkedIn, Wikis, Pinterest, YouTube and Flikr (Lewis, 2009; Osatuyi, 2013; Whiting and Williams, 2013).

Uses and Gratifications Theory

Katz, Blumler and Gurevitch pioneered the Uses and Gratification Theory in 1974. But according to McQuail (2010), the theory could be traced from the early 1940’s when researchers started investigating why people listen to popular radio programmes and why they read newspapers daily. Therefore, the theory emerged in response to the needs of explanation to why people use certain media and the benefit they get from them. Mass communication researchers are using the U & G Theory to examine, explain, and provide answers to why people use certain media and what benefits or gratifications they get after that. The basic assumption of this theory is that people use mass media for different reasons and seek to derive various gratifications (Gallion, 2010; Wimmer and Dominick, cited in Asemah, 2011). However, the emergence of social media technologies changes the way people use mass media as they differ in forms and context. Therefore, people who use social networks and other computer-mediated communications are quite different from the mainstream media audiences who relied on specific media contents (Li, 2005). Social media audiences have the advantage and freedom to actively seek for information and many messages that are of interest and benefit to them. New media technologies did not only alter the way information is gathered and distributed but also changes the existing relationship between mass media and their audiences. Li (2005) stated that people use social media to satisfy their needs which include cognitive needs, affective needs, personal integrative needs, social integrative needs, tension release needs, and medium appeal needs. For this, social media become a fertile research field demonstrating the direct relevance of the U & G Theory and its participants (Matei, 2010).

In the review of the related studies, the researchers synthesised and examined works of Asemah (2011), Gallion (2010), and Whiting and Williams (2013). According to these scholars, majority of the people use social media for interaction, killing time, entertainment, seeking and sharing of information, socialisation, self-expression, education, surveillance and communication.

Social Interaction

Social interaction or integration (Asemah, 2011) is one of the key factors why people use social media. One of the key functions of mass media is to be a forum for public discussion. Social networks such as Facebook and Online Forums allow users to participate and interact on various issues. Whiting and Williams (2013) discovered that 88% of the respondents used social media to socialise and interact with their family, spouses, new and old friends. A similar finding was stated by Papoola (2014).

Killing Time

Many people use media for them to release their tension or as their diversion. In fact, 76% of the respondents in Whiting and Williams (2013) and Edegoh, Asemah and Ekanem et al. (2013) used Facebook when they feel bored at work or in class waiting for a lesson to start. As mass media are many and sometimes can be used for the same purpose, Asemah (2011) added that sometimes people read books to release tension when waiting or anxious to meet someone.

Entertainment

Entertainment is undoubtedly among the most important functions of mass media as people often like to be entertained or in a happy mood. The emergence of social media sustain this trend as Park et al. as cited in Gallion (2010) found that their respondents solely use social media to satisfy their needs for leisure and amusement. Whiting and Williams (2013) elaborated that 64% of their respondents used social media to listen to jokes, play games, read funny and humorous comments, and watch craziest things that can make them laugh.

Seeking and Sharing of Information

Social media makes it easy for people to search and share information that they could not get elsewhere. According to Park et al. as cited in Gallion (2010), majority of the Facebook users are happy with the amount of political and civic information they get about campus activities. As the U & G Theory allows people to use certain media for different needs (demassification), 80% of the respondents in Whiting and Williams (2013) used social media to find information about deals, sales, products, businesses, birthdays, parties, and learn how to do things. Using media purposely for information enhances the credibility of the Media Information Utility Theory, which argues that people rely on media for information. This theory is closely related to the Media Dependency Theory.

Socialisation

According to Gallion (2010), socialisation is one of the central and most essential elements of employing the U & G Theory to social media studies. Desire to meet new friends and sustain relationship are among the socialisation needs. In the study on Facebook and Relationship Management by Edegoh et al. (2013), respondents of the survey used Facebook to make new and rediscover old friends.

Self-expression

Some people like to be known while others like to make impact on others. With the emergence of social networking sites, people who do not have access to media or afford columns in newspapers and magazines, turn to social media platforms and act as analysts, pundits, activists and professionals. This personal identity/integration or self-status allows many people to engage in social networking. Whiting and Williams (2013) discovered that 56% of their respondents used social media to express their opinions and thoughts by liking posts, photos and comments. As there are many online groups for virtual communities, Park et al. cited in Gallion (2010) claimed that people joined those groups (Facebook) to promote their career. This saves them the cost of advertising.

