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Abstract 

The study explores the nature and roles of virtual social network (VSN) within a Saudi 

tertiary EFL (English as a foreign language) context, and the trajectory of the students’ 

experiences and perceptions of Twitter inside the classroom and of WhatsApp outside the 

classroom throughout a 12-week semester. The study draws on the three broad phases of 

Fullan’s change process (Fullan, 2001, 2007, 2016) for its underpinning theoretical 

framework and utilizes agency theory (van Lier, 2004, 2008, 2010) as an analytical tool 

for developing a deep understanding of the ways the innovative use of a VSN can aid 

students in and outside the classroom by allowing them to practice and collaborate in 

English learning.  

The study utilizes a mixed methods approach for data collection, divided into two stages; 

one designed to gather background information and another for a longitudinal study. The 

data collection instruments employed for the background stage included a questionnaire, 

interviews, and classroom scenarios, to gather data from 93 English language teacher 

trainees and 84 Preparatory Year Program (PYP) students from three different colleges 

at Qassim University (QU) in Saudi Arabia. The data collection instruments for the 

longitudinal study stage, which consisted of initial and post-project interviews, focus 

group participation, research log observations in and outside the classroom, and a post-

project questionnaire, were employed to gather data from 25 PYP students throughout the 

12-week semester.  

The study results revealed that VSN in the Saudi EFL context is divided into two types, 

private- and public-based, and that participants’ use and activity in each type varies 

depending on the platform affordances. It also suggests that, while students may have a 

positive attitude toward the use of a VSN in their daily lives, contextual constraints could 

mean that classroom use may fail to be sustained over a relatively long period of time. 

Within the study, although Twitter’s affordances in terms of anonymity and perceived 

newness initially motivated the students to exercise their agency in English learning, their 

anxiety, the teacher’s role, and the university infrastructure all played a crucial role in the 
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failure of Twitter’s use to be sustained inside the classroom beyond the ninth week. 

However, WhatsApp’s implementation exhibited its sustainability by continuing even 

after the study ended and until the end of the semester. WhatsApp allowed the students 

to collaborate, practice what they were learning, develop autonomy, and transit from 

being passive to active learners, not only in English but also in other subjects. 

Finally, this thesis concludes by illustrating the value of interpreting the complex and 

dynamic nature of the innovation’s implementation process using agency theory from an 

ecological perspective. It also recommends ways in which teachers could implement VSN 

in the language classroom. 
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1 

 CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Overview 

The focus of this study is on virtual social networking within a Saudi English as a Foreign 

Language (EFL) context and its potential as a platform for Saudi English learners and 

teachers to practice the English language in a comfortable environment. This introductory 

chapter of this thesis provides an overview of the study; it begins by reviewing the efforts 

exerted by the Saudi Ministry of Education to provide education with innovation, and by 

describing EFL education and innovation in the Saudi context; the emergence of Web 2.0 

and virtual social network concepts and definitions. A presentation of the research 

problem, purpose, and significance of the study then follows. 

1.2 Ministry of Education’s Ongoing Efforts to Innovate Education 

Innovation in education has been a significant area of concern of the Saudi Ministry of 

Education (MOE) (Alresheed, Leask, & Raiker, 2015; Saqlain, Al-Qarni, & Ghadi, 

2013). In 2006, the Saudi government established a national plan to incorporate 

information and communication technology (ICT) in education so as to enhance 

education (Ministry of Communications and Information Technology (MOCIT), 2009). 

Since its establishment, the MOE has expanded ongoing efforts to implement and develop 

ICT in Saudi universities and schools and to meet the needs of a young generation 

proficient in technology use. For instance, in 2007, the Saudi government allocated $2.6 

billion to King Abdullah’s Tatweer program (www.tatweer.edu.sa) aimed at enhancing 

and reforming education with a specific focus on implementation and development of 

technological innovation in Saudi schools and universities over a six-year period 

(Albugami & Ahmed, 2015, June). In March 2017, allocating almost $426 million to fund 

the technological shift, the MOE signed an agreement with a company specializing in 
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digital technology to supply smart tablets to all students and teachers in over 1500 schools 

and universities by 2020 (MOE, 2017). However, the MOE’s interest in innovation 

technology did not stop with implementing technology. In addition, it launched a website, 

www.ebook.sa, with the aim of digitalizing textbooks to replace hardcopy versions in the 

near future. In 2011, MOE established the Saudi Electronic University (SEU), the 

Kingdom’s first online university, that combines distance and traditional learning. The 

SEU main campus is located in Riyadh, the capital city of Saudi Arabia, with sub-

campuses in each state’s capital city. This interest by the Saudi MOE in innovative 

education indicates the value and importance it places on the use of technology and its 

influence on Saudi youth as well as on the need to be competitive with developed 

countries.    

1.3 EFL Education and Innovation in Saudi Arabia 

1.3.1 EFL education 

The English language in Saudi Arabia is categorized under the expanding circle of 

Kachru’s Three Concentric Circles (Kachru, 1992). The expanding circle refers to “the 

countries where English is used as a foreign language, including China, Japan and Saudi 

Arabia” (Alshammari, 2015, p. 366). Thus, English is being taught in the Saudi context 

as a foreign language for specific purposes, including academic and job-related ones or 

“as means of communications for trade, tourism, politics, and media” (Al-Asmari & 

Khan, 2014, p. 319). There are few opportunities for English learners to use the language 

in day-to-day encounters in what is an EFL environment. 

In 1925, the Ministry of Education introduced English in the school curriculum in order 

to meet the growing needs of the Kingdom (Al-Ahaydib, 1986). In Saudi Arabia, English 

is treated as one of the important subjects in education: “English has received a lot of care 

from the Ministry of Education as well as from the community” (Asiri, 2014, p. 2). 

English is taught as a compulsory subject starting from the fourth grade (usually 10 years 

old) up to university level (which usually starts at the age of 18) (Mitchell & Alfuraih, 

2017). The education system in Saudi Arabia is segregated by sex and is divided into four 



Chapter One: Introduction 

3 

main stages: the primary stage which encompasses grades one through six (with one year 

and two semesters for each grade), the intermediate stage from grades seven through nine, 

the secondary stage from grades ten through twelve, and finally the tertiary stage. In this 

final stage, English is taught in science and some humanities departments, depending on 

university and department requirements (Al-Asmari, 2005). The MOE’s aim in 

introducing English during the primary stage is to enable students to read, write, listen, 

and speak in simple correct English so as to be able to communicate with English 

speakers, to access knowledge of arts and sciences from other societies, to aid in the 

service of humanity, and to promote the Kingdom’s economic growth (Aldosari, 1992). 

Consequently, the Saudi government has maintained a particular focus on English 

language learners and teachers. 

However, even though by the time they enter tertiary study they have been learning 

English over a long period of time (since grade four), and despite the MOE’s efforts to 

improve language learning, the majority of students exhibit relatively low levels of 

achievement in English, failing to attain the level intended by the Ministry of Education 

(Al-Johani, 2009; Al-Seghayer, 2014; Alhawsawi, 2013; Alrabai, 2016; Khan, 2011; 

Rajab, 2013). According to an official statistical release of Test of English as a Foreign 

Language (TOEFL iBT) (2017) test results, the average overall score of Saudi test takers 

from January to December 2016 was 64 out of 120, the lowest average score of all Middle 

Eastern and North African test takers and the third lowest worldwide. Given these current 

shortcomings within the Saudi EFL context, it becomes crucial to not only introduce more 

innovation but also to investigate how learners adopt the innovation, how they use its 

affordances to be more active in their language learning, and how their actions reshape 

their environment and sustain the innovation. 

1.3.2 Innovation in EFL education 

Technological innovation within the Saudi EFL context have undergone many 

developments since it was first introduced in the 1980s (Alrumaih, 2004). By early 1980, 

basic forms of technological innovation were introduced in English education to enhance 

language teaching and learning. At that time, educational innovations that were used in 
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the classroom included video and audio tape players, overhead projectors, VCRs, and 

TVs, with some institutions and universities dedicating audio language labs specifically 

for practicing English listening and speaking (Shaabi, 2010). By the early 1990s, 

technological innovation in the Saudi EFL context evolved with the introduction of 

CALL (Computer-Assisted Language Learning) software programs by some companies 

that specialized in the field of language education (Al-Asmari & Khan, 2014). At that 

time, the Internet was not yet available within the Kingdom, and so the use of CALL was 

limited to “carry[ing] out simple repeated language drills and practice exercises or to 

giv[ing] pre-programmed, immediate positive or negative feedback” (Cho, 2012, p. 11). 

Technological innovation in language education has further evolved with the introduction 

of the Internet and Web 1.0 and 2.0.  

1.4 Web 2.0 and Virtual Social Networking 

1.4.1 The emergence of Web 2.0 technologies 

The term Web 2.0 refers to the second generation of the World Wide Web, which 

emphasizes user-generated content, usability, and interoperability (Merino, 2016; 

O’Reilly, 2007). The term “Web 2.0” was first introduced by DiNucci (1999) but was 

later popularized by Tim O’Reilly in 2005. The purpose of Web 2.0 is to facilitate 

communication and secure information sharing, interoperability, user-centered design, 

and collaboration on the World Wide Web (O’Reilly, 2007). In other words, the purpose 

of the Web 2.0 technology is to surpass simply retrieving information for visitors, as was 

the case with Web 1.0 (a read-only technology), by allowing users to self-initiate and 

control the use of the tools needed to create, publish, and share information with friends, 

family, students, and the world (Singh, 2010; Wang & Vasquez, 2012).  

Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) identify six different types of Web 2.0 technologies: 

“collaborative projects, blogs, content communities, social networking sites, virtual game 

worlds, and virtual social worlds,” and Web 2.0 platforms normally employ one or more 

of these technologies (p. 60). Wang and Vasquez (2012) state that Web 2.0 technologies 

are now being used to “interact, collaborate, network, and entertain through blogs, wikis, 
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social networking tools, and multiplayer games” (p. 412). What motivates the use of Web 

2.0 is that it is free or low cost and that it gives fast access to a wealth of information. 

With Web 2.0, interaction and collaboration are not limited by time and space if an 

Internet connection is available, and it thus promotes socialization and frequent use of its 

technologies.  

1.4.2 Virtual social network definitions and similar concepts 

Many concepts are used in the literature to describe social networking; at least 10 different 

terms shown in Table 1.1 are used synonymously to describe the same concept. For 

example, McLoughlin and Lee (2007) and Ferdig (2007) use the term “Social Software” 

as a general term that encompasses social networking. More precisely, the definition of 

McLoughlin and Lee includes photo-sharing, musical taste-sharing, message-boards, 

social networking, mailing lists, and instant messaging. Ferdig also employs the same 

broader term to refer to social networking applications, wikis, weblogs, and social tagging 

applications.  

Gruber (2008) and Kim, Jeong, and Lee (2010) use the term “Social Web Sites” to refer 

to websites such as YouTube, Facebook, Myspace, and Flickr. Kim et al. (2010) define 

“Social Web Sites” as websites that allow people to access “online communities, and 

share user-created contents (UCCs)” (p. 216). They state that their term “Social Web 

Sites” refers to the broader concept “union of social networking sites and social media 

sites” (p. 216). From their perspective, the difference between social networking sites and 

social media sites is that the latter refers to “Web sites that allow people to share UCCs. 

Some of the most widely used social media sites include YouTube, Flickr, Digg, 

Metacafe, etc.,” which depend primarily on video and audio sharing, while “social 

networking sites are Web sites that allow people to stay connected with other people in 

online communities” such as Facebook, Myspace, Windows Live Spaces, Habbo, etc. 

(Kim et al., 2010, p. 217). However, by 2017, the nature and capabilities of social 

networking had significantly changed; for example, Facebook can also be used to share 

videos the same as platforms such as YouTube.  
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Jansen, Zhang, Sobel, and Chowdury (2009) employ the terms “social communication 

platforms” and “social communication services” to more broadly describe online 

communities, virtual reality, and social networking such as Flickr, YouTube, and 

Wikipedia. Furthermore, De Valck, van Bruggen, and Wierenga (2009) and many others 

(see Table 1.1) described such sites as Facebook, Wikipedia, Myspace, and YouTube as 

“social networking sites,” while, Cox, Burgess, Sellitto, and Buultjens (2009) used the 

term “social networking” to describe “pages that contain user-generated content in 

various formats” (p. 2). Overall, even though the literature does not exhibit unanimous 

agreement on the terms used to describe social networking, all describe the same concept 

in which Facebook, Twitter, and other Web 2.0 technologies are socially built to 

communicate, share, and generate content online.  

Table 1.1: Terms used to describe the social networking concept 

Term Sample research publications 

New social media Fischer & Reuber, 2011; Thomas & Thomas, 
2012 

Social multimedia network Mahapatra, 2013; O'Donovan, Fournelle, 
Gaffigan, Brdiczka, Shen, Liu & Moore, 2013 

Social communication platforms Eyers, Freudenreich, Margara, Frischbier, 
Pietzuch & Eugster, 2012; Jansen et al., 2009 

Social networking sites Dwyer, Hiltz & Passerini, 2007; Griffith & 
Liyanage, 2008; Miller, 2012; Roblyer, 
McDaniel, Webb, Herman & Witty, 2010;  

Social media 
Asur & Huberman, 2010; Kaplan & Haenlein, 
2010, 2011; Mangold & Faulds, 2009; Safko, 
2010; Smith, 2009; Thevenot, 2007 

Social networks Calvó-Armengol, Patacchini & Zenou, 2009; 
Miguéns, Baggio & Costa, 2008;  

Social networking Cox et al., 2009; Rennie & Morrison, 2013 
Social software Ferdig, 2007; McLoughlin & Lee, 2007 
Social web sites Gruber, 2008; Kim et al., 2010;  
User-generated media McConnell & Huba, 2007; Shao, 2009 
User-generated content websites Dotan & Zaphiris, 2010; O'Connor, 2010 

In this study, the term “virtual social networking” (VSN1) is used to describe Web 2.0 

technologies such as Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, and other sites where an online 

                                                 
1 The abbreviation in this study refers to both terms “virtual social networking” and “virtual social network.” 
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community is established. In general, VSN is defined as an online community established 

to share knowledge, common interests, information, private lives, and friendships with 

others through a virtual environment. This term is more suitable than the others because 

learners can use Web 2.0 technologies inside and outside the classroom to interact, 

collaborate, and build social relationships virtually by creating a virtual environment that 

suits their English-learning needs. Hence, the term VSN more closely expresses its 

meaning within an innovative EFL learning environment.  

The use of VSN has been confirmed to have positive effects on learners’ English language 

achievement across various settings (e.g., Harrison & Thomas, 2009; Mahmoud, 2014; 

Pasfield-Neofitou, 2011; H.-J. Wu & Wu, 2011). Several studies have found that VSN 

could foster learners’ collaboration, motivation, autonomy and confidence (Buzzetto-

More, 2012; Gikas & Grant, 2013; Shih, 2011). Moreover, VSN has been reported to 

create better language learning opportunities outside the classroom, especially for EFL 

learners with limited opportunities to practice English (Al-Shehri, 2012). In addition, new 

generations of students and teachers are more likely to be highly active on VSN (Boyd, 

2008; Kolb, 2008). Hence, it is important to consider the suitability of VSN as a 

technology for language learning. As Liu (2010) argues, “future technology integration 

in education should focus on what students use instead of what the school wants them to 

use to guarantee maximum efficiency” (p. 113). The popularity, ease of use of VSN, and 

its availability irrespective of time and space make it a suitable technology to be used to 

enhance language learning. In the study context, VSN is gaining popularity not just 

among young students and teachers but also with the older generation and even 

government authorities. For example, the Saudi king and his ministers all have accounts 

on various VSN platforms, especially Twitter, to directly listen to the people’s needs. 

Thus, in this study, VSN will be used in and outside the classroom as an innovation to 

enhance learners’ collaboration and to create a platform for them to comfortably practice 

the English language. The pedagogical benefits of VSN for language learning are 

explored in detail in the next chapter.      
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1.5 The Research Problem 

While much effort, in the Saudi EFL context, has been expended to study the attitudes, 

outcomes, and behavioral intentions associated with adopting a technological innovation 

in learning and teaching a new language, less attention has been paid to investigating the 

dynamics and complexity of learners’ actions throughout their use of the innovation over 

time. In addition, attention has not been given to how such innovation could be sustained, 

or possibly fail to be sustained, over a long period of time. From my point of view, the 

use of an innovation largely depends on how learners and teachers alike make sense of 

the technology and act independently to use it to make positive changes to their 

environment. Since the introduction of the Internet and Web 1.0 and 2.0 applications in 

the late 20th century, a continuous emphasis has been given in the Saudi context to 

employing online virtual environments to enhance language learning and teaching (e.g., 

S. Alharbi & Drew, 2014; Alothman, Robertson, & Michaelson, 2017; Hamdan, 2014; 

Hammond & Gamlo, 2015). However, when learners interact with an innovation, it is 

important to investigate the constraints that limit their agency in language learning and 

their use of the innovation’s affordances to expand their actions not only based on the 

new features of the technological innovation but also on the factors that emerge from their 

culture and their language learning context. The nature and extent of these challenges has 

as yet been awarded little attention during the course of a technological innovation’s 

implementation in the Saudi context. 

In the Saudi tertiary EFL context, learners face significant challenges in using English 

inside and outside the classroom (Al-Harbi & Alshumaimeri, 2016; H. Alharbi, 20152; 

Alshammari, 2015). According to Alharbi (2015), Saudi learners’ limited use of English 

language inside and outside the classroom was found to negatively affect their 

achievement levels. The current empirical body of research on English language practice 

opportunities inside and outside the classroom is still very shallow in the Saudi EFL 

context (Al-Harbi & Alshumaimeri, 2016). Al-Harbi and Alshumaimeri (2016) argue that 

                                                 
2 For clarity, references in this thesis to work by S. Alharbi are cited as ‘Alharbi’. References to work by H. Alharbi is cited with the 
respective author’ initials. 
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Saudi EFL learning “is in need of studies that offer practical solutions rather than just 

highlighting the problem” (p. 70). As a result, further research in online authentic 

language learning inside and outside the classroom is needed to understand the nature and 

roles of VSN for Saudi EFL learners and how the learners interact to learn and practice 

English through their use of VSN affordances to change their learning environments. 

1.6 Purpose of the Study  

The study aims to investigate the nature and roles of VSN in a Saudi tertiary EFL context 

and the implementation of VSN; it explores the experiences and trajectory of the students’ 

use of Twitter inside the classroom and their use of WhatsApp outside the classroom and 

how VSN sustainability was achieved. The study took place at three colleges of Qassim 

University in different locations in the state of Qassim in Saudi Arabia. The study strives 

to answer the following research questions: 

1- What are the nature and role of VSNs in the context of Saudi tertiary EFL 

learners? 

2- How are the students’ experiences and use trajectory of Twitter inside the 

classroom embedded in their EFL learning experiences? 

3- How are the students’ experiences and use trajectory of WhatsApp outside the 

classroom embedded in their EFL learning experiences? 

1.7 Significance of the Study 

From a sociocultural perspective, this study contributes to an understanding of the 

innovation process with regard to VSN technologies in language learning among EFL 

learners at the tertiary level in the Saudi context. Given the current shortcomings of 

English learning and practices inside and outside the classroom in the Saudi EFL context, 

the learners are likely to face challenges, tensions, and conflicts that may impact on their 

actions in their use of VSN. The study draws on Fullan’s (2001, 2007, 2016) broad phases 

of the change process and utilizes van Lier’s (2004, 2008, 2010) perspective of agency 

from an ecological approach as the analytical framework to understand the complexities 
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and dynamics of the learners’ interaction within their use of the innovation for language 

learning. It emphasizes the learners’ actions with respect to their use of VSN, how they 

use the affordances of VSN to expand their agency to reshape their environment, and how 

contextual and technological constraints influence their agency toward sustaining VSN. 

It is hoped that the results of this study will offer stakeholders, learners, and teachers in 

the field of EFL education useful insights that will enable them to make sense of the 

utilization and advantages of technological innovations. The study’s findings could 

contribute to an understanding of how to seamlessly implement online technological 

innovation in language learning and teaching. Such an understanding might help provide 

teachers with guidance in how to appropriately avoid constraints arising from the 

innovation that might limit learners’ agency and to make use of the affordances to enable 

learners’ actions not just from the technological features but also the affordances that 

emerge from the use of the technology in their life contexts. Finally, the implementation 

of Twitter inside and WhatsApp outside the classroom, each with different 

implementation strategies, could possibly provide opportunities to enhance language 

learning not just for university students but also for other individuals who are seeking to 

develop proficiency in the English language.  

1.8 Organization of the Thesis 

The thesis is organized into eight chapters. Chapter One operates as an introduction. It 

had provided an overview of the Saudi MOE endeavors to integrate technology in 

education, an overview of EFL education and innovation in the Saudi context, an 

overview of Web 2.0 and VSN, and a statement of the research problem. The chapter has 

also elaborated on the purpose of the research and research questions underpinning the 

current study and its significance. Chapter Two presents a review of the relevant 

literature; it covers the historical development of innovation theories, including Fullan's 

three broad phases of the change process as the theoretical framework utilized in the 

present study. Chapter Two also sheds light on agency from an ecological perspective as 

an analytical tool for the current study and presents and discusses the pedagogical value 

of VSN in learning in general and more specifically in language learning. Chapter Three 



Chapter One: Introduction 

11 

discusses the research procedures and methodology involved in the study. It aims to 

describe the research design, by illustrating the human ethics procedures followed, the 

pilot study, the participant sample and the three research settings. The chapter also 

discusses and presents the data collection instruments and the process of data analysis. 

The next three chapters, Chapters Four, Five and Six, present the results of the study 

corresponding to the research questions. Chapter Four explores the nature and roles of 

VSN in the tertiary EFL context. Chapter Five explores the trajectory of the students' use 

of Twitter inside the classroom. Chapter Six explores the trajectory of the students' use 

of WhatsApp outside the classroom. Chapter Seven discusses the results of the study in 

regard to the research questions and sheds light on the affordances and constraints that 

influenced the students' agency in their use of VSN. Chapter Eight revisits the research 

questions, discusses the implications of the study and its limitations, identifies directions 

for future research, and draws final conclusions. 
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 CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Overview 

This chapter reviews the relevant literature on innovation, agency, and Web 2.0 

technology, particularly the application of Virtual Social Networking (VSN) in language 

learning. In the first section, the definitions of innovation are presented, followed by an 

overview of the theoretical frameworks used to investigate innovation in language 

learning. The chapter’s second section reviews Fullan’s (1982, 2001, 2007, 2016) and 

Fullan and Stiegelbauer’s (1991) three broad phases of the change process—initiation, 

implementation, and sustainability. Fullan’s model served as the guide that drove this 

study, to deeply understand the innovation process and its complexity and dynamics. The 

chapter’s third section defines and reviews the concept of agency in the context of 

language learning and discusses recently developed theoretical frameworks relevant to it. 

Specifically, this study adopted van Lier’s (2004, 2008, 2010) ecological perspective 

toward agency as the analytical tool used to explore the dynamics and complexities of 

social interaction, relationships, and sociocultural values and their effects on English 

learners’ agency and adoption of VSN. The chapter ends with a review of the relevant 

literature and studies on the pedagogical value of VSN in learning in general and of the 

English language in particular. 

2.2 Innovation and English Learning 

Before the definitions of innovation are presented, the differing views within the wider 

literature associated with the two terms ‘innovation’ and ‘change’ are discussed. The 

earlier literature distinguishes between the two terms (see e.g., De Lano, Riley, & 

Crookes, 1994; Kennedy, 1999a; Markee, 1997; Stoller, 1997; R. White, 1988). However, 

the recent literature uses the terms ‘innovation’ and ‘change’ synonymously and treats 
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them as equivalent (see e.g., Lamie, 2005; Waters, 2009; Wedell, 2009). Hence, the 

current study treats the two terms as equivalent in meaning. 

2.2.1 Definitions 

One of the earliest definitions of innovation comes from Nicholls (1983) who defines 

innovation as “an idea, object or practice perceived as new by an individual or individuals, 

which is intended to bring about improvement in relation to desired objectives, which is 

fundamental in nature, and which is planned and deliberate” (p. 4). In a similar definition, 

White (1988) describes innovation as “a deliberate effort, perceived as new and intended 

to bring about improvement” (p. 5). Rogers’s (2003) perception of innovation is similar 

to that of Nicholls and White; he defines it as “an idea, practice, or project that is 

perceived as new by an individual or other unit of adoption” (p. 12). Rogers adds that an 

innovation does not have to be objectively new as measured by the lapse of time since its 

invention but rather only needs to be perceived as new by an individual who has not 

previously had knowledge of it or if practice of the idea is perceived to be new by the 

individual. For example, in the current study VSN technology itself is not viewed as new 

by the students, rather, its application in and outside the classroom for language learning 

is viewed as new therefore constituting an innovation. 

Within the field of language learning, De Lano et al. (1994) define innovation in terms of 

four aspects—change, novelty, development, and improvement. They conclude that 

innovation within the context of learning a second language can be defined as “an 

informed change in an underlying philosophy of language teaching/learning, brought 

about by direct experience, research findings, or other means, resulting in an adaptation 

of pedagogic practices such that instruction is better able to promote language learning 

as it has come to be understood” (p. 489). Similarly, Markee (2001) defines innovation 

as “proposals for qualitative change in pedagogical materials, approaches, and values that 

are perceived as new by individuals who comprise a formal (language) education system” 

(p. 120). Thus, the key aspect of defining innovation in language learning is the perceived 

newness of the idea or object to the individual including pedagogical materials, practice, 

approaches, values, and the overall improvement brought about by the innovation. 
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2.2.2 An overview of the theoretical frameworks of innovation 

Numerous theories and models have been developed to explore the implementation of 

innovation in various disciplines. Such theories and models were developed and created 

to describe, explore, and assess the implementation, adoption, and acceptance of new 

technologies or practices by individuals to reshape and improve the learning system in 

general and more particularly the English learning. Since the current study investigates 

the implementation of innovative technology in the Saudi context, providing the 

background of those theories and models is important. 

Since the beginning of innovation research, scholars have made multiple efforts to 

develop and validate models in the field of innovation. For example, Ajzen (1985) 

extended the theory of reasoned action (TRA), formulated within the psychology field by 

Ajzen and Fishbein (1975), into the theory of planned behavior (TPB). Taylor and Todd 

(1995a) later extended this theory into the decomposed theory of planned behavior 

(DTPB). In addition, Davis (1986) drew upon the theory of reasoned action for some 

main features of the technology acceptance model (TAM). Venkatesh and Davis (2000) 

extended TAM into TAM2, and then Venkatesh and Bala (2008) extended these into 

TAM3. In addition, other theories and models were widely used in innovation research 

to validate the acceptance and implementation of technologies such as diffusion of 

innovation theory (DIT), the model of personal computer utilization (MPCU), the 

motivational model (MM), the unified theory of acceptance and technology use 

(UTAUT), social cognitive theory (SCT), and finally Fullan’s educational change model, 

which provided the framework used in this study. An overview of these theories and 

models and their developments are provided below.   

2.2.2.1 Diffusion of Innovation Theory (DIT) 

We first begin with Rogers’s diffusion of innovation theory (DIT) since it is the most 

widely used within language research. The DIT was developed by Rogers (1962, 1983, 

1995, 2003) and Rogers and Shoemaker (1971) to explore why, how, and at what rate 

innovation spreads through specific groups of individuals and organizations. Rogers 
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(1983) defines diffusion as “the process by which an innovation is communicated through 

certain channels over time among the members of a social system” (p. 5). DIT has been 

widely used and validated within many disciplines including applied linguistics. Rogers 

(1983) stated that the adopters of any innovation could be categorized into five categories: 

innovators, early adopters, early majority, late majority, and laggards (see Figure 2.1).  

Figure 2.1: The innovation adoption process (Rogers, 2003, p. 281) 

 

In addition, within the DIT, Rogers (1983) identified five characteristics of an innovation 

that he viewed as influencing probability of an innovation’s adoption or acceptance of an 

innovative behavior. Those five features include: relative advantage, complexity, 

compatibility, trialability, and observability. The higher the relative advantage, 

compatibility, trialability, observability, and simplicity of an innovation, the more rapidly 

it will be adopted (Rogers, 2003). However, Damanpour (1996) argues that quantifying 

the diffusion of an innovation is difficult due to complex interactions between individuals, 

making it difficult for the diffusion research to account for all variables affecting the 

possibility of adoption.  

2.2.2.2 Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) 

The theory of reasoned action (TRA) was developed by Ajzen and Fishbein (1975). 

According to Hale, Householder, and Greene (2002), the TRA was “born largely out of 

frustration with traditional attitude-behavior research, much of which found weak 
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correlations between attitude measures and performance of volitional behaviors” (p. 259). 

TRA is one of the most important theories used to describe human behavior (Venkatesh, 

Morris, Davis, & Davis, 2003). TRA assumes that an individual’s actual behavior is 

decided by his or her intention to practice the behavior (see Figure 2.2). The construct of 

intention facilitates effects on actual behavior (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1975). Two factors 

determine intention toward a behavior, attitude towards the behavior and subjective norm, 

where the former is defined as “an individual’s positive or negative feelings (evaluative 

effect) about performing the target behavior” (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1975, p. 216). An 

individual’s assessed attitude towards a behavior is based on his or her perceived personal 

advantages or disadvantages arising from performing the behavior. Subjective norms’ 

refers to “the perception that most people who really matter to the individual think that 

he either should or should not perform the behavior in question” (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1975, 

p. 302). Subjective norms emphasize potential social impacts that affect an individual’s 

determination of his behavior intention, reflecting “the person’s perception of the social 

pressures put on him to perform or not perform the behavior” (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1975, 

p. 6).  

Figure 2.2: The Theory of Reasoned Action (Hale et al., 2002, p. 261) 

 

However, the TRA has some limitations in describing some of the variables of the actual 

use of an innovation and the role of the individual’s behavioral intent (Ajzen, 1991). One 

of the main limitations cited is that the TRA is not appropriate for individuals who 

perceive themselves as having little power over their behaviors and attitudes (Ajzen, 
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1991). In response to this criticism with respect to the TRA’s limitations, Ajzen (1991) 

added a third aspect (perceived behavioral control) to the original theory, resulting in the 

theory of planned behavior.  

2.2.2.3 Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) 

In response to the limitation in the TRA, Ajzen (1991) extended this theory to include a 

condition that predicts “behaviours over which people have incomplete volitional 

control” (p. 181). The third variable added, the perceived behavioral control (PBC), is 

defined as the individual’s perception of the level of easiness in performing a specific 

behavior of interest (Ajzen, 1991). According to Taylor and Todd (1995b), the PBC was 

added to provide information about the possible constraints an individual encounters 

when acting out the behavior and to explore the reasons for the intention in being unable 

to always predict behavior. In addition, unlike the other two variables (i.e., subjective 

norms and attitude toward the behavior), PBC is a direct influence on intention and also 

a direct influence on behavior. As shown in Figure 2.3, the broken line indicates that, in 

some circumstances, the PBC has a larger influence on behavior (Ajzen, 1991). However, 

both intention and PBC are essential in predicting an individual’s behavior.  

Figure 2.3: Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991, p. 182) 

 

Ajzen (1991) described the constructs of TPB in a method that would result in prediction 

and understanding of the individual behavior in a certain context and he confirmed that 

“Attitudes towards the behavior, subject norms with respect to the behavior, and 
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perceived control over the behavior are usually found to predict behavioral intentions 

with a high degree of accuracy” (p. 206). However, even though Ajzen (1991) ascertained 

that TBP can predict behavior intention with a high level of accuracy, in technology 

acceptance research, TBP was found to lack sufficient scale development and empirical 

basis (Akour, 2009). Therefore, to account for the issues associated with TBP in 

innovative technology research, Taylor and Todd (1995b) introduced the decomposed 

TPB with the goal of delivering an enhanced, more in-depth explanation of behavior. 

2.2.2.4 Decomposed Theory of Planned Behavior (DTPB) 

The DTPB was designed to investigate specific influences on computer-usage behavioral 

intentions. It breaks down the components of the TPB model (attitude, belief, SNs, and 

PBC) into “multi-dimensional belief constructs” (Taylor & Todd, 1995b, p. 151). For the 

construct, attitudes were decomposed into three variables: perceived ease of use (PEU), 

perceived usefulness (PU), and compatibility. The subjective norm construct (the main 

construct that directly influences intention in TPB) was broken down into two variables: 

peer influence, superiors’ influence. The model divided PBC into three variables: self-

efficacy, a resource-facilitating condition, and a technology-facilitating condition (see 

Figure 2.4). Taylor and Todd (1995b) argued that, by decomposing these beliefs, “the 

model becomes more managerially relevant, pointing to specific factors that may 

influence adoption and usage” (p. 151). They summarized that DTPB is more powerful 

in exploring behavioral intentions related to technology usage than TPB. This extension 

of the DTPB model made it a more complex model in comparison to the TPB and TRA 

(see Figure 2.4). 
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Figure 2.4: The Decomposed Theory of Planned Behavior (Taylor & Todd, 1995b, p. 
146) 

 

2.2.2.5 Model of Personal Computer Utilization (MPCU)  

The Model of Personal Computer Utilization (MPCU) was developed by Thompson, 

Higgins, and Howell (1991) by modifying Triandis’s (1971) theory related to PC-usage 

behavior rather than PC adoption. However, Venkatesh et al. (2003) argue that it can also 

be suitable for investigating technology adoption. Thompson et al. stated that “Behavior 

is determined by what people would like to do (attitudes), what they think they should do 

(social norms), what they have usually done (habits), and by the expected consequences 

of their behavior” (p. 126). Hence, they divided the MPCU model to include six 

constructs that determine individual technology usage behavior including job-fit, 

complexity, long-term consequences, affect towards use, social factors, and facilitating 

conditions.  
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Figure 2.5: Model of Personal Computer Utilization (Thompson et al., 1991, p. 131) 

 

2.2.2.6 Motivational Model (MM) 

Davis, Bagozzi and Warshaw (1992) developed the motivational model (MM) theory to 

explore technology acceptance based on Deci and Ryan’s (1985) self-determination 

theory. The model distinguishes between the effects of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation 

in determining levels of technology adoption. Intrinsic motivation refers to performance 

of an activity “for no apparent reinforcement other than the process of performing the 

activity per se” (Davis et al., 1992, p. 1112). Extrinsic motivation refers to external factors 

that lead an individual to perform an activity “because it is perceived to be instrumental 

in achieving valued outcomes that are distinct from the activity itself, such as improved 

job performance, pay, or promotions” (Davis et al., 1992, p. 1112). The results of their 

empirical study showed significant indications for both intrinsic (such as enjoyment 

derived from using computers) and extrinsic motivation (such as the advantages of using 

computers to attain achievement and external benefits) influencing individual behavioral 

intentions to use technology.  
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2.2.2.7 Social Cognitive Theory (SCT)  

Social cognitive theory (SCT) was originally proposed by Bandura (1986) to explain 

human behavior in maintaining and acquiring certain behavioral patterns. Compeau and 

Higgins (1995) extended and applied this theory to include prediction of human behavior 

in technology utilization. Their modification of SCT focuses more on cognitive aspects 

of human behavior (self-efficacy, performance outcome expectations, and personal 

outcome expectations), affective aspects (affect and anxiety), and usage (see Figure 2.6). 

According to Compeau and Higgins, (1995) there are two dimensions which explain these 

cognitive factors. The first is outcome expectancy (performance and personal), which 

refers to outcomes that an individual perceives as valuable and that therefore motivate 

him or her to exhibit one behavior while rejecting another behavior that would lead to 

less favorable consequences. The second dimension is the individual’s belief with respect 

to ‘self-efficacy,’ defined as “people's judgments of their capabilities to organize and 

execute courses of action required to attain designated types of performances” (Bandura, 

1986, p. 391). Ratten (2013) stated that the SCT is superior to other innovation-

acceptance models because it considers both organizational and individual contributions 

to the analysis of technology acceptance, which implies that it consolidates innovation 

technology that is not consistently under the control of individuals but rather is also 

required by an organization.  

Figure 2.6: Social Cognitive Theory (Compeau, Higgins & Huff, 1999, p. 147) 
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2.2.2.8 Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) 

The TAM was introduced in 1986 by Davis as an extension of TRA to explain the 

individual’s behavior in using the technology (Davis, 1989; Davis, Bagozzi, & Warshaw, 

1989). TAM is considered to be one of the most influential models in innovation research 

that allows us to understand the relationship between humans and technology. Davis 

(1989) suggests that this model simulates the situation where users become adopters of a 

newly introduced technology. The model incorporates two factors namely, perceived 

usefulness (PU), perceived ease of use (PEU). Perceived usefulness (PU) is defined as 

“the degree to which a person believes that using a particular system would enhance his 

or her job performance” (p. 320). Perceived ease of use (PEU) is defined as “the degree 

to which a person believes that using a particular system would be free of effort” (p. 320). 

In the model, these two variables are depicted as affecting an individual’s attitudes (A) 

toward the technology, thereby contributing to formation of behavioral intentions (BI) to 

use it and ultimately its actual adoption (see Figure 2.7). The TAM excludes the 

subjective norm as a determinant of intention, since it provides an “uncertain theoretical 

and psychometric status” (Davis et al., 1989, p. 986). These two factors, PU and PEU, 

are influenced by the external variables. However, many researchers found the question 

of what the external variables could be confusing. Hubona and Kennick (1996) proposed 

that these external variables could be individual characteristics (age, gender, intrinsic 

cognitive skills), system factors (functionality and of the application), organizational 

attributes (training and education). This confusion pushed researchers to continue to 

modify and extend it with other relevant theories and variables resulting in the emergence 

of TAM2 and UTAUT. 

Figure 2.7: Technology Acceptance Model (Davis et al., 1989, p. 985) 
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2.2.2.9 Extended Technology Acceptance Model (TAM2) 

Venkatesh and Davis (2000) extended and modified TAM to include two theoretical 

processes including the social influence process and the cognitive instrumental process. 

These two additions are assumed to describe the factors affecting the individual 

determinants on perceived usefulness and intention to use a technology. The four 

cognitive processes that affect PU in TAM2 are job relevance, output quality, result 

demonstrability, and perceived ease of use, while three social processes are assumed to 

affect PU: subjective norm, image, and voluntariness. In addition, the construct 

experience is also proposed, to moderate the influences from subjective norm on PU and 

intention to use (see Figure 2.8).  

Figure 2.8: Extended Technology Acceptance Model (Venkatesh & Davis, 2000, p. 188) 

 

However, Donaldson (2011) argues that TAM2 fails to identify the constraints on usage 

behavior because it assumes access to the innovation. This limitation might ignore other 

important factors that could have an influence on the individual’s intention and 

perceptions of subjective norms, usefulness or ease of use. For instance, factors such as 

Internet access, the infrastructure of the innovation context and the teacher’s support are 

not covered in TAM2. This has led many studies to continue to alter the original TAM 

and TAM2 in an endeavor to enhance the model or create a model that could account for 

the evident limitation. The most dominant model that emerged from these changes is the 

introduction of Venkatesh et al.’s (2003) model the Unified Theory of Acceptance and 

Use of Technology (UTAUT). 
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2.2.2.10 Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) 

Venkatesh et al. (2003) developed the UTAUT theory which aims to describe intentions 

that would lead to usage behavior to use a technology. The theory emerged after 

Venkatesh et al. (2003) conducted a study comparing eight innovation models including 

the diffusion of innovation theory (DIT), theory of reasoned action (TRA), theory of 

planned behavior (TPB), motivational model (MM), social cognitive theory (SCT), model 

of PC utilization (MPCU), technology acceptance model (TAM), and combined 

technology acceptance model and theory of planned behavior (C-TAM-TPB) (Venkatesh, 

et al., 2003). Based on their results, they introduced a unified model (UTAUT) consisting 

of four core elements determining the intention and usage behavior in addition to four 

moderators of key relationships. The main elements of the UTAUT theory are: 

performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, and facilitating conditions 

(Venkatesh et al., 2003). In addition, Venkatesh et al. (2003) argue that gender, age, 

experience, and voluntariness of use moderate the influence of these four key elements 

on behavior intention and use behavior (see Figure 2.9). The authors state that the factors 

performance expectancy, effort expectancy, and social influence directly influence an 

individual’s intent while facilitating conditions directly influence use behavior. The 

factors gender, age, experience, and voluntariness of use also mediate the influence of 

these on an individual’s intention and use behavior (Venkatesh, et al., 2003). 

Figure 2.9: Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (Venkatesh et al., 2003, 
p. 447) 
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UTAUT theory has been widely adopted in applied linguistics due to its success in 

explaining usage behavior and adoption of technology (e.g., Cigdem, Ozturk, & Topcu, 

2016; Hsu & Chang, 2012; Laire, Casteleyn, & Mottart, 2012; Lawrence, 2016; Lu, Lin, 

& Fan, 2013). According to Wu, Tao and Yang (2008), the descriptive power of usage 

behavior and acceptance of technology in UTAUT theory can reach up to 70%, which is 

considered higher than other theories involved with technology acceptance. The accuracy 

percentage of UTAUT motivated many studies to adopt the UTAUT model over other 

theories in exploring users’ behavior during technology implementation, leading 

Venkatesh, Thong and Xu (2012) to state that, “since its original publication, UTAUT 

has served as a baseline model and has been applied to the study of a variety of 

technologies in both organizational and non-organizational settings” (p. 158). 

2.3 Fullan’s Model of Change 

The preceding discussion reviewed most of the theories that have been applied in 

investigating technology innovation. The model used to guide this study was Fullan’s 

(1982, 2001, 2007, 2016) and Fullan and Stiegelbauer’s (1991) three broad phases of 

change. Fullan’s model differs from the other theories in that it considers innovation as a 

process that is complex and dynamic and not as an event. The first edition of Fullan’s 

book The meaning of educational change was published in 1982 and in the second edition 

in 1991 he changed his book title slightly to The new meaning of educational change, 

making many significant improvements to the phases of the change process model. 

Although Rogers’s DIT is also process-oriented, it focuses on the individual’s 

characteristics whereas Fullan’s model places more emphasis on the roles and strategies 

utilized by the multiple agents involved with the innovation process (such as students, 

teacher, administrator, principal, and government). In addition, the adopter categories 

proposed by Rogers ignore the dynamic and complex nature of the innovation process. 

Moreover, Huberman (1992) argues that Fullan’s model provides “a more intricate 

understanding of the dynamics at work when new programs or practices or new 

organizational arrangements are brought into schools or designed there” (p. 2). The 

complexity and dynamic nature of the process of innovation could render it difficult to 
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be deeply investigated by the other theories. However, Fullan’s process-oriented change 

theory focuses on exploring the complexity of an individual’s actions during the change 

process. 

Fullan’s change theory consists of three primary phases: initiation, implementation, and 

sustainability (Fullan, 1999; Fullan, 2007). According to Fullan (2007), the initiation 

phase refers to the process up to and including “a decision to adopt or proceed with the 

change” (p. 65). The implementation phase refers to the initial attempt to put a reform or 

idea into practice. The third and last phase, sustainability, refers to whether the change 

lasts and continues to be integrated into the system or fails to be adopted (see Figure 

2.10). Within each of these stages, numerous components operate. In addition, change is 

not a linear process in which one event at a specific stage affects and leads to a change in 

decisions made at earlier stages (Fullan, 2007). Marsh (2009) states that all phases are 

connected and will merge gradually into one another. In addition, Fullan (2007) advises 

that “all phases must be thought about from the beginning and continually thereafter” (p. 

103). Once these stages are accomplished, the outcome is positive and the change is 

effective from Fullan’s view. Success of the change process leads to “students’ learning 

outcomes” or “organizational capacity” (Fullan, 2001, p. 51). The following sections 

explore the factors influencing the three phases in greater detail.  

Figure 2.10: An overview of the change process (Fullan, 2007, p. 66) 
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2.3.1 Innovation initiation 

The first phase of Fullan’s educational change is the initiation phase which involves 

identifying the variables influencing decisions before proceeding to the implementation 

phase in order to raise the percentage of successful implementations of the innovation. In 

other words, the initiation phase is where the innovation is being tested for its validity 

within the context prior to its implementation to identify whether to proceed with the 

innovation or not. Fullan (2007) argues that initiation decisions might be affected by the 

existence and quality of innovations, access to innovations, advocacy from central 

administrators, teacher advocacy, external change agents, community pressure (i.e., 

support, opposition, apathy), new policies and funds, and problem-solving and 

bureaucratic orientations (see Figure 2.11). These variables influence the entire 

innovation process but their influence is most apparent in the initiation phase.  

Figure 2.11: Factors influencing initiation decisions (Fullan, 2007, p. 70) 

 

Fullan (2007) cautions that this is not the full list and that other factors could influence 

initiation decisions. However, “the main point is that innovations get initiated from many 

different sources and for different reasons” (p. 69). For example, Waters (2009) identifies 

three main variables that influence initiation decisions in Fullan’s change theory, 

including identifying rationales that impede the use of the innovation (e.g., dissatisfaction 
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with the status quo), the characteristics that influence the quality of the innovation, and 

finally the conceptualization of contextual factors. Thus, it could be argued as relevant to 

this study that due to the complex and dynamic nature of the innovation, the factors 

influencing the initiation decisions are not static and other factors might emerge from the 

environment that could have an influence on the individuals’ use of the technological 

innovation. 

2.3.2 Innovation implementation 

Once the innovation initiation has occurred and the innovation has been decided upon, 

the innovation can be implemented. In the implementation phase, the innovation process 

becomes more complex because it “involves more people and real change is at stake” 

(Fullan, 2007, p. 84). Fullan identifies nine interactive factors influencing the 

implementation of innovation. He classifies these factors into three main categories: 

characteristics of the change project (need, clarity, complexity, and practicality), local 

roles (school district, board and community, principal, role of teacher), and external 

factors (governments and other agencies) (see Figure 2.12). These factors influence the 

initiation stage as well; however, their effect is more intense and complex in the 

implementation stage. Fullan argues that these factors should not be thought of as isolated 

from each other but as forming a system of variables that have an impact on the success 

or failure of the innovation. The reason is that the innovation process is a complex 

dynamic one that involves interaction between various factors over time. Hence, the 

implementation process is not simple or straightforward but involves various interacting 

factors that need to be investigated as a whole to bring about continuous improvement. 