Education

One of the cardinal functions of mass media is to educate people. Asemah (2011) buttressed that people turn to media for learning and self-education. The U & G Theory makes users more active by doing things themselves. The majority of the respondents in Omekwu, Eke and Odoh et al. (2014) and Papoola (2014) used social media for academic purposes. Social media search engines such as Google and Wikis allow people to look for educational articles to support their learning.

Surveillance

McQuail et al. cited in (Asemah 2011) stated that individuals used certain media to inspect what is happening within and outside their domain. In fact, 32% of respondents in Whiting and Williams (2013) used social media to spy and monitor what other people are doing. Similarly, as conventional media cannot report everything due to the vastness of space, fear and censorship, people with cameras and mobile phones can upload pictures, images, and videos on social media platforms. This is what champions the concept of citizens or guerrilla journalism (Papoola, 2014).


Communication

Social media give users an opportunity and freedom to communicate among themselves by using various groups, discussion boards, pages, and professional and educational forums. Whiting and Williams (2013) found 56% of their respondents using social media such as Facebook to talk, gossip and discuss with their friends about the thing they saw or read on social media. Unlike the traditional media where feedback is delayed or not guaranteed, participants on social media enjoyed the privilege of immediate feedback.

Research Design

Participants of the Study

The researchers collected the data from 111 final year diploma students of mass communication, Kano State, Polytechnic. Purposive sampling technique was used to select the participants of the study. According to Wimmer and Dominick (2014), purposive sampling is frequently used when mass media researchers are looking for respondents to answer some specific questions on how they use medium of communication.

Research Technique

The researchers applied sequential explanatory mixed method design to collect and analyse the data of the study. Survey questionnaire and focus group discussion were employed to elicit the respondents’ opinions and perceptions on their usage of social media and the gratifications they derive. Descriptive statistics (with the aid of the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences [SPSS]) and thematic analysis (with the help of Atlast.ti software) were used to analyse responses of the participants.

Selection Procedure

In the first phase of the study, questionnaires were distributed to all respondents. After the analysis of the questionnaires, students with the high knowledge and usage of social media were selected to participate in the focus group discussion.


Finding and Discussion

Result of the Survey

In the first phase of the study, paper-based questionnaires were distributed to 111 respondents with 79.3% were males (n=88) and 20.7% were females (n=23). Their ages ranged from 18–24; 71.2% (n=79), 25–31; 12.6% (n=14), 32–38; 2.7% (n=3). A total of 11 participants did not reveal their age. The majority of the respondents (44.1%) were self-employed, 34.2% were unemployed while 18.9% were employed.

Result of the Focus Group

In the second phase of the study, respondents who frequently use social media were invited to participate in the focus group discussion. The idea behind this is to have in-depth information and to understand why students used social media and the gratifications they gained. Out of seven participants that take part in this focus group discussion, four were males while three were females. All participants were aged between 18–24 except one who was aged between 39–45. The researchers used open-ended questions. After the discussion with the respondents, the data was video-recorded and later transcribed word by word into Microsoft office window. A coding sheet was open, and their responses were categorised according to major themes.

Table 1 Do you use social media?



	
	Frequency

	Percent




	Yes
	109

	98.2




	No
	2

	1.8




	Total
	111

	100.0





Table 1 indicates that out of 111 respondents of the study, 109 (98.2%) use social media while 2 (1.8%) do not. This reveals that the majority of the respondents (98.2%) are using social media.


Participants’ Use of Social Media

Social networks have become an integral part of students’ life. Students used social networks for different reasons including learning aspect. Participants in the interview used social networks to make friends, chat, communicate and improve their learning skills. They used many social networks, but majority prefers using Facebook, WhatsApp and Blog. Some participants responded in the following manner:


P1. 1:2 (16:16)

I use social networks to create a dialogue, making contacts, maintaining connection and communication with other colleagues may be in different countries. I use blog and other social networks like Yahoo, Twitter…. Social networks make things easy for you and assist you to be socialised in a learning aspect.

P2. 2:1 (20:20)

I use WhatsApp, Facebook and blog. Blog is one of the best preferable social networks presently to me and is also one of the best websites I use. I post and share whatever I have as news to many people.

P3. 3:1 (16:16)

I use social networks for communication, share ideas, and also collaboration. I prefer using Facebook, Instant Messenger, WhatsApp and blog.