2.3.3 Innovation sustainability 

An innovation’s sustainability phase is an extension of its implementation phase in that 

the new innovation is sustained beyond the first one or two years or whatever time frame 

is chosen (Fullan, 2007). The sustainability phase refers to whether participants sustain 

the innovation and whether it achieves the projected outcome at the personal and 
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organizational levels or is dropped within this period. The projected outcomes may 

include acquisition of new skills, improved student learning, a change in teacher or even 

student beliefs and practices, or an improvement in the overall educational system.  

Figure 2.12: Interactive factors affecting implementation (Fullan, 2007, p. 87)   

 

Sustainability is widely recognized as the most complex phase of the innovation process 

(Chen, 2008). Sustainability occurs when a change continues and becomes the new 

learning method employed by the educational system (Gordon & Patterson, 2008). 

Hargreaves, Earl, Moore and Manning (2001) argue that “adopting an innovation or 

reform is straightforward enough. Developing, supporting and sustaining it is a far more 

difficult matter” (p. 115). In addition, Huberman and Miles (1984) state that a positive 

outcome of sustainability depends on whether or not the innovation has become an 

integral part of the organizational system; or whether administrators and teachers are 

involved in the innovation process and so become committed to the change; and whether 

methods for continuous support and assistance in relation to the innovation are instituted.  
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2.4 Innovation and Agency  

Fullan’s model focuses primarily on the complexity of the innovation process, in 

particular, the individuals acting during the innovation process in ways that determine its 

success or failure. Agency theory is thus an appropriate analytical approach in 

understanding the complexity of the individual “whose language use, meaning making, 

and actions are mediated by their social and cultural world” (Deters, Gao, Miller, & 

Vitanova, 2015a, p. 5). It allows for a deeper investigation of the factors influencing 

participants’ on-going actions over time to adopt an innovation. While Fullan’s model 

served as the guide that drove this study, agency theory provided the analytical approach 

to participants’ on-going actions over time that affect the success or failure of innovation 

process during Fullan’s three broad phases of the change process.  

In addition, Evans (1996) argues that the complexity of the innovation process increases 

with increasing numbers of individuals involved because “change means different things 

to different people; in fact, it usually means something different to each and every 

individual” (p. 21). Agency theory, applied to the context of this study, investigates an 

individual’s view of an innovation through his actions toward it. As Fullan (1993) 

explains, “it is only by individuals taking action to alter their own environments that there 

is any chance for deep change” (p. 40). This means that change cannot happen by just 

implementing the innovation but it only happens when individuals exercise actions to use 

and accept it (Fullan, 1993). Thus, agency theory helps in understanding how and why 

the individuals act through the use of the affordances within their environment and how 

they alter that environment, thereby leading to a positive or negative adoption of an 

innovation. In the following sections, I review the debate on various definitions of agency 

and associated theoretical frameworks, including the ecological approach adopted for the 

current study. 

2.4.1 Definitions 

The definition of agency and its characteristics have been the subject of numerous debates 

in applied linguistics and related fields. The definition of agency has been primarily 
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within a sociocultural lens. In a wider view, one of the earliest definitions of agency was 

that of Layder (1997), who defined it as “the ability to take action in the light of a 

conscious assessment of the circumstances” (p. 35), while Ahearn provides a “provisional 

definition” of agency in that she defines agency as “the socioculturally mediated capacity 

to act” (Ahearn, 2001, p. 112). She stated that her definition “leaves a great deal 

unspecified. For example, where is agency located? Must agency be human, individual, 

collective, intentional, or conscious?” (p. 130). Ahearn’s definition and questions pushed 

many theorists to provide a diverse conceptualization of the concept. For example, 

Candlin and Sarangi (2004) define agency as “the self-conscious reflective actions of 

human beings” (p. xiii). Similarly, Duranti (2004) expands the definition of agency: 

“Agency is here understood as the property of those entities (i) that have some degree of 

control over their own behavior, (ii) whose actions in the world affect other entities (and 

sometimes their own), and (iii) whose actions are the object of evaluation (e.g., in terms 

of their responsibility for a given outcome)” (p. 453). This is in line with Lantolf and 

Thorne (2006), who view agency as entailing “voluntary control over behavior”, but they 

also add that agency is a concept that “entails the ability to assign relevance and 

significance to things and events” (p. 142-143). Lantolf and Thorne’s definition of agency 

is that agency is not simply a choice of the individual but it is a behavior that is enabled 

or limited by the affordances and constraints in the environment that shape the 

individual’s action. In their words, they view agency as “socioculturally mediated and 

dialectically enacted. In other words, within a given time and space, there are constraints 

and affordances that make certain actions probable, others possible, and yet others 

impossible” (p. 238). In the same line of thinking, Duff (2012) defines agency as 

“people’s ability to make choices, take control, self-regulate, and thereby pursue their 

goals as individuals leading, potentially, to personal or social transformation” (p. 417, 

cited in White, 2018, p. 199). In her definition, she refers to goals to be linked to enabling 

their agency. She adds that agency “actively resist certain behaviours, practices, or 

positionings” (Duff, 2012, p. 417, cited in White, 2018, p.199). Finally, for Picard (2010), 

agency is “an immutable characteristic of individuals that allows humans to act and to 

speak” (p. 4). Picard’s definition of agency diverges from that of Lantolf and Thorne 
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given that the latter view agency as also presented during mutable behavior if the 

individual has some degree of control over his or her own behavior and is conscious. 

Thus, even an individual deciding not to speak or interact with another, from Lantolf and 

Thorne’s perspective, still constitutes an act of agency, one constrained by contextual 

factors. 

In the language classroom, van Lier (2008) provides another conceptualization of agency 

viewed through a sociocultural lens following the conceptualization of Ahearn (2001) 

and Lantolf and Thorne (2006) and placing more “emphasis on action, interaction and 

affordances” (p. 163). He states that “agency is situated in a particular context and that it 

is something that learners do, rather than something that learners possess, i.e., it is a 

behavior rather than property” (p. 171). In a later publication, van Lier (2010) summarizes 

the construct by describing how agency refers both to “the ways in which, and the extents 

to which, a person is compelled to, motivated to, allowed to, and coerced to, act” and, 

equally, to “the person deciding to, wanting to, insisting to, agreeing to, and negotiating 

to, act” (p. x). These definitions of agency by van Lier capture “nicely the complexities 

of the notion of agency” (p. x) and largely influence the conceptualization of agency 

employed in the current study. Having explored definitions of agency, the section will 

now consider how a number of theoretical approaches have researched agency, namely 

sociocultural, dialogical, and complexity frameworks. 

2.4.2 Theoretical frameworks of agency 

Even though the application of agency theory is relatively new in applied linguistics, a 

number of theoretical approaches have been developed. Those that have received the most 

attention include sociocultural, dialogical, and complexity approaches to agency. 

Although these approaches are similar in that they all emphasize the individual and the 

social, the aspects of the individual and social explored in each approach varies (Kalaja, 

Barcelos, Aro, & Ruohotie-Lyhty, 2015). Thus, in this section of the literature review, I 

explore the features of each approach, beginning with the complexity perspective, then 

ideological approach and finally to sociocultural perspectives, which inform the 

analytical approach adopted for this study. 
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2.4.2.1 Complexity approach 

Complexity theory is one of the most recent approaches adopted to research agency 

(Kalaja et al., 2015). Complexity theory investigates various phenomena in relation to 

human interaction in language learning and teaching. It considers individual activities as 

part of a complex system in which various interrelated variables influence the agent. It 

rejects shortsighted cause-and-effect interpretations of language learning and 

acknowledge its “non-linear, dynamic nature which can vary across individuals and is 

closely tied to a range of contextual factors” (Mercer, 2011, p. 429). Complexity theory 

views context, environment, and individual as major aspects of the system in which 

actions take place but which are believed to be in a consistent condition of flux between 

the agent and his environment (Kalaja et al., 2015). It involves a dynamic reciprocity 

process in which the environment is influenced by the agent’s actions based on the 

affordances he or she finds within the environment, allowing individuals to alter their 

own environment (White, 2018). A longitudinal study conducted by Mercer (2011) found 

that there are several factors that acted as the controlling components of learners’ agency. 

These factors include beliefs, self-concept, self-regulation, affect and motivation. She 

also found that there is an interrelation between agency and the various levels of the 

broader context such as the educational, sociocultural, classroom and family contexts 

down to the learners’ interaction. Complexity theory has not yet been fully explored; 

however, viewing learner agency from this perspective seems to be a promising avenue 

within language learning research. 

2.4.2.2 Dialogical approach 

Agency theory has also been investigated through dialogical approaches based on the 

writings of the Bakhtin Circle (1986, 1990). This approach emphasizes on “personal 

viewpoints, individual sensibilities, and the emotions, values and feelings that human 

beings bring to their relationships with others” (White, 2018, p. 201), rather than a focus 

on the individuals’ level of activity as in the sociocultural view of agency (Kalaja et al., 

2015). In other words, agency within the dialogical view focuses more on how individuals 
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act based on their emotions rather than focusing on how the environment’s affordances 

or constraints influence their action. The agents within the dialogical view are “connected 

to others through constant interaction and are therefore influenced by the environment – 

both physical and social – in which they find themselves” (Kalaja et al., 2015, p. 17). A 

limitation of the dialogical approach is that it does not observe the general picture of the 

individual’s actions but rather is more biased toward the emotional and affect, thereby 

making it difficult to investigate the changes of the individual’s action over time within 

VSN implementation processes. In addition, the dialogical approach tends to pay less 

attention to the affordances and constraints of the individual’s sociocultural and 

technological factors. Thus, the participants’ activity levels with respect to the use of VSN 

are also less captured within the dialogical framework. Investigating the activity level is 

important in determining the success or failure of the VSN implementation process. 

2.4.2.3 Sociocultural approach 

Agency has been largely researched through sociocultural approaches originally 

developed by Lev Vygotsky (1978, 1986). The sociocultural approach provided a strong 

theoretical foundation for agency in language learning and teaching. Through this 

approach, agency theory places an emphasis on the individual acting in a particular 

sociocultural setting. Agency, from this point of view, is not only about “voluntary 

control over one’s behavior, but is essentially a relationship that is co-constructed and co-

negotiated with others in a social setting” (Kalaja et al., 2015, p. 15). In other words, 

agency emerges from the individual’s action based on the outcomes of his or her 

relationships with the environment and its contextual factors. Agency is therefore not a 

characteristic of a learner or a teacher, but rather is “a contextually enacted way of being 

in the world” (van Lier, 2008, p. 163). Hence, the key point of language learner agency 

within a sociocultural approach is that it is not a feature that the agent possesses but rather 

is an emerging aspect from the agent’s interaction with the world and its contextual 

factors enhancing this interaction.  
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2.4.3 Van Lier’s agency theory from an ecological perspective 

Within the sociocultural approach, van Lier (2004) adopted an ecological perspective in 

which context is crucial in gaining insights into the dynamic interrelation of different 

environmental and personal factors because the learner “acts and interacts within and with 

his environment” (p. 246). In other words, agency is not reliant entirely on the learner but 

emerges from the learner’s interaction with the environment’s contextual and structural 

factors. As in Kalaja et al. (2015), an essential point in the ecological perspective is that 

classroom settings “should be made favorable to the emergence and development of 

agency, as it is seen to be crucially influenced by the environment” (p. 16). Therefore, 

agency from an ecological perspective is believed to be a relational effect in that an 

individual’s agency is enabled or limited by the affordances and constraints found in the 

environment “and also as able to be reflective and creative in taking actions which are 

counter to particular constraints” (White, 2018, p. 200). An important aspect of this 

approach is that the individual should have the capacity to act in his environment, 

however, his actions depend on how he interacts with the affordances found in the 

environment (see Section 2.4.3.1). 

Van Lier (2008), in his paper entitled “Agency in the classroom,” attempted to provide a 

solid footing to capture agency through an ecological perspective in the language 

classroom. He argued that it is difficult to make a distinction between agency and other 

related constructs such as autonomy, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, self-regulation, 

and self-initiation (van Lier, 2008). He mentions that motivation in particular is in “many 

ways related to agency, but it will be difficult to pinpoint or measure. Most complex 

activities, including those related to learning, evidence a complex mix of intrinsic and 

extrinsic of motivational factors” (p. 173). Therefore, from van Lier’s approach 

motivation might be used in this study to explore parts of the individual’s agency. But it 

is important to mention that the main focus of this study is on individual actions and how 

they are mediated by the sociocultural context and sense of accountability (van Lier, 

2008). In other words, by locating agency in this familiar territory (motivation, autonomy, 

self-regulation, and self-initiation), van Lier (2008) introduced three core features to 
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capture agency that are largely compatible with the definitions of Ahearn, 2001; Lantolf 

and Thome, 2006; Wertsch, Tulviste, and Hagstrom, 1993. These features include:  

1) Agency involves initiative or self-regulation by the learner (or group).  

2) Agency is interdependent, that is, it mediates and is mediated by the 

sociocultural context.  

3) Agency includes an awareness of the responsibility for one’s own actions vis-

à-vis the environment, including affected others (van Lier, 2008, p. 172)  

This study adopted van Lier’s agency theory from an ecological perspective as it 

facilitates the analysis required in locating agency involving learner interactions with 

VSN within their environment and the emerging affordances and constraints. Hence, in 

this study, agency in combination with innovation is viewed as the dynamic, 

socioculturally mediated capacity to act in which learners co-construct and co-negotiate 

their own learning paths with the use of VSN (Ahearn, 2001; Lantolf & Pavlenko, 2001; 

Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; van Lier, 2004, 2008). In addition, following van Lier’s (2004, 

2008, 2010) definition of agency, it can be said that this study identifies agency as action 

potentials that are enabled or limited based on the individual interaction with the 

affordances and constraints that are mediated by “social, interactional, cultural, 

institutional and other contextual factors” (van Lier, 2008, p. 171). In this study, agency 

involves awareness of the responsibility of one’s action that leads to decisions to act with 

and through VSN. 

2.4.3.1 The concept of affordance 

An important aspect of the ecological perspective is the concept of affordance. 

Affordance was first coined by the American psychologist James Gibson who defined 

affordance as “what the environment offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes, 

either for good or ill” (1986, p. 127, italics in the original). The focus of his definition is 

based on what specific feature found in the environment could offer a possibility of action 

to an organism. Affordances can be things, places, objects or events; for example, a ladder 

could offer climbing to an adult but not for an infant. Hence, affordance “is action 
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potential, and it emerges as we interact with the physical and social world (van Lier, 2004, 

p. 92).  

In terms of language learning, van Lier (2004) explains that affordances are relational 

effects in that the individual relates affordances found in the environment to his/her own 

language learning needs or expectations, and thus “the affordance fuels perception and 

activity, and brings about meanings – further affordances and signs, and further higher-

level activity as well as more differentiated perception” (p. 96). He further expresses the 

features of the concept of affordance in linguistics terms as:  

a) an affordance expresses a relationship between a person and a linguistic 

expression (a speech act, a speech event); it is action potential; it is a relation of 

possibility;  

b) linguistic affordances are specified in the linguistic expression, and available to 

the active interlocutor (or addressee) who may pick up one or more of those 

affordances as they are relevant at the moment;  

c) the affordances picked up serve the agent – depending on his or her abilities – to 

promote further action and lead to higher and more successful levels of interaction 

(p. 95)  

However, the presence of the affordance by itself in the environment does not 

automatically promote action, i.e., it is important for the learner to know that these 

affordances exist and to be made aware of their advantages in promoting an effective 

language learning (van Lier, 2004); that is, the teacher or other interlocutor could help in 

making the affordances noticeable and accessible to the learners in order for them to make 

use of them.  

A recent study by Ducate and Lomicka’s (2013) grounded in van Lier’s (2004) ecological 

perspective investigated the use of smartphone devices and examined the affordances that 

enable the learners’ interaction with English language and culture both in and outside the 

classroom. The study found that language learners at the intermediate level who were 

offered the utilization of smartphone devices would use their affordances for the purpose 
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of their academic and personal advantages, thus allowing the learners to more exposure 

to the target language.  

2.5 Virtual Social Networking 

The widespread use of the Internet along with the rapid development of Web 2.0 and its 

applications has rapidly extended the use of Web 2.0 technologies as a mediator for 

language learning and has deeply affected many aspects of education (Liu, Wang, & Tai, 

2016; Parmaxi & Zaphiris, 2016). Web 2.0 has the potential to change language learning 

both in and outside the classroom, and to create a collaborative virtual environment for 

the students, keeping them connected to their classroom to enhance their level of learning. 

In fact, Web 2.0 technologies have the potential to become an increasingly significant 

element in both learning and teaching environments. Researchers are beginning to 

explore how Web 2.0 technologies can contribute to the education process, in particular 

sociocultural settings, while also identifying some of their limitations. Having reviewed 

the literature and the theoretical frameworks of innovation and agency, I will use this 

section to revisit previous studies to explore the pedagogical advantages of VSN in 

education and language learning.  

2.5.1 VSN in learning 

Since its application within the educational environment, VSN has been viewed as 

offering many pedagogical advantages. Numerous studies on the pedagogical 

characteristics of VSN both inside and outside the classroom have been published, 

illustrating teachers’ recognition of the educational potential of VSN within a learning 

context. VSN is reported to not only support a variety of learning activities, such as 

discussions, but also to serve different purposes and learning goals. Applications of VSN, 

with or without a teacher, are rarely limited to any specific topic or discipline. VSN is 

seen as a dynamic and adoptable application for teachers, who also need to be familiar 

with its weaknesses, limitations, and strengths in order to deliver appropriate pedagogical 

activities and applications.  
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2.5.1.1 Pedagogical features of VSN 

The use of VSN has become an essential routine in the daily lives of many people, 

including teachers and students (Staines & Lauchs, 2013). Most literature in the 

educational field has focused on the educational use of VSN by teachers and students, 

and its pedagogical advantages. Since VSN tools are designed specifically for social 

interactions and communication, the use of these Web 2.0 applications for educational 

purposes offers several potential pedagogical advantages that are useful for teachers and 

students in learning and teaching settings (Ferdig, 2007). Because of its pedagogical 

value, many tertiary teachers have begun to devote their time and effort to the technology 

in order to facilitate and develop their teaching (Selwyn, 2010). Several studies on tertiary 

education propose that VSN be used inside and outside of the classroom, and suggest that 

it has great pedagogical potential for learning. However, there is a lack of studies 

investigating the agency of learners in using VSN.   

Notwithstanding this lack of studies, the existing literature on VSN has indicated that the 

features associated with VSN could have the potential to enhance student learning. One 

of the advantages of VSN most frequently discussed in the literature is its ability to 

engage students with continuous connectivity, thereby making learning accessible on 

demand, meaning that learning is no longer limited by space or time (Buzzetto-More, 

2012; Gikas & Grant, 2013; Hrastinski, 2006). With the use of VSN, students can 

communicate with fellow classmates and teachers at any time, and from anywhere. 

Moreover, the ease of continuous connectivity offered by VSN enables students to view 

course content, and also enables faster access to information (Gikas & Grant, 2013). Lee 

and McLoughlin (2008) state that the main motive for students to use VSN as a learning 

tool is that they can receive support from peers while communicating with them at the 

same time, and that learning and sharing of knowledge can be easily accomplished due 

to the constant connectivity.  

More specifically on the use of WhatsApp in education, few studies have been conducted 

to explore the potential of WhatsApp in enhancing learners’ performance and activity in 

various fields (e.g., Al-Omary, El-medany, & Isa, 2015; Alghazo & Nash, 2017; Gon & 
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Rawekar, 2017; Naidoo & Kopung, 2016; Nirgude & Naik, 2017; Sayan, 2016). For 

example, Sayan (2016) explored the potential of WhatsApp in enhancing the learners’ 

achievements during the exam. The sample comprised 92 learners, distributed into three 

groups, who were attending Biruni University in Turkey. The research used a pre-test–

post-test control group experimental design in which 60 learners divided into two groups, 

30 learners in each group, received treatment (i.e., the use of WhatsApp), and another 32 

students formed the control group without WhatsApp over a one-month period. The study 

found that the treatment group outperformed the control group in the exams. However, 

Alghazo and Nash’s (2017) study in the Saudi context found no statistically significant 

difference between the treatment and control groups in terms of learning achievements. 

They did find, however, that the treatment group had relatively fewer missed assignments 

and absences.  

Twitter has been widely used in education to foster learning. The use of Twitter in 

education was also found to have the potential to increase the learners’ motivation and 

engagement (e.g., Antenos-Conforti, 2009; Bicen , 2014; Junco, Heiberger, & Loken, 

2010; Lomicka & Lord, 2012; Osgerby & Rush, 2015). For example, Bicen (2014), in a 

study to explore the potential advantages of Twitter in education, found that it increased 

student–student and student–teacher interactions, as well as their motivation and interest 

in the course as a result of its sharing features. He adds that combining smartphone use 

with the use of Twitter could increase the advantages of using Twitter for educational 

purposes. Bicen concludes that the more options for sharing VSN has, the more it will 

increase the activity of learners. As another example, Junco et al. (2010) explored the 

potential of Twitter to foster the learners’ learning and engagement, and found that 

Twitter can have a positive impact on the learners’ engagement as well as on grades, as 

it encourages faculty to be participatory and active. Lomicka and Lord (2009) found that 

the learners on Twitter developed a sense of community, and motivated each other to 

participate.  

Another commonly mentioned advantage of the use of Twitter is its capacity to enhance 

collaborative learning (Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2009; Ebner, Lienhardt, Rohs, & Meyer, 

2010; Gikas & Grant, 2013; Holotescu & Grosseck 2009; Lowe & Laffey, 2011; Poore, 
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2012). The use of Twitter offers students the capacity to discuss, collaborate, and 

construct their own understandings of their subjects with their classmates and teachers 

thanks to the features afforded in VSN, such as multimedia sharing (Gikas & Grant, 

2013). Stanciu, Mihai and Aleca (2012), in a quantitative study of 64 students and 30 

academics from a Romanian educational institution, found that students’ communication 

with their teachers could be increased through the use of Twitter. Their study confirmed 

that learner collaboration could be enhanced by the use of Twitter because use of such 

tools facilitates sharing of knowledge and materials. In a similarly vein, Ebner et al. 

(2010) conducted a longitudinal study over one semester on tertiary-level students 

studying in the University of Applied Sciences in Austria. They found that Twitter not 

only played an important role in facilitating the learners’ collaboration, but also facilitated 

the learners’ group work and informal learning through informal communication.  

Other types of VSN, such as Facebook, were also found to enhance the motivation level 

of learners with regard to learning, even outside the classroom. Shih (2011) conducted a 

quantitative study in a Taiwanese context to investigate the effects of integrating 

Facebook and peer assessment with college English writing-class instruction, and found 

that teachers could increase students’ motivation and interest by integrating Facebook 

and peer assessments into their courses. Furthermore, Chelliah and Clarke (2011) opined 

that teachers could incorporate VSN in several ways to encourage collaborative learning 

outside the classroom. For example, they suggest that the use of a Facebook group page 

as a virtual classroom group, and YouTube or blogs as publishing spaces, are alternative 

means of communication and collaboration.  

VSN platforms were also found to be beneficial in building learners’ identities. Young 

(2009) conducted a study in an Australian context to investigate the experiences of VSN 

users, particularly those of Facebook and Myspace, aged 15 to 65 years. His study was 

built on a sociocultural framework using two theories: activity theory and situated 

cognition. A questionnaire was used for data collection about relationships between 

online and offline friends, use of photographs, status features, and negative and positive 

experiences associated with using VSN, as well as time spent engaged in VSN activities. 

The researcher found that, from a sociocultural view, the relation between the individual 
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and the tool was not merely an interaction, but was a form of socialization reinforced by 

a conscious decision to create an online identity that is reachable by others. In addition, 

from a theoretical perspective, the researcher recognized that each VSN platform is a 

culturally valued cognitive tool, in which a user is exposed to an activity that aids in 

learning self-presentation techniques, technical skills, and socialization practices. What 

can be concluded from this study is that VSN proved to be an effective tool for creating 

an online identity within a particular context, and for building relationships with others. 

In other words, the use of VSN might foster learners’ agency in building their online 

identities, thereby enhancing their learning.  

Overall, the literature reports that motivation, engagement, collaborative learning, learner 

identity, and increased student achievement have all been found to be pedagogical values 

derived from the use of VSN. However, learner agency has not yet been fully explored 

with respect to innovation. In view of this, further studies need to be conducted to explore 

learner agency with the use of innovative technologies to enhance learning. 

2.5.1.2 VSN in language learning 

Looking specifically at VSN research in language learning, Pasfield-Neofitou (2011) 

identifies a lack of studies investigating the potential of VSN in enhancing language 

learning. However, some language teachers experience the strong appeal of mediating 

language learning through the use of VSN (Harrison & Thomas, 2009). A number of 

studies have indicated that the use of VSN could have positive pedagogical potential for 

enhancing student language learning.  

The number of empirical studies on the potential of WhatsApp for enhancing language 

learning has been growing recently, but it is still minimal (Mufanti & Susilo, 2016; Susilo, 

2014). In one of these studies, Susilo (2014) implemented Facebook and WhatsApp on 

an English course with 10 students at the Open University of Indonesia to investigate the 

potential of WhatsApp in enhancing the students’ activity and collaboration. Drawing on 

virtual ethnography and the use of interviews and content analysis, the study found that 

students were more active on WhatsApp than on Facebook. In addition, they found that 
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both VSNs had the potential to increase the students’ activity and collaboration outside 

their learning classroom due to their affordances in facilitating information sharing, and 

in their ability to be used anytime and anywhere.  

WhatsApp was also found to have the potential to increase English learners’ 

achievements, motivation, confidence, autonomy and activity (e.g., Awada, 2016; biniti 

Mistar & Embi, 2016; Gutierrez-Colon Plana, Gimeno, Appel, & Hopkins, 2016; Mellati 

& Khademi, 2015; Mufanti & Susilo, 2016; Şahan, Çoban, & Razi, 2016; Yavuz, 2016). 

For example, a recent article by Mufanti and Susilo (2016) on the potential advantages of 

WhatsApp’s use in the language classroom suggested that the use of WhatsApp has the 

potential to enhance students’ confidence, motivation, autonomy and activity in English 

learning. Similarly, Gutierrez-Colon Plana et al. (2016) explored the learners’ perception 

of the use of WhatsApp to enhance their learning. The study found that learners had a 

positive attitude toward WhatsApp with regard to enhancement of their reading, and felt 

more confident in their reading skills. In a similar vein, biniti Mistar and Embi (2016) 

found that WhatsApp has the potential to enhance learners’ English proficiency and 

confidence. This is also in line with the work of Mellati and Khademi (2015), who also 

found that WhatsApp has the potential to increase learners’ English achievements and 

confidence; but they add that WhatsApp created a comfortable and informal environment 

for the students and teachers to get to know each other, which also contributed to 

facilitating their learning.  

In the same vein as the earlier studies, Aburezeq and Ishtaiwa (2013) investigated the use 

of WhatsApp for enhancing interaction for language learners in Al-Ain University of 

Science and Technology in the United Arab Emirates. Their study employed qualitative 

data-gathering instruments, particularly semi-structured interviews and an analysis of the 

students’ posts and interactions on WhatsApp. They found that WhatsApp had the 

potential to improve three areas of interactions: 71% of the participants reported that it 

improves student–student interaction; 54% stated that it improves student–content 

interaction; and 42% expressed that it has the potential to improve student–instructor 

interaction. In addition, they concluded that WhatsApp offers the students a space for 

expressing ideas, communicating, and exchanging information anywhere and anytime. 
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The potential advantages of WhatsApp in enhancing language learning seem to be evident 

from these studies. However, in-depth studies on WhatsApp are still lacking, and a deeper 

investigation is required to understand how the students interact (i.e., what increases or 

constrains their activity), and how the platform is sustainable from an ecological 

perspective. 

With regard to Twitter, empirical studies on the potential benefits of this platform also 

received some attention in the literature. However, many of these studies focus on the 

potential benefits of Twitter in enhancing learners’ achievements and activity in the 

English language outside the classroom (e.g., Blattner, Dalola, & Lomicka, 2015; Borau, 

Ullrich, Feng, & Shen, 2009; Hattem, 2012, 2014; Kim, 2010; Kim, Park, & Baek, 2011; 

Mompean & Fouz-González, 2016). For example, Mompean and Fouz-González (2016) 

conducted a study on the advantages of Twitter in increasing students’ activity, as well 

as their pronunciation of English words by tweeting them on a daily basis. The study 

found that Twitter had a positive effect on the students’ pronunciation and on their 

English language activity. Similarly, Kim and Lim (2010) investigated the potential of 

Twitter to enhance language learning in nine EFL students in a college in New York. The 

study found that Twitter engaged the learners in initiating participation about their daily 

lives. However, they also found that learners placed more emphasis on content than 

grammar, and were interested in sharing personal emotions and difficulties and offering 

emotional comments. In addition, the informal nature of the use of Twitter also fostered 

the students’ motivation to engage with the platform, which is in line with the findings of 

Acar and Kimura (2012), in that the informal nature of Twitter also influenced and 

motivated Japanese learners to engage with English learning. Although empirical studies 

on Twitter are increasing recently, investigation of learner agency through the use of 

Twitter in the classroom is still lacking. Further studies are therefore required to explore 

the potential of Twitter in enhancing learner agency. 

The potential advantages of other VSN platforms in enhancing language learning has also 

received attention in the literature. For example, Harrison and Thomas (2009) 

investigated the effect of VSNs, specifically Livemocha, in collaborative learning 

environments and the promotion of “active and creative language learning” among 
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Japanese tertiary students through the use of Livemocha (p. 110). Data were collected 

through classroom observations, in-class presentations, and think-aloud sessions. They 

found that Livemocha not only allowed for new modes of active language learning, but 

also offered researchers and teachers the opportunity to inspect current theories of 

language learning. The study concluded that the language learners did not simply retain 

their existing connections, but continuously sought new connections via Livemocha. 

Furthermore, using Livemocha in such a way facilitated learner autonomy because the 

learners mediated their English learning through mutual negotiation of identities, thus 

enabling them to increase their control over their learning environments, and giving them 

more control over their own personal development. Similarly, Alm (2009) found that the 

use of VSNs, particularly blogs, could potentially promote autonomy of language 

learners. 

In a study investigating the perception of 49 first-year tertiary students from Southern 

Taiwan who used blogs for EFL learning, Wu and Wu (2011) found that implementing 

blogs as an additional tool in traditional reading and writing courses resulted in improved 

acquisition of grammar, vocabulary, fluency, and language awareness in the students. 

Similarly, Toetenel (2014) more recently confirmed that VSN has the potential to be an 

effective tool for enhancing language acquisition. The purpose of the study was to 

investigate the use of Ning in creating asynchronous language-learning environments in 

a classroom setting in a college located in the UK. Toetenel emphasized the language 

practice resulting from learner collaborations such as learner-to-learner interactions and 

group cohesion, and its role in fostering language-learning proficiency. The 

methodologies employed were mixed-method approaches including questionnaires, 

student posts on Ning chat and diaries, and researcher observation. The participants were 

30 students of mixed gender from different backgrounds, including two male Saudi 

students. The results showed that Ning is an effective tool in acquiring English language 

learning in terms of fostering group cohesion, learner–learner interactions, and informal 

language learning. Teachers and students also enjoyed the use of Ning in the classroom 

environment. An important aspect of this study is the contribution of the two Saudi 

students: One of them was in the top five posters on Ning, perhaps indicating a positive 
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attitude toward use of VSNs in language learning by Saudi students; however, further 

study needs to be conducted in order to confirm a positive attitude toward use of VSN 

within a Saudi EFL context.  

With respect to the Saudi context, Saudi students have also been found elsewhere to have 

a positive attitude toward VSN use, motivation, and language achievement. Mahmoud 

(2014) examined the effectiveness of email and asynchronous Facebook in promoting 

English writing in Saudi Arabia, as well as the students’ attitude toward using 

technologies in their classroom settings. The study was conducted in the foundation year 

at King Abdulaziz University, located in Jeddah in the western part of Saudi Arabia, and 

the sample included 40 participants. Data collection procedures were based on a pre-

experimental design (writing pre-test and post-test) with control and treatment groups, 

semi-structured interviews, and student posts written via email and Facebook. The results 

indicated that the students’ writing proficiency increased after using email and VSN, and 

positive attitudes toward the new technologies were observed inside and outside the 

classroom. Interestingly in this study, the motivation theme emerged from the student 

interviews, although motivation was not the focus of the study; however, when 

interviewed, 70% of the students thought that VSN could increase their motivation to 

learn the English language.  

This positive attitude toward VSN was seen not just in males but also in females, in 

Kutbi’s (2015) quantitative study investigating the perception of the use of Twitter for 

English learning by tertiary-level female students in the Saudi context. The study found 

that the majority of the participants, 84%, preferred to use Twitter as a tool for learning 

English. This high percentage shows that the students developed more interest in using 

technology to foster their English learning within the Saudi community.  

More specifically, at Qassim University, Ahmed (2015) explored the influence of Twitter 

on Saudi female EFL students, in particular on their writing skills, and whether Twitter 

had an impact on student “ideas and content, organization, voice and style” (p. 134). The 

study was conducted using a quasi-experiment on two experimental–control groups 

(writing pre-test and post-test), in which students’ writing skills in both groups were pre-

tested. The treatment group was taught through Twitter, while the control group was 
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taught using traditional methods. By the end of the study, the students in both groups 

were post-tested using the same test. The treatment group outperformed the control group 

on the post-test, thus indicating a positive use of Twitter within a Saudi context. 

WhatsApp has also received some attention in terms of exploring its potential 

pedagogical benefits for language learning in the Saudi context. For example, Almekhlafy 

and Alzubi (2016) employed WhatsApp as a tool for 40 Saudi EFL learners in Najran 

University (southern Saudi Arabia) to communicate with English native speakers on free-

ranging topics and activities in order to enhance their communication skills. Data was 

collected through a mixture of instruments, including a questionnaire with 15 items, and 

semi-structured interviews with 10 participants. The majority of participants showed a 

positive attitude toward the use of WhatsApp, and revealed that it supported them in their 

learning of English. Moreover, the participants also reported in the interviews that the use 

of WhatsApp reduced their anxiety and raised their confidence and motivation in using 

English. Abdul Fattah (2015) conducted a study using WhatsApp to enhance EFL 

achievements by tertiary-level Saudi learners. The study showed that WhatsApp played 

a significant role in developing the learners’ writing, punctuation and vocabulary, and 

that they outperformed other learners instructed in a traditional classroom in sentence 

structure and punctuation. This finding is also similar to that of Alsaleem (2013), who 

found that the utilization of WhatsApp in the EFL classroom enhanced the experience of 

Saudi EFL tertiary-level learners, in that it resulted in great improvements in word choice 

and voice. 

Although the aforementioned studies demonstrate that the use of VSN may be beneficial 

in fostering language learning in the Saudi context, studies investigating language 

learners’ agency in innovative VSN technology is still lacking. Further studies need to be 

conducted investigating language-learner agency, and specifically how their actions, 

inside and outside the classroom, are constrained or enabled with the use of affordances 

developed from the complex, dynamic, and emergent interactions of the learners, objects 

and their use of VSN in their language-learning environment to achieve learning goals. 

In addition, most of the studies conducted have emphasized quantitative aspects of the 

issue, which, while important, ignore its qualitative aspects, in which the learners’ voices 
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might be directly heard, thus allowing for a deeper investigation of their agency. These 

issues will be investigated in this study. 

2.6 Summary 

To sum up, although the literature exploring VSN as an innovative technology for 

language learning has increased in recent years, it is relatively limited, especially in a 

Saudi context (Ahmad, 2015; Harrison & Thomas, 2009; Kutbi, 2015; Mahmoud, 2014; 

Pasfield-Neofitou, 2011). Some of these studies have, moreover, dealt with VSN 

characteristics for increased motivation and improved linguistic achievements (Ahmad, 

2015; Mahmoud, 2014). Other researchers have examined attitudes toward the potential 

uses of VSN in learning (Kutbi, 2015) without either thoroughly investigating learner 

agency and their decisions to act based on their appraisal of VSN’s affordances within 

their environments or the dynamic changes of their attitude and their trajectory 

attributable to use of VSN over time. Moreover, none of these studies have described how 

the innovation was initiated and whether the innovation was sustained by the learners 

subsequent to the implementation. Furthermore, while there are an increasing number of 

studies on learner attitudes toward VSN, similar qualitative research on these attitudes 

and reflections toward VSN learning is rare and yet is necessary in the context of 

employing agency from the view of an ecological perspective to investigate language 

learning. These issues were addressed in this study. 
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 CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Overview 

For the present study, a mixed methods approach was adopted to investigate the roles of 

VSN in the Saudi tertiary EFL context, participant experiences and the trajectory of VSN 

use in and outside the classroom. This chapter describes the research methods and 

procedures employed, beginning with the research design and related elements. It also 

delineates the sample selection process and the study’s settings, and the procedures 

adopted for data collection and analysis.  

3.2 Research Design 

This section describes the embedded mixed methods design employed in the study, the 

pilot study procedure to develop the instruments, and the steps followed to prepare for 

conducting the research (i.e., the ethics approval process of both universities involved 

and the selection process for the VSN used in the study.) 

3.2.1 Mixed methods: An embedded design 

A mixed methods approach was adopted in the present study to investigate the nature and 

roles of VSN in the Saudi tertiary EFL context and the learners’ use trajectory and 

experiences of two VSN types, Twitter and WhatsApp, in and outside the classroom for 

their EFL learning. A mixed methods approach combines quantitative and qualitative 

paradigms, including the data collection and analysis processes related to both 

approaches, in a single study (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011). In another definition, 

Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998) define mixed methods research as the combination of 

“qualitative and quantitative approaches in the methodology of a study” (p. ix). The 

strengths of a mixed methods approach lie in the combined power of both approaches. 
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Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) state, “The combination of quantitative and qualitative 

data provide a more complete understanding of the research problem than either approach 

by itself” (p. 8). Adopting a mixed methods approach not only makes possible a deeper 

understanding of the research subject but also offers more “accurate conclusions” (Reams 

& Twale, 2008 p. 133), primarily because it brings to bear the strength of both worlds 

“while neutralising the shortcomings and biases inherent in each paradigm” (Dörnyei 

2001b, p. 242). Indeed, the complex and dynamic nature of the learners’ use of VSN 

required deep investigation to capture VSN’s use trajectory and how the student 

participants used their affordances to enhance their learning and change their 

environment. Therefore, based on the nature of the current research inquiry, the mixed 

methods approach was judged to be the most appropriate to investigate the complex and 

dynamic process of VSN implementation. 

Within the mixed methods approach, the study followed an embedded mixed methods 

design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007, 2011), “in which one data set provide[d] a 

supportive, secondary role … based primarily on the other data type” (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2007, p. 67). In other words, in the embedded design, the quantitative data 

collection instrument plays the main role, or assumes greater weight, than the qualitative 

instrument, or vice versa, depending on the nature of the research inquiry (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2007).   

Because of the nature of the research inquiry here, the data gathering process was divided 

into two stages, a background stage for the first research question and an implementation 

stage for the second and third research questions (see Sections 3.3 and 3.6). The 

quantitative or qualitative approach in each stage was given greater weight than the other 

and required different data collection instruments and analyses, depending on the purpose 

of each stage. For example, the background stage involved a larger sample to explore the 

nature and roles of VSN in the Saudi tertiary EFL context. Hence for this stage, greater 

emphasis was placed on quantitative instruments so as to capture the data related to this 

large sample. However, a qualitative element was also used in this stage to complement 

and support the quantitative approach to provide the participants the opportunity to 

further explain their choices and VSN uses. The data collection for the first stage included 
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questionnaire classroom scenarios and interviews. However, the weight placed on the 

quantitative and qualitative approaches were nearly opposite for the second stage, i.e., the 

implementation study, since it involved a smaller sample than the first stage. Taking 

advantage of the longitudinal nature of the study’s second stage, priority was given to 

qualitative approaches—first-round interviews, post-project interviews, research log, 

observations, and focus groups—with only one post-project questionnaire to allow more 

granular, individualized accounts of an evolving situation. Combining these with 

quantitative techniques enable further insight into the students’ experiences and use 

trajectory of VSN in and outside the classroom and added more validation to the 

qualitative data.  

One of the present study’s strengths lies in its emergence feature in terms of designing 

instruments for data collection. In other words, since investigating students’ use of VSN 

for English learning is a relatively new phenomenon in the Saudi tertiary EFL context 

and is, by nature, complex and dynamic, the potential positive (and negative) outcomes 

could not be reliably foreseen. Thus, the nature of the research inquiry required flexibility 

in the design of the data collection tools in order to provide added room for themes to 

emerge. Hence, the interviews and questionnaires were wide-ranging and did not 

emphasize agency and its relationship to innovation in order to avoid leading the research 

into a pre-determined path. Moreover, the students’ focus group and classroom scenarios 

were developed on the research site based on information that emerged from the 

interviews and my observations of VSN implementation during the study’s 

implementation stage. As stated by Cavallo (2000), “Design cycles that cannot adapt to 

rapidly changing conditions miss emergent phenomena that either need correction 

because they are undesirable, or need capitalization if desirable” (p. 769). Flexibility with 

respect to the design of the study’s data collection tools allowed me to gain deeper 

insights into the students’ agency from many different angles.   

Because data were collected in two stages, this study employed “multiphase combination 

timing” (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p. 66). For stage one, qualitative and quantitative 

data were collected concurrently, but, in stage two, qualitative data collection was 
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conducted first due to the nature of the implementation stage, and the post-project 

questionnaire was administered at the very end of the study. 

3.3 The Research Settings and Sample  

The participants were EFL teacher trainees and PYP students from three colleges at 

Qassim University; this section discusses the research sample from each of the colleges 

involved in the data collection process. First presented are the teacher trainee sample and 

settings, the Deanship of Community Services (DCS) in Buraydah city included 49 

teacher trainees and the Department of English Language and Translation (DELT) at the 

college of Arabic and Social Science included 44 teacher trainees both two colleges are 

within QU. Next discussed is the PYP sample that participated in the students’ classroom 

scenarios survey for the background stage and included 84 PYP students. Lastly, the PYP 

sample for the implementation stage, which followed 25 students who contributed on 

Twitter and WhatsApp, is presented. Figure 3.1, describes the sample for each stage. 

Figure 3.1: Participants' sample for each stage 

 

Stage one: Background

Deanship of Community 
Services: 49 teacher trainees

English Department: 44 
teacher trainees

Preparatory Year Program: 
84 students

Stage two: Implementation stage Preparatory Year Program: 
25 students 
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3.3.1 Teacher trainee sample  

As mentioned above, the teacher trainees were from two different colleges at Qassim 

University. DCS in Buraydah city, which was established in May 2004, provides students 

who are interested in becoming teachers with a one-year postgraduate diploma in 

Education, thus enabling these students to teach in Saudi schools. The aims of this 

program are as follows (Deanship of Community Service, 2016): 

1) To identify the most important trends of modern theories in Education and 

Psychology, 

2) To develop a student’s ability to perceive the main elements of the school 

curriculum (goals, content, teaching methods, and calendar), 

3) To understand modern techniques and aids and their uses and their 

applications in learning and education, 

4) To be familiar with recent trends and methods in educational planning and 

supervision, and 

5) To achieve a sustainable professional development of the teacher. 

In the first semester of the postgraduate program, teacher trainees are taught the principles 

of teaching English to students, while in the second semester, the teacher trainees undergo 

fieldwork for 12 hours per week in secondary or middle schools under the supervision of 

the teachers and academic staff located there.  

After consultation with the dean of the Deanship of Community Services at Qassim 

University, I was given access to the English teacher trainee group to invite them to 

complete the study’s questionnaires and participate in its interviews. However, making 

contact with teacher trainees to invite them to volunteer to participate in the study was 

the most time-consuming part of obtaining participants for this part of the study. Their 

classes were conducted in the afternoons, and, once class was over, they tended to leave 

campus immediately. Difficulties in approaching the teacher trainees at the DCS forced 

me to attend DCS for about a month until I was able to obtain a large enough sample. In 

total, 49 teacher trainees, from this institution, completed the questionnaire, including six 

who volunteered to participate in the interviews.  
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The second half of the teacher trainee sample for questionnaire completion and interviews 

was collected from the English Department at the College of Arabic and Social Sciences. 

In the English Department, students can earn a four-year BA (in eight levels, with one 

level per semester) in English language and translation. During the first seven levels, 

students study various topics in the English language including linguistics, applied 

linguistics, translation, and educational and psychological methods for English language 

teaching. As with the DCS, the students in the last semester, or level eight, are required 

to do 12 hours per week of fieldwork in a secondary or middle school. 

After consulting with the head of the English Department, I was given permission to 

contact the potential volunteers at levels seven and eight. The head of the English 

Department requested that the department’s academic staff aid me in reaching the 

required sample size for the study, and the academic staff agreed to allow volunteers to 

have the last 20 minutes of their lectures to complete the study’s questionnaires (see 

Figure 3.2). A total of 44 teacher trainees completed the questionnaire, including three 

who also agreed to individual semi-structured interviews. Thus, the overall teacher trainee 

sample consisted of 93 participants for the questionnaire and nine participants for the 

interviews. 

Figure 3.2: Teacher trainees completing the questionnaire in the English Department 

 

The teacher trainees from both colleges were all Saudi-born males aged between 22 and 

26 years old. The study was limited to male teacher trainees as education in Saudi Arabia 
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is segregated by gender; thus gaining full access to female teacher trainees would have 

been difficult.   

All participants from both universities stated that they were VSN users, and the majority 

of the teacher trainees (85%) had been using VSN for more than two years (see Figure 

3.3). Thus, members of this sample had been very familiar with VSN tools for a long 

period of time and were well aware of the capabilities, including advantages and 

disadvantages, of each. 

Figure 3.3: Levels of teacher trainees’ experience with VSN 

 

3.3.2 The Deanship of Educational Services: Preparatory Year Program 

The third sample employed in the current study was the PYP at the Deanship of 

Educational Services (DES) located at the main campus of Qassim University. The 

deanship’s main responsibility is the Preparatory Year Program (PYP) at Qassim 

University (Al-Yahya, Mahmood, & Lele, 2012). This PYP is a one-year program divided 

into four levels, and students cover two levels each semester. Students begin in Level One 

at the start of the semester and, after taking their exams, they are automatically moved to 

level two in eight to nine weeks’ time, regardless of their exam scores. At the time of this 

study, there were seven groups in Levels One and Two in PYP; the number of students 

in each group ranged from 20 to 30 students, with each group having its own teachers for 

0.0%

10.0%

20.0%

30.0%

40.0%

50.0%

60.0%

70.0%

80.0%

90.0%

100.0%

Less than a
month

From 1 to 6
months

From 7 months
to 1 year

From 1 to 2 years More than 2
years

0.0% 3.0% 0.0%

12.0%

85.0%



Chapter Three: Methodology 

56 

each subject. Five of the groups (One, Three, Four, Six, and Seven) comprised the sample 

that participated in the student classroom scenarios.  

The target students, who participated in the classroom scenario, were studying English 

for 16 hours a week, and their time was devoted to two subjects, Reading and Writing for 

eight hours a week and Speaking and Listening for the remaining hours. In addition, the 

medium of instruction is English for all other subjects taught in PYP. The students were 

all male, and their ages ranged from 17 to 20 years old. Most were from different cities 

in Qassim State, with a few from different states in the kingdom. The total number of 

participants from the group that volunteered to complete the classroom scenarios 

questionnaire was 84 students from the five groups. The purpose of the PYP sample was 

to participate in the classroom scenarios as part of the data-collection process related to 

answering the first research question and to provide a foundation to confirm and validate 

the implementation stage. 

Overall, the total size of the sample for the study’s first stage was 177 participants, 

including 93 teacher trainees and 84 PYP students who volunteered to complete the 

questionnaire, interviews, or the students’ classroom scenarios questionnaire.  

3.3.3 The sample for implementation stage: PYP Group Two students 

The Group Two students in PYP Level One were chosen to be the sample for the 

implementation stage. It is important to note that this sample is different from the sample 

who participated in the classroom scenarios. Although both samples study in the same 

PYP, Group Two were selected to receive the implementation of PYP (see Section 3.3.3.1 

and 3.3.3.2 for the selection process). The PYP sample was considered appropriate for 

the implementation stage for two reasons. First, PYP places more emphasis on English 

learning, and all PYP teachers are nonnative speakers of Arabic, so students need to speak 

in English to communicate with the teachers. Second, PYP students tend to be more 

highly motivated, and most have high GPAs since PYP entry requirements are relatively 

high. The purpose of PYP is to provide “a foundation for students’ knowledge in science, 

medicine, mathematics and English—the foundation for their subsequent University-
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level courses” (Al-Yahya, Mahmood, & Lele, 2012, p. 46). The three primary objectives 

of PYP are as quoted from their English brochure:  

1) To increase the employability of graduates of science specializations 

(engineering, computers and other sciences) in the public and private sectors by 

improving their computer literacy and English language skills. 

2) To prepare students to use English as the medium of education in scientific 

and medical specializations. Students study a weekly total of sixteen hours 

distributed among the four language skills (reading, listening, speaking and 

writing). In addition, the high school–level subjects of mathematics and natural 

sciences (physics, chemistry and biology) are reviewed in English. 

3) To develop applied computer skills by offering the ICDL (International 

Computer Driving License) as the basis of a course. 

Thus, as shown in PYP’s aims, the PYP places particular emphasis on enhancing 

students’ English proficiency and their use of technology. Hence, the PYP was deemed 

to be the most appropriate setting for the implementation stage.  

3.3.3.1 The selection process of the teacher 

At Qassim University’s main campus, I met with the dean of the Deanship of Educational 

Services to organize the PYP classroom setup for the study. The first step was to select a 

teacher who was interested in working on this project with me. At that time, there were 

only seven PYP groups, since it was the second semester and there were seven teachers 

assigned to the Reading and Writing unit (one teacher for each group). The dean sent a 

request to all seven teachers, and three expressed interest and willingness to participate 

in the study.    

The three teachers were from different backgrounds: Indian, Pakistani, and Canadian. 

The suitability of the teachers for participation in the study was assessed on their 

familiarity with VSN and technology use in learning a foreign language. Based on these 

criteria, the Indian teacher was the most suitable for participation in the study. He was 

very familiar with Twitter and more accepting of using technology for enhancing 
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language learning, characteristics that would make study implementation less difficult, 

especially in terms of VSN’s deep features (i.e., sharing images, videos, and links, etc.). 

I explained the Twitter strategy for the study and together we implemented it as described 

earlier. He then suggested that he allocate the last ten minutes of the lecture to answering 

students’ questions. Later, he expressed greater interest in using WhatsApp when it was 

planned to be implemented outside the classroom, as he was more familiar with this tool.  

3.3.3.2 The selection process of the classroom 

Since the teachers were already assigned to their groups, by selecting the Indian teacher 

I was automatically assigned to Group Two’s students also. Hence, selection of the 

participants was not random. There was a total of 25 students in Group Two with ages 

ranging from 17 to 19 years old and places of origin primarily from different cities in the 

state with a few from different states. All participants were Saudis with Arabic as their 

native language; the English proficiency of the group’s members was a low-intermediate 

level. Although the study was conducted in the second semester, it was the first semester 

for the majority of the students. The original classroom was not equipped with the 

necessary computers to conduct the study; therefore, lectures were moved to a computer 

lab (see Figure 3.5). With all preparations completed, the PYP coordinator provided a 

course schedule for the Group Two students (see Figure 3.4).  

Figure 3.4: Course schedule for Group Two3 

 

                                                 
3 Names are blocked to maintain privacy, as per research ethics requirements. 



Chapter Three: Methodology 

59 

Figure 3.5: Computer lab for Group Two 

 

3.3.4 The role of the researcher 

The role of the researcher in quantitative research is very limited, as it is assumed that 

participants act independently, with no possible influence from the researcher. In a 

qualitative study, the role of the researcher is considered to be that of a mediator (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2008). In the first stage, which served as the background to provide 

understanding of the nature and roles of VSN, and in the second, implementation stage, I 

dealt with data as objectively as possible by simply recording participant data without 

interference. In the interviews, I attempted to elicit information by asking questions 

without also introducing bias and listened carefully to responses (Simon, 2015). On the 

other hand, in the implementation stage, my responsibility was to monitor students’ 

behavior in the two VSNs throughout their implementation process. Since the teacher 

could not speak Arabic but knew a few Arabic words, my role was also to mediate and 

facilitate students’ questions in case they preferred to ask in Arabic or were unable to ask 

them in English.  
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In the Twitter intervention portion of the study, my role was explained to the students as 

a researcher who would mediate their enquiries to the teacher in English in case some 

preferred to ask in Arabic. However, the students preferred to send their enquiries to the 

teacher in English on Twitter using Google’s translation facility to tweet their questions. 

Even though the students found this other affordance to mediate their inquiries, my role 

as a facilitator was not completely eliminated in assisting them in using the VSNs. In 

some cases, I clarified ambiguous questions written in English for the teacher so as to 

prevent possible negative emotions on the part of the students should the teacher request 

clarification that they would be unable to provide due to their low English proficiency.  

As in Twitter, my role with respect to the WhatsApp platform was to monitor, motivate, 

and aid the students with their English learning. However, the students in WhatsApp 

rarely needed my help, as they also employed Google translation and used such 

multimodal features of WhatsApp as photographing their issues and sending these 

directly to the teacher. Hence, new aspects of my role emerged in WhatsApp, leading me 

to modify my role to also participate with the students on the site in sharing English 

grammar and creating a relaxed, conversational environment. The role change from being 

a researcher to a group member or peer participant aided in increasing the students’ 

familiarity with the tools and strengthened my relationship with them, thereby also 

contributing to the relaxed environment.  

3.4 Human ethics approval process 

Before conducting the actual research, obtaining ethical permission from the Human 

Ethics Committees in both universities was necessary. Qassim University required an 

official request be sent to them from the Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission’s (SACM) 

branch in New Zealand (see Appendix A). Qassim University then requested the research 

instruments I intended to use for data collection, a document written in Arabic that 

explained the procedures and purpose of the research, and the names of the colleges where 

I intended to collect data. I submitted these; my request was approved on 18 December 

2014; and the approval letter was sent to SACM (Appendix B). 
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In addition, I submitted an application and obtained approval according to the Massey 

University Code of Human Ethical Conduct (MUCHEC). I completed a screening 

questionnaire to determine the approval procedures and submitted it to the Massey 

University Human Ethics Committee (MUHEC) along with a low-risk application form 

describing the purpose of the research and the instruments to be used for data collection. 

A separate information sheet (Appendix C) along with a consent form (Appendix D) were 

also provided to MUHEC. By 8 January 2015, I had received the approval letter from 

MUHEC (Appendix E), which was valid for three years from the approval date.  

My intended role in the classroom was as an observer of the students’ interactions with 

Twitter. I would not be involved in teaching students content, and hence my study was 

considered to be low risk. At the research site, the students who would participate in the 

study were provided with the information sheet containing a description of the study in 

both Arabic and English and a consent form. The study was further explained orally in 

class, and students were informed that they had the option of withdrawing from the study 

at any time. In addition, informed consent forms were attached to all questionnaires, 

explaining the aims of the research, detailing the procedures that guaranteed participant 

confidentiality and anonymity, and describing what student participation in the study 

involved. Furthermore, participants were informed that students who provided their real 

names on a questionnaire or during an interview would be anonymized. These students’ 

names collected during interviews or from questionnaires were alphabetically coded. 

3.5 VSN selection process and procedures 

The pilot test involving the teacher trainees provided the main reason for my selection of 

Twitter and WhatsApp for the implementation stage at PYP. As revealed by descriptive 

analyses of participant responses to Item 12 and Item 14 of the pilot test, the Saudi EFL 

learners in the pilot test had more profiles and were most active on the following VSN 

platforms: Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, and WhatsApp (see Figure 3.6). Thus, I 

excluded YouTube, Keek, Snapchat, Linkedin, etc. 
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Figure 3.6: Profiles and activity on VSN as revealed by the pilot test results 

 

The next step was to select two VSNs out of the four that remained that would be most 

suitable for in and out of class learning. Two VSN platforms rather than one were selected 

to give the students another option to use to increase their comfort levels. The challenge 

was selecting platforms that would be suitable for both in and outside the classroom 

learning, and the features of each VSN platform helped me determine which was most 

suitable according to this criterion. For in-class learning, I needed a platform that could 

be accessed via computer since the students would be using it in the classroom; options 

were therefore Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter, all of which were accessible by 

computer. Then, I needed a VSN platform that accepted hashtags so that the students 

could review their questions comfortably through a unique hashtag instead of going to 

each other’s account to review the questions. Out of the three in-class candidates 

remaining, this criterion narrowed my choices to two, Instagram and Twitter, since 

Facebook did not accept hashtags at that time. Of the two, I preferred Twitter because 

Instagram does not allow website links to be posted and shared, and the teacher might 

need to post links to other websites that could explain some element of English, a 

grammar rule for example, in greater depth. In addition, reactions to Twitter on the pilot 
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test were more positive than those to Instagram, and the literature on Twitter’s use in the 

classroom was more comprehensive than on Instagram’s (e.g., Blessing, Blessing, & 

Fleck, 2012; Fox, 2013; Junco et al., 2010; Trueman & Miles, 2011). Twitter was chosen 

as the most suitable for the classroom due to its features, positive pilot test results, and 

positive reactions in the literature.  

With respect to the VSN to be used for out-of-class learning, Twitter was, of course, 

eliminated since it was to be used in the classroom. The primary requirements for the 

VSN to be used outside the classroom were that it be a closed platform, i.e., one in which 

all participation occurred within pre-defined virtual groups; it thereby allowed the teacher 

and I to easily track student participation outside the classroom, and allowed website links 

to be shared. WhatsApp and Facebook possess both characteristics (although Facebook 

is an open platform, it has a feature allowing a closed group to be created), so Instagram 

was eliminated from the selection process. For these two platforms, I was uncertain which 

to adopt. Although the pilot test results were positive for both, the results of WhatsApp 

were much more positive than the results of Facebook, a point in WhatsApp’s favor. 

However, the literature reporting successful implementation of Facebook was far greater 

than for WhatsApp, since WhatsApp’s launch was in 2010 whereas Facebook’s was in 

2004, making Facebook older and more established. Initially, I was going to select 

Facebook as the out-of-class learning VSN, and so I designed the post-project 

questionnaire and interviews accordingly. However, based on my familiarity with the 

Saudi community, I knew that Facebook was not popular there and so had reservations 

about adopting Facebook as the best choice. I therefore decided to let the students at the 

research site choose which they would prefer to use outside of class. Thus, I deferred my 

selection until after the initial interviews with the students, which occurred in the second 

week of Twitter’s implementation; the interviews were conducted to investigate the 

students’ initial experiences with Twitter’s use as the in-classroom VSN. During these 

interviews, I asked the students if they would like to use WhatsApp or Facebook, and all 

10 of the students interviewed strongly preferred WhatsApp. For example, one comment 

I received was as follows: 
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Interviewer: Ok, what do you think if we applied Facebook 

out of class? 

Ajlan (0105)4: It will be really difficult for me. I’m busy 

the whole week with my studies. I have many 

tutors through the whole week. So, there is 

no time to do anything 

Interviewer: So, how about using WhatsApp for chatting 

such that you are chatting in English with 

your classmates and I could also add the 

teacher to the group. 

Ajlan: We have already thought about it in the 

class. Honestly, we wish that all the 

teachers could join us so that we can ask 

about quizzes or anything. We chose the best 

of us, who can speak English, to speak to 

the teachers to create a WhatsApp group, 

that’s what we were supposed to do, but we 

didn’t. We would love to make the teachers 

to speak in a voice message or by writing.  

Interviewer:  That’s a great idea. What do you think about 

applying it? 

Ajlan: I hope so. So, will we add all the teachers 

now? 

Interviewer: I will ask them. 

Ajlan: Excellent. (0105) 

All other students also reported that they preferred using WhatsApp outside the classroom 

rather than Facebook. Ajlan’s comment indicates that he viewed Facebook as an added 

burden that might increase their study efforts rather than being an asset in the learning 

process, possibly because he did not use Facebook regularly. As indicated in the findings 

reported in Chapter Four, most PYP students did not prefer using Facebook for language 

                                                 
4 For clarity, the numbers 01 refers to the first interviews while 05 refers to the number of the students’ turn in the interviews; in this 
case Ajlan was the fifth student interviewed in the first interview round. 
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learning. However, when asked about WhatsApp’s implementation Ajlan’s attitude 

changed and he strongly wanted WhatsApp to be applied. Thus, based on the students’ 

preference WhatsApp was selected for out-of-class learning, and its implementation was 

scheduled for the fourth week of the study’s implementation stage. 

3.5.1 Twitter and WhatsApp implementation procedures 

It was essential to make the students’ use of both Twitter and WhatsApp as simple as 

possible for them, both in and outside the classroom. Hence, the strategy for both 

platforms was to stimulate their use in the students’ daily lives to increase their comfort 

with using the technology for learning purposes also. For Twitter, I instructed students to 

send questions using a hashtag, instead of posting it directly to the teacher’s Twitter page. 

This ensured that all students in the class would see their peers’ questions by entering this 

unique hashtag.  

Because the hashtag was unique to this study, students would see questions submitted by 

members of their class only if they searched for this hashtag. However, if questions were 

sent directly to the teacher, they might be mixed with the teacher’s private tweets in case 

the teacher decided to use his private account, which he did during the implementation 

stage. Thus, I instructed the students that they could ask the teacher about anything in the 

lecture or past lectures that they did not understand using a hashtag. 

This implementation strategy stimulated students’ regular use of WhatsApp. Using it 

recreationally, the students belonged to different groups, one group for their families, 

another group for their friends, and so on. Thus, the strategy was as simple as creating a 

group on WhatsApp and adding all the students in the class and the teacher to it. The 

teacher’s role within the group was to answer students’ questions related to the class, both 

in the WhatsApp group and, if needed, in private via WhatsApp messages, and to chat 

with the students in English whenever possible to provide them with addition 

opportunities to practice their English language skills.  

The final stage of the preparation was to embed these strategies in the class curriculum to 

accommodate the students’ proficiency levels. As mentioned earlier, the PYP study 
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system consists of four levels (two levels per semester). In the first level, students study 

for eight weeks, after which they are then automatically advanced to the second level after 

passing their examinations. This advancement occurs to the class as a whole, and so the 

class make-up and classroom remain the same. Hence, the first and second levels were 

considered to be the most suitable for the study, as their English proficiency was sufficient 

to carry out at least basic interactions. Moreover, the students at this level also required 

more support to enhance their English competence, thereby providing a good opportunity 

for them to use a VSN to achieve this goal.  

In the first and second levels, students attend a total of 16 contact hours per week, 

distributed between four English skills: reading, listening, speaking, and writing. 

Specifically, Reading and Writing are taught as one subject with one teacher for eight 

hours each week, and Speaking and Listening are taught during the remaining eight hours 

by a different teacher. This study was carried out in the Reading and Writing subject of 

the class, as it was the most appropriate fit for use of VSN. The text, Unlock Level 4 

Reading and Writing Skills Student's Book and Online Workbook (2014) published by 

Macmillan which did not conflict with the use of Twitter and WhatsApp in and outside 

the classroom since the students could ask about English grammar or vocabulary by 

tweeting their questions to their teacher. Twitter usage did not contradict WhatsApp since 

the students primarily employed that platform out-of-class. 

3.6 Data Collection 

As is the nature of mixed methods research, the study obtained data from multiple sources 

once informed consent had been obtained from all participants. As shown in Figure 3.7, 

based on inductive reasoning, the data collection process in the current study was divided 

into two interrelated stages. The first stage consisted of obtaining background information 

about the use and nature of VSN in the Saudi tertiary context. For this stage, there were 

a total of three data-collection instrument types. The two types used for the teacher 

trainees were questionnaires and interviews, and the one type used for the PYP students 

was the student classroom scenario.  
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The second stage was the implementation stage for both the Twitter and WhatsApp 

interventions. Six data-collection instrument types were employed during this stage: first 

round interviews, research log, observation, post-project interviews and focus groups, and 

post-project questionnaire. Thus, a total of nine data-collection instrument types were 

used in both stages. 

Figure 3.7: Data collection instruments 
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3.6.1 Stage one: Background 

3.6.1.1 Teacher trainees’ questionnaire 

The teacher trainee questionnaire was aimed at investigating the nature and roles of VSN 

in the Saudi tertiary EFL context: i.e., how the Saudis use VSNs in their daily life and 

English learning. The questionnaire was designed based on the existing literature on 

VSNs, and the research questions; that is, the aims of the current research formed the 

main guide for designing the questionnaire (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011). I 

therefore reviewed the literature on the use of VSNs, and on English learning, in Saudi to 

identify common patterns that could help in constructing the questionnaire. The 

questionnaire was designed to be a mix of open-ended and multiple-choice questions, to 

give the participants as many opportunities to express their opinions as possible. For this 

purpose, I divided the questionnaire into three sections: one dedicated to reporting 

demographic information; one for reporting VSN use such as purpose, activity, ease of 

use, and devices used to access VSN; and one for gathering information on advantages 

and disadvantages of VSN for English learning, such as benefits for practicing English, 

motivation, and what constraints they faced when learning English through VSN. For the 

first and second section, I found Bhardwaj’s (2014) questionnaire to be aligned with parts 

of the purpose of the current study’s questionnaire, and thus it was useful in aiding me to 

construct the questionnaire for the first and second sections. Bhardwaj investigated how 

library and information science professionals working in tertiary education in India use 

VSN in their daily routine work. Although the aims of this research were different, it gave 

me an idea of how I should design the questionnaire. I thus used Bhardwaj’s questionnaire 

as a framework to develop and create the first and second sections of the questionnaire, 

making it suitable to the Saudi context and Saudis’ use of the most popular VSN by 

adding, deleting and rewording items until these two sections fitted the purpose of the 

study. The final section focused on asking the participants for information relating to their 

overall experiences with VSN for English learning. The last item of the questionnaire was 

open-ended, and asked the participants to summarize the advantages they experienced 

from learning English through VSN, in order to give the participants as many 
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opportunities to express themselves as possible (Cohen et al., 2011). In the end, the final 

version of the questionnaire consisted of 29 items (see Appendix G).  

The teacher trainees were invited to complete these paper questionnaires either after their 

lectures or during the last 20 minutes of their lecture time. After data collection, the 

questionnaires were uploaded to surveymonkey.com for analysis. Since the Department 

of English and Translation had recently moved from a branch of Qassim University in 

the capital city of Qassim State to their new location on the main campus in 2014, the 

computer labs were still under construction, and so I was unable to use the computer lab 

to allow the participants to complete the questionnaires online rather than via hard copy. 

The Deanship of Community Services did not have a computer lab, and so my only choice 

was to distribute the questionnaire in hard-copy form and then upload the results to 

SurveyMonkey for analysis. Information from this survey helped in gaining a deeper 

understanding of participants’ specific uses and preferences for each VSN platform, 

including their motivations for using, the benefits they derived from, and the 

consequences of their use of, the various platforms.  

3.6.1.2 Teacher trainee interviews 

The interviews were conducted with nine teacher trainees from both colleges (Deanship 

of Community Services, and Department of English Language and Translation) at Qassim 

University in February and March, 2015. A semi-structured interview approach was used 

for the current study to allow for spontaneity and flexibility (Ford, Nunes, & Zafeiriou, 

2001). The purpose of the interviews was to allow the researcher to elicit as much 

information as possible from the interview process (Mackey & Gass, 2005). The 

interview questions concerned the teacher trainees’ use of VSNs and their perceptions of 

it with regard to learning English. An effort was made to make the questions open (i.e., 

not specifically focused on a particular theory), to allow for more themes to emerge, as 

described in the research design. The aims of the study were thus converted into questions 

that shaped the main interview guide (Cohen et al., 2011). 
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The interview questions were divided into two sections based on the aims of the first 

research question, which seeks to explore the nature and roles of VSNs in the Saudi EFL 

context. The first section focused on the participants’ use of VSNs, and their opinion on 

the community uses of VSNs, while asking for more elaboration on themes that emerged 

as interesting from their responses. For example, on the use of VSNs, I asked questions 

such as “Which VSN do you use? How often do you use it?” and, “Why do you use this 

particular VSN?” As the conversation progressed I moved on to asking more specific 

questions about their use of VSNs for education and language learning such as, “In your 

opinion, can we use VSN in education? What about English language learning? Do you 

think it will be advantageous for the students and teachers?” The second section focused 

more specifically on their uses of VSN for their learning in general, and more specifically 

for English learning. Overall, the interview schedule consisted of 14 questions, and the 

average length of the interviews was 25 minutes (see Appendix I). 

The interviews were conducted face-to-face with each participant individually after their 

lectures, and were digitally recorded. These interviews were conducted in Arabic to allow 

interviewees to express themselves as clearly and accurately as possible. The purpose of 

the interviews was explained to the participants, who signed a consent form translated 

into Arabic prior to the interview.  

3.6.1.3 PYP students’ classroom scenarios  

The classroom scenario surveys were obtained from 84 students studying PYP in Levels 

1 and 2 in the second semester at Qassim University’s main campus. The purpose of the 

scenarios was to explore the PYP students’ attitudes towards VSN types in the 

hypothetical cases where these were being applied in their classrooms. The PYP students 

were from different groups within their first PYP level (Group 1 with 19 participants, 

Group 3 with 17 participants, Group 4 with 10 participants, Group 6 with 25 participants, 

and Group 7 with 13 participants). As mentioned above, the sample for the student 

classroom scenarios did not include the Group 2 students involved in the implementation 

stage. The PYP students were asked to rate their reaction to each scenario on a four-point 

scale (definitely not fit; probably not fit; probably fit; and definitely fit) based on whether 
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a situation seemed to fit their learning styles or not (see Table 3.1 for a sample of one of 

the scenarios). At the end of the survey, participants were asked to comment on their 

most- or least-preferred scenario. 

Table 3.1: Sample of a student classroom scenarios 

Scenario Definitely not fit Probably not fit Probably fit Definitely fit 

Fahd is studying the English 

language. In order to motivate 

himself to learn he made a 

WhatsApp group with his 

classmates. His intention is to 

create a study environment with 

other students to discuss their 

homework and exams. Also to 

practice their English language 

from time to time. 

    

I used Suwannasom’s (2010) Classroom Scenarios Questionnaire as a guide to 

developing my own version that fitted the current research aims. These scenarios, which 

were written in English and translated into Arabic, were designed and developed based 

on possible scenarios of classroom implementation of VSN by Mallia (2013), Poore 

(2012), Bouhnik and Deshen (2014), Cerniglia (2013), and Brien (2012), while including 

some of the contextual constraints that could be overcome with the use of VSN, 

depending on its type. These constraints were found in the literature to negatively impact 

Saudi students’ activity in English learning, such as by increasing anxiety. For example, 

Twitter scenario two is aimed at students who might have had difficulties approaching 

the teacher out of class due to the shyness about speaking English. Another example, 

WhatsApp Scenario one involved voluntary participation in learning English in an 

environment where the students were not forced to participate, and little effort was 

required to participate in the WhatsApp group. Each scenario thus had different 

characteristics reflecting the different types of VSN. Overall, the aim of all the nine 

scenarios was to focus on providing the students with innovative ways to use VSN to 
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increase their activity, collaboration, and confidence regarding their English learning 

inside and outside the classroom. The classroom scenarios included one group-based 

VSN: WhatsApp (three scenarios); and four follower-based VSNs: Twitter (two 

scenarios); Instagram (one scenario); Facebook (two scenarios); and YouTube (one 

scenario) making a total of nine classroom scenarios (see Appendix F). 

Due to the difficulty of moving this large number of students from different classes to the 

computer lab, the scenarios were collected in the classroom, and results were 

subsequently entered into surveymonkey.com for analysis.  

3.6.2 Stage two: The implementation stage 

3.6.2.1 First-round interviews 

An interview schedule was prepared after the students finished their first week of 

experience with Twitter. The first interviews were conducted during the second week to 

explore students’ initial perceptions of using Twitter in their classroom for learning 

English and with post-project interviews and focus groups, so as to detect any changes in 

perception for comparison at the end of the study. The nature of the first-round interviews 

was semi-structured in order to allow participants to express their ideas according to their 

own interests, and to enable me to follow up on matters of interest that emerged during 

the interviews, and my observations of their use of Twitter in the classroom (Dörnyei, 

2007).  

The design of the first-round interviews followed the same principles as the teacher 

trainees’ interviews: i.e., the design of the interview questions aligned with the aims of 

the second stage of data collection for the students’ use of Twitter in the classroom. 

Specifically, the interviews sought to explore the participants’ initial experience of their 

use of Twitter. To this end, a set of questions were developed that asked about behaviors 

in, reflections on, and perceptions of Twitter in their classroom. For example, after 

making the interview environment comfortable for the students, I began by asking some 

general questions such as “How was your initial experience in using Twitter in the class?” 
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and “Was this class different from other classes you have taken in the past? If so, how 

was it different?” but the interviews were mainly guided by what I observed in the class, 

and what I noted in my research log. This allowed me to capture in-depth insights into 

the complexity and dynamic nature of the students’ use of VSNs (see Appendix J).  

Ten students volunteered to participate in these initial interviews, which were conducted 

in Arabic in order to allow students to express their ideas and opinions effectively. These 

interactions were recorded using an audio digital recorder, were transcribed, and then 

were later translated into English. 

3.6.2.2 Post-project individual interviews 

Post-project interviews were conducted close to the end of the study, in the 11th week. 

The purpose of the second set of interviews was to elicit detailed, qualitative information 

about the students’ attitudes toward WhatsApp and Twitter after these had been in use for 

a substantial period of time. More specifically, the post-project interviews aimed to 

capture students’ reflections on, and perceptions of, WhatsApp and Twitter, and to also 

investigate how the students’ behaviors and uses of Twitter and WhatsApp changed over 

time (see Appendix K). Like the first-round interviews, the post-project ones were also 

semi-structured to deeply investigate the complexity and dynamics of students’ use of the 

two VSNs. For the interviews, a set of questions were developed based on the specific 

aims of the second stage of data gathering, and the second and third research questions. 

These interview questions focused on their overall experiences of their use of both of the 

VSNs, and the advantages they gained for their English learning, such as, “Overall, what 

do you think of your English studies with the assistance of Twitter and WhatsApp?” and 

“How would you describe it? What do you like most about it? In Twitter and WhatsApp?” 

Most importantly, as in the first-round interviews, the post-project interviews were guided 

by my observation of their use of both of the VSNs, and by elaborating on what emerged 

as interesting during the interviews. The average length of the interviews was about 22 

minutes. 
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The students in the post-project interviews were the same as those in the first interviews 

so as to be able to document any behavior changes in the same individual. Only one 

student, Almutairi,5 had to be replaced as he was not available at the time the second 

interviews were conducted. His replacement was Alsmuali. All the interviews were 

conducted in Arabic, and were digitally recorded.  

3.6.2.3 Post-project focus group interviews 

In addition to the individual interviews, focus groups were also conducted at the end of 

the study in order to obtain a wider range of data. Focus group interviews were considered 

to be an effective way of data gathering, as a group process of co-construction would help 

the students build on each other’s ideas and elaborate on their opinions (Cohen et al., 

2011). The focus group is “useful when the time to collect information is limited and 

individuals are hesitant to provide information” (Creswell, 2012, p. 218). Furthermore, 

“participants may feel supported and empowered by a sense of group membership and 

cohesiveness” (Sim, 1998, p. 346). This was the case with some of the students in the 

present study, who were able to express their opinions to a greater extent in focus group 

interviews by building on their peers’ ideas to express their own, or by discussing their 

ideas with other students. The advantage of focus group is also to “provide information 

on the ‘dynamics’ of attitudes and opinions in the context of the interaction that occurs 

between participants, in contrast to the rather static way in which these phenomena are 

portrayed in questionnaire studies” (Sim, 1998, p. 346). The focus group was therefore 

important for providing further in-depth inquiry for the current research. I used the same 

questions as in the post-project interviews as a way to guide me through the interviews, 

but I focused mostly on encouraging the students in the focus group to discuss some of 

the issues that had emerged during their collective experiences with Twitter and 

WhatsApp. This allowed further themes to emerge by elaborating more on the constraints 

and affordances they experienced on both platforms. 

                                                 
5 All names are pseudonyms. 
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Two focus groups were held, with five students in each group. The focus group sample 

consisted of the same students who had participated in the post-project interviews. The 

focus groups each lasted about 1 hour, and both were conducted in Arabic using a digital 

audio recorder. 

3.6.2.4 Post-project questionnaire 

The post-project questionnaire was administered at the end of the project to elicit the 

students’ reflections, perceptions, and evaluations with respect to the entire Twitter and 

WhatsApp implementation processes. After class, students were invited to complete a 32-

item questionnaire online through surveymonkey.com, which was later exported to SPSS 

for further quantitative analysis. The questionnaire was designed using five-point Likert 

scales ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). The use of Likert scale 

questions allowed participants to indicate varying feelings and opinions through a 

quantitative lens (see Appendix H).  

As with the previous instruments, the design of the questionnaire was based on the 

research questions and aims of the second stage. The first step was thus to clarify the 

purpose of the questionnaire (Cohen et al., 2011). The main purpose of the questionnaire 

was to evaluate the overall experiences of the students and to allow more students to 

express their opinions about the use of VSNs for their English learning, and to further 

explore some of the findings in the interviews, allowing for new themes to emerge from 

all of the students. To this end, I constructed the questionnaire to include 32 items divided 

into four sections: a Twitter section with 11 items, a WhatsApp section with 11 items, 

five items that measured the overall benefits of VSN, and five open-ended questions. The 

Twitter and WhatsApp items were categorized into four groups: Twitter items 1 through 

3 (12 through 14 for WhatsApp) evaluated general impressions; items 4 and 5 (15 and 17 

for WhatsApp) related to collaborative learning; items 6 and 7 (18 and 19 for WhatsApp) 

concerned ease of use and time consumption; and items 8 through 11 (20 through 22 for 

WhatsApp) explored benefits related to future use of both VSNs. Items 23 through 27 

investigated the benefits students perceived in relation to achievements gained from using 

VSN in general. The five open-ended questions at the end of the questionnaire aimed to 
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capture further information on their experience of using Twitter and WhatsApp, and 

provided an opportunity for all the students to freely express their opinions and 

suggestions. The students completed the questionnaire online in the computer lab, thereby 

saving time. 

3.6.2.5 Observations 

Observation allows the researcher to better understand the context of an investigation, to 

explore aspects that might otherwise be missed, and to discover issues that the 

participants might not be eager to discuss during interviews (Cohen et al., 2011). 

Observations played a crucial role in following the changes over time in student 

engagement with Twitter and WhatsApp, and they provided me with further insights into 

the data. I employed various techniques during my observations related to Twitter in the 

classroom and WhatsApp outside of class, including photographing students’ classroom 

interactions with Twitter, and noting their interactions in the WhatsApp group. In 

addition, during the implementation processes of Twitter and WhatsApp, I observed the 

behaviors of individual students in the classroom that might contribute to analysis of 

themes emerging from the study.  

3.6.2.6 Research log 

The use of research log played an important role in supporting the observations of the 

trajectory of the use of VSNs inside and outside the classroom, and provided in-depth 

understanding of the complexity and dynamics of the students’ use of VSN over time. All 

my field notes and research activities were recorded in my research log. The research log 

was used mainly to note ongoing reflections of what I had observed from engagement 

with the students, teachers and teacher trainees, meetings with the administration, and 

even what emerged from my chat or observations with my community about VSNs.  

The following table provides a summary of the participants’ involvements during the data 

collection stage. 
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Table 3.2: Summary of the participants involvement during the data collection phase 

Participants Data collection instruments  Data collection stage 

Teacher trainees (Both contexts, 

Deanship of Community 

Services (49 teacher trainees) 

also the English Department (44 

teacher trainees)) with total 

participants of 93 teacher 

trainees 

- Teacher trainees’ questionnaire 

- Teacher trainees’ interviews 

Background stage Preparatory Year Program 

students on Group 1 with 19 

participants, Group 3 with 17 

participants, Group 4 with 10 

participants, Group 6 with 25 

participants, and Group 7 with 

13 participants. The total 

participants are 84 PYP students 

- Students’ classroom scenarios 

 

Preparatory Year Program 

Group 2 students with 25 

participants. 

- First-round interviews 

- Observation 

- Research log 

- Second-round interviews 

- Focus group interviews 

- Post-project questionnaire 

Implementation stage 

3.6.3 Piloting 

Most of the study’s research instruments were piloted in June and July 2014, while the 

students’ classroom scenarios survey was piloted later, during the data-gathering stage at 

Qassim University. Massey University granted its ethics permission prior to the pilot test, 

whose main objective was to eliminate any instrument weaknesses that might affect its 

reliability and validity and also to identify the most appropriate VSN to apply during the 

actual data collection stages.  
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3.6.3.1 Teacher trainee questionnaire  

The questionnaire was piloted online from June to July 2014 with the help of a popular 

Twitter account. I sent an email explaining my study to the owners of a Saudi Twitter 

account (@SaudiUK) that specializes in making available to Saudi students and teacher 

trainees abroad, particularly those in the United Kingdom, information concerning UK 

universities and achievements of Saudi students in the UK. At that time, the account had 

more than 60,000 followers, the majority of whom self-identified as Saudi students and 

teachers. Since the Twitter account owner had previously assisted postgraduate students 

in pilot-testing their research instruments, I solicited the account for this project as well, 

and used SurveyMonkey to pilot-test the questionnaire online. The questionnaire was 

presented in both Arabic and English to ensure that participants understood all items and 

their translation accurately. I sent the questionnaire link to the Twitter account 

administrators, along with a request to the owner to ask his followers who work in the 

field of English teaching in Saudi Arabia to participate in completing the questionnaire.  

By the end of the first week, 335 participants (62% male and 38% female) had completed 

the questionnaire. Because this pilot was intended to improve the survey instrument, the 

last items of the questionnaire asked the participants to do the following: 

1- Report any items whose wording or translation they did not like; 

2- Report items whose meaning was not clear; 

3- Report any items that they viewed as unnecessary or repetitive; 

4- Make suggestions and recommendations concerning the entire questionnaire. 

Most participants reported that all items were clear to them, while some suggested 

improvements to some items. To avoid repetitiveness, for example, Item 14: “What are 

the social networking sites that you use daily? (Multiple answers are allowed)”, was 

merged with Item 16: “Which of these social networking sites are you most active on? 

(Multiple answers are allowed.)” 

In addition, four items were deleted due to their similarity to other items, or their serving 

the same purpose, such as: 
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Item 13: “How often do you log into social networking sites (e.g., Facebook, 

Twitter, WhatsApp, etc.)?” 

Item 24: “In your opinion, are there any benefits of using the social networking 

sites technology in education? (Please justify.)” 

Item 31: “Do you support using social networking sites in education? Why, or 

why not?” 

Item 33: “What are the changes that social networking sites can provide to our 

society?” 

Two further items were modified to increase clarity: 

Item 21: “Please specify the purpose(s) for which you mainly use social 

networking sites (Multiple answers are allowed)” was reworded to 

“Please specify the reasons that you have (‘Friends’, ‘Followers’) on 

VSNs (Multiple answers are allowed.)”  

Open-ended items were added to elicit responses with more depth, including the 

following: 

Item 24: “Do you think there are constraints to learning English through VSN? 

(Please justify.)” 

Item 29: “To summarize, can you tell three things about your experience with 

VSN in your English language learning?” 

Other items were corrected for grammar, spelling mistakes, and question wording. The 

final version was then completed in November 2014.  

3.6.3.2 Teacher trainee semi-structured interview 

The interview was piloted with a newly employed secondary-school English teacher 

located in Saudi Arabia on July 2014. This interview lasted for about 14 minutes and 

comprised about 1,100 words. This interview was good practice for conducting the study 

interviews. Because the interview was semi-structured, I only made a few adjustments to 

the interview questions, including their sequence, so that the interview could flow better. 

I also added two questions. 
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3.6.3.3 Student post-project questionnaire 

As with the teacher trainee questionnaire, I asked the owner of Twitter account 

@SaudiUK to solicit volunteers to look at the student post-project questionnaire. 

However, I requested that this owner’s tweet state that only learners who were studying 

the English language would be allowed to answer the questionnaire to maximize feedback 

quality and to anticipate students’ responses to the questionnaire’s questions. Although 

only students studying English were encouraged to participate, the questionnaire was 

presented in both Arabic and English to ensure that all the items were understandable to 

participants and also to double check the accuracy of the translation. The post-project 

questionnaire was piloted on June to July 2014. By the end of the week, the questionnaire 

had 94 participants. Once again, the final item invited participants to advise on 

improvements to the instrument. All questionnaire items were clear to participants except 

for minor spelling and translation errors.  

3.6.3.4 Student semi-structured interviews 

Both sets of student interviews (the first-round and the post-project ones) were piloted in 

Saudi Arabia in July 2014 with two English learners. I used these pilot data-collection 

opportunities to practice my skills in conducting study interviews, and to try out the 

interview questions. The first interview was with a participant studying English at Qassim 

University. This interviewee stated that she had experience in using Twitter and 

WhatsApp for English learning. The interview with the participant was somewhat short, 

and I was not satisfied with the depth of the comments that I was able to elicit from her, 

possibly due to the short length of the interview. However, I was able to elicit much richer 

data from the second interview, and was able to familiarize myself with semi-structured 

interviewing. After the interviews, I added one additional question to the post-project 

interview to help elicit more data from participants in the implementation stage: “In 

summary, can you mention three points about your experience with Twitter/WhatsApp 

for your English learning?”  
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3.6.3.5 Students’ classroom scenarios  

These scenarios which were written in English and translated into Arabic, were designed 

and developed based on possible scenarios of VSN classroom implementation by Mallia 

(2013), Poore (2012), Bouhnik and Deshen (2014), Cerniglia (2013) and Brien (2012). 

The purpose of the student classroom scenarios was to understand the students’ 

perceptions toward VSN in their classrooms, and they were piloted with four PYP 

students in Levels One and Two on the context of the study prior to the actual data 

gathering on the tenth week of the implementation stage. The participants reported a few 

wording and spelling errors, which were then corrected. 

Table 3.3, summarizes the timeline of pilot and data collection for the study. The table is 

divided into two sections, the first section involves the implementation stage which was 

conducted at the Preparatory Year Program (PYP) and involved a sample of 25 PYP 

students, while the second section involves the background stage which was conducted 

at three locations at Qassim University that is the English department, Deanship of 

Community Services and the PYP. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Three: Methodology 

82 

Table 3.3: Pilot study and data collection timeline   
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3.7 Data Analysis Process 

3.7.1 Preparing the data for analysis: Transcription, translation and programs 

I began preparing the data for analysis as soon as I returned to New Zealand in May 2015. 

This process included transcribing the data in Arabic first and then translating the 

transcription into English. All data recorded from teacher trainee interviews, initial 

interviews, post-project interviews, and focus groups were uploaded to NVivo 11 for ease 

of transcription. Interviews ranged in length from 22 minutes to one hour, and there were 

31 interviews in total, including the post-project focus group sessions, and so the 

transcription process was extremely time-consuming. The average length of an interview 

was about 1600 words, and the average length for each focus group was about 3000 

words. Since the nature of the current study is inductive in nature, it was important for 

me to transcribe everything to ensure that no themes were overlooked. The total word 

count for the recorded data was more than 54,000 words (not including the number of 

words captured in the questionnaire’s open-ended responses and the classroom 

scenarios). Each transcription was double-checked by listening to the recordings and 

reviewing the interview transcript several times to ensure that all information captured in 

the interviews was also included in the transcripts. The transcription process helped me 

understand and explore the study’s data more fully and thereby facilitated the process of 

identifying themes and linking these to theoretical underpinnings.  

In addition, the quantitative data were manually uploaded to SurveyMonkey.com for 

analysis. As with the interviews, I first uploaded the students’ responses to the open-

ended questions in Arabic to speed up the transcription process. The quantitative 

instruments whose results were manually uploaded to SurveyMonkey.com included the 

teacher trainees’ questionnaires and students’ classroom scenarios; students completed 

the post-project questionnaire directly online.  

All content was worked with in original form, and only selected parts of interviews and 

focus group sessions were translated into English for analysis and discussion. I translated 

these transcriptions first, and they were then revised by a translator holding a master's 



Chapter Three: Methodology 

84 

degree in English-to-Arabic translation to check for translation errors. This translator was 

instructed to render the meaning of the findings as closely as possible to the original 

versions. In the case of disagreements or discrepancies, the translator and I discussed and 

revised the translation until a consensus was reached. 

As aforementioned, the paper-based quantitative data were uploaded to 

SurveyMonkey.com for analysis. SurveyMonkey.com is an online software program that 

allows survey instruments to be designed and hosted and survey responses to be analyzed. 

It offers the researcher a variety of statistical analysis tools and is less complex than SPSS 

(I also used SPSS to check the reliability of the questionnaire and classroom scenarios.) 

All coding for the qualitative data gathered during the interviews and the open-ended 

responses was done using NVivo 11, a qualitative analysis software. NVivo helps 

uncover themes within data by coding data into nodes, a term used by NVivo to represent 

categories. All data in a node can be later viewed and reviewed in a single window, 

making it convenient and efficient for the researcher to conduct a qualitative analysis of 

a large amount of data.  

3.7.2 Exploring the data 

After the data were prepared, the next step was to explore the data in-depth (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2011). The quantitative data were explored using descriptive statistics, with 

means and standard deviations of items displayed in tables and represented in bar charts. 

This descriptive analysis helped identify broad trends. With respect to the qualitative data, 

my strategy was to read the findings in depth to develop a preliminary understanding, 

make memos in NVivo, and link these to my observations of the students’ use of VSNs 

in and outside the class and research log.  

This process helped me familiarize myself with the data and organize them into clusters 

based on the research questions for analysis. The first group corresponded to the study’s 

background stage and included the data gathered during this stage from the completed 

teacher trainees’ questionnaires and their associated interviews and the completed PYP 

students’ classroom scenario questionnaires. The second group of data corresponded to 
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the study’s second, implementation stage for Twitter and WhatsApp and consisted of the 

results of the first round and, post-project, individual and focus group interviews, my 

observations, research log, and responses to the post-project questionnaire. The clustering 

of the data described earlier helped simplify the analysis process.        

3.7.3 Analyzing the data 

The data for each stage of the study (i.e., the background and implementation stages) 

were analyzed separately and then compared to deepen my understanding of the research 

inquiry. The questionnaire results were analyzed using descriptive statistics, which 

summarized and described the data through percentages and averages and could be 

presented in tables and diagrams (Trochim, 2002). Bar charts of these descriptive 

statistics were created for each item. Numerical data, i.e., for the classroom scenarios and 

post-project questionnaire responses (Likert scale), were described using each variable’s 

means and standard deviations (SD). Categorical variables were described using 

percentages, which were especially necessary for the responses to the teacher trainee 

questionnaire. Then, analyses for each questionnaire item were compared separately for 

each stage and further compared with and related to the qualitative data to find any 

significant relation between variables. All quantitative analyses were conducted using 

SurveyMonkey.com and SPSS.  

Thematic analysis was adopted for the qualitative findings, including the interviews and 

participants’ responses to the open-ended questions. The purpose of this type of thematic 

analysis is to identify any themes that could emerge from the data to explain the 

phenomenon of interest (Daly, Kellehear, & Gliksman, 1997). The themes identification 

requires “careful reading and re-reading of the data” (Rice & Ezzy, 1999, p. 258). This 

process involved, in Corbin and Strauss’s (2015) words, 

… breaking the data down into manageable pieces, reflecting upon that data . . . 