Table 2 indicates that out of 111 respondents of the study, 78.4% preferred using Facebook while 72.1% preferred WhatsApp. This also demonstrates that Facebook and WhatsApp were the most preferable social networks among the respondents


Table 2 Which of the following social networks do you prefer to use?



	Social networks
	Frequency

	Percent




	Facebook
	87

	78.4




	Twitter
	23

	20.7




	WhatsApp
	80

	72.1




	YouTube
	26

	23.4




	Instagram
	12

	10.8




	Skype
	7

	6.3




	Blog
	14

	12.6




	LinkedIn
	0

	0




	Wiki
	17

	15.3




	MySpace
	2

	1.8




	Google
	69

	62.2




	Others
	24

	21.6





Table 3 Do you use social media for news or information?



	
	Frequency

	Percent




	Yes
	42

	37.8




	No
	68

	61.3




	No response
	1

	.9




	Total
	111

	100.0





Table 3 shows that only 37.8% of the respondents used social media to get news or information. This suggests that majority of the respondents were not using social media to get news or information.

Discussion and Analysis

This article explores the relevance, validity and significance of the U & G Theory in the students’ use of social media. Employing the U & G Theory in social media research helps to uncover various reasons and gratifications why people use social media, what benefits do they get, and why they prefer some social networking sites over others that are available to them. From the survey questionnaire and focus group discussion, this paper identifies that the majority (98.2%) of respondents in this study are using social media. This result was in accord with Papoola (2014) that majority of the students in higher institutions are using social media. This revolution can help educators in higher institutions to think of designing courses on social media to support their learning skills. Similarly, this study indicates the relevance and validity of the U & G Theory in relations to social media as some respondents used some social networking sites over others. Facebook and WhatsApp, 2go and Vadoo were the most preferred social networks among the students. This finding went in agreement with Omekwu et al. (2014) and Papoola (2014). This paper identifies seven reasons why students used social media which are: (1) communication, (2) news sharing, (3) research, (4) expression of opinions, (5) maintaining a connection, (6) collaboration and (7) making friends from other countries. Similarly, socialisation and personal relationship were among the most important gratifications that the respondents sought and obtained. These showed that social media allows users to satisfy and gratify many of their needs which could not be possible in the conventional media as supported by Ruggiero (as cited in Matei, 2010). This finding was similar with that of Edegoh et al. (2013), Gallion (2010), Omekwu et al. (2014), Papoola (2014), and Whiting and Williams (2013).

The paper contributes to the emerging trend of literature in mass communication in the following ways: first, the paper demonstrates that the U & G Theory is still valid and relevant to the students’ use of social media and, therefore, should be given prominence (Whiting and Williams, 2013). Secondly, as some respondents used social media for education, the article reveals that some social networks can be part of today’s learning whether formal or informal as such educators of mass communication should start thinking of designing courses on social media so that to support the learning pedagogy. Consequently, the need for the introduction of social media courses in teaching mass communication on the concepts such as news reporting, strategic communication and advertising becomes imperative. Thus, the study provides an in-depth analysis of the U & G Theory by revealing many uses of social media and the gratifications that users expected to achieve.

Conclusion

This study explores the U & G Theory in the usage of social media among the students of mass communication in Nigeria. The use of social networks among the students in higher institutions in Nigeria is becoming pervasive as Omekwu et al. (2014) claimed that they were the major means of collective and interpersonal communication. This indicates that these social networks have established a big space in the life of students. Therefore, more and more studies of the impact (both negative and positive) of social media on students should be conducted. The results of this study contribute to both literature and theoretical framework of mass communication. The study shows that the Uses and Gratification Theory is still valid and relevant to social media studies as the respondents of this study used social networking sites to make friends from far places, collaborate, conduct research and socialise themselves in the learning aspect. As some respondents used social media for news and information, this study suggests that the Media Information Utility Theory should be explored in the students’ use of social networking sites. Moreover, by using social media platforms, users can achieve certain goals and satisfy most of their needs which could not be possible or found in the mainstream media. Similarly, giving preference to Facebook, WhatsApp and YouTube over other social networks demonstrates the functionality of the U & G Theory which gives users the freedom to select the media platforms they best like to ‘gratify’ their ‘needs’. Considering the dearth of social media studies among the students of mass communication in Nigeria (Papoola, 2014), this paper adds to the limited literature and calls for further studies.
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