To arrive at an understanding of what the data are stating, there was a lot of 

brainstorming going on with questions asked about the data, comparison made 

and a lot of reflective thought. (p. 238) 
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I began analyzing the findings of the first stage interviews while using the initial findings 

of the quantitative data as a guide for further exploration. This analysis involved a series 

of codings and recodings for themes to emerge after further interpretation and reading of 

the data, including linking to theories, until no new themes emerged. I started the second 

stage analysis by examining all interview transcripts from the first round, and post-

project, individual and focus group interviews, research log and from my observations of 

the students’ use of VSNs in and outside the classroom in an iterative fashion. I read the 

students’ interviews page by page, underlining expressions or key words and taking note 

of what had been said several times while at the same time comparing the themes from 

the interviews with the observational data. I used Beltman and Volet’s (2007) model of a 

learner’s trajectory of sustained motivation to further organize the findings of the 

qualitative data and track the students’ VSN use trajectory over time. Then, I compared 

and related the analysis of the qualitative findings with the analysis of the post-project 

questionnaire in relation to the theories, until no new themes emerged. The final step was 

to compare the first-stage and second-stage findings. Finally, after becoming familiar 

with all the data, I began the writing process.  

3.7.4 Presenting the data analysis 

The presentation of results varied based on the stage of the data collection and analysis. 

Chapter Four concerns the quantitative analysis, since the primary data collection 

instrument employed quantitative instruments. There, results of the data analysis are 

presented as summary statistical descriptive results in figures and tables triangulated with 

qualitative findings to further elaborate on the quantitative data.  

The second stage of the analysis employed primarily qualitative instruments to track the 

students’ experiences and use trajectory of Twitter and WhatsApp, with the questionnaire 

assuming a supplementary role. Hence, the shape of Chapters Five and Six prioritizes 

qualitative findings since they were analyzed separately. These included first round 

interviews, post-project individual and focus group interviews, research log and 

observations, followed by the quantitative post-project questionnaire. Information about 

certain issues (themes or categories) was presented by combining, connecting, and 
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integrating qualitative findings with quantitative ones in a narrative order. This 

presentation format helps provide depth and breadth to the information answering the 

focus of this study.  

3.7.5 Validity and reliability  

An ideal study is one where quantitative scores are reliable and valid (Creswell, 2012). 

There are several ways to examine consistency of responses in quantitative data including 

test–retest, alternate forms, combined alternate forms and test– retest, and interrater and 

internal consistency reliability (Creswell, 2012). The reliability of the quantitative 

instruments was tested using internal consistency. Internal consistency can be measured 

in several ways. One is to calculate Cronbach’s alpha, a statistical measure of the internal 

consistency of items on a test. It can range from 0.00 to 1.00 (Wiersma, 2000), and, 

according to Creswell (2012), “If the items are scored as continuous variables (e.g., 

‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’), the alpha provides a coefficient to estimate 

consistency of scores on an instrument” (p.162). Hence, Cronbach’s alpha was used to 

determine the internal consistency of responses to the items on the classroom scenario 

questionnaire and the post-project questionnaire.  

The alpha for responses to the items on the post-project questionnaire was calculated to 

be .925, indicating acceptable internal consistency according to George and Mallery 

(2016), who state that a Cronbach’s alpha of .7 or greater is acceptable internal 

consistency of the instrument for the purpose of establishing the reliability of the research 

tool. However, the alpha for responses to the student classroom scenarios questionnaire 

was calculated as .694, which was lower than the threshold considered to denote 

acceptable internal consistency. Therefore, to improve internal consistency, item 9 was 

deleted from the analysis of the classroom scenario responses, since this item had the 

lowest individual alpha score. This raised the overall value of Cronbach’s alpha to .704, 

thereby increasing its reliability level to the threshold for acceptable internal consistency.  

The validity of the current study was strengthened by triangulation employed to integrate 

quantitative and qualitative results. Triangulation is considered one of the most effective 
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means of validating accuracy of the findings (Creswell, 2012). Triangulation is defined 

as “the combination of multiple methodological practices, empirical materials, 

perspectives and observers in a single study” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 7). One of the 

ultimate strengths of the current study is its use of a range of data-collection instruments, 

i.e., questionnaires, classroom scenarios, interviews, research log and observations. The 

study was conducted on young students studying at PYP and also teacher trainees, who 

can be viewed as bridging students and teachers. The varied data-collection instrument 

types together with the range of participants contributed greatly to the study’s overall 

validity. 

3.8 Summary   

The ultimate aim of the current research is to investigate and examine the effectiveness 

of VSN technologies as innovative tools for language learning in a Saudi tertiary EFL 

context. The three research questions were investigated using an embedded design for 

collection in a mixed methods approach. This chapter has included a detailed description 

of the pilot test of all data-collection instruments prior to the actual data-collection 

process. With respect to ethical consideration, the stringent procedure followed to obtain 

permission from the human ethics programs of both Qassim and Massey Universities was 

described. The selection process of VSNs in and outside the classroom underwent several 

processes described in this chapter. It also defines the sample, which was drawn from the 

three colleges at Qassim University: The Deanship of Educational Services (the operator 

of Preparatory Year Program), the Deanship of Community Services, and the College of 

Arabic and Social Sciences (Department of English Language) and the selection process 

for the sample in the implementation stage. Finally, a detailed discussion of the data-

collection and data analysis processes was presented.  
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 CHAPTER FOUR: THE NATURE AND ROLES OF VSN 

4.1 Overview 

The major focus of this chapter is to present findings concerning the nature and roles of 

VSN in a Saudi tertiary EFL context. The participants were Qassim University’s (QU) 

teacher trainees and Preparatory Year Program (PYP) students. The three research 

instruments analyzed herein are a) teacher trainee interviews, b) a questionnaire 

administered to teacher trainees and c) a classroom scenario survey administered to the 

non-longitudinal study PYP students (Groups One, Three, Four, Six and Seven as 

described in the methodology chapter). The chapter is divided into three main sections. 

The first explores VSN types and their diffusion in the study contexts through an analysis 

of an open-ended questionnaire distributed to 93 teacher trainees in two different 

departments at Qassim University, namely the Deanship of Community Services branch 

in the city of Buraydah and the Department of English Language and Translation at 

College of Arabic and Social Sciences in the main campus in Almalida city. The second 

section of the chapter addresses the influence of the community on participants’ use of 

VSN by presenting the data analyzed from teacher trainee interviews and questionnaire 

responses. Finally, the third section presents the findings of VSN roles in relation to 

English learning. Overall, the aim of this chapter is to answer the first research question 

regarding the nature and roles of VSNs in the Saudi tertiary EFL context, which is also 

aligned with Fullan’s initiation phase. 

4.2 Types and Diffusion of VSN 

Before and during the Group Two implementation stage, I was gathering data from two 

different colleges in different locations at Qassim University, namely the Deanship of 

Community Services branch in the city of Buraydah and the Department of English 
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Language and Translation at College of Arabic and Social Sciences in the main campus 

in Almalida city, to investigate teacher trainee attitudes toward VSN use in general, and 

for learning English, in particular. Specifically, this section explores the existence and 

quality of currently available VSN for English learning within a Saudi community 

(Fullan, 2007). Two instruments were used to collect data for this section. The first was 

an open-ended questionnaire used to gather data from 93 English language teacher 

trainees, and the second was an in-depth semi-structured interview administered to nine 

teacher trainees from both colleges. The trainees’ ages ranged from 23 to 28 years old. 

The following sub-sections present survey findings and highlights from the interviews 

concerning trainee experiences in and their attitudes toward using VSNs, in general, and, 

more specifically, in learning the English language. 

4.2.1 VSN types 

From the data collected, a Saudi tertiary EFL context recognizes different types of VSNs, 

with each type having its own purpose. Hence, differentiating VSN types from a Saudi 

perspective is important to better understand the quality and existence of VSN (Fullan, 

2007). The VSNs that were investigated fall into two categories. The first consists of 

‘private-based VSNs’ such as WhatsApp and BlackBerry Messenger. This type’s model 

is based on groups in which members can share information to a limited number of other 

group members and can also receive information from all other group members (see 

Figure 4.1). A group member also has the capability of sending a private message to one 

other member or to multiple group members. In other words, as in Figure 4.1, Sami can 

send and receive information from everyone in the group that includes Khalid, Thamer, 

Rami, and Ali, all of whom can also share information with one another. In a private 

VSN, group members usually share some form of close relationship, e.g., family, 

friendship, profession, or even some interest held in common such as a hobby. Thus, in a 

private VSN, the information shared could be received by anyone within the group.  
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Figure 4.1: A private-based VSN, information sharing process 

 

A second VSN type is ‘public’ and includes Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, and YouTube, 

for example. In this type, which is based on followers/friends, an individual can send 

information to an audience, but the audience cannot necessarily send him/her information. 

An exception is Facebook, which operates like a group-based VSN but is ‘public’ in the 

sense that an individual could be friends with anyone located anywhere in the world. In 

a public VSN, an individual can receive information from only certain people that he/she 

follows, as shown in Figure 4.2. For instance, in Figure 4.2, Sami can send public 

information to Khalid and Bader because they are Sami’s followers, but Khalid and Bader 

cannot send Sami information because Sami has not chosen to follow them. They can, 

however, still communicate with him via private message and among themselves through 

a private channel. In Figure 4.2, Khalid can only send information to his followers, i.e., 

Rami and Ali, but not to Bader, whom he does not follow. This VSN type is usually more 

public in that individuals can follow each other even if they are not closely related outside 
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of the platform. For example, one can follow famous individuals such as movie stars, 

fashion accounts, and news accounts. 

Figure 4.2: Public-based VSN, information sharing process 

 

4.2.2 VSN preference 

Responses to item 10 in the survey (the first item, after the demographic section) 

demonstrate how widely the teacher trainees used VSN. This item asked them if they 

were users of VSNs. All 93 teacher trainees (100%) responded that they had a profile on 

at least one VSN. While this percentage might seem high, it is not surprising as VSNs 

have become embedded within the Saudi community. Moreover, when asked in item 12 

if they had a profile on specific named VSNs, their responses were interesting. As shown 

in Figure 4.3, the most popular VSN among the teacher trainees was WhatsApp (a private-

based VSN), with 98.9% of participants reporting that they had a WhatsApp account. 

Twitter and Instagram (public-based VSNs) were in second and third place, with 90.2% 

and 88.0%, respectively, reporting that they used those platforms. Facebook (public-

based VSN) was the least popular, with reported participations of 58.7%. In addition, 

33% stated that they also used different VSNs, including Snapchat, Path, and YouTube.  
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Figure 4.3: Popularity of and activity on VSN 

 

However, when the teacher trainees were asked about their activity on these types of VSN 

in item 14, their responses drop significantly for the public-based VSN, especially for 

Facebook with only 5% reporting being active on it. Their activity on WhatsApp remains 

high as shown in Figure 4.3 with 92% reporting being active on it. Their decision for such 

actions will be further explored in detail in Section 4.3. Although teacher trainee 

participation on various platforms seems high, the different platforms allow for different 

types of activities. The teacher trainees’ responses to these two items were very close to 

their responses in the pilot study, where WhatsApp was also ranked as the top VSN used 

within a Saudi community (see Chapter Three, Figure 3.1). Nevertheless, in terms of 

reasons underlying their choices, in both the qualitative and quantitative data, the teacher 

trainees indicated that their VSN selections depended on the affordances provided by 

each type and how their use of each type gave them the capability of reshaping their 

environments. However, this chapter presents the features of just the most popular private 

and public-based VSNs that provided affordance for the participants to increase their 

activity (i.e., Twitter and WhatsApp, respectively). Moreover, these are the two VSNs 
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implemented in the longitudinal study (i.e., the implementation stage) in Chapters Five 

and Six, respectively.  

4.3 Private and Public Environments in Relation to the Context 

In this section, I present the complexity of the community influence and support on 

participant use of VSNs in the environment. Specifically, I explore the general 

environmental affordances of the most popular VSNs, namely WhatsApp (private-based 

VSN) and Twitter (public-based VSN), that explained why the teacher trainees chose to 

use one VSN more frequently instead of another. The teacher trainees’ level of 

involvement with VSNs differs based on the features of each VSN that provides 

affordances with respect to reshaping their physical context. For example, the private-

based VSN WhatsApp allows users to be constantly connected to their closest 

communities (i.e., friends, colleagues, relatives, and family). Hence, it allows them to 

reshape their environments to the extent that on some occasions communication with 

members of their closest communities is no longer face to face but is instead virtual. On 

the other hand, a public-based VSN affords every individual within the platform 

opportunities to connect and communicate with the wider community represented by the 

entire Saudi society, although some are unable to do so without having access to a VSN. 

The following sections further explore the features of VSN that provided affordances or 

constraints that enabled or prevented the teacher trainees’ exercise of agency in both VSN 

types. 

4.3.1 The private-based VSN WhatsApp 

In item 14, the teacher trainees confirmed a strong preference for actively using 

WhatsApp as shown in Figure 4.3 earlier. Their reasons for preferring WhatsApp varied, 

but the most commonly cited advantage was connecting them with their closest 

community members, allowing them easy access to a large group of people within their 

communities, including private channels through which to communicate with these group 

members. In addition, the teacher trainees reported that they were comfortable in using 
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WhatsApp to communicate with others in coordinating meetings. This section presents 

their appraisals of WhatsApp’s affordances. 

As shown in Figure 4.4, the majority of the participants, 86%, stated that they were active 

on WhatsApp because it allowed them to “stay up to date with the community news.” 

From the teacher trainees’ interviews, the community news referenced in this item 

permits them to strengthen their social relationships with members of their closest 

community. For example, teacher trainee (TT) Amar stated that WhatsApp helped him 

strengthen his relationships with his relatives and friends and hence he reported himself 

as being more active on WhatsApp due to its capabilities. Indicating an awareness of the 

potential benefits of WhatsApp in strengthening social relations, TT Amar stated the 

following: 

For socializing with relatives and friends. In the past, 

people were far away from each other, but, now, they are 

closer and it has improved their relationships. (TT Amar6)  

Figure 4.4: Reasons for joining a private VSNs 

 

                                                 
6 All names are pseudonyms. 

0.0%

10.0%

20.0%

30.0%

40.0%

50.0%

60.0%

70.0%

80.0%

90.0%

100.0%

For
entertainment

It helps me to
stay up-to-date

with the
community news

It helps me to
get new useful

connections with
new people

To develop my
skills in teaching

Other

42.30%

84.7%

44.50%

32.60%

7.60%



Chapter Four: The Nature and Roles of VSN 

96 

For TT Dawood, his preference in using WhatsApp could be inferred from his actions as 

described in the following quote.  

Generally, I’m not interested in using the social network, 

but when I found that everyone uses WhatsApp, I used it too. 

(TT Dawood) 

He describes himself as deciding to use WhatsApp because he felt he was being left out, 

revealing that his agency was activated by the desire to actively engage with members of 

his closest community. His comment also shows self-regulation of his actions and 

thinking; he revealed that his behavior had changed because elements of his surroundings 

influenced him to initiate his use of WhatsApp. In other words, the people around him 

caused him to revisit his decision concerning the use of WhatsApp. In addition, when 

asked about how WhatsApp was useful to him, he stated:  

WhatsApp facilitates and improves communication with other 

people more than before, especially with relatives. (TT 

Dawood) 

Thus, his desire to build his social relationships with members of his community and his 

decision to use WhatsApp appear to be positively correlated, demonstrating an awareness 

of the positive potential of WhatsApp to help him achieve his goals.  

The teacher trainees not only found the features of WhatsApp useful in strengthening 

already existing relationships but valued the ability it afforded them to access and 

communicate with a large number of friends within their communities. TT Bander 

mentioned the broadcast feature of WhatsApp, he expressed: 

Providing facilities in general. Now you can send text 

messages to a large number of friends, and the most 

important thing is that you can communicate with them. (TT 

Bander) 

In addition to its features in accessing a large number of community members, WhatsApp 

also allows privacy in communicating with closer community members. TT Bander 

evaluated the privacy feature of WhatsApp in comparison to a public-based VSN: 
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WhatsApp has some privacy so that I can talk to only one 

person without having other people involved. This is what I 

like about WhatsApp, because sometimes people want to share 

their opinion about something without being interrupted by 

someone else. (TT Bander) 

What differentiated WhatsApp from TT Bander’s perspective was his ability to send 

messages privately to friends and relatives and not involve an unwanted person in the 

conversation, which could possibly constrain his agency to engage with the community. 

Thus, this feature of WhatsApp acts as an affordance to increase his involvement level, 

allowing him to further reshape his environment by eliminating an obstacle that might 

have a negative impact on his actions. This, in turn, might reduce the possibility of his 

experiencing negative emotions due to being interrupted by someone else. Thus, he 

valued the features of WhatsApp in allowing him to be able to speak privately to a 

particular friend or relative. This privacy made him feel more comfortable using 

WhatsApp so as to avoid embarrassing moments or pressure from someone else in the 

group.  

In addition, for TT Bander, WhatsApp constituted not only a communication tool but also 

a collaborative tool that helped him and his friends to manage and regulate their plans 

when they wanted to meet or go on a trip:  

One of the advantages is managing and saving time. For 

example, if I want both of us to hang out tomorrow, I only 

send you a message on WhatsApp which you will read anytime 

and I would tell you if you need to bring anything with you. 

So, everyone now has an account on WhatsApp to the extent 

that people don’t call each other anymore. (TT Bander) 

Due to WhatsApp’s being a private-based VSN, information sent can only be seen by 

members of a group, which is limited in size to a maximum of 256 members (increased 

recently from 100 members). Thus, the teacher trainees could use it to regulate their 

meetings, and, as mentioned by TT Bander, they no longer had to call one another to do 

so. Although a bit exaggerated, this illustrates his awareness of the affordances associated 
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with WhatsApp, particularly those involved in initiating a virtual communication 

environment, through which he and his group members could comfortably and 

collaboratively organize themselves more quickly and easily and therefore save time and 

effort. Hence, the virtual environment facilitated and influenced the physical 

environment, thereby increasing the teacher trainees’ agency with respect to being more 

active and organized.  

TT Amar supported Bander’s statement regarding how WhatsApp’s features, particularly 

its feature allowing regulation of meetings, had changed the social possibilities for him 

and his friends in that they could see each other more often than before: 

Whenever we want to hang out together, we plan everything 

on WhatsApp. So, WhatsApp is why we see each other. Before 

WhatsApp, we were only gathering in vacations. (TT Amar) 

This statement illustrates the strong potential of WhatsApp to influence an individual’s 

agency through the community. Because of WhatsApp, they could see each other more 

often than before and could interact and act more than before. Again, the closed 

environment of WhatsApp created more affordances for the teacher trainees and removed 

some of the constraints that prevented limitations in the physical environment. 

In general, WhatsApp’s virtual environment facilitated and influenced the physical 

environment, thereby increasing the teacher trainees’ activities mediated by their closest 

community, i.e., their friends, colleagues, relatives, and family. Such features of 

WhatsApp as its closed, private environment, its privacy channels, accessibility to a large 

number of close community members, provided the trainees with affordances that 

facilitated communication with each other and helped them initiate or regulate their 

actions so as to achieve their aims.  

4.3.2 Public-based Twitter  

The second VSN type consists of public-based platforms such as Twitter, Instagram, 

Facebook, and YouTube. Based on the survey data, particularly the item shown in Figure 

4.3 earlier, the teacher trainees were less active on public-based VSNs. Although the 
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majority of the participants had profiles on Twitter and Instagram, only half, 55% and 

56% respectively, reported actively using them. In addition, as shown in Figure 4.3, 

although around 58% of the participants had Facebook profiles, very few, only 5%, 

reported being active on that platform. Having a profile and actually being active 

indicated an unstable use of the public-based VSNs.  

The interviews revealed that the primary rationale behind participants’ use of a public-

based VSN was community influence. The majority, 85%, indicated that they used 

public-based VSN for community reasons, which is almost the same as the private-based 

VSN percentage (see Figure 4.5). However, in the interviews, the teacher trainees 

reported being influenced by different community-based advantages, such as to access 

the latest national news, gain more information about such hobbies as sports, and share 

their opinions publically, using public-based VSNs. With respect to a private-based VSN, 

the teacher trainees were more influenced in adopting WhatsApp by their close 

communities, for which they used the app chiefly to strengthen and regulate their existing 

social relations and create new social possibilities. However, they primarily used public-

based VSNs to gain information about and communicate with the wider community in 

general.  

 Figure 4.5: Reasons for joining a public-based versus private-based VSN in percentage 
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During the interviews, many trainees cited obtaining news related to a wider community 

as one of their main reasons for using a public-based VSN, particularly Twitter, rather 

than the more personal connections and news that WhatsApp provided. Such was the case 

with TT Fadi, who called Twitter a tool to browse the daily news of the community. “I 

always use WhatsApp, and I use Twitter just for browsing the daily news”. Thus, the 

public-based VSN’s features in providing the trainees with a way to connect them with 

the wider community enabled them to initiate activity.  

TT Gaber, when asked about the advantages of Twitter, replied, “Twitter showed us our 

problems (general problems, such as issues in education or corruption etc.) and made us 

aware of the people in need”. Thus, TT Gaber’s perception of Twitter was as a more open 

platform to the community as a whole, for which strengthening social relations with 

friends and relatives was a less important goal in its use. He also stated that his use of 

WhatsApp was limited to his friends but that on Twitter he could speak to the whole 

community: 

WhatsApp is limited to my friends, but Twitter is more open 

and I feel it has more freedom. (TT Gaber) 

TT Gaber indicated that WhatsApp might constrain his activity in communicating with 

the community as a whole, that is, by inhibiting him from stating his views because of 

close community members’ presence there, whereas Twitter’s characteristics eliminate 

this constraint and so provide an alternative environment where he could express himself 

to a wider community. Other teacher trainees also reported that they felt they had more 

room to express their opinions about various topics on Twitter than on WhatsApp. Thus, 

Twitter for them was an official platform on which to publicly share thoughts and 

opinions about the community. In addition, TTs Yassier and Hamad reported in the 

interviews: 

WhatsApp is private and personal, however, Twitter is public 

and I use it in an official way. (TT Yassier) 
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It depends on my usage. For example, I use WhatsApp to 

communicate with family, friends, and relatives, so it is 

kind of private. However, Twitter is for public and general 

use. (TT Hamad) 

Due to Twitter’s features, the trainees apparently perceived their voices and opinions to 

be heard better by the wider community, especially as many government officials are 

available on Twitter, including the king of Saudi Arabia. This could have motivated the 

trainees to express themselves on various issues, including educational ones.  

Another important feature of Twitter that provided the TT with affordance is the ability 

to disguise one’s identity through the use of anonymous nicknames and so avoid being 

recognized by the community, especially during discussion of sensitive topics. Thus, 

from the trainees’ perspectives, Twitter constituted an environment where they could 

express their own voice to the community while hiding their identity. TT Fadi mentioned 

two points that prompted the trainees’ Twitter activities: 

The Saudis now have a chance to express themselves and their 

thoughts more than before when they didn’t want to share 

anything about his personality or his knowledge. Finally, 

for people who don’t want to use their real names, they now 

have a chance to express themselves and their thoughts under 

anonymous nicknames to keep their privacy. (TT Fadi) 

In addition to the features of Twitter in allowing the teacher trainees to express their 

thoughts and opinion, what extended their agency was that they could hide their identity. 

This affordance could overcome the constraints that some individuals might encounter 

when expressing their voice. This might be due to religious, political, or other reasons 

that might constrain them from expressing their opinions.  

In addition to Twitter being a platform to connect the teacher trainees with the wider 

community, it was also found to provide them with an environment to practice their 

hobbies which also facilitated their agency in expressing their voice. For example, teacher 

trainee Hamad’s hobby is sports and he uses Twitter to discuss his hobby with his 

followers, as in his following quote: 
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For me, it delivers my messages. I mean, if I am sending a 

sports message, I want it to be received by the maximum 

number of people. (TT Hamad) 

TT Hamad’s interests in sports allowed him to actively use Twitter in pursuit of his hobby. 

Twitter afforded him the ability to communicate with an unlimited number of people, a 

capability not possible on WhatsApp, since it is private-based, and groups are limited to 

256 members. This was also the case with trainee Gaber, whose interest in Arabic 

literature led him to use Twitter as a platform on which to discuss the topic with the wider 

community: 

I use Twitter to practice my hobby. I am interested in Arabic 

literature, so I always have discussions with Arabic authors 

on Twitter. (TT Gaber) 

On Twitter, he was able to reach people of different Arabic backgrounds and cultures and 

from different Arabic countries and so communicate with people beyond his own 

environment and people of status sharing his interests. This is again not possible to do on 

WhatsApp. Therefore, the unconstrained possibility of practicing their hobbies was a 

motivating factor of the teacher trainees’ active use of the public-based VSN Twitter.  

In addition, some trainees reported constraints that affected their use of Twitter. For 

instance, trainee Bander stated that impoliteness of others on the platform inhibited his 

use: 

TT Bander: Mainly, I use WhatsApp because I need it, 

unlike any other application such as 

Twitter or Instagram. For example, I 

think that Twitter is not organized. 

Interviewer: How is this? 

TT Bander: Everyone replies on Twitter impolitely, 

even people started to gossip about how 

someone replied to another one 

impolitely, and so on. 
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Since Twitter is generally more publicly based, it could sometimes be difficult to control. 

Issues of impoliteness on posts are commonplace with such an open tool, and this could 

constrain teacher trainees’ agency on Twitter to a certain extent so that they might not 

feel comfortable using it, especially if they use their real names. Hence, this could account 

for their using nicknames when participating on Twitter, allowing them to avoid pressure 

from certain people that could constrain their activity. 

Overall, the teacher trainees’ perceptions of the affordances provided by public-based 

VSNs differed from their perceptions of those provided by a private-based VSN with 

respect to community practice. In a public-based VSN, the teacher trainees’ environment 

was expanded in that they could use it as an official platform to share their opinions with 

the wider community or with people beyond their own context, and sometimes they 

would communicate using an anonymous account to hide their identities, while others 

would use it to indulge their hobbies or browse the daily news. Although this was viewed 

as a positive by some of the teacher trainees, not all shared the same values, thus possibly 

explaining their preference for private-based over public-based VSNs (as shown in Figure 

4.3).  

To sum up, VSN types and features, played an important role in enabling the teacher 

trainees to exercise agency. Their actions derived from using VSNs arose primarily from 

their features that were used as affordances to enhance their connection with their 

communities and also with their wider community, especially for the public-based VSN. 

Analysis of the data revealed that the teacher trainees divided their overall community 

into two circles, with respect to their activities on VSNs. The first circle consisted of their 

close community members, including friends, relatives, and family. The interviews 

indicated that they preferred to use a private-based VSN to connect to close community 

members whereas they preferred a public-based VSN to interact with members of the 

second circle, the wider community which included the entire society and communities 

from other backgrounds (see Figure 4.6). Hence, it could be concluded that the closer the 

circle to the teacher trainee, the closer it was in facilitating activity, and the more likely 

it was to produce stable behavior with respect to the innovation’s use.  
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Figure 4.6: Community circles from the teacher trainees' perspective 
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with respect to this activity (see Figure 4.7), thus indicating a highly positive attitude on 

their part. The qualitative data, based on interviews and the comment section of the 

questionnaire, confirmed this positive attitude. Overall, the teacher trainees cited three 

uses of VSNs in English language learning and teaching. They used VSNs a) to enhance 

their English language achievements, b) to overcome negative emotions experienced 

when speaking English such as feelings of shyness and c) others perceived it as an 

innovative tool that afforded them with an alternative environment to practice and learn 

English.  

Figure 4.7: Advantages of VSN for English language learning 
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1992). This dissatisfaction might have motivated the teacher trainees to use VSN as an 

alternative environment to overcome this constraint, as in the following comments: 

In our society, we have few who speak English, however, by 

using VSN you will be able to improve your English language 

through interacting with English speakers. (questionnaire 

item 25) 

 
Because you have to practice the English language with 

others to acquire it and in VSN you have an actual way to 

practice English. (questionnaire item 25) 

In the first comment, the teacher trainee exhibited dissatisfaction with the environment. 

However, the features of VSN created a new channel for him to exercise more agency in 

learning English by practicing with native English speakers. This was supported by the 

second comment, in which the teacher trainee appraised VSN in initiating “an actual way 

to practice English” referring to the virtual VSN environment. Furthermore, TT Hamad 

also reported that VSN created an innovative virtual environment that facilitated his 

learning: 

It is now easier for a learner to get more information than 

before. Now, you can login to any VSN and learn from it, 

books are not the only sources of information anymore. Now, 

you have a greater chance to learn and improve your speaking 

and writing skills, I mean that the 2 hours of in-class 

lecture are not enough. (TT Hamad) 

Indeed, learning a language requires a lot more effort than just two hours. However, the 

VSN virtual environment made obtaining information easier and made it available all the 

time. The VSN enabled him to access collaborative learning in the VSN environment, 

rather than depending solely on books. Hence, the features of VSN facilitated his decision 

to actively use it in learning English.   

The various learning resources afforded by a VSN’s virtual learning environment were 

also found to foster the teacher trainees’ activity in English learning. In this environment, 

the teacher trainees had the option to learn English in the way they preferred and to avoid 
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the learning resources that they did not like, thereby allowing them to enhance their 

English language achievements, as this comment demonstrates: 

I follow accounts on Twitter and Instagram that post 

vocabulary daily. It helps me gain new vocabulary words or 

be reminded of ones that I already know. Also, interacting 

with foreign people improves the language as does watching 

and listening to English videos or audios. VSN gives you a 

variety of these so you could watch and listen to anything 

you like. I hate news and documentaries but I love watching 

movies, series, YouTube programs, vlogs, tutorials, and 

songs, all in English. VSN really developed my language. 

(questionnaire item 29) 

Worth noting in the above comment, where the trainee stated that the VSN afforded him 

a variety of learning resources, is his comment on the help it provided him in developing 

his capability of speaking English. The trainee revealed his feelings toward the learning 

resources available to him in VSN; he liked learning from YouTube videos and vlogs but 

hated news and documentaries. The affordances provided him by the VSN helped him 

develop his language skills in ways that met his learning preferences.   

Other trainees appraised the affordances of VSN’s virtual environment in relation to their 

use of the technology. The technology itself influenced and motivated them to engage in 

English language learning. For example: 

All the English skills are being taught through technology 

now as the traditional method is no longer effective. 

(questionnaire item 25) 

While others cited its features in reducing the effort required in learning the language: 

Using VSN reduces effort and facilitates access toward 

learning the English language in various ways. 

(questionnaire item 25) 
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Finally, others cited the features it gave them to use it anywhere and anytime as valuable: 

Because it is very easy, it makes the learning available 

anytime and it is not boring. (questionnaire item 25) 

 
The easiest way (in your home), interesting (because of the 

apps), fast way (because of the internet). (questionnaire 

item 29) 

4.4.1.2 Moving virtual contexts from public- to private-based VSNs 

Another interesting theme that emerged from the trainee responses was their preference 

for using a private-based VSN over a public-based one to practice English. In my 

interview with trainee Khalid, he noted that he used Twitter to look for WhatsApp groups 

in order to learn English, as shown below: 

Interviewer: Don’t you have groups on WhatsApp? 

TT Khalid: Yes, I have a group for English. 

Interviewer: For learning English? 

TT Khalid: Yes, even its name is “English”. 

Interviewer: So, do you know the members? 

TT Khalid: No, they added me as I requested to join 

on Twitter, as I follow many accounts for 

learning English on Twitter. 

Interviewer: How many members are there in the WhatsApp 

group? 

TT Khalid: The maximum number of members, which is a 

100 members. 

Interviewer: So, have you benefitted from it? 

TT Khalid: Yes, well. There are English conversations 

and voice tracks. 

He had earlier related how he follows many accounts on Twitter to enhance his English 

learning, but for practicing English, he said he prefers to be invited on WhatsApp, 

possibly because of the features found in the WhatsApp environment. In WhatsApp, 
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tracking a conversation in English is easier than on Twitter. In addition, such features of 

WhatsApp as its closed platform, video, image sharing, and voice tracks, in which the 

trainees could share and showcase their abilities to speak another language, made this 

virtual environment appealing to them (Aburezeq & Ishtaiwa, 2013; Susilo, 2014). All in 

all, the teacher trainees were aware of the potential advantages of WhatsApp, thereby 

increasing their sense of agency toward it.  

More specifically, the following comment shows that the speaker perceived WhatsApp 

as affording him a collaborative learning environment in which to enhance his English 

learning: 

Interviewer: Would you accept it if you had a WhatsApp 

group for your class? 

TT Dawood: We already have a WhatsApp group for class 

students, and it is beneficial for us. 

Interviewer: So, what do you discuss in the group?  

TT Dawood: We share anything we have or whatever we 

miss in the lecture. Also, we remind each 

other of assignment submission dates. 

The teacher trainee in this comment perceived the VSN’s environment as fostering 

autonomous learning that was more socially oriented and helped him shift his learning 

from being teacher-centered to learner-centered, not just for the English language but also 

for their studies in general. These autonomous learning opportunities may have motivated 

the trainees to actively seek to learn English. The features of WhatsApp which gave them 

a virtual environment they could use regardless of time or place motivated them to 

increase their efforts to learn English.  

4.4.1.3 Overcoming emotional barriers 

Moreover, the features of VSN could act as affordances that could prevent a teacher 

trainee from experiencing such negative emotions as lack of confidence that could 

constrain his actions in the physical environment. Many teacher trainees could experience 

feelings of shyness when speaking English in the physical environment, possibly because 
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they are doing so in an EFL environment where practicing English might be difficult due 

to the lack of resources (Alrabai, 2014). This could, in turn, negatively influence their 

acquisition of English skills, thereby reducing their confidence and generating anxiety 

(Al-Khairy, 2013). TT Ismail reported experiencing this issue during his studies: 

TT Ismail: I noticed that students who study a 

Bachelor of English Language are good in 

writing, but they still need to improve 

their speaking skills. 

Interviewer: Why is this? 

TT Ismail: Because they don’t practice speaking. Once 

before, my English teacher asked me a 

question and I couldn’t answer him in 

English, so I answered it in Arabic and he 

laughed at me. He asked me why I couldn’t 

answer in English, although he spoke 

English all the time. I told him that I 

needed some more time to form the question 

in my mind first. 

The situation that TT Ismail went through might have decreased his confidence level to 

speak English, thus constraining his activity. Although it is not explicitly stated in the 

quote, it could be indicated from his emotion where he stated, “he laughed at me”. This 

situation might limit him from actively engaging in the physical in-class environment to 

avoid embarrassing moments. This situation that TT Ismail has gone through might 

explain why the other teachers preferred to use VSN for practicing speaking, whereby 

they could raise their confidence and keep practicing and improving their English 

language, as demonstrated in the following few comments:  

Practicing your language with English speakers through VSN 

really helps, because you will not be ashamed of making 

mistakes. (questionnaire item 25) 
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It helps you to gain the confidence that you need to 

communicate and interact with others in English. 

(questionnaire item 29) 

 

You can say anything you like without feeling stressed or 

ashamed. In my opinion, I think I cannot improve my English 

skills without VSN. (questionnaire item 29) 

 

It removes the shyness phobia. (questionnaire item 29) 

From these comments, it could be inferred that a VSN had already become part of most 

of the teacher trainees’ learning processes. It had helped them build their confidence, 

which in turn encouraged them to be active in learning English. Their increased 

confidence might have enabled them to do so, as indicated in the third comment. This 

statement apparently indicated greater feelings of freedom to speak English without being 

inhibited by feelings of anxiety or lack of confidence.  

4.4.1.4 VSN resistance 

While their attitude toward using a VSN for learning English was clearly positive, a few 

participants reported negative experiences in using it for this purpose. Although in the 

minority, these trainees did not believe in using technology for learning English, possibly 

due to the negative effect of the EFL environment in a Saudi context. Their past failures 

in language learning due to context may have generated a negative attitude toward 

learning English in an EFL environment in general. The following comments imply this: 

You cannot acquire a language unless you are forced to 

practice it. (questionnaire item 25) 

  

Language cannot be acquired unless you practice it while 

traveling. I studied English in university for four years 

and I took an English language course for two years before 

the university and I still have not acquired the language. 

(questionnaire item 25) 
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One interpretation of the first comment is that the trainee believed that the language could 

only be acquired by being physically present in the language’s native country, where he 

would be forced to speak it, a perception which the second comment supports. Another 

possible interpretation is that, because he was in an EFL environment, he did not have to 

speak the language, indicating a lack of motivation due to environmental constraints. 

Thus, both types of VSNs might not be perceived to be useful by this teacher trainee. 

Overall, the trainees’ attitudes toward VSN’s affordances were highly positive, as 

indicated from the survey and also the qualitative data. Most of the teacher trainees had 

already had experience using VSN for English learning and teaching. The VSN’s virtual 

environment and its features were used by the trainees as affordances that enabled their 

actions to improve their English achievements and provided an environment not restricted 

to time and place. In this way, it reduced their efforts by facilitating access to information, 

fostering collaborative learning, and eliminating and overcoming negative emotions, and 

so was perceived as an innovative tool motivating their decision to use it to enhance their 

English language learning. Their use of VSN for English language learning and teaching 

constituted attempts to overcome environmental constraints to develop their English 

language competency in this context.  

4.4.2 PYP students’ attitudes toward VSN  

In this section, the PYP participants’ attitudes and their initial perceptions of the use of 

VSNs as an affordance to enhance their agency is investigated through analysis of the 

student responses to the classroom scenarios survey. As mentioned in the methodology 

chapter, the classroom scenarios are stories that were created for each type of VSN 

(private- and public-based VSNs) to explore the PYP students’ attitudes towards them as 

if they were being used in their classrooms. The PYP students were asked to rate their 

reaction to each scenario with a 4-point scale (definitely not fit, probably not fit, probably 

fit and definitely fit) based on whether the situation seemed to fit their learning style. At 

the end of the survey, participants were asked to choose one and comment on their most 

preferred scenario. The VSNs where chosen based on their popularity, as shown in Figure 

3.1 in the methodology chapter. As shown in Figure 4.8, all scenarios were associated 
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with a positive attitude toward VSN and its various applications. The analysis of the data 

will be presented in this section proceeding from most preferred to least preferred 

scenario. 

Figure 4.8: Rating scale for VSN (n=84) 

 

4.4.2.1 WhatsApp scenarios 

Three WhatsApp scenarios were created and named in sequential order, i.e., WhatsApp 

Scenario One, Two, and Three. Each scenario added a new learning style that the students 

could possibly follow in their English learning. The students’ most preferred scenario out 

of the three WhatsApp scenarios was Scenario One, while the least preferred was 

Scenario Two. Overall, all three of WhatsApp scenarios were among the top preferred 

scenarios as shown in Figure 4.9 when the students were asked to choose one VSN that 

they prefer to use, including WhatsApp Scenario One (WSO), WhatsApp Scenario Two 

(WST) and WhatsApp Scenario Three (WSTH).  
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Figure 4.9: Most preferred scenarios 

 

4.4.2.1.1 WhatsApp scenario one 

The main characteristic of WhatsApp Scenario One was voluntary participation in 

learning English in an environment where the students were not forced to participate and 

little effort was required to participate in the WhatsApp group. The scenario also included 

collaborative learning, especially for exams and homework, the areas students are 

typically the most focused on. The scenario is as follows: 

Fahd is studying the English language. In order to motivate himself to learn he made a 

WhatsApp group with his classmates. His intention is to create a study environment 

with other students to discuss their homework and exams. Also to practice their English 

language from time to time. 

WhatsApp scenario one 

WSO was the most preferred of the three WhatsApp scenarios. Analysis of the rating 
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their learning styles was 37 (44%). Overall, the majority, 75 out of 84 (89.2%) 

participants, agreed that WSO could fit their learning style. 

The reason they gave for their preference for WSO emerged from their response to their 

choices in the comment section. Here, participants indicated they preferred using 

WhatsApp because they viewed the tool as being comfortable and easy to use and because 

of the frequency with which WhatsApp is used in a Saudi society, all of which motivated 

them to use it. In addition, the students reported that the scenario also enhanced 

collaborative learning of the English language. The following comments are 

representative of others: 

WhatsApp is used on a daily basis and it is in the hands of 

everyone, also it is the easiest and fastest tool to use 

among other social media. 

In the following comment, the student also added that he felt it enhances collaborative 

learning: 

There will be a lot of cooperation because the application 

is widely and actively used in society. I think if it is 

used for conversation among the students themselves in the 

English language, their skills will improve. 

While the next comment emphasizes more its collaborative learning, as shown: 

The student will be able to ask or inquire from his 

classmates about anything he didn't understand. 

What could be noted from their quotes is that most of them appraised WhatsApp’s 

frequent use in the society which makes it closer to them to use than any other VSN. For 

example: 

All WhatsApp scenarios, because WhatsApp is close to me and 

easy to use, also I use WhatsApp a lot. 

What could also be argued from the participants’ preference for this scenario, is that it 

did not require them to do extra work on their studies and so did not add to their feelings 

of pressure from their existing educational workload. Instead, it acted as a facilitator to 

their learning by organizing their collaborative learning and helping them learn from their 
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classmates, thereby reducing study pressure that might act as a constraint on their activity. 

The use of WhatsApp in the daily life of the participants operated as an affordance that 

could possibly raise the participants’ agency to take advantage of this tool for their 

learning.  

4.4.2.1.2 WhatsApp scenario three 

The second most preferred WhatsApp scenario shown in Figure 4.9 was WhatsApp 

Scenario Three, which was more highly focused on collaborative learning of the English 

language, thus emphasizing learning vocabulary and practicing the English language as 

the following description indicates: 

Hamad is studying the English language, and he’s struggling with memorizing 

vocabulary. When he learns a word today he forgets it the next day. To solve this issue, 

he decided to create a WhatsApp group with his classmates to practice the new 

vocabulary. He thinks that practicing the new vocabulary words with his classmates 

will help him memorize them better. 

WhatsApp scenario three 

The rating scale for WSTH was also very positive. Out of 84 respondents, 29 (34.9%) 

perceived it as “definitely fitting” their learning styles, and another 40 (48.1%) 

participants viewed it as “probably fitting” their learning styles. Thus, overall, 69 out of 

the 84 (83.1%) participants preferred this scenario for their learning styles.  

The participants’ preferences of WSTH was associated with similar themes to WSO, with 

the former being preferred primarily because of the scenario’s collaborative aspect that 

the tool provided, for example: 

Because cooperation is very successful. Establishing a group 

in WhatsApp to memorize vocabulary is very important to 

better learn the English language, especially how to 

pronounce and write the words. I think it is the best option. 

 
Because we are using WhatsApp! 
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What emerged further from the participants is the use of smartphones as follows: 

Because it will give me the motivation to memorize, and my 

smartphone is always with me so I will be able to memorize 

anywhere, otherwise I always forget to study my vocabulary. 

The use of smartphones was perceived by the participant as an affordance that could aid 

him in producing more actions. The advantage of this is that it enables him to study 

anytime and anywhere. By being unconstrained by time and place using the smartphone, 

he could be motivated to study English. Overall, WSTH is nonetheless ranked lower than 

WSO. The difference in the participants’ attitudes regarding the two scenarios could be 

accounted for by WSTH’s primary focus on learning the English language whereas WSO 

had multiple learning goals, not restricted to learning English or increasing their English 

vocabulary. Thus, there are more advantages of WSO than WSTH since they could also 

use it to cooperate for other subjects. 

4.4.2.1.3 WhatsApp scenario two 

Finally, WST was the least preferred scenario out of the three WhatsApp scenarios. As 

with WSTH, WST was focused on collaborative learning of the English language. 

However, WST required more effort on the part of the students, such as posting stories 

weekly. The scenario was as follows: 

Abdulrahman is studying the English language, and in order for him to improve his 

reading, grammar and vocabulary as fast as he can, he posts short stories weekly on 

WhatsApp and discusses them with his classmates through their WhatsApp group. His 

aim is to extend his English language learning through discussing what he has learnt 

from the short stories. 

WhatsApp scenario two 

Although WST was the least preferred scenario, it was the fourth most preferred scenario 

overall, as indicated by Figure 4.9. Moreover, the analysis of the rating scale in Figure 

4.8 showed that its ranking is the third in terms of the number of students who rated it as 
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definitely or probably fit, where 21 (25.3%) participants thought that WST would 

“definitely fit” their learning styles, while 43 (51.8%) indicated that WST would 

“probably fit” their learning styles. Overall, 65 out of the 83 (77.1%) participants agreed 

that WST would fit their learning styles which makes it ranked the third among the most 

rated scenarios.  

The quantitative data showed similar responses to the previous WhatsApp scenarios in 

appraising its usage in the society, such as:  

A lot of students are using the WhatsApp VSN and it is 

especially useful for writing.  

However, the participants also in this scenario appraised the features of WhatsApp as in 

the following quote:  

Because he used the easiest social media tool that is 

extremely popular and also through this VSN he can view all 

the media such as pictures and videos. 

The combination of ease of use and the ability to share and view media such as pictures 

and video added strengths to WhatsApp more than the other VSN platforms. These 

features could have complemented each other and operated as affordances that could 

facilitate the students’ activity in learning English. In other words, it is not only about the 

platform being easy to use but also the other features it includes that support the level of 

easiness. These factors work together in order to produce acceptance of the innovation by 

the participants.  

Even though WST had positive responses from the participants, relative to WSO and 

WSTH, it was the least preferred. The reason could be because WST required the students 

to expend more effort in using the VSN’s tools, thereby reducing their motivation to use 

these tools. For example, having to post short stories weekly and having the students 

discuss these stories with their classmates increased the already heavy educational 

workload the students carried. Thus, it is important that the use of VSN in the class does 

not conflict with the students’ interests in how they would like to use VSN and that it 

should not add more effort on them to use it.  
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4.4.2.1.4 WhatsApp’s disadvantages 

Even though the WhatsApp scenarios were viewed as highly positive, as shown by both 

the quantitative and qualitative data, there were a few negative responses towards them. 

Those participants who did not prefer the WhatsApp scenarios stated that it was because 

they were mainly concerned about the supervision of the WhatsApp group, as in: 

I do not think students will respond a lot since the teacher 

is not part of the learning process. 

 

Because making a group on WhatsApp with the students without 

the presence of the teacher may not develop the language, 

because the language level of the students is about the 

same. 

 

His method does not suit me because it does not enhance the 

students’ writing skills. Writing is the basis of learning 

and without a professional teacher who would oversee the 

group the benefits for the group will be very minimal. 

The teacher’s role is very important in mediating and facilitating activity and 

communication in language learning. The participants might have thought that a 

WhatsApp group without the teacher’s role would not make it a meaningful group for 

learning. The teacher role in mediating communication, and bringing activities and 

motivation to the students is a crucial part in enhancing the students’ activity in VSNs, as 

was found during the implementation stage discussed in Chapters Five and Six. 

Therefore, the student use of the innovation alone cannot guarantee that the affordance 

will be effective, but also how the teacher uses and makes an advantage of it (van Lier, 

2004).  

Overall, all the participants’ responses to the WhatsApp scenarios indicated a positive 

attitude toward WhatsApp’s use in the language classroom. The PYP students were 

familiar with WhatsApp due to its frequent use in the society, which enhanced their 

preference for the platform for language learning. In addition, the students valued the 
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features of WhatsApp in being easy to use with the ability to share photos and videos, 

thus providing them with a comfortable collaborative learning environment. There were 

minimal negative responses, and those students who were negative did not completely 

reject the WhatsApp innovation but were concerned about the teacher’s role within the 

group to support and motivate their English language learning.  

4.4.2.2 Twitter scenarios 

The next preferred scenarios involved public-based VSNs, particularly Twitter. Two 

scenarios were created for Twitter, Twitter Scenario One (TSO) and Twitter Scenario 

Two (TST). Each scenario presented the students with a new learning method that they 

could hypothetically apply in their classrooms. The Twitter scenario that received the 

most attention was TSO, which was ranked as the fourth preferred scenario of all the 

scenarios. It was followed by TST as the fifth most highly ranked scenario. 

4.4.2.2.1 Twitter scenario one 

TSO was aimed at students who might have had difficulties approaching the teacher out 

of class. It afforded them a virtual environment where they could have the opportunity to 

ask the teacher questions through Twitter at any time and anonymously. The scenario was 

as follows:  

Omar is studying English grammar and he is a shy student who may not want to 

approach his teacher after class or during office hours to ask a question about a 

grammar point he didn’t understand. So, his teacher created a Twitter account and 

had all the students “Follow” his account so that they could ask questions freely and 

anonymously. Omar now is comfortable asking any questions about grammar and 

can more easily enhance his competence in English grammar. 

Twitter scenario one 

With respect to TSO’s ranking in the quantitative data, 31 (37.3%) of the participants 

perceived TSO as “definitely fitting” their learning styles, while 29 (34.9%) indicated 
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that it would “probably fit” into their learning styles. Therefore, a total of 60 out of the 

83 (72.2%) participants reported that TSO would either “definitely fit” or would 

“probably fit” into their learning styles, thereby demonstrating a positive attitude toward 

the affordances offered by TSO.  

Although their attitude toward TSO was positive, their rankings were nonetheless lower 

than the first and third WhatsApp scenarios, possibly due to the increased characteristics 

that WhatsApp provides, particularly its frequent use in Saudi society, which might have 

had a high influence on the students’ preferences. In addition, accessibility to the 

WhatsApp platform is relatively easier and faster than to Twitter. The teacher trainees 

also exhibited a preference for WhatsApp; the trainees stated that they were leaving 

Twitter and beginning to use WhatsApp because they were more comfortable with its 

characteristics. 

Their positive and negative attitudes toward Twitter were further explored through the 

qualitative data, which revealed the details behind the participants’ views of TSO. The 

participants ranked this scenario first mainly because its virtual environment helped some 

deal with the shyness they experienced when speaking English in the classroom. The 

following comments made by participants illustrate further their reasons for preferring 

TSO and are representative of others:   

This method gives space to the shy students who cannot ask 

questions in front of their classmates, so by doing this 

scenario the shy student can ask the teacher questions 

comfortably without shyness. 

 

Because some of the students, including me, are very shy 

because of some of the students who are misbehaving by 

bullying us. 

This scenario was preferred mostly by those students who were anxious about 

participating in class due to weak English skills or fear of making mistakes, which could 

have resulted in their being bullied by their fellow students (Alrabai, 2014). Therefore, 

they preferred TSO since it was producing less anxiety for them since participation could 
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be anonymous and voluntary, thus creating more room for them to exercise agency in 

learning English.  

Another group of participants preferred TSO because they viewed it as an innovative, 

easy-to-use tool that allowed them to communicate with the teacher regardless of time or 

place and without disturbing the teacher, who could also log on at any time to review 

student tweets. The following comments evidence this: 

Because you will be able to communicate with the teacher 

anywhere and anytime, also it facilities communication. 

 

Twitter is easy to use and much more comfortable for the 

teachers and students and it relies on modern technology. 

 

Because Twitter is available for all students and the 

teacher does not get annoyed from the messages because it 

is through tweets and not chatting. 

The features of Twitter mentioned by these participants were the same as those the other 

participants mentioned with respect to WhatsApp, as discussed in the WhatsApp section. 

However, the majority preferred WhatsApp over Twitter. Thus, although Twitter was 

viewed as easy to access, the WhatsApp’s level of ease was perceived as still better, 

helping to facilitate agentic systems to engage in learning English with the use of the 

innovation to achieve their goals. Therefore, a valid conclusion from these findings is that 

a VSN’s level of accessibility influences user preference for it, particularly within an 

educational context. Overall, the participants’ attitudes toward TSO were positive due to 

its being an innovative tool that facilities communication between teacher and students 

and that helps them overcome their shyness. 

4.4.2.2.2 Twitter scenario two 

The fifth preferred scenario was TST, which participants also viewed positively. TST 

apparently provided greater opportunities for the students to inquire about things they did 

not understand during lectures. As with the previous Twitter-based scenario, the 
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anonymity inherent in the platform provided shy students with a better opportunity to 

participate. Twitter Scenario Two was as follows: 

Khalid is an English teacher that teaches reading and grammar. He wants to incorporate 

hashtags during classroom time as another option to encourage students to tweet questions to 

the teacher. He used this method to ensure that students don't interrupt the teacher while he is 

talking and to provide an opportunity for all students to participate. He also made all 

participation anonymous so that the shy students would feel more comfortable asking 

questions. 

Twitter scenario two 

Student attitudes toward TST were positive, as indicated by the quantitative data, in which 

25 (30.1%) of the participants perceived TST as “definitely fitting” in their learning styles 

with 32 (38.5%) indicating that the scenario would “probably fit” into their learning 

styles. Thus, a total of 57 out of the 83 (68.6%) participants exhibited a positive attitude 

toward TST. The participants’ preference of TSO over TST could be attributed to the fact 

that TSO was designed for out-of-classroom learning while TST was designed for in-

class learning. Thus, participants seemed to exhibit a preference for using technology in 

general and Twitter in particular for out-of-class learning, which afforded them a virtual 

environment with which to connect with the teacher outside the classroom since this is 

what they are lacking most in their learning process.  

The findings derived from the qualitative data for the PYP students’ attitudes toward TST 

did not differ from those concerning TSO. Most of the participants expressed a preference 

for this type of scenario since it reduced such negative emotions as shyness when they 

were participating in using English, demonstrating that shyness could be an issue that 

many PYP students face, as evidenced by these comments: 

It motivates the students in an innovative and effective 

way, especially for the shy students. 

In the second and third comments, the students cited shyness as the main issue that 

constrained their behavior in learning English. Therefore, these students expressed their 
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preference for this scenario, because it would have allowed them to overcome the shyness 

that constrained them from learning English: 

Because shyness is the main reason that students have weak 

skills in the English language. 

 

Because he gave a space for the shy students to participate 

and in my view, the biggest obstacle in learning the English 

language is shyness. 

Anxiety is one of the main issues that the students in an EFL environment encounter and 

is one of the main reasons for the students’ weak achievements in English language (Al-

Khairy, 2013; Alqahtani, 2011; Alrabai, 2014). By overcoming anxiety, the participants 

could have a better opportunity to be active in the classroom. The use of Twitter out of 

classroom through anonymous names potentially has positive advantages in engaging the 

students with their learning.   

4.4.2.2.3 Twitter disadvantages 

Even though the participants had positive attitudes toward the Twitter scenarios, some 

negative attitudes were nonetheless expressed. The participants who nominated TST as 

the least preferred scenario mentioned one common theme that rendered this scenario 

uncomfortable for them, that the use of smartphones during lectures could distract them 

from focusing on the lecture. Although the scenario itself did not suggest using 

smartphones to access Twitter, the participants nonetheless mentioned smartphones as 

the only constraint that would prevent them from using this tool in the scenario. The 

participants’ attachment to smartphones was shown in the comments given below:  

Because using smartphones during lecture will distract the 

student from focusing on the lecture. 

 

Because no one will open the smartphones during the lecture 

as most students will be distracted from the main goal of 

learning. 
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Because it is not appropriate to use smartphones in the 

classroom as this will distract students. 

In general, the PYP students’ attitudes toward the Twitter scenarios were positive as 

indicated by both the quantitative and qualitative data. The students preferred TSO over 

TST, thus indicating their preference for using Twitter outside of class. TST’s 

disadvantage from the perceptions of the students was that it might include using 

smartphones during the lecture, a behavior they feared would distract them from learning.  

4.4.2.3 Least preferred scenarios 

The scenarios based on Facebook and Instagram (categorized as public-based VSNs), 

consisting of Facebook Scenario One (FSO), Facebook Scenario Two (FST), and the 

Instagram Scenario (IGS), were the least preferred scenarios and were ranked 

comparably, as shown in Figure 4.9. FSO was designed for out-of-class activities focused 

primarily on improving a student’s reading skills through the student himself posting a 

short paragraph with three questions to classmates following his Facebook page. The 

scenario was as follows: 

Mohammad is studying English reading skills. So, to improve his reading, he asked the teacher 

to create a Facebook page for the students to follow and the teacher made an activity for 

Mohammad and his classmates in which each student is asked to post a paragraph each week 

about a certain topic that’s decided by the teacher. Then the student who posted the paragraph 

is required to post three questions related to the paragraph. His classmates should answer the 

student’s questions weekly. 

Facebook scenario one 
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As with FSO, FST’s purpose was to improve student reading skills. However, in this 

scenario, the activity was teacher-driven: 

Faisal is a reading skills teacher; each week he posts paragraphs on Facebook and asks the 

students questions related to what they have read in the paragraph. He usually allows the 

students to work in groups through their Facebook page and each group is required to answer 

3 to 4 questions and post the answers on the comments section for feedback. 

Facebook scenario two 

Lastly, the Instagram scenario focused primarily on student-centered out-of-class 

learning. In this scenario, students would learn English collaboratively through Instagram 

by posting short videos and images anytime they wanted, thus participating in a free 

learning environment such as WSO. The scenario was as follows: 

Sulaiman and his classmates want to learn new vocabulary and grammar collaboratively, so 

they decided to follow each other on Instagram, and each one is required to post an image daily 

or weekly that contains a new word or grammar point to his classmates to maximize their 

vocabulary and grammar learning. 

Instagram scenario one 

The analysis of the rating scale revealed that these scenarios were least preferred by the 

PYP students. Only 18 (21.6%) and 12 (14.4%) participants rated FSO and FST as 

“definitely fitting” their learning styles, respectively; the Instagram scenario was 

perceived as a “definite fit” by only 18 (21.6%) of the participants. A slightly higher 

number of participants perceived the scenarios as “probably a fit” for their learning styles 

for all of these scenarios: 26 (31.3%) for FSO, 34 (40.96%) for FST, and 25 (30.1%) for 

the IS. While these numbers are lower than for the other scenarios, the total number of 

participants who believed that these scenarios would fit into their learning styles 

nonetheless indicated a positive attitude: 44 (53%) for FSO, 46 (55.4%) for FST, and 43 

(51.8%) for the IS.  
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With respect to FSO, the qualitative data indicated that neither Facebook as a platform 

nor its scenarios interested them for use in their studies. They perceived Facebook as an 

uninteresting VSN to use due to its limited use in the society as a whole and its difficulty 

to navigate. In addition, the scenario was viewed as increasing the effort required of the 

students, causing them to resist its use due to the already heavy workload they carried, as 

shown below: 

Because no one is using Facebook and we feel that methods 

like this will make us feel like it is homework, so it is 

useless. 

The Facebook scenario apparently would be like doing “homework,” a reference to the 

increased pressure that this scenario would have added to their studies. In the second and 

third comments, the participants clearly indicated that they would not be interested in 

Facebook due to its limited use in their culture, as shown in the following comments: 

Boring. Kind of difficult. Facebook is bad. 

 

Because nobody uses Facebook anymore. Only a few students 

have Facebook accounts. 

As for FST, the PYP participants expressed a slight preference for it over FSO, since that 

scenario required the teacher himself to post the paragraph with the students’ roles only 

to answer the questions posted by the teacher, thus, providing less work and pressure on 

them. However, they still cited the same issue as discussed earlier; Facebook is not 

frequently used within Saudi society: 

The application is old and not used. I think most students 

will not actively participate. And if they are active they 

will depend on one student. 

As for Instagram, the feedback for this scenario was less negative than for the Facebook 

scenarios. However, the participants still perceived it as an unsuitable virtual environment 

for learning due to its limited features, in particular in allowing only pictures and very 

short videos to be posted, which might not fulfill their learning needs. For example: 
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Because in Instagram you only use images, so some students 

might not be able to recognize the mistake. 

In addition to the features, the privacy issue was cited by the participants as an obstacle 

in using it for English learning, for example: 

Instagram is not suitable for these kinds of topics, and 

some people lock their Instagram page to maintain privacy. 

Another theme indicated that the previous perception of Instagram and its use for 

entertainment purposes made it inherently less suitable for the serious purpose of 

education:  

The Instagram technology is popular now but it is only about 

pictures, some of it is useful but it has now become a tool 

for entertainment only. 

In general, the features of Instagram and Facebook were perceived by the participants to 

fail to create a virtual environment that could enable their activity in English learning. 

The lack of use of Facebook in the society, the difficulty of use and its limited features 

for learning played a crucial role in reducing participants’ preference of both scenarios 

toward using it for English learning. The previous perception of Instagram as an 

entertainment tool, made it less favored for the purpose of learning. 

4.4.3 Accessibility to VSN  

Another interesting finding was with regard to the devices that the participants were most 

comfortable using when accessing VSNs. The survey revealed that the most common way 

they accessed VSNs was through a smartphone. For instance, as shown in Figure 4.10, 

the majority of the teacher trainees (93%) reported accessing VSN with a smartphone. 

The design of these VSN tools could explain the reasons for their attitudes, as most 

public- and private-based VSNs are designed for use on smartphones. Although they can 

still be accessed through PCs or laptops, the students were apparently more comfortable 

using them through smartphones. In addition, the availability and faster access of 

translator apps and the Internet access available on smartphones might have provided the 
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reason for the teacher trainees to prefer using smartphones over PCs to access VSNs. 

More importantly, the teacher trainees carry their smartphones with them at all times in 

their pockets, thus making access to VSN environments faster with a smartphone than 

with a PC or laptop and facilitating their agency in using these innovations in learning 

English. 

Figure 4.10: Devices used to access VSN 

 

4.5 Summary 

This chapter presented the results obtained by analyzing the data on both the teacher 

trainees’ and the PYP students to investigate the nature and roles of VSN as an innovative 

tool for learning and teaching the English language. In summary, the features of VSNs 

complement each other to provide an effective affordance that could enhance the learners’ 

agency for English learning. From the analysis of the teacher trainees’ questionnaire and 

interviews and the PYP participants’ classroom scenarios, it became clear that the 

participants perceive different roles for each VSN, depending on its type (private- or 

public-based), its features and how the EFL learners perceive it for English learning. Both 

the teacher trainees, and the PYP students seem to prefer private-based over public-based 

VSN for English learning possibly due to its closed environment, increased features (e.g., 

video, and photo sharing), ease of use and most importantly its frequent use in their 
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current community which positively influenced their adoption and acceptance of this type 

of VSN for English learning. These characteristics of the private-based VSN provided 

opportunities for the participants to overcome some of the constraints that were limiting 

their agency such as anxiety in practicing English face to face and provided them with 

affordances to enhance their English learning such as collaborative learning. The role of 

the teacher in VSN was raised by the participants to be an important factor to take full 

advantage of VSN. Other factors such as the less effort required to use VSN could play a 

crucial role toward the implementation success of VSN for English learning. Finally, 

smartphones were perceived as facilitating their access to VSNs’ virtual environments 

and consequently were found to play a significant role in facilitating participants’ activity 

for learning within these virtual environments. 
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 CHAPTER FIVE: TWITTER  

5.1 Overview 

This chapter presents the results focusing on students’ experiences and trajectory of 

Twitter use during the implementation and sustainability phases (Fullan, 1982, 2001, 

2007, 2016) in the EFL classroom to address the second research question. The data 

analyzed included responses to a survey employing 11 items using a five-point Likert 

scale with open-ended items appended. Other data consisted of transcripts of first-round 

individual interviews with 10 students, 10 post-project individual interviews and two 

focus group interviews with five students per group. Finally, photos, and observations of 

student engagement with Twitter also form an important part of the main instruments for 

data collection. The post-project questionnaire, interviews and focus group were 

conducted between the eleventh and twelfth weeks, while the first-round interviews were 

conducted in the second week of the implementation stage. Observations were carried out 

throughout the implementation stage. This chapter begins by presenting the story of the 

students’ use of Twitter over nine weeks and an overview of the findings, which are then 

analyzed in depth, beginning with its affordances and ending with its complexity and 

constraints.  

5.2 Learning Trajectory of Twitter Use Over Nine Weeks: The Story 

This section presents the trajectory of Preparatory Year Program (PYP) students’ agency 

and appraisals of their use of Twitter and how they used its features as affordances to 

produce activity throughout the nine weeks of the Twitter implementation phase in the 

classroom. Twitter was implemented in the second week of the second semester with 

Group Two students. Although it was the second semester, the majority of the students 

were new to PYP as they were recently admitted.  
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In the first item on the post-project questionnaire, students were asked to express their 

opinions about the use of Twitter in the class. Ten of the group students (40%) agreed 

that they liked learning with Twitter, with seven (28%) strongly agreeing. Another seven 

(28%) had neutral opinions regarding Twitter’s use in the classroom, and, finally, only 

one student disagreed with using Twitter. In summary, 17 out of 25 (68%) students 

confirmed that they liked learning with Twitter (M = 3.92, SD = .84). In addition to this, 

the majority of the students who attended the first-round interviews, the post-project 

individual interviews, and the focus groups interviews, expressed a positive attitude 

toward Twitter. Detailed findings of their attitudes are presented below, starting from the 

first week of its application and running through the ninth week, at which time their use 

of Twitter was observed to decline and they decided not to use it further. 

5.2.1 Applying Twitter  

In the first lecture of the first week on 1 February 2015, the students went to a computer 

lab for the Reading and Writing unit of the class. At the beginning of the lecture, during 

the first 20 minutes, I introduced myself to them as a PhD candidate and researcher and 

explained the study to them, including their right to withdraw at any time during the 

course of the research. I provided them with the information sheet and consent forms for 

collection and analysis of study data. I explained to them that they could use Twitter in 

the class (they could also use it outside of class but the main focus was using it in the 

class) to tweet their questions to the teacher. I instructed the students to use Twitter to ask 

any question related to English language relating to the current lecture, or any other past 

lectures. In the beginning, I noticed that the majority of the students were very keen to 

use Twitter in the class, even though they knew that they would not be assessed for their 

participation in the study, as noted in my researcher log below: 

I spoke with the dean, and he told me that PYP students at 

the main campus do not have participation marks. They are 

graded through exams and quizzes only. (Researcher log 29 

January 2015)  
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However, I observed that a small number were not initially interested but that they later 

became interested when they saw other students using Twitter. As reported in the first-

round interviews, their lack of interest could possibly be due to either their lack of 

knowledge as to how useful Twitter could be to them in learning English or their lack of 

experience using Twitter. Overall, the first lecture consisted primarily of an introduction 

to the study and technical support to those few students who did not already have Twitter 

accounts and then the teacher continued the lecture.  

In the second lecture of the first week, the teacher started by displaying the study unit on 

the projector, and the students exhibited positive attitudes toward Twitter. They 

immediately began using Twitter in the class to tweet questions to the teacher, who 

switched to Twitter whenever he had the chance to see questions, as shown in Figure 5.1. 

The students were highly engaged with their English learning, and, by the end of the 

lecture, a total of five questions had been posted on Twitter.  

Figure 5.1: Teacher switching to Twitter during the lecture7 

 

Most of the posted questions concerned English grammar, and they were all asked in 

English, some were related to the class and others were general questions that the students 

wanted to understand more. The English level was low of some of the questions. Although 

the students had been told that they could use Arabic to ask their questions and that I 

                                                 
7 The student’s faces are blurred for confidentiality purposes 
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would translate them for the non-Arabic speaking teacher, all the questions were written 

in English, indicating a positive attitude toward Twitter’s use (see Figure 5.2 for a sample 

of the questions). One of the students, Ruaished, commented on this point, saying: 

Well, what is the point of asking questions in Arabic, then? 

It is an English class, and I should get used to English. 

(Ruaished, 01088) 

Figure 5.2: Student questions on Twitter9 

 

In the last ten minutes of the class, the teacher began answering the questions one by one, 

making a point to look directly at each student when answering his question or requesting 

clarification of his question. However, this was the first constraint faced by the students; 

one of the students, Alkhuder, felt so anxious when the teacher asked him to clarify his 

question that he could not speak. Although the students were encouraged to use 

anonymous accounts to avoid such a situation, many of them at that time used their real 

names. Nevertheless, the question was not lost because others in the class spoke up to 

                                                 
8 The first number 01 refers to first-round interview, while the second number 08 refers to the students’ number in the interview's list  
9 Names are masked in red for confidentiality purposes 
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clarify Alkhuder’s question for the teacher, indicating that the action of asking a question 

was recognized as legitimate by the class who stepped in to take collective ownership of 

it on behalf of the student who had asked it (Researcher log 2 February 2015). Although 

this incident could have negatively influenced Alkhuder’s use of Twitter, he continued to 

post questions to the teacher after the teacher stopped addressing him when he began 

using an anonymous account, (reported in the post-project interview see Section 5.6.1) 

and became one of the most active on Twitter.  

On the Thursday lecture of the first week, Twitter proved its value to the students as 

attendance was higher than expected even though it was the last lecture of the last 

weekday, which students usually tend to skip, as reported by the teacher. In addition, 

more students were engaged in using Twitter than during the previous lecture and posed 

eight questions for the teacher to respond to, requiring him to take extra time to do so 

(Researcher log 5 February 2015). Overall, during the first week, many students were 

clearly engaged in using Twitter. 

5.2.2 Using Twitter 

In the second week, I continued to record observations. During this time, two uses of 

Twitter were observed that could have negatively affected students’ participation on the 

platform. The first was that, when answering questions, the teacher directly addressed the 

students who had asked them rather than addressing the group as a whole, increasing the 

students’ anxiety and so inhibiting their Twitter activity, where the students used it as an 

affordance to communicate with the teacher. In addition, during the lecture, some of the 

students were observed using the computers to play games (see Figure 5.3), and another 

was observed watching an animated video, as shown in Figure 5.4. Distracting students 

from their studies might be the first constraint observed of using Twitter in the computer 

lab. The second week was when inappropriate use of the computer lab began to appear.  
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Figure 5.3: One of the students using the computer to play games 

 

Figure 5.4: Another student watching animation during the lecture 

 

However, with respect to the positive aspects of Twitter’s usage, the teacher began to be 

more open to Twitter and even gave the students his private Twitter account so that they 

could ask him questions related to the unit. In contrast to Twitter’s initial use in the class, 

when the teacher was unsure of its potential benefits, his actions now might indicate a 

recognition of its benefits in teaching English. So, by allowing the students to contact him 
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through his private Twitter account, he was inviting them to approach closer to him 

outside of the classroom, as noted in the researcher’s diaries: 

The teacher became more accepting of Twitter. He gave the 

students his private Twitter account and started answering 

their questions even after class had been dismissed. 

(Researcher log 10 February 2015)  

The interview data proved useful in revealing the students’ responses to the manner in 

which the teacher was using Twitter. They reported that they felt uncomfortable when he 

directly addressed the student whose question he was answering. Therefore, I decided to 

talk to the teacher in regard to this issue as it was having a negative emotional impact on 

some of the students who were not using anonymous Twitter accounts and who had low 

English proficiency. He responded positively and agreed to answer the students’ 

questions indirectly, without facing the student whose question he was answering. 

However, I noted later that he could not completely avoid singling students out when 

answering their questions, as some of them were using their real accounts and some who 

used anonymous accounts asked questions that were difficult to understand, thus 

requiring clarification, making the teacher ask the students to reveal their identity. 

In the third week, the students became much more active in using Twitter by asking many 

questions related to the midterm exam, which also constituted the level one final exam10. 

Moreover, they were asking the teacher all kinds of questions, even relatively easy ones.  

In the fourth week, WhatsApp was introduced to support out-of-class English learning 

for Group Two students based on their preference (explained in the Methodology 

Chapter), with the teacher added to the group dedicated to the class in order to increase 

student engagement with the platform. Beginning in this same week, I observed a decline 

in the student activity levels on Twitter. The role that WhatsApp played in the students’ 

study of the English language is presented in more detail in Chapter Six. 

Nevertheless, in the fourth week through to the seventh week, the students continued to 

use Twitter, introducing variations related to its use. In the preceding three weeks, some 

                                                 
10 There are two levels per semester, with each level 8-9 weeks in length 
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experienced Internet connection difficulties that interfered with their ability to access 

Twitter, and this sometimes delayed the display of their tweets. Hence, in the fourth week, 

the students began to use their smartphones to tweet rather than their computers because 

it was faster, as the students reported in the interviews (see Figure 5.5). Interviews 

revealed that the computers they were using accessed Twitter through the university’s 

Internet connection, while their smartphones accessed it through 4G private Internet or 

the university’s Wi-Fi which was faster for them. 

Figure 5.5: One of the students using his smartphone to tweet his question 

 

This attractive affordance associated with the Twitter environment might have led the 

students to expand their use of the smartphone to Google translation, which allowed them 

to translate their question into English before posting the question to the teacher on 

Twitter. This represented adding a new support tool to their repertoire (see Figure 5.6).  

During the fifth week of the class, they continued to tweet using their smartphones instead 

of the computers. At that time, even the teacher suggested that they return to the original 

classroom since the students were using their smartphones more than their computers. He 

seemed uncomfortable with the computer lab since it is four times larger than a normal 

classroom, and the students’ use of their smartphones provided him with a reason for 
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going back to the classroom. However, I decided to keep going using the computer lab in 

case some students wanted to use the computers. 

Figure 5.6: Another student using his smartphone to translate his question into English  

 

However, during the sixth week, a noticeable decline in the students’ activity on Twitter 

occurred. I discussed probable causes of this with the teacher, who opined that employing 

WhatsApp could be the primary reason behind it. The students had begun to pose their 

questions to the teacher in WhatsApp, either within a WhatsApp group or privately, rather 

than in Twitter, especially when outside the classroom (Researcher log, 4 March 2015). 

This might have made the students feel that WhatsApp’s environment constituted a better 

option for them, especially because Twitter was seen to be a technology only to be used 

in the class. Ruaished mentioned this point: 

The reason is that we use Twitter only in class. However, 

we can use WhatsApp everywhere. (Ruaished, 0208) 

In addition, their usage decline may have been attributable to the constraints Twitter 

imposed on them during its implementation. For instance, the disclosure of their identity 

may have played a crucial role in affecting the students’ perceptions of Twitter and their 

current reluctance to use the platform. Furthermore, it was creating anxiety especially in 

that they used Twitter in the classroom where they directly faced the teacher. In addition, 

the introduction of WhatsApp could be a reason that by the fourth week they preferred its 
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environment rather than Twitter since they could use it outside the classroom. Therefore, 

WhatsApp’s environment provided increased affordances for them and eliminated the 

constraints limiting their use of Twitter. 

5.2.3 Twitter’s alternative environment 

The students had their one-week spring break in the eighth week, and, during that time, 

they totally ignored Twitter and used WhatsApp extensively to prepare for the midterm 

exam (or the final exam for level one). Twitter appeared to have been fully replaced by 

WhatsApp since the students were more comfortable asking the teacher questions directly 

through WhatsApp. During the ninth week, the students were barely active on Twitter; 

only one question was posed on this platform during that week, and, by the tenth week, 

no questions were posted on Twitter. Its constraints might have caused their activity on 

this platform to drop off: anxiety and the university campus’s weak Internet connections 

were also likely to have had an effect. These apparently influenced the students’ decisions 

to switch to WhatsApp as the preferred environment. Some of WhatsApp’s features were 

used as affordances to eliminate the negative issues they had encountered on Twitter and 

other affordances represented improvements on Twitter (refer to Chapter Six).  

In summary, drawing on Beltman and Volet’s (2007, p. 319) trajectory model of learners’ 

sustained motivation, Twitter’s use trajectory is shown in Figure 5.7; it represents this 

trajectory over time in relation to the students’ appraisals of the platform’s affordances 

and constraints for use in learning English. The first row in the model displays platform 

aspects, and the second row indicates whether the students appraised the aspects of the 

platform as positive or negative and the reason for their appraisal. The last row shows the 

personal advantages or disadvantages of these aspects in terms of the students’ agency. 

The following sections present in-depth analyses of the data obtained concerning the 

Twitter implementation process in relation to their trajectory of Twitter’s implementation 

and sustainability. 
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Figure 5.7: The trajectory of Twitter use 
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5.3 Twitter’s Virtual Environment 

This section presents the data obtained from the longitudinal study in relation to the 

affordances brought about by the use of Twitter’s virtual environment. Figure 5.8 displays 

the results of the post-project questionnaire giving the students’ responses on their 

experiences using Twitter for English learning. The most outstanding aspect of the Figure 

is the 15 (60%) students who viewed the Twitter project as beneficial for them in learning 

English (item 9) with 8 (32%) strongly agreeing with this point. Only two students did 

not agree, with one strongly not agreeing. Overall, 23 out of 25 students appraised Twitter 

as a useful tool for learning English, a sentiment repeated in the interviews. Although 

their participation on Twitter decreased during the course of the study because of 

WhatsApp and other contextual constraints, the quantitative data, as shown in the Figure, 

indicates that the students still perceived Twitter as useful, most likely due to the 

affordances students recognized in Twitter with which they engaged to learn English.  

Figure 5.8: Twitter’s post-project questionnaire  

 

Additionally, the second most interesting item on the questionnaire consists of the 

responses to item 4, which asks the students to agree whether they perceived their 

classmates’ questions on Twitter as beneficial to them. In contrast to item 8, in which the 

students were asked if they themselves benefited from asking their questions, the 

students’ responses indicated that they preferred to see their classmates’ questions rather 
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than asking questions directly of the teacher. As shown in Figure 5.8, the mean of item 

8’s responses is slightly lower than the mean of item 4’s, while the standard deviations of 

both items are relatively low, .78 and .77, respectively. This might indicate strong 

agreement by the students as to the benefits they felt they derived from their classmates’ 

asking questions on Twitter as opposed to they themselves posing the questions. The data 

obtained through the interviews supported this. Harbi’s comment is typical: 

You benefit from other students’ questions. Sometimes, you 

forget to ask a question, and you find that it is being 

asked by another student. (Harbi, 0101) 

Harbi’s comment could also explain the students’ attitude toward Twitter as revealed by 

their responses on the questionnaire. Since the teacher expanded the Twitter environment 

by making questions posted on Twitter visible to the entire class by projecting them on 

the classroom’s projector screen, his actions might have constrained some of the students’ 

activity on Twitter and added anxiety about making mistakes (see Section 5.6.1). Hence, 

even though the students’ responses displayed a more positive attitude toward their 

classmates’ questions than their own, this attitude could be viewed as a constraint with 

respect to their classroom participation on Twitter. In other words, some students might 

have felt anxious when posing questions to the teacher even on Twitter due to their names 

being displayed on the screen and, hence, might prefer not to participate but instead 

depend on other students’ questions; and this could have reduced their own activities on 

Twitter. The students’ on-going interaction with Twitter’s affordances over time is further 

explored in the next subsections. 

5.3.1 Innovation influence  

The student respondents evaluated Twitter as an innovation supplying extrinsic 

motivation to engage with their studies (Junco et al., 2010). In the post-project 

questionnaire, they reported that Twitter did motivate them to increase their activity in 

their study of English (see Figure 5.9). Moreover, the interviews revealed that Twitter 

might have played an important role in motivating the students to increase their activity 

in learning English, especially in the early weeks of its implementation. In other words, 
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the perception of Twitter as an innovative tool that makes them different, emerged as an 

affordance that fueled their agency in the classroom. For example, Mubarak had been 

forced to drop the class during the previous semester because of low grades on the 

midterm exams. When he explained his reasons for dropping out in the previous semester, 

he stated “I got bad grades and could not keep going with something I did not like. I 

wanted to be specialized in Engineering and it requires high grades” (Mubarak, 0104). 

However, when he returned to study English in the second semester, the classroom 

environment was substantially different due to the use of Twitter, and so Mubarak’s 

perception of learning English also changed. He found the Twitter platform increased his 

activity because he “became able to ask about everything in English whether in class or 

outside” (Mubarak, 0104). In contrast to the previous semester, he felt that using Twitter 

this semester influenced him to continue to learn English: 

Mubarak: Honestly, I felt the change; I felt that 

there was something new. 

Interviewer: Did you like it? 

Mubarak: Yes, it was motivational. Some students 

may feel afraid to ask a question, but 

now Twitter makes it much easier. (0104) 

Figure 5.9: Students’ motivation to learn English through Twitter. 
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Mubarak’s first impression of Twitter was as an innovative tool, and he “felt the change” 

in his studies. This change influenced him to learn English since Twitter acted as an 

affordance that could facilitate his communications with the teacher.  

Furthermore, some students thought that using Twitter in the classroom made them seem 

more developed and sophisticated, and this encouraged them to participate. For example, 

when Bader (0102) was asked about what made their class more special than other 

classes, he replied, “We are using a new tool that makes us feel improved and more 

respected.” Thus, the use of Twitter allowed the students to impress others, i.e., the 

teacher, the peers and the students in the other classes as well. The affordance of Twitter 

generated extrinsic motivation for the students to act positively toward their English 

learning (Nicholson, 2013; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Bader was not the only one who felt 

extrinsically motivated, other students such as Mubarak and Ruaished shared this view: 

Because we are using a new technology, I mean, students in 

other classes still ask oral questions while we use Twitter. 

(Mubarak, 0104) 

 
Because in the developed countries, they use Twitter as a 

learning tool. I am a supporter of these ideas. (Ruaished, 

0108) 

The evident pride of Mubarak and Ruaished seems to be influenced by the presence of 

Twitter as an innovative tool; the early weeks of the implementation of Twitter thus 

provided them with an affordance to act in the classroom to use English.  

This was also the case with Amry (0103), who found Twitter gave him more opportunities 

to engage with English learning in the classroom. This was Amry’s second semester, as 

he had attended a different college during the first semester before transferring to PYP. 

In the comment below, he shared his feelings about his use of Twitter in comparison to 

the previous semester: 

Well, most of the teachers do not want you to interrupt them 

whether in the first semester or the second. They also do 
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not want you to ask easy questions, and you need to raise 

your hand to ask. But, the difference is that in the second 

term we can ask the teacher about whatever we want without 

interrupting him through Twitter. So, for me, the second 

semester is much better than the first. (Amry, 0103) 

With Twitter in the classroom, Amry might be able to exercise his agency comfortably 

without interrupting the teacher to ask questions or even raising his hand which would 

have posed a challenge for Amry that inhibited his learning of English. This is what made 

the second semester “much better than the first” for Amry; with Twitter, he could be more 

active and involved in the second semester’s class since Twitter provided him with an 

innovative way to approach the teacher.  

Harbi (0101) held a different perception of what motivated him to engage in learning 

English with respect to Twitter, as shown in this excerpt: 

Interviewer: So, what was the reason that changed your 

mind? 

Harbi: Honestly, I felt it has some benefits but 

at first I wanted to help you when you 

said that you are a researcher. But, now 

I can see that it has many benefits. I 

feel comfortable that I joined it. (0101) 

Harbi’s comment demonstrates that he was extrinsically motivated because of my role in 

the classroom; it enabled him to be active in the classroom with the use of Twitter. It is a 

habit in some Saudi tribes to help others. Although helping others is a common thing that 

everyone could do, some Saudi tribes perceive it as a must-do and it could become very 

shameful if you do not help those in need. Thus, Harbi might have perceived the use of 

Twitter as just a means to help me achieve my research aims. However, he self-regulated 

his perception after seeing its benefits and based on that he acted positively toward 

Twitter. He was then able to shape the Twitter environment to suit his needs in order to 

participate fully in the class. One of the benefits that Harbi recognized and that increased 

his use of Twitter was to impress the teacher and communicate that he was still interested 
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in the class and was a diligent student, something he had been unable to do in the past. 

This, from his perspective, would have helped him gain increased support from the 

teacher, which would then have motivated him to learn English:  

Harbi: Honestly, since I entered the university, 

I wasn’t participating with the teacher. 

But, when you came, and we used Twitter, 

I started to participate. I mean, now the 

teacher knows that I participate. And 

honestly, I felt comfortable when he said 

“Harbi” because I want him to know that I 

participate. 

 

Interviewer: You want the teacher to have a good 

impression about you? 

Harbi: Yes, and that motivates me to participate. 

Interviewer: Explain to me, why do you want the teacher 

to have a good impression about you? 

Harbi: Because I want him to know me. The teacher 

knows whether the student is diligent or 

not. I want him to know that I am diligent 

so he will help me with many things. For 

example, he will help me with my writing 

and give me more attention and higher 

marks. (0101) 

Therefore, Twitter mediated Harbi’s engagement to establish a virtual context in which 

to learn English. Harbi was able to show increased activity in the classroom as Twitter 

afforded him a suitable environment for participation although he had been unable to do 

so previously. His decision to act by participating in the class was for him to be 

recognized, and Twitter aided him in achieving this goal, because it made him visible to 

the teacher. 
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5.3.2 Anonymity 

Since the teacher made the immediate environment of Twitter public, that is, live in front 

of all the students by projecting student tweets on the screen, some of the students’ 

attitudes toward Twitter at the beginning of the class were ambivalent, especially those 

who used their real names. Consequently, many of them created accounts using 

anonymous names so as to participate anonymously and feel comfortable. The main 

source of their anxiety was their worry that the teacher would speak to them in English 

in front of the class and they would not be able to answer him because of their low English 

proficiency (see Section 5.6.1). Hence, the use of anonymous names might have provided 

the students with an affordance to access Twitter in an alternative way which then allowed 

them to overcome their anxiety. 

In the interviews, the students reported that the use of Twitter in the classroom reduced 

the anxiety they felt when participating face to face (FTF), especially if they used it 

anonymously. The affordances of Twitter that facilitated student questions, although not 

perfect, made some of the students feel more comfortable than they had previously in 

participating in class. This meant Twitter influenced their emotions in FTF interaction, 

that is, it expanded their agency in using English FTF. One of the students who felt that 

the use of Twitter changed the environment for him to the better in learning English was 

Oreny. In brief, Oreny, an excellent student in the class, was always active in and out of 

class. He was very confident and liked to take the lead in class to help other students with 

their English language struggles. He was one of the first students to participate, especially 

in collective activities, even FTF. When asked in the first interview about his Twitter 

experience, he stated: 

First, it was beautiful, especially, if the teacher was 

answering and he didn’t know who was asking. I think it’s 

better, as you have some questions which you might not want 

to ask the teacher, because if you asked him, he might 

change his impression about you. But, if you ask him using 

an anonymous account and he answers you, it is better, as 
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you don’t have to be limited to some questions. (Oreny, 

0109) 

Oreny praised Twitter’s anonymity and explained how it changed his interaction with the 

teacher in the class. From his point of view, what was constraining some of his actions to 

learn English was the teacher. He wanted to appear diligent to the teacher, to appear to 

understand everything that the teacher said in class. However, on Twitter, he was not 

“limited to some questions” (Oreny 0109), that is those acknowledged as challenging and 

therefore worth asking. On Twitter, he could possibly bypass this constraint by asking 

anonymously. In other words, this constraint was overcome by Twitter’s feature in 

bringing affordances to the environment (van Lier, 2004). Thus, Twitter might have 

afforded him with an immediate virtual context where he could ask about anything related 

to English while masking his identity.  

In addition, he was also concerned about falling in his classmates’ estimation if he asked 

a simple question FTF, and this concern might have also limited his activity to some 

extent. He shared a moment in which his efforts to learn English were constrained when 

he was asking the teacher a question FTF:  

Yes, sometimes I feel afraid of asking as I might make 

mistakes then I will be looked down on by the students. For 

example, when I asked the teacher directly the last time, 

another student told me: “Weird, I did not expect you to 

ask such a question. I thought your English is a high level.” 

I felt very embarrassed. (Oreny, 0109) 

Oreny cared about his status in the class as the one that could be depended on by the other 

students. Therefore, asking a question that might be easy for one of the other students in 

the class could have damaged his reputation among them, thereby reducing his interaction 

in the classroom to learn English. Thus, to keep this issue from happening again, Oreny 

preferred to use Twitter anonymously to mediate his questions to the teacher. The 

environmental change for him was that his identity could remain unknown on Twitter, 

allowing him to exercise a higher level of agency in the class.   
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Amry (0103) further expanded on this affordance of Twitter. When I asked him why he 

felt more comfortable on Twitter, he offered that he could ask the easiest questions 

without feeling anxious about prompting negative reactions toward him by the teacher or 

other students, as was the case with Oreny: 

Honestly, there were some questions that I did not want to 

ask the teacher directly because I felt that they were not 

worthy to ask. So, if I wanted to ask him directly, it would 

be a little difficult for me because I would feel shy. But, 

on Twitter, you ask comfortably. (Amry, 0103) 

In another comment, he defended himself for asking simple questions, stating, 

“Sometimes the questions I am asking are stupid for some students, but it is important to 

me.” He of course had the right to ask the teacher any question, but the potential reactions 

of the other students to the question might have been preventing him from participating 

fully in the class. However, introducing Twitter into the class changed this negative 

situation for Amry, because with Twitter he could mediate his questions to the teacher 

through an anonymous account on Twitter. Eliminating the anxiety associated with 

asking simple questions enabled him to expand the actions he would take in the class. 

However, as stated in Section 5.2, most of the students began using their smartphones in 

the fourth week of class. Hence, having to switch accounts from their real to anonymous 

names on their smartphones for every lecture might have increased the effort of using 

Twitter in the class. In other words, logging out from their real accounts to then logging 

in to their anonymous one and then once the lecture is over switching back again could 

consume quite a bit of time and effort. Although it is simple a thing to do any amount of 

extra effort to use the technology might have a negative influence on its use, especially if 

they could use an alternative that required less effort, such as WhatsApp (Rogers, 2003). 

This is indicated from their responses to item 6 on the questionnaire (see Figure 5.10). 

Here, a few students said they thought the Twitter project consumed too much time. 

Although the overall responses were positive, the students’ responses to this item are 

higher than their responses for item 17, in which none of the students communicated that 

they viewed WhatsApp as taking up too much time. Expending more effort using Twitter 
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could have affected their agency in terms of actively interacting through the English 

language in the classroom.  

Figure 5.10: Time consumption comparing Twitter and WhatsApp 

 

Overall, Twitter’s anonymity affordance could have increased the students’ activity in 

learning English as indicated from their responses. It helped them avoid the anxiety 

produced in making mistakes or asking simple questions. The only disadvantage of using 

anonymous accounts was that, as mentioned earlier, it increased the effort involved in 

using it. This could have been one of the main reasons as to why the students had switched 

to WhatsApp by the end of the ninth week. 

5.3.3 Immediacy: Time and place 

In the interviews, many students reported that the time and place of their activity on 

Twitter, that is its immediacy feature, facilitated their learning English. To be more 

precise, the students reported that they could use Twitter in their English studies at any 

time, even outside the classroom although it was originally intended to be in-class. For 

example, Abdullah was one of the students who reported that he benefited greatly from 

Twitter. Abdullah had to retake the class in Reading and Writing because he had failed it 
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6- The Twitter project took up too
much time.

16- The WhatsApp project took up
too much time.

Mean 2.36 1.24
S.D. 0.79 0.43
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the previous semester. During his interview, he shared his attitudes toward Twitter and 

how his attitudes toward the current study environment changed when comparing his 

current class, in which Twitter was used, with his previous, more traditional courses:  

Honestly, it (Twitter) is a beautiful idea because sometimes 

I feel shy, and I do not want to ask the teacher a question… 

Well, not shy, but I mean he may leave after the lecture, 

or he may ask us to meet him in his office. I might be too 

lazy to go to his office, or I do not know where it is, but 

with this method, when I go home and open my book, if a 

question comes to my mind, I will log into Twitter and ask 

him. However, before Twitter, if I had a question, I would 

keep telling myself to ask him the next day, and I would 

totally forget. (Abdullah, 0107) 

Abdullah’s evaluation of Twitter’s immediacy was that it helped him connect to the 

classroom environment even outside the classroom, allowing him to overcome his past 

struggles in approaching the teacher during the first semester. He was able to engage with 

his English studies by sending his questions to the teacher whereas previously he had not 

been able to do so because of limited opportunities. With this affordance, Abdullah had 

a better environment in which to study hard and pass the course to achieve his longer-

term goal of enrolling in engineering: 

My English skills need to improve, and also I need to ask 

questions so I can understand. Especially, because I have 

to pass Reading and Writing so, I am working hard to pass 

this semester. (Abdullah, 0107) 

Likewise, Harbi also valued Twitter’s immediacy which helped him participate outside 

of class in learning English. Through Twitter, he could ask the teacher free from the 

hesitation that negatively affected his activity. Because he followed the teacher’s Twitter 

account, he could ask questions at any time. Therefore, he was connected to the teacher 

outside the classroom:  
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It facilitates our study of the English language as we 

follow up with the teacher on Twitter because sometimes I 

have a question, but I cannot ask the teacher directly for 

some reason. So, I keep telling myself that it is not 

important, and then I forget it. But, now, I tweet 

immediately. (Harbi, 0101) 

Finally, Oreny also responded positively to Twitter’s spatial and temporal affordances. 

Twitter was not simply easier to use for Oreny, but he could also exercise his agency 

anywhere out of class. Most importantly, it saved him time:  

It is easier than interrupting the teacher, and you can use 

it anywhere. It also saves you time. For example, you may 

ask the teacher a question directly, and he starts to talk 

about other things that are out of your interest. You just 

want to ask your question and leave. So, on Twitter, you 

can ask, and get your answer more comfortably. (Oreny, 0109) 

Although Oreny appeared confident in front of the other students, his explanation of how 

Twitter saved him time could indicate a lack of confidence in his English skills when 

speaking with someone who had a greater mastery of English than him. Instead of 

admitting to possibly not being able to handle a long conversation with the teacher, who 

was highly proficient in English, which could have compromised his reputation, Oreny 

instead stated that he preferred Twitter rather than that associated with face-to-face 

communication because Twitter saved him time.  

However, even though the students praised Twitter’s immediacy in out-of-class learning, 

I observed only a limited number of them actually using it to contact the teacher outside 

of class, possibly due to the lack of privacy if they used their real names and the extra 

effort needed to switch to their anonymous names on Twitter. These two constraints 

might have played a key role in reducing the students’ activity on Twitter. The 

implementation of WhatsApp by the end of the fourth week also reduced their activity on 

Twitter, in general, but more specifically for out-of-class activities due to WhatsApp’s 

increased affordances. 
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5.4 Expanding the Virtual Environment 

In addition to Twitter’s built-in affordance, I observed the students’ endeavors to take 

advantage of other affordances that emerged from implementation within the context, 

such as the use of smartphones to tweet, translation applications, and even attempting to 

expand their use of Twitter into other courses. In this section, the data related to their on-

going attitudes to expanding the virtual environment will be presented, along with the 

disadvantages of using the university’s computer lab. 

5.4.1 Using Twitter for other classes 

In their responses to the questionnaire, specifically item 10, the students exhibited a 

positive attitude to using Twitter for other classes. The majority of the students, 19 out of 

25, indicated that they would like to use Twitter for subjects other than English (see 

Figure 5.11). This result could indicate a positive implementation of Twitter, which raised 

its adoption level because the students wanted to “use it for other subjects, not just 

English” (Waters, 2009, p. 446). 

Figure 5.11: Students’ attitudes toward using Twitter for other classes 
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Abdullah (0107) shared his view that he also wanted to apply Twitter to other courses 

such as one particular science-based class in which he apparently struggled to approach 

the teacher because of the teacher’s aggressive personality. This issue was limiting his 

ability to learn in this particular science-based class. Abdullah stated that he believed that 

using Twitter would increase his engagement by allowing him to avoid this teacher’s 

negative personality while participating: 

Teachers in the other classes, and even in our class, give 

their lectures and leave without caring about the students. 

We know who those teachers are. I mean, we try to avoid 

their classes, and we even advise their students to transfer 

to other classes. So, if we used Twitter, everyone would 

feel comfortable. For example, we have a teacher who, if 

you tell him “I don’t understand something,” he will not 

even answer you. I mean, he shouts, “Why don’t you 

understand? I have just explained it. How don’t you 

understand? You aren’t paying attention!” This teacher is 

well-known among the students. I mean, as a student, it is 

my right to ask! I am afraid to ask questions because I 

don’t want to be abused in front of the other students. I 

prefer to post it on Twitter because he won’t know who I 

am. (Abdullah, 0107)  

As shown in his comment, Abdullah’s agency was constrained by the teacher of that 

particular science-based class because his fear of being “abused in front of the other 

students” by the teacher inhibited him from asking questions. Therefore, to change this 

environment, he thought that Twitter could also serve to mediate his interaction with the 

unpleasant teacher by creating a virtual context for that particular science-based class. In 

this, he could exercise agency by asking the teacher questions anonymously to better 

understand the course content. However, using Twitter as a tool for discussion was not 

possible during the lecture or even outside the classroom, because of Twitter’s 140-

character limitation. Moreover, Twitter’s public nature made it an inappropriate 

environment for discussion. 
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Although the students displayed a positive attitude toward using Twitter for other courses, 

when asked in item 11 (shown in Figure 5.11) if they wanted to use Twitter in next 

semester’s course, their attitude was a little less positive. Only 14 out of 25 students stated 

that they might use it next semester. When queried about this during the post-project 

interviews, Harbi replied, “[F]or Twitter, it depends on each teacher” (Harbi, 0201), that 

is using Twitter in the next semester would depend primarily on the attitude of the teacher 

in accepting this innovative tool and the teacher’s role in creating activities and 

motivating the students to ask either through FTF or via Twitter.  

5.4.2 Using smartphones 

I observed the students beginning to use their smartphones more extensively in the fourth 

week, to tweet questions to the teacher; this might be because most had been familiar with 

using smartphones to access Twitter prior to the study. Moreover, WhatsApp had been 

implemented by the end of the fourth week so the students had already experienced the 

potential benefits of smartphones in communicating with the teacher which might have 

motivated their use to tweet their questions in the classroom instead of using the 

computers. Also, more time was required for their Tweets to appear in the hashtag when 

these were sent from the university computers, due to the weak Internet access there (see 

Section 5.6.4) The following observations confirmed this: 

I noticed that some students preferred to tweet questions 

to the teacher using their real (private) account on their 

smartphones. I think that Twitter works more properly on 

smartphones than PCs because I noticed that tweeting through 

PC can take several minutes before it arrives at the 

hashtag. So, I think that they think it is better and easier 

to use smartphones since it posts the tweets instantly. 

(Researcher log, 25 February 2015) 

 
The only problem is that we have to go to the computer lab 

to use Twitter when we can use it our smartphone instead. 

(Oreny, 0109) 
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Harbi: For me, I think using smartphone is 

better. Because last time I tweeted from 

my smartphone, not from the computer. 

(030111) 

Interviewer: So, why didn’t you tweet from the 

computer? 

Harbi: I feel more comfortable with the 

smartphone. It’s faster and easier to use. 

0301) 

Amry: No, honestly, I prefer the smartphone. 

It’s more comfortable and faster. (0301) 

This led them to seek alternatives in accessing Twitter “more comfortably and faster” 

(Amry, 0301) than with the computers. The smartphone’s use provided affordances that 

might have allowed the students to overcome the contextual constraints associated with 

the speed of the Internet connection, so that they “will always be asking” (Ajlan, 0301) 

the teacher. As shown in Oreny’s comments and my observations as well, their expansion 

of the environment caused them to feel that their presence in the computer lab was no 

longer nesessary. Overall, the affordance offered by the use of smartphones might have 

added to their acceptance and adoption of the tool as it allowed the students to use what 

they felt comfortable with.  

However, I was concerned that allowing the students to use their smartphones in class 

might distract them from their studies, although I had not observed any students playing 

games with them. Therefore, I asked Amry for his opinion, and he replied: 

Games are on the computer and the smartphone. Whoever wants 

to play will play whether on the smartphone or the computer. 

(Amry, 0203) 

Indeed, the smartphones were not the issue in distracting the students provided they were 

used appropriately. Rather, the issue was a lack of motivation causing some students to 

                                                 
11 The first part of the numbers (03) refers to the focus group interviews, while the second part (01) refers to the first focus group team 
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act in such a way. For example, during the early weeks of Twitter’s use, I observed that 

some students were using the computers to play games, as shown earlier in Figures 5.3 

and 5.4. This is also evident in Harbi’s comments on the disadvantages of Twitter, “Some 

students may play games instead of using Twitter” (0201). In addition, Abdullah 

expanded on Harbi’s comment:  

Well, I think it is a disadvantage in that it distracts you 

from the lecture. I can see students browsing the tweets in 

Twitter while the teacher is lecturing. (Abdullah, 0107) 

However, this was not an issue with the technology but rather with student behavior. 

When asked the reason for using Twitter or the lab’s computers to play games or distract 

themselves during the lecture, they replied that they were struggling to understand the 

teacher’s English. Since their level of English proficiency level was low, experiencing 

difficulties in using the new language was understandable, and because of the language 

constraint on their activity, their engagement with the teacher and the class was reduced. 

Hence, they decided to use the affordances available to them in class, that is Twitter and 

the computers, to escape. As reported by Bader in the focus group interviews: 

At the beginning, I was thinking of dropping this term. 

Because I couldn’t understand anything the teachers said. 

(Bader, 0302) 

Because the teacher was speaking English and this was constraining his ability to benefit 

from the class, and this was the case with the majority of the students as indicated in the 

interviews. However, he reported later that he stopped distracting himself when he was 

better able to understand the teacher’s English over time:  

Interviewer: I have seen many students who were playing 

during the lecture, and you are one of 

them, Bader. Why were you playing during 

the lecture? 

Bader: This is because the teacher was speaking 

English and I couldn’t understand him, but 
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this was in the first month. Now, I 

started to understand him, so I keep 

concentrating on him. (0202) 

Therefore, the technology implementation did not drive this behavior but rather other 

contextual constraints. Overall, the affordances represented of using smartphones were 

positive in enhancing the students’ engagement with English learning. Using smartphones 

afforded them a faster and more comfortable platform on which to tweet their questions 

to the teacher and allowed them to overcome the computer’s contextual constraints that 

were reducing their enthusiasm for using Twitter (Boyd, 2008). 

5.4.3 Translation applications 

Using Twitter as an innovative tool also attracted the use of other innovations such as 

translation applications, which they could access on their smartphones, to aid them in 

comfortably expanding their agency in the class. For example, some students found it 

useful to use Google’s translation app to translate their questions from Arabic to English, 

as shown earlier in Figure 5.6. This was the case with Harbi (0101), who used this app 

every time he asked a question on Twitter. When I asked him about it later, he was worried 

that his use of Google might be considered cheating: 

Interviewer: How was your first experience using 

Twitter? 

Harbi: Excellent. But, I had to use google 

translation. 

Interviewer: No, it is all okay. 

Harbi: Sometimes I get confused in English. So, 

I used it just to make sure. 

Interviewer: You used to translate certain words? 

Harbi: No. I entered the whole question then I 

copied to Twitter and rearranged it. It 

was an easy question that I could 
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translate without Google. But, I was 

afraid to type it incorrectly or that the 

teacher might not understand it. (0101) 

Since Harbi’s English proficiency was low, the use of the Google translation app might 

have allowed him to overcome this limitation and increase his engagement with English. 

This was also supported by Ajlan: 

Its advantage is once one can’t write in English, he usually 

fails to ask directly and gets afraid of the other students. 

So, its advantage is that I can ask in Arabic then put it 

in google, get the English translation and then I ask. 

(Ajlan, 0105)  

Thus, the translation application acted as affordance that enhanced the students’ agency 

and adoption of Twitter as it allowed them to break the English proficiency constraint 

that was reducing their activity and increasing their anxiety. They were then able to pose 

questions to the teacher. 

5.5 Influence of Peers and Friends 

Data analysis revealed that the students were influenced by internal (i.e., within-

classroom) and external (outside-the-classroom) factors that both negatively and 

positively affected their decisions to use Twitter. Some students were not interested in 

using Twitter at the beginning but became interested later because their peers, or friends, 

influenced their change of attitude and the consequent decision to participate on Twitter.  

With respect to the internal influence, some students were promoted by their peers to 

participate on Twitter. Ruaished (0108), for example, commented: “I was more motivated 

when I saw my other classmates participating.” Van Lier (2004) states that “notions such 

as relations” bring affordances to the environment to expand activities (p. 91). Since 

Ruaished was a shy student who did not usually participate in class, his peers’ 

engagement with Twitter influenced him to use it, and hence acted as an affordance that 

made him become one of the top users participating on Twitter. 
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As for the external influences, Bader (0102) indicated that his decision to use Twitter was 

also influenced by his friends outside the classroom. Bader used his real name on Twitter 

from the beginning because he was more comfortable doing so. When he was asked 

whether Twitter could be beneficial for him outside the class, he replied: 

Bader: Yes, some of my friends outside the 

university asked me about the questions I 

wrote on Twitter, so I explained that it 

is part of your Ph.D. research, and they 

liked the idea of using Twitter in class. 

Interviewer: Well, do you feel a little shy when you 

ask the teacher in English using your real 

account? 

Bader: No, not at all. My friends on Twitter may 

like the idea and use it in their classes. 

(0102) 

However, although this influence might seem to have been positive for Bader, it could 

also be viewed as a constraint for the other students who were using their real names. 

Throughout the Twitter implementation phase, I observed some students deleting their 

question tweets as soon as the lecture was finished and the teacher had answered them. 

As noted in my researcher log, this issue made it difficult for me to take photos of the 

students’ archival data on Twitter for data analysis purposes, as reported in the following 

note: 

I noticed some students who were using their real account 

deleted their tweets after the lecture or after they were 

being read by the teacher, which makes it difficult for me 

to take photos of their questions. (Researcher log 17 

February 2015) 

Moreover, this might indicate that some students were being negatively influenced by 

their friends or relatives outside the university, who followed their real account and 

limited them taking advantage of Twitter to some extent. A common explanation for this 

is that they might have felt anxious when their friends or family questioned them about 
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their tweets, as many students preferred to maintain their privacy by not involving their 

outside friends or relatives in their studies. Overall, the positive internal influence of their 

peers on the students to use Twitter seemed to be higher than the more constraining 

external social influence.  

5.6 Complexities and Constraints 

The students’ interaction with Twitter began to change noticeably in the fourth week of 

the class, with the introduction of a new innovation, WhatsApp, for out-of-class English 

learning. Beginning in the fourth week, the use of Twitter began to gradually decline until 

it stopped completely, and the students had switched to WhatsApp by the beginning of 

the tenth week. This section explores in detail the constraints and complexities that the 

students faced that led them to decide to replace Twitter with WhatsApp.  

Three main constraints influenced the students’ decisions whether to continue using 

Twitter or not. The first was anxiety in being asked by the teacher to clarify questions in 

front of their classmates. The second consisted of the roles of the teacher and researcher, 

especially after WhatsApp was introduced. The third was the university’s weak Wi-Fi 

access, which played an important role in influencing the students to switch from Twitter 

to WhatsApp, since they used Twitter in the class and WhatsApp out of class. 

5.6.1 Anxiety 

Students’ anxiety with respect to Twitter was found to be the biggest constraint that 

motivated them to switch to WhatsApp, which they considered a less anxiety-producing 

environment. This anxiety was found to be closely linked to their ability to develop 

English proficiency. Since the students had low English proficiency, they lacked 

confidence and felt anxious if they were spoken to in English because they did not possess 

the proficiency to reply in English. Harbi (0101), for example, felt anxious when he first 

participated on Twitter when using his real name, particularly when the teacher projected 

his name on the screen. He was concerned that he might not be able to speak English 

adequately to reply to the teacher in case the teacher asked him a question: 
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Harbi: Honestly, First, I felt comfortable that 

I participated with students on Twitter 

and that the teacher could easily read 

and understand it. 

Interviewer: So, when the teacher read it and read your 

name, how was your feeling then? 

Harbi: Honestly, I got worried. I was looking at 

my watch and hoped the lecture would end 

fast so he couldn’t talk to me. I was 

nervous that he would ask the question 

and that I might fail to answer. So, I 

was waiting for the lecture to end. 

Interviewer: So, now, do you want to participate on 

Twitter? Or you feel afraid that he might 

address you? 

Harbi: Honestly, all of this. I have the problem 

of getting nervous, especially, when I 

have spelling mistakes. But next time, I 

will create an anonymous account so he 

cannot recognize my name. (0101) 

Harbi was concerned that the teacher might not understand his question, but, when the 

teacher read and understood it, he felt comfortable, however, his comfort was short lived: 

another challenge that Harbi encountered was that the teacher might talk to him directly 

and he might be unable to reply. In addition to Harbi, this situation influenced many of 

the students using Twitter to create anonymous accounts. However, although Harbi was 

able to avoid this danger by using Twitter under a pseudonym, doing so created the need 

for a trade-off. Using a pseudonym meant that he was not able to show the teacher that 

he was a diligent student, another issue that had originally increased his motivation to 

engage with the English language (see Section 5.3.1).  

Bader (0102) also commented that the teacher asked them questions in response to their 

questions and this made them anxious. In his comment, he stated that the advantage of 

Twitter was that it allowed them to escape asking the teacher questions FTF but that the 
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teacher’s asking them further questions obviated this advantage of using Twitter in 

learning English: 

Bader: Because I am asking him on Twitter, to 

run away from asking him directly. 

Interviewer: So, why don’t you like to ask him face to 

face? 

Bader: Because it makes me feel shy, I may not 

understand him or know what to do. (0102) 

Similarly, Alkhuder (0106) displayed a negative attitude toward Twitter in the first 

interviews because the teacher addressed him when answering his questions, including 

speaking his name in front of the class, as was the cases of Harbi (0101) and Bader (0102) 

also. However, for Alkhuder, this situation made him anxious and pressured his agentic 

system in Twitter: 

As I said to you I have a problem with spelling, so sometimes 

I have a question, but I hesitate to write it on Twitter 

because I am worried that I might make spelling mistakes. 

So, I prefer to use a anonymous account, but the problem is 

that even if I use a anonymous account, the teacher will 

want to know who asked the question. So, you know sometimes 

the student wants to look diligent. That is why I usually 

do not write any question unless I am confident in writing 

it. (Alkhuder, 0106) 

Alkhuder’s lack of confidence affected his activity in the class in general. Although he 

initially thought that Twitter would allow him to engage with English, he did not realize 

that using his real name on Twitter would act as a constraint on his agency.  

In addition, the anxiety resulting from the teacher addressing them by calling on them in 

class or even asking the students using pseudonyms to reveal their identities when, for 

instance, he was unable to understand a question and required clarification had negative 

implications for their activity to use Twitter for English learning. Therefore, they hoped 

that the teacher would not directly answer them or address them by name. Instead, they 
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preferred that the teacher answer their tweets anonymously. Therefore, as mentioned in 

Section 5.1.2, I discussed this issue with the teacher, and he agreed not to respond to the 

students’ tweets directly wherever possible. However, he was not able to avoid this 

completely as some of the questions were written in poor English but it was enough to 

change Alkhuder’s attitude toward Twitter. In the post-project interviews, Alkhuder 

(0206) reported that the teacher had stopped addressing him and he no longer hesitated 

to participate and therefore demonstrated more engagement with English than before: 

Alkhuder: Lately, he stopped addressing certain 

students. He just reads the question and 

answers directly without addressing 

anyone. 

Interviewer: Did you feel more comfortable? 

Alkhuder: Yes, I started to ask more questions since 

he was not addressing me directly. I feel 

that I am free to ask any question. (0206) 

However, Ajlan’s views were opposite to those held by Bader, Harbi and Alkhuder; using 

his real name on Twitter did not cause him anxiety, and, in fact, he was one of those most 

frequent users of Twitter in the class. One of his reasons for using Twitter was to 

encourage shy students to participate. Ajlan was aware of the anxiety that some students 

felt when participating; hence, he felt that it was his responsibility to change the class 

environment to be less anxious, as in the following excerpt: 

No, it is not about showing off my abilities but to encourage 

my friends to write their questions too. For example, when 

I write a question, I will motivate my friends to write and 

to get over their fears. He might be thinking that it is 

difficult. So, you show him that it is okay, and you motivate 

him to ask. (Ajlan, 0105) 

To sum up, anxiety was a big challenge to the students’ agency in using Twitter for their 

English learning. Anxiety might have constrained their actions to escape the in-class 

disadvantages primarily related to their levels of English proficiency. Although Twitter 

provided them with the affordance of a virtual environment which might have made them 
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less anxious, some, especially those using their real names, still faced some anxiety when 

the teacher read their Twitter account names or asked them to clarify their questions. By 

using pseudonyms, many students were able to overcome this constraint. 

5.6.2 The teacher’s role 

Another constraint that the students reported was a lack of support on the part of the 

teacher. The teacher’s activity on Twitter gradually began to decrease after WhatsApp 

was introduced, particularly in the fourth week, which also affected the students’ activity 

on Twitter. In the post-project interview by the eleventh week of the implementation 

stage, the students weighed the pros and cons of the two VSNs (i.e., Twitter and 

WhatsApp). One of the disadvantages that might have led the students to reduce their use 

of Twitter was the lack of support and motivation on the part of the teacher, as reported 

by Bader: 

Interviewer: Do you still have the same motivation to 

use Twitter? 

Bader: No, it is lower now because no one is 

participating, and the teacher does not 

check Twitter. 

Interviewer: Why does not he check it? 

Bader: First, he asks whether anyone has asked 

him on Twitter or not, and if no one 

replies, he does not check it. (0202) 

Of course, it would put the students under more pressure if they were being asked by the 

teacher whether they participated or not, especially for those who would like to ask 

anonymously (as the students showed in section 5.6.1). The main purpose of the students 

using Twitter was to overcome their English proficiency level. Thus, if the teacher pushed 

them to show their proficiency level in public, it might add more anxiety and constrain 

them from asking on Twitter (Al-Khairy, 2013; Alqahtani, 2011; Alrabai, 2014).  

The students also reported that the teacher limited their use of smartphones to access 

Twitter which in turn constrained their agency. Because they were more comfortable 
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using smartphones, if the teacher prevented their use it would impact on their willingness 

to participate. Bader and Alkhuder reported this as a limitation that reduced their activity: 

Sometimes when you write it during the lecture, the teacher 

asks you to concentrate, and then you will not be able to 

write. (Bader, 0202) 

 
For Twitter, sometimes the teacher does not allow you to use 

your smartphone or to write your question during the lecture 

because you will be distracted and miss the lecture. 

(Alkhuder, 0206) 

As indicated in both arguments, the role of the teacher might have shifted the students’ 

decision to positively act on Twitter due to its limited advantages since the teacher did 

not act very positively in the last week of Twitter’s implementation. The lack of teacher 

support and constraints associated with the use of smartphones seemed to have negatively 

affected the students and added more pressure causing its use to decline by the ninth 

week.  

5.6.3 Researcher’s role 

One of the students reported that my role as a researcher in the class might also have 

influenced him and other students’ uptake of Twitter. From the beginning, I attended most 

of the lectures to observe the students during the Twitter implementation process and my 

attendance was motivating the students and the teacher to use Twitter. However, my 

attendance declined in the seventh week while I was busy gathering data with the teacher 

trainees at the other two colleges. This might have affected Ajlan and the other students’ 

agency on Twitter, as Ajlan mentioned in the focus group interviews: 

Maybe because you stopped motivating us to use it; also we 

were at the end of the term, so we did not have many questions 

to ask. (Ajlan, 0301)  

My absence could have slightly influenced the decline in the use of Twitter. A study 

conducted by Zohrabi (2013) found that “the students react differently because of the 
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researcher’s presence in the classroom” (p. 258). In this study, the students’ might have 

thought that my presence is important for them to continue to engage with Twitter. 

However, this argument could also be extended in that the students might have been 

accustomed to my presence especially in the middle of Twitter’s implementation, and 

hence my influence might “decrease[d] significantly after the researcher has been 

observing for a while” (Johnson & Turner, 2003, p. 312). However, the constraints that 

the students encountered had a significant influence on their agency. After the midterm 

exams or the final exams of level one, the students switched completely to WhatsApp 

outside of class, and the teacher had begun giving them more support on WhatsApp since 

he was also more comfortable using it.  

5.6.4 Internet access 

The Wi-Fi access to Twitter was also one of the biggest constraints faced by the students. 

Since the students preferred to send questions via their smartphones to the teacher instead 

of using the computers, Internet access constituted a challenge for them: it began to be 

unstable around the sixth week, and many students expressed dismay about the slow Wi-

Fi connection during class that sometimes prevented them from posting their tweets to 

the teacher. For example, when Ruaished, Alkhuder, and Mubarak were asked to 

summarize the disadvantages of using Twitter, they indicated that the Internet was the 

biggest challenge: 

The Wi-Fi signal does not cover all the university. I mean, 

for example, some students have to get connected to the 

internet through their friends’ smartphone 3G connections. 

(Ruaished, 0208) 

 
Maybe on Twitter, because the Wi-Fi connection is weak. It 

may take up to fifteen minutes to log into Twitter, write 

the hashtag, and ask the teacher your question. However, 

WhatsApp is more comfortable and can be used anywhere. 

(Alkhuder, 0206) 
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Sometimes the Wi-Fi connection is weak and does not allow 

you to log into Twitter. However, everyone uses WhatsApp. It 

is easier and available at any time. (Mubarak, 0204) 

Hence, even if they switched to using smartphones instead of computers, the weak 

Internet and Wi-Fi connection was a challenge. It might have made them feel 

uncomfortable because they could not connect to the Wi-Fi or sometimes had to use their 

friends’ private Internet connections to be able to tweet their questions. The Wi-Fi 

therefore added more effort to their use of Twitter while, with WhatsApp, they did not 

experience any of these constraints. They chose to switch to WhatsApp since it was more 

comfortable for them to use Twitter for learning English. 

5.7 Summary 

This chapter has presented the data obtained through the longitudinal study on the PYP 

Group-Two students. It focused on the students’ experiences and use trajectory of 

Twitter’s implementation process over time by analyzing the students’ agency throughout 

the process. The findings revealed that it was not stable, and their decisions to use Twitter 

were complex and depended on their appraisal of the platform and contextual affordances 

and constraints. 

In summary, Twitter provided the students with a degree of motivation needed to learn 

English such as their perception that the implementation of Twitter made them feel 

sophisticated. The anonymity feature of Twitter might have also allowed the students to 

increase their activity since they could pose any question without worrying about the 

teacher or the students’ negative reaction to these questions. They also appreciated its 

immediacy in facilitating their learning initially in the early weeks of its implementation 

until problems with the Wi-Fi connection compromised its advantages in the classroom. 

Moreover, the students also stated they would like to expand their use of Twitter to other 

courses. The implementation of Twitter opened the door to other affordances that 

emerged from the process such as smartphones and translation applications to overcome 

computer, Internet, and English proficiency constraints. The influences of peers were also 

found to be positive for many of the students, while friend influences outside the 
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classroom were less positive due to the students’ deleting their tweets immediately after 

the teacher read their questions. 

However, the students’ anxiety was a major constraint on their participation on Twitter 

due to their fear of making mistakes publicly. In addition, other contextual constraints 

(such as lack of teacher support and limited Internet and Wi-Fi access) also played a part 

in the declining use of Twitter. By the end of the ninth week, the students had switched 

to WhatsApp, which they found to be less anxiety producing and where teacher support 

was available to them to a greater extent than on Twitter. 
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 CHAPTER SIX: WHATSAPP 

6.1 Overview 

This chapter examines study results concerning the students’ experiences and use 

trajectory of WhatsApp during the implementation and sustainability phases (Fullan, 

1982, 2001, 2007, 2016). Data for this analysis included responses to the post-project 

questionnaire consisting of 11 items on a five-point Likert scale with five open-ended 

questions appended; post-project individual interviews with 10 out of 25 students; post-

project focus groups interviews with two five-student groups who volunteered to 

participate by the 11th and 12th weeks of the implementation stage; and finally classroom 

observation. This section begins with the story of the students’ trajectory of WhatsApp 

use, including a brief overview of observations made during this process. It then presents 

a more in-depth analysis of the affordances and constraints encountered by the students 

and their agency during their interaction with the new environment. Overall, this chapter 

addresses the third research question, which concerns the students’ experiences and 

trajectory use of the application of WhatsApp to learning processes within the EFL 

classroom. 

6.2 Learning Trajectory of WhatsApp Use Over 13 Weeks: The Story 

6.2.1 Applying WhatsApp 

Before applying WhatsApp at the end of the fourth week of using Twitter, I presented the 

rules the group would need to follow in order to avoid conflicts and to facilitate organized 

discussion. I gave the students these instructions face to face (FTF) during class and then 

repeated them on the WhatsApp group when it was created. These rules were quite 

simple: Prohibited were aggressive behavior, that is bullying in general but, specifically, 

bullying another student for speaking English; posting inappropriate videos or pictures; 

and calling the teacher’s private number. In addition, the students were encouraged to 
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speak in English and share videos or pictures related to the English language. Apart from 

these rules, the students were given free rein to share and discuss whatever they wanted 

whether in English or not. The group was created on the 25th of February 2015, and the 

teacher was invited to join it (see Figure 6.1). After doing so, the teacher changed his 

status to ‘Urgent Calls Only’ so as to avoid unnecessary calls from students, as is shown 

in Figure 6.1.  

Figure 6.1: Creating the WhatsApp group 

 

The students began their activity on WhatsApp immediately after the group was 

organized in the fourth week. As shown in Figure 6.2, one of the earliest posts was a 

photo of a practice exercise that was captured during the lecture and was sent to the 

WhatsApp group. When asked about this in the interview, Mubarak (0204) responded 

that he did it to benefit other students, especially ones who had been absent during a 

lecture, or out of a general desire to share things he considered useful (see Section 6.4 for 

further analysis):  

Yes, I do this to help the students especially the absent 

students. Sometimes I share some useful ideas with them. But 

this is not just for English, for example, I have just sent 

a link on WhatsApp about how to log in to the Qassim 
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University website to check your mid-term exam grades. 

(Mubarak, 0204) 

Figure 6.2: Students posting photos from a day’s lecture12 

 

In the fifth week, the students were clearly having fun while learning and practicing their 

English with the teacher and with each other as shown in Figure 6.3: the teacher is 

interacting casually with the students by chatting in Arabic using Google Translation, 

while also helping them with their inquiries. The teacher displayed his positive agency 

by responding to the students’ questions because, in his own words, it was “his duty” to 

help the students. This typically happened late at night, at around 9 P.M., indicating that 

the use of WhatsApp did not interrupt the teacher’s and the students’ time. Moreover, 

their continued activity on WhatsApp during weekends revealed genuine enthusiasm for 

the platform. The decline of the students’ use of Twitter began to be obvious in the fifth 

week. 

 

 

                                                 
12 The group’s title “FreeDoooooooM” is explained at the end of their use trajectory. 
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Figure 6.3: Student activity on WhatsApp in week 5 

 

6.2.2 Using WhatsApp 

From the sixth week on, the students also used WhatsApp to discuss other subjects, 

including computer science, information technology, and physics (see Figure 6.4 for a 

discussion on a physics topic and Section 6.7.3 for further analysis). Their WhatsApp 

activities included posting photos they had taken of illustrations teachers had displayed 

during their lectures, helping others with homework, and sharing previous semesters’ 

exams and quiz questions. Figure 6.4 displays participants sharing a physics quiz and 

exam questions from the previous semester (Researcher log, 8 March 2015).  

Figure 6.4: Ajlan’s sharing physics questions 
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Additionally, during the sixth week, the teacher began chatting with the students in 

English much more often than previously and about a wide variety of topics, pushing the 

students to be more confident to speak English. His sharing photos of his hometown in 

India prompted the students to become even more engaged and to begin writing to him in 

English about his hometown, as shown in Figure 6.5. Even the relatively shyer students 

took this opportunity to speak in English.  

Figure 6.5: Teacher sharing information about his hometown in India 

 

Moreover, in the sixth week, the students were observed to be much more active on 

WhatsApp than on Twitter, and students sometimes made up to 500 WhatsApp posts 

during a single day; the majority of these posts (about 70 to 80%) were written in Arabic 

for entertainment purposes. During this increased level of activity, which usually 

coincided with an upcoming quiz or homework assignment, the teacher became 

extremely engaged with the students, as reported in the researcher’s log: 

WhatsApp is overtaking Twitter, the students and teacher are 

much more active on WhatsApp than Twitter. Messages on 

WhatsApp can reach up to 500 messages on some days when the 

participants have a certain activity such as when they are 

doing homework or have a quiz. (Researcher log, 10 March 

2015) 
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As shown by the increased level of activity on WhatsApp and the declining use of Twitter, 

participant attitudes toward WhatsApp were becoming increasingly positive: the students 

chatted, had fun, and questioned the teacher about anything they did not understand (see 

the example shown in Figure 6.6). Moreover, the teacher began engaging in different 

kinds of activities via WhatsApp, such as competitions for the students involving English 

or mathematics puzzles that encouraged them to speak English. All the affordances that 

WhatsApp provided the students with and this platform’s less formal structure caused the 

students to prefer it over Twitter and to now ask the teacher the same types of questions 

they had been asking on Twitter on WhatsApp instead. 

Figure 6.6: Examples of students’ questions and casual engagement with the teacher 

 

In the seventh and eighth weeks, the students continued their activities on WhatsApp, 

having fun but also helping each other with homework and practicing their English. In 

the eighth week, they had a one-week break before the mid-term exams scheduled during 

the ninth week. During the break, the students increased their activities on WhatsApp, 

sometimes generating up to 1000 posts per day. Most of these posts were for 

entertainment purposes or discussion of other subjects (about 70 to 80% of the posts), but 

some also helped one another prepare for exams or involved asking the teacher questions 
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both publicly and privately (see Figure 6.7). When asked what kind of situations 

motivated the students to become highly active on WhatsApp, Ajlan (0205) responded, 

“When we have exams or homework, we cooperate to help each other.”  

Figure 6.7: The teacher encouraging students and helping them prepare for an exam 

 

The students took their Reading and Writing midterm exams on Monday of the ninth 

week (they had another exam in a different subject on Sunday) but attended their Reading 

and Writing class on the other days of the week as usual. During this week, the students’ 

activity on Twitter stopped as they switched completely to WhatsApp, which they 

continued to actively use during the 10th and 11th weeks also. After that, there was only 

one more week of data gathering, which was due to finish at the end of the 12th week.  

6.2.3 Continued use of WhatsApp until the end of the course 

By the end of the 12th week, the data gathering process at QU was finished, and I notified 

the students and the teacher both in class and also within the WhatsApp group of this and 

thanked them for their cooperation throughout the study. In response, some of the students 

sent me private posts on WhatsApp to thank me for providing this opportunity for using 
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WhatsApp for English learning. However, I did not leave the group after the study 

concluded, as the students and teacher continued using WhatsApp.  

In fact, they were active on WhatsApp to the end of the semester in the 17th week, using 

it frequently throughout this time to help each other with homework, prepare for exams, 

and practice English with the teacher whenever possible, as shown in the examples in 

Figure 6.8 (from the 16th of May 2015, one week before the exams). Picture 2 in the figure 

is a photo posted by Alkhuder of a page in the curriculum in which he was asking a 

question involving grammar which he could not express himself to explain to the teacher. 

The teacher understood what he was asking and explained the grammar point to him. On 

this day, one of the students also changed the group name to ‘Exam Time’ so as to 

influence his peers to begin studying for the exams, as shown in picture 3, thus illustrating 

how WhatsApp had become embedded in their study, in general, and in their study of 

English specifically. 

Figure 6.8: Students posing questions to the teacher on 16th of May 2015 

 

Finally, on the last day of class and the day of the final exam (29th of May), the students 

changed the WhatsApp group’s name to ‘FreeDoooooooM’, including a resting emoji. 

This action indicated the intensity of the PYP and also the playfulness and humor that 
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WhatsApp had allowed them to develop within it. However, after exams, the students felt 

that they were free from the PYP pressure and could finally enjoy themselves. After the 

exam, the teacher thanked the students and left the WhatsApp group following the last 

day of the final exam period. In excusing himself, he mentioned that they would have a 

different teacher for the next term (see Figure 6.9 for examples and excerpt 6.1 from 

WhatsApp). The students thanked the teacher too, even though some were still obviously 

struggling to communicate their gratitude clearly to the teacher, as shown in Excerpt 6.1. 

However, the teacher was nonetheless able to understand their feelings toward him and 

responded accordingly. The students then thanked one another for their help and 

cooperation in the group and then left the group one by one, as also shown in Figure 6.9.  

Excerpt 6.1: 

Teacher: Asalamualaikum 

Teacher: How r u dear students 

Teacher: I hope and pray that u all pass the exam with good grades 

Teacher: I had a wonderful time with u all 

Student D: Pretty Good 

Teacher: I really enjoyed teaching u 

Teacher: Thanks for the pleasant memories 

Teacher: Wish u all the best my dear students 

Student D: Thank you 

Teacher: U r welcome Student D 

Teacher: I will leave this group now bcoz the session is finished now and u will 

have new teachers in the next term 

Teacher: Good luck 

Teacher: And goodbye!!!!  

Student D: Thank you 

Ruaished: Thanks always for your 

Ruaished: The teacher near to be a profit 

Student E: thanx for evry think doctor 

Teacher: Welcome Student E & Ruaished 
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Alsumali: teacher jztt its good term nd gud teacher so i dont say with u bye my 

teacha i will never with u my teacha 

Teacher: U can come to my office any time Alsumali if u have any problem 

Alsumali: Ok thanks teacher 

Bader: Teacher 

Bader: First  :thank you all time 

Bader: Finish:thank you 

Teacher: Welcome 

Student C: Thank you teacher, we learn a lot of grammars and vocabulary with 

you 

Figure 6.9: Students and teacher leaving the WhatsApp group on 29th of May 

 

Figure 6.10 summarizes the trajectory of the student appraisals of WhatsApp’s 

affordances and constraints observed during the trajectory of WhatsApp use over 13 

weeks. These appraisals were captured from observations, research log, the post-project 

individual and focus group interviews held in the 11th week, and the post-project 

questionnaire responses by the end of the 12th week. As with Twitter, the trajectory model 

drew on Beltman and Volet (2007). The first row in the model comprises the aspects that 
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emerged from implementing WhatsApp as an affordance or a constraint. The second row 

indicates whether the students view the aspect as a positive or a negative and the reason 

for this view. The last row shows the personal advantages or disadvantages with respect 

to students’ English learning. The following sections examine in depth the data found in 

the WhatsApp implementation and sustainability process. 
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Figure 6.10: The WhatsApp innovation trajectory 
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6.3 A Moveable Classroom Context 

In this section, I present the study findings related to the student appraisals of WhatsApp’s 

virtual environment, a platform used predominantly outside of the classroom. The most 

beneficial affordance of WhatsApp to the students appeared to be as a classroom 

environment outside of the traditional classroom. In other words, it represented a virtual 

connection of the students to the classroom environment and, moreover, was available to 

them at any time and from anywhere in their comfort zone outside of class. The students’ 

levels of satisfaction with respect to WhatsApp’s affordances were demonstrated in the 

post-project questionnaire, where they reported a higher level of satisfaction with all 

aspects of WhatsApp. Constraints associated with FTF communication or Twitter were 

no longer present in WhatsApp. The most notable item in the questionnaire was item 20, 

wherein almost all the students agreed that WhatsApp was beneficial for their English 

learning with a S.D. of only .57, indicating strong agreement on this point (see Figure 

6.11).  

Figure 6.11: WhatsApp's post project questionnaire 

 

In addition, student responses to items 16 and 15, in which the students indicated that 

they benefited from their own questions (item 16) more than from their peers’ questions 

(item 15) on WhatsApp, were the opposite to their Twitter experiences (in which the 

students stated that they preferred their peers’ questions more than their own). In fact, 

1.00

2.00

3.00

4.00

5.00

15- I learned a lot from
my classmates'
discussion on

WhatsApp.

16- Discussion in the
WhatsApp group

helped me understand
more about the

subject.

20- The WhatsApp
project was beneficial

to me

Mean 4.08 4.40 4.60
S.D 0.74 0.69 0.57
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only one student disagreed with this item with three students reporting a neutral opinion. 

These respondents might have thought that some of the students’ activities on WhatsApp 

were not useful to their English learning since some were clearly for entertainment 

purposes. Some students would have preferred making the group solely for practicing 

English, as reported in the interviews. In the following sections, this chapter analyzes in 

depth the affordances of WhatsApp, beginning with these associated with its immediacy 

and moving on to those associated with learning and entertainment. 

6.3.1 Immediacy: Time and place 

WhatsApp’s immediacy seems to be linked to its ease of use. As shown in Figure 6.12, 

the students expressed very high agreement with item 18 in relation to WhatsApp’s ease 

of use. In fact, the responses for this item on the questionnaire were very high; all the 

students reported a positive response to this item. Indeed, not only was WhatsApp easy 

to use, but its immediacy, as reported in the interviews, and the increased ease in 

accessing the teacher saved them time and removed the time constraint inherent in the 

classroom. 

Figure 6.12: Ease of use and time consumption 

 

In the interviews, the students appraised WhatsApp’s immediacy feature in allowing them 

to be active in English learning regardless of time and place, as Ruaished’s (0208) 

1
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4

5
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comment illustrates: “[I]t is available anywhere and there is no time limitation.” This 

feature might have been used as an affordance by the students to increase their activity 

and especially since it was faster for them to access WhatsApp than any other VSN, thus 

providing them with greater access to the teacher, as demonstrated in Harbi’s comment:  

Because we use WhatsApp now instead of Twitter, it is easier 

and I have the teacher on WhatsApp to ask him questions 

immediately whenever I want. (Harbi, 0201) 

Harbi was comparing WhatsApp with Twitter, stating that accessing the teacher was 

easier on WhatsApp and that he replaced Twitter with WhatsApp because it was easier 

for him to use.  

Bader expanded on Harbi’s comment, commenting that WhatsApp also requires less 

effort than Twitter: 

I prefer WhatsApp, because Twitter takes time to log in and 

ask, so one feels lazy. However, we always use WhatsApp. 

(Bader, 0202) 

In WhatsApp, they did not have to spend as much effort since it is private-based which 

means that users will always be signed in and they do not have to write the hashtag; they 

also do not have to switch to an anonymous account since they could only use one account 

that is their real account. In addition, they were “always us[ing] WhatsApp” (Bader, 0202) 

in their daily lives and so were comfortable and expert in using it to contact the teacher 

instantly. Therefore, the less effort required and the ease of use of the innovation could 

have positively increased its adoption rate and increased the level of activity of the 

students in learning the English language.  

A new element that enhanced WhatsApp’s immediacy was inviting the teacher to join the 

group. In the interviews, the students revealed that WhatsApp saved them time because 

the teacher was with them in the group. The sense of social presence that the teacher 

carefully constructed with his chats within the group brought him into a communal 

relationship with the students, which possibly made him seem affectively as well as 

technically more available to them. Ajlan commented, stating that WhatsApp afforded 
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him with a mobile classroom environment allowing him to access the teacher instantly at 

any time: 

I do not have to go to the university one week before the 

exams just to ask him a simple question, I just ask him on 

WhatsApp. (Ajlan, 0205)  

Therefore, the WhatsApp’s immediacy might have enabled the students to raise their 

agency with English learning, allowing them to be continuously connected to their 

classroom, no matter where they were, but especially in places where they felt most 

comfortable. 

6.3.2 “All students are gathered on WhatsApp”  

In addition to its immediacy, the students also valued WhatsApp which allowed them to 

virtually connect with their peers and enabled all to be present in a virtual classroom. This 

afforded a way to facilitate cooperation among the students, enabling them to answer their 

peers’ questions. This feature meant that answering questions was not limited to the 

teacher but included the students themselves, thereby increasing their comfort in asking 

questions. They also recognized that they would receive not just one but multiple 

responses, increasing the chance they would receive a correct answer, as Oreny’s 

comment indicates; among other values he notes: 

Well, sometimes it is better to use WhatsApp instead of 

getting charged for mobile calls. Also, all students are 

gathered on WhatsApp, I mean, on a mobile call you can only 

talk to one person and he might not have an answer for your 

question. However, on WhatsApp, when I ask a question, I may 

get answers from twenty students, and that is a great 

advantage of WhatsApp. (Oreny, 0209) 

From Oreny’s point of view, the advantage of WhatsApp is the ability of the students and 

teacher to gather in one place which he saw as an affordance that increased his 

engagement with English learning; that is, a student could pose a question and multiple 

people would respond to it free of charge, an important consideration for the students. 
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Hence, even if the teacher did not respond to a question immediately, other students 

would often step in to respond, and this would still be under the teacher’s supervision (see 

Figure 6.13). According to Venkatesh and Morris (2003) and Rogers (2003) the higher 

the advantage of the innovation to the students the more the students will be active and 

adopt the innovation. Thus, the advantage was not just for Oreny to comfortably engage 

with English learning but also for his peers to engage and answer the questions which 

would positively influence their English learning. 

Figure 6.13: Cooperation between students 

 

Mubarak also appraised WhatsApp in affording him peer-to-peer support. Mubarak 

reported that, even if he missed a point while studying English, the other students on 

WhatsApp would bring him up to speed, especially when studying for exams:  

Of course, some students remind you of questions you would 

never think of, and they are asked in the exam. You may study 
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and miss some points, but other students do not miss them. 

(Mubarak, 0204)  

In addition, Amry extended this idea by indicating that the cooperation between the 

students in WhatsApp helped him gain performance benefits, not just by answering his 

questions but also because his peers’ collaborative English learning extended his English 

achievements, through the sharing of multimedia relating to English: 

Amry: Sometimes we use it for doing group 

homework, revising for exams, solving the 

problems that we could not solve in class 

or sharing some photos of reading 

paragraphs. 

Interviewer: So, was this helpful for you? 

Amry: So much, it helped me in improving my 

English skills and my grades. (0203) 

Cooperation between the students did not stop at this—the students also reported that 

another great affordance of WhatsApp is that it was not only helpful to the students in the 

class but it is also helpful to those who were absent on that day. Amry explained this 

when he was asked about the benefits of WhatsApp: 

Honestly, lots of things. You can still know which topics 

were covered in the lecture when you were absent. (Amry, 

0203) 

WhatsApp, in providing the students with a virtual meeting place, created an alternative 

source of information for them if they failed to attend class. Their peers could share what 

they had learned that day, possibly through photos of the whiteboard as shown in Figure 

6.2 earlier, or through explanations. This feature of WhatsApp could be viewed as an 

affordance that enhanced the agency of the students to cooperate in creating a virtual 

context in which all the students and the teacher could gather while in their own homes 

or wherever they felt comfortable. Hence, it opened up an environment in that they could 

participate more often and more comfortably than FTF or even than on Twitter.  



Chapter Six: WhatsApp 

189 

6.3.3 Lecture time 

Missing parts of the class could arise from causes other than being absent from the entire 

lecture. During their interviews, the students revealed that class lectures seemed long, 

causing their attention to wander. However, WhatsApp enabled them to overcome this 

constraint by giving them the chance to revisit what they may have missed during the 

lecture. For example, Alkhuder reported that WhatsApp helped students who could not 

maintain focus during long lectures, which could run to almost two hours. Alkhuder stated 

that collaborating in a virtual environment helped them catch up with what they had 

missed in class: 

Of course, because lectures here are one hour and forty 

minutes, it is impossible to concentrate the whole time. 

Sometimes you forget something or do not understand another 

thing, so whenever you study at home you will be able to 

contact the teacher. The best advantage is that the teacher 

will indeed answer you. (Alkhuder, 0206) 

Amry pointed out that this was a new experience for freshmen students: 

Indeed, because in secondary school we did not study 

continuously like this, the longest lecture was just 45 

minutes. However, in preparatory year the lecture is two 

hours, so after one hour we lose our concentration. So, I 

think that WhatsApp has helped us to share notes, topics 

covered and receive the answers to our questions. (Amry, 

0203) 

As freshmen, these students were adjusting to the university environment, and especially 

the length of the lectures, since they were accustomed to the 45-minute lectures given in 

secondary school. Thus, at times, the students would lose their focus on the teacher 

because they were not used to this element of their new environment. Before WhatsApp, 

this constrained their present and future activity and progress in English learning since 

the points they missed would accumulate through time, hence affecting their activity with 

increasing magnitude. However, WhatsApp enabled their peers’ collective activities 
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within the group and the teacher’s support to fill the gap for Alkhuder and Amry, 

especially through private chat (see Section 6.5.2). 

Thus, the affordances of WhatsApp opened up further levels of learning possibilities for 

the students, allowing them many more opportunities to exercise their agency, whether 

by initiating contact with the teacher or with their peers, or revisiting earlier messages.  

6.3.4 Learning and entertaining 

In contrast to the Twitter platform, the students made no comments about constraints that 

limited their agency in using WhatsApp for English learning. However, some students 

did state that they were uncomfortable with the way other students used WhatsApp to 

send entertainment messages. For example, Alsumali (0210) complained about the 

messages students sent that were unrelated to their studies, especially during exams: 

Alsumali: Yes, there are some useless discussions in 

the group when we have exams.  

Interviewer: Why do you think there are useless talks 

when you have exams? 

Alsumali: I think when students study for exams, they 

get bored and escape from studying by 

joking and starting useless discussions, 

and all other students interact. (0210)  

Indeed, as the students observed, some students would send many entertainment-focused 

messages on WhatsApp during the exams period. Very early on, WhatsApp had been 

established as a zone of good humor and playfulness, and this was probably exaggerated 

and exacerbated in the tenseness of exam time due to the students’ pressure. However, 

these disadvantages for Alsumali and Amry were considered advantages for many other 

students who reported that they both learned a lot and also enjoyed the entertainment 

aspect of WhatsApp. Abdullah expressed this idea: 
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On WhatsApp, the teacher sends us photos and useful things 

which I read and benefit from, especially because I failed 

in English last term and now I’m working hard to improve my 

skills. At the beginning, I used WhatsApp just for 

entertainment, but now I use it for learning and for 

entertainment. (Abdullah, 0207)  

Thus, what some considered an advantage of WhatsApp others considered a 

disadvantage. However, even those students who did not like the entertainment aspect of 

some WhatsApp discussions did not limit their activity in English learning, revealing that 

they experienced little actual negative effects from some students using the platform for 

entertainment. In fact, those two students (Alsumali and Amry) were among the top five 

students in activity on WhatsApp. In addition, the entertainment aspect was found to 

engage the students to be more active on their English learning (van Lier, 2004). This is 

evident from their intense activity during normal days of up to 500 messages on normal 

days while it doubled during exams times to 1000 messages about 20 to 30% of these 

messages were related to their English language. Hence, there seems to be advantage of 

learning while entertaining through VSN. 

6.4 Multimodal Activity 

The fact that it allows multimodal activity is one WhatsApp feature that was used as an 

affordance that attracted the students to engage and that allowed them to help their peers 

with learning English. The students employed WhatsApp to send photos of objects having 

some relation to learning English, including photos of the whiteboard taken during the 

lecture, images illustrating some aspect of English grammar or vocabulary, and even 

photos of pages of the syllabus, to the teacher or to other students to help provide an 

explanation, as shown earlier in Figure 6.13, and below in Figure 6.14. In addition to 

photos, the students and teacher sent audio tracks of their own voices and videos (see 

Section 6.4.2). 
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Figure 6.14: The teacher sharing photos 

 

6.4.1 Posting photos to the WhatsApp group 

I observed that the teacher and the students tended to share photos on various subjects 

related to the English language that were useful for the students (see Section 6.2). For 

example, when I asked Alkhuder about this, he said he valued the WhatsApp’s image-

sharing feature; he thought the photos the students and teacher sent were useful for 

improving his English skills. The following comment clearly reflects this view:  

It is excellent. WhatsApp is very useful. Students and 

teachers send English photos that you can read or translate. 

Also, WhatsApp is useful for improving your grammar. 

(Alkhuder, 0206) 

Interestingly, photos of the whiteboard appeared multiple times on the WhatsApp group. 

Students would often share photos of the whiteboard itself during the lecture, as shown 

in Figure 6.2. When Amry was asked about this, he responded as follows: 
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Interviewer: I noticed that sometimes you take photos of 

the board and send them to the group. 

Amry: Yes, this is faster than writing. 

Interviewer: Is this only for absent students? 

Amry: No, not only for absent students, even some 

students who attend are unable to write all 

that the teacher writes on the board. 

Interviewer: Then? 

Amry: Then, when we are at home, everyone writes 

from the photos of the board. (0203) 

As is evident from the preceding discussion, the students increasingly employed the 

multimodal features of WhatsApp as an affordance to extend their agency. At the 

beginning of the WhatsApp implementation process, the platform was viewed only as an 

alternative virtual context that the students could use to connect with their teacher and 

classmates. However, they began to make use of WhatsApp’s multimodal activity to 

overcome constraints that were limiting their learning of English, specifically their 

writing skill. Since their English proficiency was low, they extended the use of WhatsApp 

as a tool so as to extend the time available to them: taking photos of the whiteboard 

allowed them to quickly overcome their English writing proficiency constraint that was 

slowing them down from focusing on the teacher in the class. Specifically, when the 

students were at home, they wrote from the photo of the whiteboard. That is, students in 

the Saudi context typically copy all that is written on the whiteboard to review later (a 

point that is explored further in the discussion chapter). However, since the students had 

low English proficiency, they wrote slowly and were unable to capture everything 

displayed on the whiteboard before the teacher ran out of space and erased some so as to 

be able to continue. Therefore, to overcome the constraint associated with their slow 

writing, they photographed the whiteboard with their smartphones and posted these 

photos to the WhatsApp group for everyone else to write from. 

This multimodal activity occurred not only within the public WhatsApp group with the 

students but also in private communications with the teacher, as shown in Alkhuder’s 

comment:  
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Interviewer: Have you asked the teacher questions on 

WhatsApp in a private conversation? 

Alkhudar: Yes, and he answered. 

Interviewer: Does he take time before he answers? 

Alkhudar: No, not at all, he is so understanding and 

tolerant with us. I even asked him about 

adding “es” and “ies” to plural nouns, so 

he searched the internet, took screenshots 

and sent them to me. 

Interviewer: Without explanation? 

Alkhudar: First, he explained it, but I told him that 

I did not understand, so he searched and 

sent me screenshots.  

Interviewer: So, was his explanation helpful for you? 

Alkhudar: Honestly, it helped me a lot. (0206) 

The teacher employed the multimodal feature of WhatsApp as an alternative method of 

explanation: it involved sending him a screenshot showing a simpler illustration more 

suitable to the student’s level of understanding, thus not only extending Alkhuder’s 

agency in allowing him to initiate interaction with the teacher but also allowing the 

teacher to be active in helping the students according to their level of English proficiency.  

6.4.2 Posting videos and audio tracks 

The students employed other multimodal media, in particular videos and recordings of 

their own voices not just in Arabic but also in English, to explain issues to the students 

and to practice their English language. I frequently observed some students sending audio 

recordings, as shown in Figure 6.15, and some sent recordings of themselves speaking 

more often than others did, especially in English. One such student was Oreny, who stated 

that WhatsApp helped him overcome his anxiety (see Section 6.5.1 for further findings 

relating to anxiety) by enabling him to send recordings of his own voice. In contrast to 

face-to-face communication, however, when Oreny recorded himself making a mistake 

and posted the recording on WhatsApp, he did not mind being corrected: 
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Interviewer: Do you think that you are one of those 

students who feel shy? 

Oreny: There are some students who feel shy. 

Maybe, they didn’t practice English, such 

as listening, so their skills are so weak. 

Interviewer: So, do you think that WhatsApp helps to get 

over shyness? 

Oreny: Yes, it does. For example, I always send 

English voice messages because I trust 

myself. I also may have some spelling 

mistakes that are corrected by other 

students. (0209) 

Oreny’s confidence was thus raised outside of class, because WhatsApp provided an 

environment where he could demonstrate his confidence and also his English abilities to 

the teacher and his fellow students. He wished to be viewed by the students and teacher 

as a diligent student who was extremely knowledgeable with respect to the English 

language, as he indicated in other comments, especially those data in Section 6.6.2. Thus, 

WhatsApp’s multimodal activity provided him with an environment that allowed him to 

achieve his goals. 

Figure 6.15: Posting audio recordings 
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On the other hand, although Alsumali (0210) did not send audio tracks of himself, he 

found those of others to be useful in his learning of English:  

Some students in the group posted useful listening tracks 

that helped us improve our listening and grammar. (Alsumali, 

0210) 

Therefore, even if some students did not actually participate in sending voice messages, 

they could still perceive advantages from their peers’ activity, and it is possible that this 

could increase their confidence to speak over time. Overall, the students’ use of 

WhatsApp’s multimodal activity provided them with alternative methods to simplify and 

expand their learning processes and to facilitate their cooperation with each other, not just 

with respect to learning English but other subjects as well. 

6.5 Emotional Implications 

Within the qualitative data, the students did not report any anxiety that constrained their 

agency in WhatsApp, possibly due to the increased confidence associated with their use 

of WhatsApp over Twitter or FTF, as is evident from the post-project questionnaire 

responses shown in Figure 6.16. Here, the students reported a high level of confidence 

when sharing their knowledge of English through WhatsApp, a sentiment with which all 

but one of the students expressed agreement. This exception expressed a neutral opinion. 

Their response to item 13 is markedly different from their responses to item 2 asking 

about their confidence on Twitter.  
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Figure 6.16: The students’ confidence level on WhatsApp 

 

In addition, the students’ increased confidence levels, due to using WhatsApp, seemed to 

positively affect their agency. Those students prone to anxiety or shyness seemed less 

anxious on WhatsApp than on Twitter, as Alsumali (0210) explained. The reason he gave 

for the students’ activity on WhatsApp was that they felt more comfortable in chatting 

there than when facing the teacher in person in the class, particularly since they really 

wanted to participate so as to improve their English language proficiency: 

I think it is because everyone of us wants to speak English, 

so everyone looks for someone else to speak English with. 

Maybe some of them do not have friends to speak English with, 

so they speak with the teacher in the WhatsApp group and even 

because when someone speaks English face to face, he may get 

pressured and confused, so writing is much easier. (Alsumali, 

0210) 

Alsumali’s comment might demonstrate that the environment in WhatsApp is different 

from FTF or even Twitter, i.e., there were no opportunities for Alsumali and the other 

students to practice English in FTF or Twitter due to the contextual constraints in 

speaking English FTF: anxiety and the technological features of Twitter for example. In 
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addition, the use of WhatsApp outside the classroom could have fostered their comfort 

with the tool since they will not be facing the teacher nor the students (Aburezeq & 

Ishtaiwa, 2013; binti Mistar & Embi, 2016). Thus, WhatsApp appear to have counteracted 

the anxiety constraint as Alsumali felt comfortable practicing his English through 

WhatsApp with the other students and even the teacher.  

6.5.1 “Feelings disappear” 

As a result of WhatsApp’s raising the students’ confidence levels, some students reported 

that their negative feelings decreased when using WhatsApp as was the case with 

Alsumali described above. Other students indicated in the interviews that anxiety might 

have been reduced in WhatsApp, as they were able to speak to the teacher without barriers 

that might negatively affect their activity. An interesting comment by Ruaished (0208) 

expressed his feelings toward the platform when he was questioned about its advantages: 

There is no barrier between a student and the teacher. 

(Ruaished, 0208) 

The meaning of his comment could be interpreted through another comment from the 

interviews: “Because I will not be talking FTF, so these feelings disappear” (Ruaished, 

0208). In other words, Ruaished revealed that, using WhatsApp might have helped 

eliminate the causes of his anxiety, because he is not speaking English FTF which might 

otherwise act as a constraint on his ability to act (Aljumah, 2012; Hamouda, 2012). 

Hence, speaking through a mediating tool outside the classroom could allow him to 

further increase his activity (Aljumah, 2012). This is clearly shown in his comment in 

that emotional barriers disappear.  

In addition, Alkhuder (0206) advanced another interpretation of the “barrier” imposed on 

him by anxiety. Explaining the reasons as to why there was no longer a barrier between 

the teacher and the students in WhatsApp, he stated: 

Alkhudar: I think WhatsApp has replaced Twitter, 

especially after the teacher joined our 

group. 
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Interviewer: How could the teacher make this difference? 

Alkhudar: Sometimes, the teacher sends us photos and 

videos, he speaks with us and tells us about 

his city and his culture. He became our 

friend with all the respect and without 

fears or pressure. (0206) 

Since the teacher chose to participate with the students in ways that had not been typical 

of classroom interactions but which were readily afforded by WhatsApp, such as by 

sharing photos, videos and also talking about himself and his culture, as in the example 

shown in Figure 6.5 earlier, the teacher became closer to the students. He became their 

friend while keeping his respect as their teacher at the same time. Thus, their anxiety 

about making mistakes in front of him was reduced, by breaking the formality of their 

relationships, thereby making them more comfortable in participating (see Section 6.7.1 

for further findings on informal relationships between the teacher and the students).  

In addition, the students’ previous familiarity with the tool, especially to practice English, 

facilitated their comfort in using it during the class. In fact, some of the students had 

endeavored to use WhatsApp to practice English with their friends or with other groups 

of English learners prior to the class, as was the case with Ajlan: 

Before using WhatsApp in class, I had already created a group 

with some students. We were speaking English only and there 

was no problem if anyone of us made a spelling or a grammar 

mistake, we used to correct each other’s mistakes. (Ajlan, 

0205) 

Ajlan’s comment might demonstrate that some of the students were well aware of 

WhatsApp’s benefits even before the study. In addition, they were aware that this virtual 

context creates less anxiety surrounding mistakes in English, which they did not mind 

having corrected within the platform.  
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6.5.2 Private chat  

WhatsApp’s private chat also acted as an affordance that facilitated the students’ 

engagement with English learning and further reduced their anxiety from making 

mistakes in front of other students. It gave them more privacy in asking questions, even 

ones they considered ‘easy,’ and thus were able to overcome the constraints that limited 

their activity on Twitter and FTF in asking simple questions. One of Twitter’s biggest 

constraints was fear of making mistakes in public or even asking simple questions they 

believed most of the students would already know the answers to. However, WhatsApp 

might have eliminated these constraints because of its private chat. Hence, the students 

did not feel they had to hide their identities by logging into their anonymous accounts to 

be able to ask the teacher questions as in Twitter, thereby increasing the effort required 

for them to use that platform. In WhatsApp, they could straightforwardly ask the teacher 

questions through private chat. Oreny described the advantage of this affordance in the 

following comment: 

Actually, sometimes I have some questions that I do not like 

to ask in the group. So, I asked the teacher during the exams 

period, I was studying and I did not understand something, I 

asked the teacher to explain it in a voice message, he agreed 

to send it in a minute, and he did. Honestly, it was so 

beneficial. (Oreny, 0209) 

Oreny preferred to ask the teacher some questions via private messages because he feared 

being looked down upon by the other students if he had asked the teacher a simple 

question on the public WhatsApp chat. On Twitter, Oreny had to ask the teacher simple 

questions using an anonymous account to hide his identity from the other students (as 

presented in Chapter Five). However, with WhatsApp he did not have to use an 

anonymous account to hide his identity as he could ask him from his real WhatsApp 

account, thus reducing the effort involved in doing so. He could ask the teacher difficult 

questions in the public WhatsApp group visible to all the students, and he could ask 

simple questions in WhatsApp via private chat. Hence, WhatsApp’s privacy increased 

Oreny’s involvement with English learning by reducing the effort involved and the 
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negative emotions associated with asking simple questions which would erode his 

academic stature in front of the other students.  

The students’ activity on WhatsApp’s private chat facility increased immediately before 

and during the mid-term exam period. Many students reported in the interviews that they 

frequently asked the teacher questions in private, especially when studying for exams, 

and the teacher was extremely responsive according to what the students revealed in the 

interviews. Since Alkhuder was a shy student, asking the teacher questions on WhatsApp 

might have provided the perfect opportunity for him to increase his knowledge of English. 

For instance, during his interview, he found an interesting strategy to ask multiple 

questions of the teacher while still maintaining a good relationship with him: 

Interviewer: Did you ask him before the exams? 

Alkhudar: Yes, I have asked him questions before the 

exams. I did not understand more than half 

of the book, so I distributed my questions 

over the remaining days before the exam in 

order not to annoy him. I asked him one 

question every day and he answered. 

Interviewer: Why didn’t you ask him all of your questions 

at once?  

Alkhudar: I was worried I would annoy him, and then 

he would not answer my questions. (0206) 

However, he self-regulated himself in asking those many questions in order to not damage 

the teacher’s attitude toward him. He was aware that causing the teacher more work might 

affect the teacher’s willingness to help him with his future English studies. Thus, he was 

very careful in exercising his agency to communicate with the teacher in the private chat. 

6.6 Closer Community, Social Relations, and Peer Influence 

In addition to WhatsApp’s features acting as affordances that positively influenced the 

students’ agency to engage with learning English, the affordances which emerged relating 

to the students’ closer community (i.e., friends, family, and relatives) also played a crucial 
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role in motivating the students’ agentic system. As the students reported in the interviews, 

those with whom they had the closest relationships contributed to making them 

comfortable with and accepting of the new tool as well as motivating them to learn 

English. The majority of the students strongly agreed that WhatsApp motivated them to 

learn English (see Figure 6.17); the qualitative data associated with this item indicated 

the closer community presence in the tool, the building of their social relations and their 

peer competition, which motivated the students’ use and adoption of WhatsApp.  

Figure 6.17: The students’ motivation in WhatsApp 

 

6.6.1 Influence of closest community  

The students demonstrated that their activity on WhatsApp might have been influenced 

by their friends’, families’, and relatives’ activities on VSN. For instance, Ajlan indicated 

that it was popular among his friends, family members, and relatives, thereby influencing 

his use of it for learning English. He used it because everyone did. Moreover, he 

commented that it was extremely difficult to find anyone who did not use WhatsApp in a 

Saudi context: 
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Everyone has an account on WhatsApp, all my family, my 

friends and my relatives, and they are all active. I mean, 

it is so difficult to find someone who does not have an 

account on WhatsApp. Besides that, it is easy to use. (Ajlan, 

0205) 

Also, Harbi mentioned that his activity was influenced by the presence of his teacher and 

his friends on WhatsApp, to the detriment of his use of Twitter:  

Honestly, I was motivated at the beginning, but after the 

teacher joined us on WhatsApp, my motivation to use Twitter 

became lower, because WhatsApp covers all the advantages of 

Twitter and most of my friends are there. (Harbi, 0201)  

Ajlan’s and Harbi’s comments could provide one of the reasons explaining the decline in 

the students’ use of Twitter and their switch to WhatsApp, that is the lack of sufficient 

positive social activity on Twitter within their close communities. Such activity could 

have influenced the sustainability of Twitter, if all the students used anonymous accounts. 

In other words, the positive social activity from the students’ closer community might be 

important but also its effects might be reduced by Twitter’s open platform. Thus, for 

Twitter to achieve a longer sustainability, both the activity of the students’ closer 

community and the use of anonymous accounts on the platform might be important to 

achieve that goal. Of course, closer community activity is something that develops over 

time but this could provide a hint for teachers who are choosing an appropriate VSN for 

English learning.   

6.6.2 Importance of social relationships in enabling participation 

In addition to being influenced by their close community, the importance of building 

social relationships with their peers appeared to have contributed in influencing the 

student use of WhatsApp for English learning. To be more precise, the students were 

building relationships to motivate themselves and this, in turn, might have contributed in 

influencing their agency. For example, Oreny reported that, to remain active in his 

studies, he needed to maintain good relationships with his peers, and WhatsApp helped 
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him strengthen these relationships. With this affordance, his participation went beyond 

asking questions to actually be answering other students’ questions, which he had a 

particular motive for, thus developing a sense of a learning community: 

To keep motivated, you have to make many friends. I mean, 

you should not connect with your classmates only when you 

need them. First, I did not know anyone so I was not 

participating, but now I know all of them and this encourages 

me to participate. (Oreny, 0209)  

His goal was not only to enhance his social relationships with his peers but also to be 

perceived by his peers in a certain way, that is to engage in a process of self-presentation 

as a diligent student. Therefore, when they asked him about things related to the English 

language, thus made Oreny feel motivated and this catalyzed his agency in learning 

English: he felt satisfied about his English ability as the other students trusted him. His 

next comment clearly illustrated his wanting to maintain a good relationship with his 

peers: 

Well, when I answer a question from some student, I imagine 

other students would say: “Oreny knows this subject well, we 

should ask him about what we do not know,” so they all start 

to ask me questions. Yesterday, for example, some student 

asked me on WhatsApp about questions in English. (Oreny, 

0209) 

Oreny’s reason for building a relationship was recognition by his peers. He imagined that, 

if he kept answering the other students’ questions, they would think that “Oreny knows 

this subject well, we should ask him about what we do not know” (Oreny, 0209). Thus, 

when the students asked him, they motivated him because one of his goals was to be 

known among the other students as a diligent student. WhatsApp acted as an affordance 

to facilitate his goal, especially since all the students were gathered in one virtual place 

and so were available outside the classroom. Thus, his opportunities to answer the others’ 

questions were increased, as in Figures 6.13, where Oreny is answering their questions 

and students are thanking him in return.   
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6.6.3 Peer competition 

Peer competition has been found to be a strong motivator in language learning (Dörnyei 

& Murphey, 2004; Gao, 2008). The use of WhatsApp also catalyzed students’ agency is 

that it contributed to increased peer competition. Once they had built strong relationships 

with their classmates, the students began to be rivals, and WhatsApp helped them to keep 

their rivalry going by affording them with an environment to observe one another’s 

progress. Abdullah (0207) encountered this situation with his peers when he was unable 

to understand one of the words of his peers’ conversation in English on WhatsApp, as 

recounted in the following comment: 

Interviewer: So, if you read and could not understand 

some word in WhatsApp, what do you usually 

do? Would you ignore it or translate it? 

Abdullah: Honestly, it happened before, and I used 

the translation. 

Interviewer: So, what motivated you to translate it? 

Abdullah: Because I want to know what the students 

are saying and I feel happy when I 

understand what is said, because I do not 

want to read without understanding. 

Interviewer: Well, do you not feel upset when a student 

uses some word that you cannot understand? 

Abdullah: Yes, I feel upset when I don’t understand 

what he does understand, as we are supposed 

to have the same English level. (0207) 

He felt bad about himself when he could not understand his classmates chatting in English 

as they were all “supposed to have the same English level” (Abdullah, 0207). Indeed, it 

was because he knew them well through their classroom interactions and also outside the 

classroom through WhatsApp and FTF. If they spoke in English and he could not 

understand them, it made him feel that he was behind and that his progress toward joining 
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his dream major was insufficient. Hence, this situation motivated him to increase his 

efforts to learn English and translate every word that he did not know. Thus, WhatsApp 

could be seen as a catalyst for increased efforts in learning English.  

The competition between the PYP students was very high, and it was good for their 

learning in general but more specifically for their achievements in English. Thus, 

WhatsApp might have mediated the students’ competition within their studies. 

Abdullah’s comment below reveals how competition with his friends might have raised 

his activity to spend more time and effort learning English. When asked if he had ever 

competed with another student on WhatsApp, he replied as follows: 

Yes, it happened but in a private conversation with one of 

my classmates, I was talking to him and I asked him about 

which unit had he finished in Reading and Writing. He said 

that he was studying in unit eight, and I was still in unit 

five, so I was motivated to work hard and keep studying to 

compete with him. So, I got high grades because I had enough 

time to revise more than once. (Abdullah, 0207) 

Because of his conversation with his classmate on WhatsApp, he was able to increase his 

competence and agency in English as reflected in his grades, because he had the time to 

“revise more than once” (Abdullah, 0207). Therefore, WhatsApp appeared to have 

opened the door for healthy competition, a factor that might have not arisen in FTF 

interactions, as the contextual constraints did not permit them to be open to each other’s 

progress to the same extent as on WhatsApp. Their competition on WhatsApp might have 

increased their agency and could have made learning English more interesting for them 

since they could compete in learning English.  

Overall, the influences of their community, their social relations, and their peers were 

important factors that influenced the students’ use of WhatsApp. These influences might 

have contributed to their comfort levels, while building their social relations with their 

peers; also competing afforded them with extrinsic motivation to engage with learning 

English and so increased their achievement. Hence, other external influences on the 

students’ agency to adopt WhatsApp were their closer communities, social relations, and 
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peer competition, and these influences need to be taken into account when considering 

the use of a new tool for learning English.  

6.7 Environmental Change for the Teacher and Students  

This final section of the WhatsApp chapter explores WhatsApp’s features in providing 

the students with affordances that contributed to changing the student and teacher 

environments from formal to informal, a positive step supporting the students’ agency to 

learn English. In addition, the section presents the findings relevant to WhatsApp’s 

contribution in extending the students’ learning environment to include their cooperation 

in other subject areas. 

6.7.1 Formal to informal relationships 

One of the affordances that was promoted by WhatsApp was that it changed the classroom 

environment from formal to more informal relationships which in turn fostered their 

English learning (Al-Shehri, 2012). This environmental change allowed the students to 

demonstrate a higher level of participation in learning English on WhatsApp than they 

did FTF. They asked the teacher many questions related to the English language and also 

took advantage of every opportunity to open conversations in English with him. In 

addition, he posted messages on his own, both related to and not related to the English 

language, such as entertainment messages as shown in most of the figures above. These 

actions done by the students and the teacher reduced the formality tension of their 

relationships. The evidence of this was that both students and teacher were more 

comfortable on WhatsApp than on Twitter or even FTF. Oreny and Ruaished mentioned 

in the focus group that the reason for greater teacher engagement and participation on 

WhatsApp was that it facilitated more informal interactions between the students and 

teacher, thereby creating a greater feeling of comfort with WhatsApp as opposed to 

Twitter: 
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Oreny: He answers all of our questions whether 

on Twitter or WhatsApp, but I think he 

does not feel comfortable on Twitter. 

Ruaished: You can feel that he is speaking more 

formally on Twitter, but on WhatsApp you 

can feel that you are speaking with your 

friend. (0302) 

Indeed, the teacher answered the students’ questions and interacted with them informally 

on WhatsApp as if he were chatting with friends and used the WhatsApp platform to 

motivate and encourage the students’ learning. His role in influencing the students’ 

agency was very important in developing their sense of belonging and comfort on 

WhatsApp, as supported by Harbi: 

Even the teacher is friendly in the group and keeps 

motivating us, he does not mind to answer all of our 

questions, even the simplest ones. (Harbi, 0201) 

Some of the students intentionally sent entertainment posts to the group, and one reason 

for doing so was to make the teacher feel more comfortable there by being less formal. 

Thus, the teacher’s action extended the agency of the students’ in learning English, such 

as giving them more opportunities to practice their English or recognizing them as 

diligent students. Such was the case with Mubarak when he was asked if he would like 

the group to be more formal by prohibiting entertainment posts. He replied that he 

considered WhatsApp very important in making the teacher feel comfortable, that is to 

be viewed as a friend: 

The teacher, for example, talks with us and there is no 

problem. So, if we felt that it was formal, we would create 

another group for entertainment, but I don’t think it would 

be formal. However, if there were some fun, this would make 

the teacher comfortable and friendly. (Mubarak, 0204) 

As a result of this informal relationship, when asked how his WhatsApp experience 

changed him, Ajlan replied that he felt closer to the teacher than previously because he 
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had spoken with him several times on WhatsApp, thereby letting the teacher know that 

he was participating and so causing the teacher to recognize him as a diligent student, as 

shown in the following comment: 

I became closer to the teacher in an informal way, because 

when you ask the teacher questions many times, he knows you 

and remembers that you have asked him questions before. 

(Ajlan, 0205) 

This could also be interpreted the opposite way—because the teacher became connected 

more informally to the students through WhatsApp, he was then able to accept more of 

the students’ interactions. In answering the students’ questions, the teacher was 

encouraging them and improving their English competence, which positively influenced 

their agency by increasing their interaction on WhatsApp. Bader, for example, expressing 

his opinion of the teacher’s support, noted how the teacher would typically send him 

detailed explanations:  

It is excellent. Sometimes we even ask him questions during 

the exams period, and he replies with detailed explanations. 

(Bader, 0202)  

Alkhuder, who contacted the teacher several times through private chat on WhatsApp, 

stated his belief that WhatsApp changed him for the better: 

Yes, it has changed me for the better. I once asked him in 

private and made a spelling mistake, so he corrected the 

mistake and asked me to rewrite my question again. (Alkhuder, 

0206) 

This anecdote reveals the importance of the teacher’s positive attitude toward the 

innovative use of WhatsApp as an aid to teaching. He did not limit his activity to just the 

WhatsApp public group but extended his engagement and endeavored to help the students 

with their struggle to learn English not just by answering their questions but also by 

seeking to improve their English proficiency. He was aware of his responsibility as a 

teacher to improve his students’ English skills. In addition, the teacher sometimes 

answered the students’ questions during his office hours, especially the ones being sent 
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through private messages. One example came from Ruaished who asked the teacher 

before the exams through private message in WhatsApp and noted how the teacher 

answered his questions; “He [the teacher] responded one day before the exam, as I asked 

him two days before it. I think it was 12 or 1 PM.” Thus, if the teacher felt burdened by 

the students’ questions he deferred answering until he found a suitable time. 

As can be seen, the teacher and students were comfortable in the WhatsApp environment, 

and their participation transitioned from formal to more informal relationships due to the 

platform’s affordances, thereby facilitating their learning process. The teacher’s agency 

in initiating informal participation in the group made the students comfortable using 

WhatsApp to learn English. Because the students viewed the teacher as cooperative and 

friendly, they were relaxed in extending their agency by asking him questions related to 

the English language and by being more open to learn from their mistakes. 

6.7.2 English practice 

The ability to informally participate on WhatsApp presented above facilitated the 

students’ agency in learning English or, stated more specifically, in practicing the English 

language. I observed the students showing more initiative in relation to English language 

practice, in fact a great deal more than in FTF interaction. Abdullah (0207), also 

observing this phenomenon, thought that the students’ attitudes toward speaking English 

had changed after the creation of the WhatsApp group. He noted that the students had 

never spoken English with that level of intensity prior to this: 

Interviewer: Well, what do you think about the students 

in the group? 

Abdullah: They have changed a lot. 

Interviewer: How have they changed? 

Abdullah: They had never spoken English like this 

before, but now they started speaking 

English well. 

Interviewer: What do you think is the reason for this? 
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Abdullah: I think because you made the teacher join 

us in the group, and the teacher started to 

interact with the students better than 

before when he was interacting FTF. (0207) 

As stated above, Abdullah opined that the teacher’s informal interaction with the students 

on the WhatsApp group was the primary reason behind their increased agency for 

practicing English. In contrast to Twitter, where the students reported a lack of teacher 

support during the last weeks before its activity drop, the teacher was more open in the 

WhatsApp group, due to the affordances promoted by WhatsApp, which might have 

contributed to his change in attitude in dealing with his students.  

Alsumali supported Abdullah’s claims, indicating that WhatsApp might have opened up 

new opportunities for him to practice his English. By having the teacher with him he 

improved his English language, thereby improving his confidence in speaking:  

Honestly, when the teacher joined us in the group, we started 

to speak English. I mean, we started to learn some new 

vocabulary words. (Alsumali, 0210)  

Indeed, this aspect of WhatsApp was so important to him that he attempted to match the 

teacher’s contributions to practicing his English: 

I have participated a lot in English on WhatsApp. I 

participate every time the teacher becomes available on 

WhatsApp and writes to us. (Alsumali, 0210) 

Alsumali also stated that he always used the WhatsApp platform to practice what he 

learned in the lecture with the teacher, especially for English grammar: 

Writing, I started to type faster and more grammatically 

correct. For example, when I write on WhatsApp, I apply 

grammar rules and put verbs, nouns and objects in the correct 

order, and I try to keep practicing grammar. (Alsumali, 0210) 

As Alsumali’s comment makes clear, WhatsApp helped him improve his grammar as it 

allowed him to apply what he learned in class. This opportunity contributed to improving 
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his progress indicated in different subjects, not just English, since these subjects were 

being taught in English as well; his progress in learning English was reflected in 

corresponding progress in almost all the subjects he was studying in the PYP:  

Without WhatsApp I wouldn’t have gotten high grades in the 

quizzes, WhatsApp helped me in my quizzes a lot. (Alsumali, 

0210) 

Because of WhatsApp, Alsumali and many of his peers were able to access more 

knowledge and practice the English language with the teacher or their classmates. Their 

appreciation of the affordances brought about by the use of WhatsApp influenced the 

students’ agency to practice English in this virtual context, an opportunity they had lacked 

before. 

6.7.3 Restructuring the WhatsApp environment to include other subject areas 

The students’ success with the use of WhatsApp in learning English might have 

encouraged them to reshape the WhatsApp environment to include cooperation in 

learning other subjects, such as physics and computer science, which were referred to in 

both the quantitative and qualitative data. The study’s quantitative findings, as 

summarized in Figure 6.18, revealed the students’ high positive attitudes toward this 

environmental change in their other subjects. As indicated from the table, all the students 

agreed that they would like to use WhatsApp for other subjects, which they had actually 

already done. For example, Alsumali’s comment illustrated that his attitude toward using 

WhatsApp for other subjects had been influenced by his peers as they began to cooperate 

in the study of physics, which encouraged him to join his peers. He reported: 

Last time I used it, I was motivated to study physics, because 

some students shared physics problems and questions. 

(Alsumali, 0210) 
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Figure 6.18: Students’ attitude toward environmental change 

 

Ajlan, who was already using WhatsApp for other subjects including physics, was asked 

if he would like the physics teacher to join the group; he replied in the affirmative as he 

felt this teacher’s presence would enhance their learning of physics. 

Honestly, I hope so, especially for [that particular science-

based subject]. If we had the teacher for [that science-based 

subject] with us on WhatsApp, most of our problems would have 

been solved. (Ajlan, 0205) 

Bader also reported that he was using WhatsApp for all his other subjects except 

“Thinking Skills” since it was illustrated in Arabic. His purpose in using WhatsApp was 

to focus on improving his English language so as to enroll in the medical department.  

Interviewer: Well, for what subjects do you use 

WhatsApp? 

Bader: All the subjects, except for thinking 

skills subjects. 

Interviewer: Why don’t you ask questions about thinking 

skills? 

1

2

3

4

5

21- I would like to use WhatsApp for
other subjects.

22- I will continue to use WhatsApp
for the next semester as well.

Mean 4.72 4.36
S.D. 0.53 0.74
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Bader: Because, thinking skills subject is given 

in Arabic, but whoever joins the medical 

department will study all in English. 

(0202) 

The students’ agency in restructuring their environment through WhatsApp meant it also 

became an alternative mediator not just for learning English but also other subjects. This 

is evident in the very high level of their responses to item 22, as shown in Figure 6.18, in 

which almost all the students agreed that they wanted to use WhatsApp during the next 

semester. WhatsApp had apparently become embedded in students’ study habits, as 

Mubarak argued when he stated that WhatsApp had now become essential for their 

learning: 

Of course. It became essential, once the term begins, we will 

create a group. All the students accepted this. (Mubarak, 

0204) 

WhatsApp had facilitated an environmental change for the students. Its affordances in 

changing the teacher-student interactions from formal to informal played a crucial role in 

extending the students’ agency, by giving the students better opportunities to practice 

their English language skills with the teacher in the context of a virtual classroom. The 

students’ success using WhatsApp for English learning led them to restructure the 

learning environment to also include their cooperation with other subjects. 

6.8 Summary 

Overall, the students claimed many strong advantages with the use of WhatsApp and 

indicated a very positive attitude toward its adoption in the English language classroom. 

WhatsApp could mediate new levels of learning possibilities that were socially 

constructed through their peers and the teacher. The affordances brought about by the use 

of WhatsApp created a virtual environment for the students that made them feel 

comfortable in exercising their agency. The immediacy, cooperation, and entertainment 

affordances of WhatsApp meant that the students felt as if they were in a context that was 

superior to their formal classroom due to the increased affordances available to them.  
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In addition, the multimodal activities possible on WhatsApp assisted the students to 

bypass the constraints with respect to English proficiency that they had encountered when 

speaking directly to the teacher (i.e., FTF) to obtain support. WhatsApp also enabled the 

students to be less anxious than they were in FTF situations and on Twitter due to the 

private channel available on WhatsApp and also because the students were participating 

outside of class in more comfortable surroundings. The closed environment of WhatsApp 

was important in this too. Furthermore, the influence of their communities and peers 

might have played a crucial role in making the students comfortable in adopting this new 

virtual context.  

As a result of affordances created by the use of WhatsApp, the students felt that their 

environment might have changed and that their relationship with the teacher might have 

become less formal. Most importantly, they began to practice and enhance their English 

skills to a greater degree, an advance they had not previously been able to make due to 

the barrier formed by their anxiety and fear of making mistakes. Finally, due to their 

success in using WhatsApp in their English class, they decided to reshape the WhatsApp 

environment to also include cooperation in the study of their other subjects, indicating 

the successful implementation and adoption of the tool.   
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 CHAPTER SEVEN: DISCUSSION 

7.1 Overview 

This chapter provides in-depth discussion of insights into the complexity and dynamics 

of the material presented in Chapters Four, Five and Six regarding the nature and roles of 

VSNs in a Saudi tertiary EFL context of students’ use trajectory and experiences of 

Twitter and WhatsApp throughout the implementation stage. The chapter sections 

correspond to the three research questions within the theoretical and analytical 

frameworks underpinning the current study 1) What are the nature and role of VSNs in 

the context of Saudi tertiary EFL learners? 2) How are the students’ experiences and use 

trajectory of Twitter inside the classroom embedded in their EFL learning experiences? 

3) How are the students’ experiences and use trajectory of WhatsApp outside the 

classroom embedded in their EFL learning experiences? The chapter begins with a 

discussion of the data relevant to the first research question, which corresponds to 

Fullan’s initiation phase. The discussion of the second and third questions is divided into 

two parts that correspond to Fullan’s implementation and sustainability phases. 

7.2 The Nature and Roles of VSNs in a Saudi Tertiary EFL Context 

In Chapter Four, I presented and discussed the findings on the use of various types of 

VSNs within a Saudi EFL context, the use of the features of each type that worked as 

affordances within this environment to engage the participants, and the findings as to why 

one particular VSN was preferred over the other. Chapter Four described the first stage 

of data gathering, and provided the background to understanding the nature and place of 

VSNs within a Saudi tertiary EFL context. The findings revealed that VSNs are 

categorized into two types within a Saudi EFL context—private- and public-based—and 

that their communication modes and uses differ based on the type of VSN. In view of 
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this, three primary areas concerning the nature and place of the innovation are discussed 

in this section: the influences of the community on the use and adoption of the innovation, 

technological characteristics associated with each innovation that determine the effort 

required to use it, and the influence of its characteristics on the participants’ attitudes 

toward using it for English language learning. 

The social factor inherent in each VSN type was one of the main influences on 

participants’ behavior in actively engaging more often with one type than the other. 

Participants indicated a strong attachment to private-based VSN, in this case WhatsApp, 

over the public-based VSN, Twitter. One of the main motives for the participants’ 

engagement with the private-based VSN type is its increased affordances in connecting 

them to their closest communities (such as relatives, family, colleagues and friends) 

within a closed environment, that is, one where a user interacts only with a closed 

community of his or her own choosing, as opposed to the public-based VSN, where 

interaction is open to the public (Rashidi, Vaniea, & Camp, 2016). Participants indicated 

that this VSN characteristic positively affected their level of engagement with this type 

of VSN for English learning in general, and, more specifically, for English practice. For 

example, some of the students actively sought out English accounts on Twitter in order 

to request that the account owner add them to a WhatsApp group where they could be 

comfortable with their English practice in a closed environment (a feature offered by 

WhatsApp), while maintaining privacy in their learning. The privacy issue in public-

based VSNs has been reported as having negative effects on language learning (Susilo, 

2014). The social attributes associated with different VSN types that attracted the 

participants in this study to actively seek out and use one type over the other will be 

discussed in detail in this section. 

The widespread use of WhatsApp within the Saudi EFL context evidently influenced the 

participants’ acceptance of the tool and their level of engagement with it according to the 

findings, which showed that almost all the participants had profiles and were more active 

in using WhatsApp. What motivated the use of this VSN was its ability to strengthen their 

social interactions within their communities, specifically their closest community. As 

teacher trainee (TT) Amar commented, it was “for socializing with relatives and friends. 
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In the past, people were far away from each other, but, now, they are closer and it has 

improved their relationships.” From an ecological perspective, “the environment includes 

all physical‚ social and symbolic affordances that provide grounds for activity” (van Lier, 

2004, p. 5). TT Amar’s comment emphasizes the importance of social affordances in his 

use of WhatsApp, which facilitated his contact with his community, making this contact 

easier than before he began using WhatsApp. Thus, WhatsApp’s social affordance 

fostered and enabled the participants’ agency, influencing their decisions to communicate 

with their closest community.  

In addition to the above, the widespread use of WhatsApp within Saudi society influenced 

other members who prior to this had had no interest in technology to start using it. For 

example, TT Dawood began using WhatsApp after he saw his closest community of peers 

using it. Although he disliked VSNs in general, the fact that his closest community used 

it prompted him to take it up so that he would not feel left behind. These findings in terms 

of the community’s impact on users’ decisions to use WhatsApp align with these of 

Church and Oliveira (2013), who found that their participants were influenced by their 

friends’ actions to adopt WhatsApp and use it. The influence of the community could 

make the tool appealing to use, thus increasing their activity. Fullan (2007) suggested that 

“communities can instigate educational change” (p. 77), meaning that the initial stage of 

investigating the use of an innovation within a specific context is to explore community 

support for its use. In the current study, the community is seen as instigating individuals’ 

active use of the innovation. The fact that VSNs, by their nature, are designed to be social 

tools may contribute to the importance of the community in influencing members to begin 

using them. According to Fullan (2007), an innovation that does not receive sufficient 

attention from the overall community would be destined to fail in its implementation in 

educational settings. Connecting with the community was a primary reason for these 

participants to begin to use a VSN in their learning, and to become active on it. 

Other factors that enhanced the community’s influence were related to the participants’ 

use of WhatsApp to reshape their real-world activities in terms of collaboration and 

organizing of meetings. Since WhatsApp afforded the Saudis a closed environment, it 

influenced their physical environment with respect to privacy. Only those individuals in 
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the group could see content posted by group members. As evident in the results, this 

affordance led them to raise their activity level for communications on WhatsApp more 

than on any other VSN platform. This finding indicates that WhatsApp’s nature supports 

collaboration, as was also found by Aburezeq and Ishtaiwa (2013) and Rambe and 

Chipunza (2013). This could be one motive that could possibly explain why the students 

in the implementation stage preferred its use over that of Twitter. Overall, WhatsApp 

suited the EFL Saudis’ needs in facilitating their environment to interact with their closest 

community more frequently than they did prior to their adoption of WhatsApp, given the 

closed environment afforded by the tool.  

In contrast to a private-based VSN such as WhatsApp, a public-based VSN is used as an 

official platform to communicate to the wider community, practice hobbies, or seek 

entertainment. The participants in the present study indicated that they were less active 

on these types of VSNs than on the private-based VSN WhatsApp. Similarly, Susilo 

(2014), who used Facebook and WhatsApp in an English learning class, found that the 

participants were more active on WhatsApp than on Facebook due to the influence of 

their friends. In the current study, the participants revealed that Facebook and other 

public-based VSNs were considered outdated, and so were not used by a Saudi EFL 

community; this perception of these VSNs could have had a negative effect on their 

engagement with these rarely used tools. Facebook in particular received a very low rating 

on the questionnaire as well as in the students’ classroom scenarios, and when the students 

were asked to choose one scenario that best fitted their learning styles, almost none of 

them chose Facebook. Although most had accounts on Facebook, they were not active on 

this platform due to the low activity levels of their closest community on Facebook. Thus, 

the data revealed that the frequent use of an innovation by a user’s closest community is 

a major factor that contributes to the success of its implementation, by providing a basis 

for the user’s activity, and thus influencing his decisions to engage with such platforms. 

Nevertheless, Twitter received the highest rating of public-based VSNs in the classroom 

scenarios, and participants’ activity levels were also relatively higher on Twitter 

compared to other public VSNs. Unlike Facebook, Twitter is widely used in Saudi EFL 

society, but is not used as much as WhatsApp due to its nature of being an open platform, 
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and for other reasons that were identified here, such as the lack of users’ privacy. The 

participants revealed that they use Twitter for public purposes, i.e., as an official platform, 

but use WhatsApp for private purposes due to the affordances and constraints of each 

VSN. Grosseck and Holotescu (2008) point out several potentially negative aspects of 

Twitter, the main one of which is lack of privacy, which affected users’ activity on the 

platform. Although Twitter has some features that allow a user to implement privacy 

features, the ability to be private on Twitter is not nearly equivalent to that of WhatsApp, 

because Twitter was originally designed to be an open platform. In order to gain the 

maximum benefits from Twitter, the account holder would have to lower his privacy 

setting, thereby limiting the types of actions and posts that could be made on the platform. 

The literature does not specifically investigate the relationship between activity on a VSN 

and the lack of privacy, but it could be, as argued by Al-Saggaf (2011) and Rashidi, 

Vaniea, and Camp (2016), that maintaining privacy is important for Saudis due to cultural 

norms, such as reticence in showing their personal photos or giving information to 

strangers. This confirms research by Binsahl and Chang (2012), who found that the more 

privacy the public-based VSNs offer, the more that Saudis will be active on them, and 

hence the platform constraints influenced their actions with regard to how they used it. 

Although social influence was an important factor in stimulating participant activity on 

VSN platforms, other factors influenced their use of the innovation, such as the effort 

required to access information on these platforms. Fullan (2007) states that access to 

information is one of the main factors that influence initiation decisions. In the current 

study, the VSNs played a crucial role in reducing the effort required to connect 

participants for purposes of gaining information about their community. For example, the 

participants highly valued the WhatsApp’s feature in allowing them to send and receive 

text messages to and from, respectively, members of a large but nonetheless closed group. 

This feature was used as an affordance to facilitate their engagement, collaboration, and 

information-sharing (Aburezeq & Ishtaiwa, 2013; Rambe & Chipunza, 2013). Hence, the 

lower the level of effort required to access a VSN, the higher the chances that it facilitated 

the participants’ engagement, collaboration, and adoption (Rogers, 2003).  
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In contrast to WhatsApp, Twitter facilitated the participants’ connection and sharing of 

information with the community as a whole, unlike WhatsApp, which was used to access 

the closest community. However, this feature of Twitter might provide the trainees and 

the PYP participants with a constraint that could reduce their activity on this platform. To 

be more precise, the extra effort involved in creating and using an anonymous account 

could have constrained their activity on the platform to some extent, and could have been 

one factor causing them to express a preference for WhatsApp over Twitter on the teacher 

trainees’ questionnaire, and in the classroom scenarios. For example, when the 

participants wanted to share sensitive information concerning for example religious or 

political matters, with the community as a whole, they did so using anonymous accounts 

on Twitter, as shown in TT Fadi’s comment: “For people who don’t want to use their real 

names, they now have a chance to express themselves and their thoughts under 

anonymous nicknames to keep their privacy.” In other words, having two accounts on 

Twitter—a real account to share information with the community as a whole or with their 

closest community, and another anonymous account to share sensitive information or to 

express their opinions about political issues—could have a negative influence on their 

activity, because they would have to keep switching between their accounts; this would 

entail increased effort to use the platform, and confuse the purposes of using Twitter, as 

there are multiple ways of using it. This finding is consistent with previous studies, (e.g., 

Davis, 1986, 1989; Davis, Bagozzi, & Warshaw, 1989; Igbaria, Iivari, & Maragahh, 

1995; Lu, Yao, & Yu, 2005; Rogers, 2003), which found that the increased effort required 

to use the technology could decrease the likelihood of its adoption. The consequence of 

these features might have led the participants to use Twitter as an official platform, as 

revealed by TT Yassier, who stated, “WhatsApp is private and personal; however, Twitter 

is public and I use it in an official way.” Thus, treating a platform as an official tool might 

make it vulnerable to reduced activity. In WhatsApp, they cannot use an anonymous 

account because it is linked to their phone number, and thus no extra effort is required in 

using WhatsApp since they have no option but to use one account, and it has to be their 

official one. The negative influence of the extra effort required was also found in the 

classroom scenarios, where one participant responded that such a scenario made him “feel 
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like it is homework, so it is useless” (student comment in Facebook Scenario one); the 

students disliked homework, as it increased the effort required from the students. The 

same could be applied to the other VSNs as well: if extra effort was required to use it, 

they would most likely have disliked it. The results of the implementation stage also 

support the influence of extra required effort in their attitudes toward platforms. One of 

the main constraints on the students’ agency was having to use anonymous accounts to 

overcome anxiety arising from their fear of not being able to respond to the teacher in 

English due to their low English proficiency, but eventually their activity on Twitter 

declined due to the effort required to switch back and forth between their real accounts 

and their anonymous ones (see Section 7.3.1).  

With respect to English learning, the Saudi EFL environment to some extent constrained 

the participants’ learning of English, leading them to search for alternative ways to 

improve their proficiency. According to Waters (2009), the first stage in the initiation of 

an innovation is to find a dissatisfaction with the current status quo. As this study’s 

findings reveal, study participants experienced dissatisfaction with the current physical 

EFL environment with respect to improving their English language skills, exemplified by 

the following quote: “In our society, we have few who speak English; however, by using 

VSN you will be able to improve your English language through interacting with English 

speakers” (questionnaire Item 25). This dissatisfaction led them to use both VSN types 

to obtain an enhanced virtual environment that would overcome the constraints limiting 

their efforts in the environment to learn English. However, the technological nature of 

VSNs influenced their decision to use those platforms for English learning. In other 

words, the different affordances and constraints associated with the different VSN 

platforms shaped their roles and the way they responded to and acted on each platform to 

learn English. For example, they used WhatsApp to practice and learn English, but used 

Twitter and other public-based VSNs to learn new vocabulary items or to refresh their 

knowledge concerning words they had already learned. Nevertheless, the participants 

exhibited positive attitudes to both types of VSN for the learning of English.  

As aforementioned, the findings revealed that the participants preferred to practice and 

learn English through WhatsApp rather than Twitter or other public-based VSNs. 
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However, they were searching for English accounts on public-based VSNs, particularly 

Twitter, since it offered them access to the community outside their circle of their closest 

community. In particular, they were searching for English learners within or outside their 

communities who had an interest in, or accounts specializing in, the learning of English. 

However, once they had contacted a Twitter account, they would then request that that 

account holder invite them to a WhatsApp group. This was the case with TT Khalid, who 

joined a WhatsApp group for learning English after he “requested to join on Twitter” (TT 

Khalid, see Section 4.4.1.2). His decision to join the WhatsApp group was possibly 

influenced by its nature and design in being a closed environment, which could have acted 

as an affordance whereby he could practice English comfortably. Since Twitter is an open 

platform, his Twitter interactions in which he practiced his use of English were visible to 

his followers on Twitter, and thus could have acted to constrain his learning, as he 

possibly feared negative judgments (primarily by his closest community), on his efforts 

to write in another language, particularly if he made mistakes. The disadvantage of 

Twitter’s platform is shown in TT Bander’s comment: “Everyone replies on Twitter 

impolitely, even people started to gossip about how someone replied to another one 

impolitely, and so on.” As a result, the fear of making mistakes and of the negative 

reaction of the community would then generate anxiety and shyness, which most of the 

participants experienced during their English learning, as indicated in the study findings. 

A study conducted by Al-Saraj (2013) in the Saudi context found that the fear of negative 

evaluation is one of the main contributors to students’ anxiety. In order to avoid this 

experience, they preferred to interact within the closed environment provided by the 

WhatsApp platform with its privacy features, thereby increasing not only their confidence 

but also the students’ collaboration in learning of English.  

Anxiety when practicing the English language is a major factor negatively affecting Saudi 

learners. As the participants demonstrated, they typically prefer to practice English 

through a VSN because “It removes the shyness phobia” (questionnaire Item 29). The 

results here confirm those of previous studies (Aburezeq & Ishtaiwa, 2013; Gutierrez-

Colon Plana et al., 2016; binti Mistar & Embi, 2016; Warschauer, 1996a, 1996b; Young, 

2003), where online communication and VSNs appear to reduce the anxiety that 
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accompanies practicing English. Although the participants indicated in the results that the 

use of a VSN could reduce their feeling of negative emotions such as anxiety, it could be 

argued that the level of anxiety that each VSN could ameliorate varied with the 

characteristics of each, and how they are being used in the language classroom. For 

example, in the students’ classroom scenario, the WhatsApp scenarios were preferred by 

the participants because, among many other advantages, it appeared to foster a less 

anxiety inducing environment as well as collaborative learning, especially in the sense 

that the WhatsApp scenarios are designed to be used outside the classroom. The Twitter 

scenarios were less preferred, especially Twitter Scenario two (TST) where it was 

designed to be used in the classroom, while Twitter Scenario one (TSO) was ranked third 

in the scenarios, which is better than WhatsApp Scenario two, possibly because TSO is 

designed to be used outside the classroom. In addition, TST was used in the 

implementation stage, and the result was that it could not be sustained because one of its 

main constraints is that it did not completely eliminate the students’ anxiety in the 

classroom (see Section 7.3.2). It can thus be concluded that not all VSNs contribute to 

reducing learners’ anxiety in the Saudi EFL context, as it depends on each VSN’s 

characteristics, and how it is used by the students, and more so by the teacher, to achieve 

their learning goals. 

In addition, the participants were shown to exhibit greater levels of skill and comfort with 

smartphones rather than computers, laptops, tablets, and so on, and most of the 

participants had smartphones equipped with cutting-edge technologies at the time of this 

study. Their use of smartphones was an important factor, as about 95% of the participants 

stated that they accessed VSNs through their smartphones. Smartphones facilitated 

participants’ access to VSNs due to their interest and expertise in using smartphones. 

Kolb (2008) believes that, due to their widespread familiarity with these newer features, 

the present generation of students demonstrates a high level of expertise in smartphone 

use. In addition, during the implementation phase of Twitter, the students eventually 

switched to tweeting from their smartphones rather than from their PCs, thus confirming 

their attachment to smartphone use. The usefulness of smartphones and VSNs seems to 

be complementary for the participants’ activity, as was also found in other studies such 
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as that of Al-Shehri (2012). The use of smartphones to access VSNs was thus found to 

facilitate the students’ agency. 

In summary, the participants were found to prefer private-based VSNs over public-based 

ones for learning English, possibly because of their increased privacy, closed 

environment, and the frequent use of this type of VSN in their daily lives, where they 

were mostly used to connect with their closest community. In addition, the frequent and 

active use of VSNs in a Saudi community was also found to play a major part in 

influencing the participants to use and adopt VSNs in general and, most importantly, in 

learning of English. Other factors, including the effort required to use VSNs, also seemed 

to be crucial in influencing the participants’ decisions about which VSNs to adopt and 

use: that is, the easier a VSN is to use, and the less effort required to use it, the more 

active will be its users on the platform. Moreover, the participants used the features of 

each VSN type to overcome their environments’ constraints in terms of English learning, 

as, for example, using WhatsApp to overcome anxiety associated with speaking English. 

Overall, both types of VSNs were perceived to be useful for learning English.  

7.3 The Trajectory and Experiences of the Use of Twitter in the Classroom 

Embedded in students’ EFL Learning Experiences 

Several conclusions are presented below regarding the second research question, which 

examined the experiences and trajectory of the students’ use of Twitter in the classroom 

for learning English language, beginning with a discussion of its affordances and then 

moving on to the constraints that influenced the students’ sustainability phase of Twitter. 

7.3.1 Twitter’s implementation phase 

With respect to the students’ experiences and Twitter’s use trajectory, the initial 

conclusion to be drawn from the students’ positive use of Twitter during the first 9 weeks 

after its implementation is that it gave the students a new way to participate in the 

classroom, thereby increasing their engagement. Specifically, in the first 3 weeks prior to 

the implementation of WhatsApp, the majority of students were very enthusiastic about 
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using Twitter in the class, as evidenced by their increased activity in asking the teacher 

questions. The students’ questions were not only about the current lecture, but included 

whatever difficulties they had had with their English learning. This indicates that the 

students had a positive reaction toward Twitter in the early weeks of its implementation 

by taking the opportunity of Twitter’s existence in the class to increase their engagement. 

This action aligns with Fullan’s (2007) statement concerning influential factors during 

the implementation stage of an innovation, that is, that the need for change must be 

perceived as significant, and that “at least some progress” is being made toward meeting 

this need (p. 89). The students’ engagement with Twitter confirmed that the students were 

making progress in using Twitter to modify their English learning environment. This 

finding is consistent with what Junco et al. (2010) found, that Twitter increased students’ 

engagement with English learning. Hence, Twitter mediated and fostered the student’s 

engagement and motivation to progress by allowing them to perform more actions toward 

the goal of learning English than they would have done without Twitter being available.  

Pragmatically speaking, some of the students were uncertain of the advantages of Twitter 

for their English learning. This is consistent with Greenfield (2003), in that although 

students may have a pleasant learning experience with an innovation, they may feel 

uncertain about the possibility of using such an innovation as an intervention to improve 

their exam-related skills. Indeed, a few students did not engage with Twitter at the very 

early stage of the implementation phase, especially as the students were under big study 

pressure to pass PYP and achieve their goal of joining their desired major. However, the 

potential benefits of Twitter in their efforts to learn English were soon recognized by 

students, such as Harbi (0101), who was not interested in Twitter at the beginning but 

later recognized its benefits and the other students’ engagement with it. It was normal for 

some students to feel uncertain about this innovation, as Fullan (2001) describes: 

“Significant change involves a certain amount of ambiguity, ambivalence, and 

uncertainty for the individual about the meaning of the change” (p. 72). Indeed, 

innovation is a process of clarifying the potential contribution and, once the innovation 

was understood by those students, they pragmatically invested in Twitter and reshaped 

their environment to enhance it by adding this new communication channel to interact 
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with the teacher. As a result of their positive use of Twitter, they endeavored to expand 

the use of Twitter to other subjects in the hope that they would overcome the constraints 

of other teachers whom they had difficulties approaching. The students’ expansion of the 

use of Twitter included the use of smartphones to access Twitter in the classroom rather 

than computers, thus indicating their attachment to the smartphone. Although evaluating 

the effects of using smartphones was not part of this study, it emerged as an important 

contribution, enabling the students’ agency in the use of VSNs. As was also indicated by 

the teacher trainees’ responses to the questionnaire, the majority (95%) of participants 

revealed that they used smartphones to access VSNs. In the current study, their use of 

smartphones was at first attributed to the instability that students faced in internet access 

in their classroom, which negatively impacted their activities on Twitter when their tweets 

were not sent, or were sometimes delayed. The second reason for the students’ use of 

smartphones could have been the extra time and effort involved in turning on their 

computers and then entering their usernames and passwords so as to be able to use the 

computers. As observed previously, when one of the students could not log on to his 

computer because he had forgotten his password, he continued to try, and so wasted a 

great deal of time before eventually turning to his smartphone. The students’ preference 

to access Twitter via smartphone could have been due to the increased speed of doing so, 

the greater Internet stability associated with use of the smartphone, the smaller amount of 

effort required to use it, and the fact that this represented an extension of an everyday life 

activity for them.  Furthermore, the students’ use of smartphones made available other 

affordances, such as built-in dictionaries to translate words, or sometimes whole 

sentences, from Arabic to English. This finding is consistent with the findings of Al-

Shehri and Gitsaki (2010) and of Lu (2008), who point out that EFL students prefer to 

use built-in dictionaries for translation, and that this usage has become a common practice 

in language learning. In the current study, it can be argued that the online dictionaries 

contributed to enabling the students’ actions that their low English proficiency would 

otherwise have constrained. Because of the students’ low English proficiency, they lacked 

confidence when speaking English in front of an audience (Alrabai, 2014). The fact that 

their tweets would be visible to everyone else in the classroom was a potential 
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discouragement to their use; however, some of them were able to overcome that anxiety 

by using Google Translate. Thus, many students used Google Translate and other 

translation applications to ensure that their language was free of error and hence to build 

their confidence, such as with Harbi (0101), who used Google Translate to translate whole 

questions into English to make sure they were in the appropriate form, so the teacher 

could comprehend them. Therefore, it could be argued that the use of built-in dictionaries 

contributed to enabling the students’ agency in the classroom. 

7.3.2 Twitter’s sustainability phase 

Despite the above, these advantages of Twitter were gradually constrained by the 

classroom context, which generated anxiety and limited to some extent their activities on 

Twitter, until it had declined dramatically by the end of the ninth week. The primary 

constraint experienced by the students was that use of their real names on their Twitter 

accounts generated anxiety that the teacher would request that they clarify their questions; 

even when the teacher was responding to their questions, some were worried that the 

teacher might request them to reply, which caused them to fear not being able to respond 

due to their low English proficiency. Even the students who used anonymous accounts to 

overcome anxiety were pressured by the teacher, which sometimes shifted this feature 

from an affordance to a constraint on their activity. In other words, if the teacher could 

not read the question on Twitter, which is usually due to the students’ low English 

proficiency, he often requested the asker to reveal his identity so he could clarify his 

question. This actions of the teacher were generating anxiety for the students. This is in 

line with other studies such as that of Alrabai (2016), who states that when Saudi learners 

“encounter certain external practices, such as responding to their teachers’ questions, 

completing their assignments, taking tests, and having their performances monitored, 

graded, and reported to their parents, learners may begin to find school anxiety-provoking 

and psychologically threatening” (p. 22). In addition, Aljumah (2012) stated that when 

Saudi EFL learners, specifically Qassim University learners, were “asked [face to face] 

to express their opinions [in English], many were uncomfortable and unable to do so” (p. 

109). These anxieties could also be one of the reasons that led some students to hide their 
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identities through the use of anonymous accounts so as not to confront the teacher when 

he answered their questions.   

The literature does not precisely explore the phenomenon of anxiety and identity-hiding 

among students using VSNs for learning English. However, Alrabai (2014) states that 

experiencing anxiety is common among students in the Saudi EFL context. Moreover, 

previous studies have observed that Saudi EFL learners have low proficiency in speaking 

skills as well as lack of vocabulary, and usually seem hesitant to speak in English 

language classes (e.g., Al-Khairy, 2013; Alqahtani, 2011; Alrabai, 2014; Hamouda, 

2012). Hamouda (2012) considered factors related to language anxiety such as “the fear 

of speaking in front of others, fear of negative teacher evaluations, shyness, lack of 

confidence and preparation, low self-esteem, fear of comparisons with other students, and 

fear of making mistakes and being laughed at” (p. 17). Indeed, the cases of Harbi (0101) 

and of Bader (0102), who used anonymous accounts because they feared that they might 

make mistakes or they might not understand the teacher’s response in English when he 

replied to them, and so be embarrassed in front of the teacher and other students, 

illustrated that fear of being judged as not proficient in English. Thus, it could be argued 

that in its early implementation stages, and before the intervention of WhatsApp, Twitter 

was a positive factor in increasing the students’ activity in the classroom, since it was 

easier for them to avoid making mistakes; this is also supported by the findings of 

Lomicka and Lord (2012), that Twitter increased the confidence of learners and allowed 

more learning to occur. However, due to the teacher’s inexperience in the use of 

technology in the Saudi EFL context, the potential advantages of Twitter were limited. 

Overall, the use of Twitter provided one interesting means of reducing anxiety through 

hiding the identity of the questioner.  

Another possible factor that contributed to some students hiding their identities with 

anonymous Twitter accounts was the negative influence of the students’ closest 

community. During the early weeks of Twitter’s implementation in the class, the students 

deleted their questions as soon as the lectures ended, making it difficult for me to take 

photos of their activities for later analysis. Although a clear reason from the students 

regarding this issue is lacking, since the students were not asked in the interviews about 
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outside influences on their use of Twitter, Boyd (2008) argues that teens who hide their 

identity on VSNs frequently do so to avoid being recognized by their parents. However, 

the use of Twitter in an educational setting could differ in that not only the students’ 

parents, but also other members of the circle of closest community (such as friends and 

relatives) would recognize them. This is in line with Al-Shehri’s (2012) study, which 

found that students on Facebook would use anonymous accounts so that their parents and 

friends could not recognize them: that is, to hide their learning progress from them. Due 

to Twitter’s status as an open platform, the activities of the many students who used their 

real names on their Twitter accounts were visible to all those who followed them on 

Twitter. One student, Bader (0102), commented that the friends who followed him on 

Twitter inquired about his tweets in English, and that he responded by telling them these 

were part of a research project. In the interview, he actually made the point that it was 

positive for him to show his friends a new way to learn English, but he might later have 

thought better of it and decided to use an anonymous account to prevent his friends, and 

also his closest community, from intruding in his English learning and progress. Other 

students may also have wanted to prevent their closest community from becoming 

involved with their learning experience. However, although this issue had some negative 

influence on some of the students’ use of Twitter, most of those using Twitter to pose 

questions to the teacher continued to do so due to their peers’ influence during the class 

itself. For example, Ruaished (0108) continued to use his real name on Twitter because 

he did not want his peers to be better than him at asking questions, but he was careful to 

delete his questions later. These behaviors could explain the phenomenon, common 

among students using their real names account, of deleting their questions after class, and 

could later have influenced some to adopt anonymous accounts. 

Eventually, however, the use of anonymous accounts became burdensome to the students 

due to the increased effort (that is the number of steps) required to access their accounts 

in order to ask the teacher questions. Although Twitter was perceived to be easy to use, 

accessing it required some effort in comparison to WhatsApp. In particular, the students 

who used anonymous accounts had to switch between these accounts and those in their 

real names, as well as having to type a hashtag every time they wanted to ask the teacher 
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a question, all of which seemed to have negatively influenced their willingness to 

continue using Twitter: as supported in the discussion of the previous question, that the 

greater the effort required to use an innovation, the greater will be the negative influence 

on users’ decisions to adopt and use the innovation (see Section 7.2). Indeed, evidence of 

these issues have been reported many times in the data, indicating the significance of its 

influence on the students. In addition, as is evident from the findings, the introduction of 

WhatsApp during the implementation of Twitter contributed to the students’ declining 

activity on Twitter because they began comparing the effort required during the use of 

both tools, as well as their advantages. They apparently concluded that WhatsApp was 

easier to use than Twitter, and encompassed better advantages in terms of its multimodal 

activity. 

Another important constraint arose from the university’s infrastructure. Extremely slow 

Internet access constrained students’ activity to the point that they began using their own 

private Internet connections through their smartphones. The university-supplied Internet 

connection was one of the main constraints that caused the students’ attitudes toward the 

long-term viability of Twitter to change. In Fullan’s (2001) words, “the main reason that 

change fails to occur in the first place on any scale, and does not get sustained when it 

does, is that the infrastructure is weak, unhelpful, or working at cross purposes” (p. 12). 

In addition, previous research supports the contention that a slow Internet connection is 

one of the major barriers negatively affecting technology adoption (Al-Daihani, 2010; 

Atai & Dashtestani, 2013; Butler & Sellbom, 2002). Indeed, the slow Internet connection 

had lowered the students’ activity levels, especially in the last 4 weeks of their use of 

Twitter, to the point where they could not send their tweets to the teacher via the 

university’s Wi-Fi. Although some students used their own private Internet connection, 

it was not sufficient for them to continue to use Twitter. The high cost of the private 

smartphone Internet could have also added an extra burden for the students using Twitter 

in the class. Kolb (2008) argues that the cost factor of the Internet becomes important 

when using VSN because of the substantial amount of data download, which might 

impose a financial burden on the students. In Saudi Arabia, fast smartphone networks 

such as 3G and 4G are more expensive than home-based Internet connections such as 
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DSL or fiber. Although the students were not found to complain about the cost of their 

private smartphone Internet, it was found in previous studies to have a negative influence 

on the students’ use of online communication (e.g., Al-Fahad, 2009; Cochrane, 2005; 

Kolb, 2008; Nah, 2008).   

During the students’ use of Twitter, the teachers’ support gradually declined, particularly 

during the final weeks in which the students used it. Based on my classroom observations, 

several factors could have influenced the teacher’s lack of engagement with Twitter in 

the later weeks, the first being the intervention of WhatsApp, which he thought could 

replace Twitter, since he was apparently receiving the same types of questions via 

WhatsApp as he had done via Twitter. The second factor was the environment of the 

computer lab, which he apparently found uncomfortable due its large size (approximately 

six times larger than the regular classroom), and its lack of doors, making it accessible to 

anyone during the lecture. After the students began using their smartphones rather than 

the university computers, he discussed with me returning to the original classroom several 

times during this period, indicating that he did not feel comfortable in such an open space. 

According to Fullan (2001), an innovation will always fail if it does not engage the 

teachers who attempt to use it. Indeed, the students reported during their second 

interviews that the teacher’s engagement on Twitter was very low in the last few weeks, 

thereby negatively affecting their engagement. 

To sum up, the students initially perceived the use of Twitter as being innovative and as 

differentiating them from other classes, and these perceptions motivated them to engage 

in the classroom and so allowed more learning to occur. The findings from both the 

questionnaires and interviews indicated that the students liked using Twitter. However, 

due to the constraints that they encountered they were unable to continue using it. 

Anxiety, the university’s infrastructure, and the lack of the teacher support were among 

the top constraints that the students faced in their use of Twitter.  
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7.4 The Trajectory and Experiences of the Use of WhatsApp Outside of the 

Classroom Embedded in students’ EFL Learning Experiences 

In response to the third research question, this section examines the students’ experiences 

and use trajectory of WhatsApp outside of classroom for their English learning. 

7.4.1 WhatsApp’s implementation phase 

WhatsApp’s technological features, particularly the ease of use it provided them in 

accessing their peers and teacher, strengthened the students’ engagement with the 

platform and increased their activity within its virtual classroom environment. The 

importance of technology’s ease of use has been demonstrated in numerous studies and 

in different contexts to have a positive effect on students’ engagement in language 

learning (binti Mistar & Embi, 2016; Joo & Sang, 2013; Schoonenboom, 2014; Itayem, 

2014). In addition, several theories, including UTAUT, DIT, TAM and TAM2, cite the 

ease of use of a tool as one of the main determinants of user decisions to accept that 

technology. In the current study, WhatsApp’s ease of use facilitated the students’ access 

to the teacher as well as the teacher’s access to the students, as evidenced in the study 

findings. During the exams, the students were able to ask the teacher questions late at 

night, and the teacher could reply in a timely manner with detailed responses. WhatsApp 

was easy for the students to use. During the interviews, the students commented that they 

did not have to go to the university to pose their questions to the teacher, or wait until the 

next morning. Thus, WhatsApp’s virtual environment reduced the effort required to use 

and access information, as the students and teacher could use the tool anywhere, 

unconstrained by the university’s settings or the time of day, thereby giving them more 

options for learning English.  

Interestingly, another factor that facilitated the students’ engagement was the 

entertainment aspect of WhatsApp, which played a crucial role in engaging the students 

with the platform and with language learning. WhatsApp’s environment was different 

from their traditional learning environment, and even differed from Twitter, which they 

could use only to ask questions. In WhatsApp, the students had a free environment where 
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they could learn and be entertained, in line with van Lier’s (2004) comment that “for 

language learning to occur we need access to the information in the environment. This 

information cannot just be transmitted to us, we must pick it up while being engaged in 

meaningful activities” (p. 97). To engage the students in learning a language, therefore, 

we must first make them active by having them obtain “information from the environment 

while doing something, in order to do something else” (van Lier, 2004, p. 98). In other 

words, while the students were sharing photos, videos, and texts and entertaining 

themselves in both languages, these activities were also making them active in the 

WhatsApp environment, with their main goal being to engage in language learning. The 

findings support comments by Abdullah (0207) and Harbi (0201), who described 

WhatsApp as a tool that they used to learn and entertain themselves, and so become 

engaged in using it. Thus, it can be argued that the entertainment aspect of WhatsApp 

allowed the students to act in a meaningful way to enhance their language learning. 

WhatsApp’s virtual environment enabled the students to share their own learning 

materials and to learn English collaboratively. The strength of WhatsApp lay in its 

sharing power, which the students used to maximize their learning to the extent that they 

began to answer their peers’ inquiries rather than waiting for the teacher to respond to 

them. In the words of van Lier (2004), the WhatsApp’s environment could be described 

as follows: 

The unit of learning is therefore the learner in action in a learnable environment, 

appropriating meaning (and linguistic forms) in action, and jointly with others 

building structures of effective functioning. Learners must be engaged, so that 

the learning emanates from them, rather than being delivered to them. (p. 222) 

Indeed, WhatsApp allowed the students to help each other to learn, with the teacher 

monitoring and answering questions if he had time. On some occasions, I observed the 

students preferring to ask other students on WhatsApp when they had difficulty with 

English, as shown in Figure 6.13. In the Figure, Alkhuder is sending a photo of English 

grammar in his textbook that he has been struggling with, causing him to seek the other 

students’ aid. He received multiple responses that succeeded in answering his question. 

This finding was also consistent with previous research, in which WhatsApp was found 
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to enhance collaboration between students in language learning (Aburezeq & Ishtaiwa, 

2013; Rambe & Chipunza, 2013). WhatsApp allowed the students to “define the meaning 

of their own acts within their social context” (van Lier, 2004, p. 8). The presence of all 

the students in one group, and the multimodal affordances of WhatsApp (that is, photo, 

video and audio sharing) fostered their English learning collaboration anytime and 

anywhere. The “anytime, anywhere” features of WhatsApp as available to the students in 

the current study promoted a community of practice, and helped them manage their 

participation so that it was at their own convenience. 

In addition to the above, the advantage of using the most popular VSN, specifically 

WhatsApp, in a Saudi EFL context is that the teacher will be online most of the time to 

check his closest community’s discussions, entertainment posts, and other activities, 

especially as WhatsApp could only be used on a smartphone, meaning he was more 

accessible irrespective of time and place. Thus, it could be argued that the teacher might 

not have felt pressured by the students’ questions even late at night for two reasons: one 

was that the teacher was answering the students’ question as soon as he opened the app 

to check his closest community’s interaction on WhatsApp; the second was that 

sometimes the teacher deferred answering the students’ questions until his office hours 

in the university, especially for the questions that were being asked through private 

message in WhatsApp, as reported by the students. In addition, the students were mindful 

to not increase the pressure on the teacher. Such was the case with Alkhuder (0206). He 

had many questions but had to distribute his questions on the days remaining before the 

exams by asking only one question a day, because “[he] was worried [he] would annoy 

him, and then [the teacher] would not answer [his] questions.” These actions taken by 

Alkhuder indicate that he and other students were careful not to increase the use effort on 

the teacher. This could be one of the reasons why the teacher was comfortable with the 

use of WhatsApp outside the classroom. 

The multimodal activity afforded by WhatsApp provided the students with the resources 

needed to eliminate the constraints attributable to their low proficiency in English. As 

demonstrated by the study findings, the students used WhatsApp’s features (photo-, 

video-, and audio-sharing) to enhance their learning of English. However, what caught 
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my attention was their taking photos of the whiteboard and posting these to the WhatsApp 

group. They did so because their low English proficiency caused most of the students to 

write slowly, and so they were unable to copy enough of what the teacher wrote on the 

whiteboard before it was erased. Recent research indicates that the students’ current norm 

is to capture whiteboard contents by taking photos of its contents with smartphones 

(Klokmose & Bertelsen, 2013; Varona-Marin, 2016). Therefore, what the students did is 

probably not new; they could have been taking photos of the whiteboard instead of writing 

down its contents prior to using WhatsApp to save time and to pay relatively more 

attention to the teacher. However, a new feature with the use of WhatsApp was the ability 

to send and receive these photos when some of the students had missed class. Photo-

taking and sharing created more opportunities for the students to enhance the affordances 

of the classroom itself. 

The influence of the students’ closest community, particularly their presence on 

WhatsApp, was one of the main factors that impacted their decisions to use this platform, 

reflecting conclusions from other research that the influence of closest community 

positively impacted students’ decisions to use a technology (Polites & Karahanna, 2012; 

Sánchez & Hueros, 2010; Sicilia, Sáenz-Alvarez, & González-Cutre, 2015). In this study, 

the students’ perceptions of WhatsApp as a result of the influence of their closest 

community differed from their perceptions of Twitter. The students’ use of WhatsApp in 

their daily lives to keep in touch with their closest community influenced their decisions 

to be active on WhatsApp, since they could use it to communicate with their peers and 

the teacher as well as their closest community. This differs from their use of the Twitter 

platform, which the students used in their daily lives to communicate with the community 

as a whole, to practice hobbies, be entertained, learn English, and most importantly 

express their opinion about issues in the community. Moreover, in WhatsApp, the 

students no longer perceived their closest community as intruders in their language 

learning as they did with Twitter, but in contrast viewed them as an important factor that 

motivated them to use and to be active on WhatsApp. This perception of the students 

could be attributed to the WhatsApp feature that provided them with a closed platform to 

prevent individuals from outside their learning environment, such as their closest 
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community, from accessing their activities there, and hence afforded them the privacy 

they needed for learning, which increased their comfort level with the tool.  

The students’ use of WhatsApp also increased their sense of community and belonging 

within the language-learning context, especially for learning outside the classroom, 

helping them develop autonomy and take control of their own actions. Van Lier (2004) 

states that the use of the Internet and technology is an excellent way to “create a sense of 

community and to share linguistic information, create dictionaries, collect stories and 

myths, in general, to have [students’] voice heard” (p. 174). Indeed, as indicated above, 

the students in the current study used WhatsApp to build relationships through 

collaboration and entertainment, positively reflecting their sense of community. For 

example, Oreny (0209) built his relationship with his peers by taking every opportunity 

possible to communicate with the group, helping the other students and engaging in 

discussions with group members to keep himself motivated. By doing so, Oreny was 

clearly taking control of his actions, developing autonomy and demonstrating his sense 

of identity. According to van Lier (2004), when the students “speak or write, they must 

be able to connect their self to the language, express their own identities, and voice their 

thoughts effectively. Only in this way does their language use become authentic” (p. 191). 

Thanks to WhatsApp, the students developed their own interests and made their own 

choices as to how they learned. They took every opportunity to communicate in English 

with the teacher, such as in the case of Alsumali (0210), who was forcing the teacher to 

participate every time he went online. However, this was not only with the teacher but 

also with the other students, such as Oreny (0209), who made use of WhatsApp’s voice 

chat to speak in English. This environment is fostering language-learning competence 

and motivation, and facilitating their English-language achievements. The utilization of 

WhatsApp played a crucial role in maintaining a positive sense of community and 

authentic learning opportunities outside of class. 

The students’ use of WhatsApp to build their relationship also fostered competition 

between peers, which was an important factor in enhancing their engagement and exercise 

of agency outside the classroom. The advantage of competition among peers is evident 

in the comment by Abdullah, who started to translate every vocabulary item that he did 
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not know about when his peers communicated in English in WhatsApp, because he 

believes that since he is in the same class, then all the students are “supposed to have the 

same English level” (Abdullah, 0207). Although some studies have found that peer 

competition could have a negative effect on the students’ progress in language learning, 

due to the feeling of anxiety that could emanate from the pressure they encounter from 

their peers’ comments, feedback or even comparison between their skills or achievements 

(Bailey, 1983; Lin & Ho, 2009; Yan & Horwitz, 2008). However, many other studies 

have found that peer competition is a strong motivator to enable the students to act to 

learn English (Azarnoosh, 2014; Dörnyei & Murphey, 2004; Gao, 2008; Kanno & 

Cromley, 2013). Indeed, peer competition on WhatsApp was reported by the students in 

the interviews to have increased their activity in learning English, especially the fact that 

they were communicating through a virtual environment (that is, WhatsApp), rather than 

face to face. The different viewpoints of those studies could be further illustrated in Zuo’s 

(2011) words: 

Some researches show that under the pressure of peers’ competition the learners 

are always more anxious and nervous than inferior to the students in the 

cooperative learning groups. However, harmonious and relaxing classroom 

atmosphere can provide students safety, warmth, empathy, help, genuineness and 

respect. In such an atmosphere, the affective filtering is weakened to a lower 

degree. Students are encouraged to perform in their own way without worrying 

about negative social evaluation, their anxiety is relieved, motivation 

internalized, and they are likely to participate in learning and encourage each 

other to achieve goals actively. (p. 988) 

The affordances of the WhatsApp platform provided the students with a comfortable and 

relaxed environment in which to take advantage of competition with their peers to 

improve their achievements. The affordances of WhatsApp’s feature here also 

strengthened by the students’ use of this platform outside the classroom and inside their 

comfort zones. This could explain why the students felt comfortable using their real 

names on WhatsApp as opposed to on Twitter. In view of this, it could be stated that the 

WhatsApp environment provided the students with healthy and safe peer competition 
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outside the classroom that could foster their activity to increase their achievements in 

English learning.  

With respect to language-learning anxiety, the students felt less anxious when 

communicating in English on WhatsApp than in face-to-face communication or on 

Twitter. Studies by Mufanti and Susilo (2016) and binti Mistar and Embi (2016) 

demonstrated that the use of WhatsApp in learning generated less anxiety than face-to-

face interactions. In this study, several advantages of WhatsApp were found to generate 

less anxiety, the first of which was that the use of WhatsApp’s chat feature created more 

room for the students to make mistakes and to not be anxious. Reduced anxiety due to 

using WhatsApp could have been attributable to the students’ communication through 

written text, as supported by Ruaished (0208) when he was asked in the interview why 

he would feel less anxious using WhatsApp, and replied; “because I will not be talking 

face to face, so these feelings disappear.” This is also in line with previous research that 

found that online text-based communication generated less pressure and lower anxiety 

(e.g., Chan, 2010; Roed, 2003; Satar & Özdener, 2008; Warschauer, 1996a). This low-

anxiety environment allowed the students to increase their participation in English 

learning outside the classroom.  

The private channel afforded by WhatsApp was another factor that enhanced the students’ 

confidence and lowered their anxiety levels, allowing them to be more active on the 

platform. The students no longer had to hide their identities by creating anonymous 

accounts, as they had on Twitter. Unlike on Twitter, on WhatsApp the students could 

contact the teacher through private chat, allowing them to keep private their “sensitive 

questions” or weak understandings of course materials without any extra effort (i.e., 

switching from anonymous to non-anonymous accounts, and vice versa). In contrast to 

Twitter, contacting the teacher privately was as simple as clicking on the teacher’s name 

instead of the group’s name to open a conversation. Although Twitter also offered a 

private chat option, the students did not report having used it, and their reasons for not 

doing so are still unclear. However, it could be argued that the students might not have 

felt comfortable using Twitter, especially since some students experienced anxiety when 

using it. In addition, the intervention of WhatsApp replaced Twitter largely because of its 
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enhanced privacy features, its multimodal and sharing activity, and its widespread 

presence in their daily lives. As a result, the students might have felt more comfortable 

using WhatsApp’s private chat feature rather than Twitter’s.  

In addition to this, WhatsApp created an environment that fostered informal relationships, 

allowing the students and the teacher to break the emotional and cultural barriers that had 

previously constrained their interactions and engagement. The formality of student–

teacher relationships is typical in the Saudi educational context (Kojima, 2012), and such 

formality has caused some students to experience difficulty in drawing the teacher’s 

attention to their English learning (Al-Shehri, 2012). This is because this kind of formal 

relationship generates anxiety for the students when initiating their questions; as Alrabai 

(2014) found, “The strict and formal learning environment in Saudi Arabia is a 

fundamental factor in learner anxiety” (p. 91). This issue of formality in the Saudi EFL 

context was also found to create extremely stressful language learning conditions in 

Tanveer’s (2007) study. The present study’s findings reveal that WhatsApp has created a 

platform where the students could build informal relationships to comfortably interact 

and collaborate in English with each other and with the teacher. Although there is no clear 

evidence that enhanced learning has occurred, the students’ increased activity on 

WhatsApp rather than face to face or on Twitter could indicate that the students had many 

opportunities to exercise their agency. Van Lier (2004) argues that language classrooms 

“tend to be very linguistic and formal, so that there is almost no opportunity to develop a 

Firstness13, a relation of emotional mutuality with the language” (p. 72). Thus, the use of 

WhatsApp provided a means for the students to learn English comfortably through 

informal interaction with each other and with the teacher. This finding is supported by 

other researchers, who also found that the informal relationship fostered by VSNs 

enhanced language learning (Arnold, Ducate, & Kost, 2009; Kessler & Bikowski, 2010; 

Kessler, 2009). In this study, the informal relationship modified the students’ 

environments by allowing them to build relationships and become closer to one another, 

                                                 
13 For clarity van Lier (2004) defines Firstness as a quality that relates to “feeling, or possibility” (p. 66)  
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thus providing more opportunities for the students to express their identities and to feel 

comfortable when interacting with one other and also with the teacher.  

What is more, based on this researcher’s experience, and as also indicated by the study 

findings, not all the teachers welcome students’ questions and arguments, as was the case 

with one science-based teacher, whom the students asked to allow WhatsApp and Twitter 

in his class so that they could contact him for help when they had difficulty with a topic. 

For example, Abdullah (0107) expressed his experience with a particular science based 

subject stating; “This teacher is well-known among the students. I mean, as a student, it 

is my right to ask! I am afraid to ask questions because I don’t want to be abused in front 

of the other students,” while Ajlan (0205) stated he wanted to use WhatsApp to solve 

their problem in approaching the teacher, as shown in his reply; “Honestly, I hope so, 

especially for [that particular science-based subject]. If we had the teacher for [that 

science-based subject]with us on WhatsApp, most of our problems would have been 

solved.” The cause of this attitude of the teacher and the students could be the formality 

in their relationship, which could primarily be attributed to the students’ fear of failing 

the subject if they were unable to please the teacher. For example, when I asked Alsumali 

(0210) in the interviews why they did not complain about this teacher to the 

administration, he replied, “the problem is that we feel afraid if we complained to the 

administration, he might know who did this.” Thus, if the teacher knew who had 

complained about him, the students thought that he might fail them on the subject, or give 

them low grades. This fear of the teacher reduces their activity in the classroom, and as a 

result they do nothing that could discomfort the teacher with them. Another example came 

from Harbi (0101), who wanted to participate on Twitter because he wanted the teacher 

to “give [him] more attention and higher marks.” Harbi’s comment is twofold: firstly, to 

show the teacher that he is a diligent student, and secondly that he was thinking that the 

teacher could raise his marks if he pleased him, or if he showed himself to be a diligent 

student. This indicates that some students believe that the teacher controls the marks, and 

could raise or lower their marks based on the relationships between them. This is 

consistent with Algarfi’s (2010) findings, in that the students believe that the teacher has 

the ultimate power regarding all matters to do with test scores and exams. Hence, some 



Chapter Seven: Discussion  

242 

students tend to keep their relationship with the teacher formal, to the extent that some of 

them prefer not to participate in the class for the entire semester so that the teacher does 

not recognize them, in order to avoid a negative relationship. 

Another issue that could lead to formality was that the academic staff would not expect 

their students to call them by their first names, but rather by titles such as “Doctor” (Al-

Shehri, 2012). Therefore, some teachers might also purposely increase the formality of 

their relationships with the students. The cultural barriers arising from the formal 

relationship between the teacher and students negatively shaped the students’ actions in 

this context, so that they sometimes struggled to gain the teacher’s attention to obtain help 

when they experienced difficulty in learning. The affordances of WhatsApp created an 

opportunity to change their existing realities and to increase their opportunity to learn by 

bypassing these cultural constraints, as they would not be asking the teacher face to face, 

but through a mediator (that is, WhatsApp) to ask the teacher indirectly outside the 

classroom and within their comfort zone. Furthermore, the informal relationship fostered 

by WhatsApp was not only advantageous for the students but also for the teacher, who 

appeared to enjoy informal interaction with his students. WhatsApp allowed him to reveal 

more of his personality to the students by sharing information about his culture through 

pictures, by conversing with them, and by simply having fun with them to a greater degree 

than he did in the classroom setting. The teacher’s agency provided a means of breaking 

down cultural barriers that were constraining the students from actively exercising their 

agency, such as shyness in speaking to an elder in an informal manner (Algarfi, 2010), 

fear of losing face, and negative evaluation (Al-Khairy, 2013; Al-Saraj, 2013; Alqahtani, 

2011; Alrabai, 2014; Hamouda, 2012). The teachers’ actions in WhatsApp contributed 

greatly to reshaping the students’ environment and allowing them to practice their 

English. WhatsApp was thus found by the students and teachers to be a new setting that 

effectively contributed to strengthening their relationships, making them less formal and 

thereby facilitating increased levels of learning. 
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7.4.2 WhatsApp’s sustainability phase 

With respect to WhatsApp’s sustainability, the students’ behavior confirmed WhatsApp’s 

long-term usefulness. As previously mentioned, Fullan’s (2007) perception of successful 

sustainability is based on whether participants sustain an innovation within a specified 

timeframe. In this study, WhatsApp was used with great success until the end of the 

semester. The students and the teacher decided on their own to continue using it until the 

end of the semester, even though they knew that the study was finished (5 weeks before 

the end of semester); hence, the students’ and teachers’ behavior in using WhatsApp until 

the end indicates that sustainability of WhatsApp was successfully achieved. 

According to Fullan (2007), an entire school system, including principals, administrators, 

teachers, students, and government officials, contribute to the sustainability of 

innovation, and that sustainability is successfully achieved once the innovation becomes 

embedded within the school system. The presence of VSNs as an official platform 

through which the university communicated with the students might have facilitated the 

introduction of WhatsApp. Moreover, the existence of VSNs in the daily lives of the 

students also played a crucial role in attaining sustainability for WhatsApp. It was, 

however, very much an individual initiative, and the importance of the affordances 

themselves appealing to participants that led to sustainability of WhatsApp. The findings 

of the present study in relation to sustainability provided a slightly different perspective 

on the innovation achieving sustainability within the current context. Therefore, in this 

section, I will discuss student behaviors that were facilitated by WhatsApp’s affordances, 

and that had a positive influence on the WhatsApp’s sustainability phase.  

The sustainability phase consists of actions taken by individuals to ensure that the benefits 

of an innovation initiative continue to be available over the long term (Holmes, Clement, 

& Albright, 2013). The first action taken by the students was to use WhatsApp until the 

end of the semester, not only for English learning but also to collaborate with one another 

in other subjects, such as computer science and chemistry, but more extensively in 

physics, since they had difficulties in approaching the teacher. They also decided to use 

WhatsApp on their own without involving the teachers. This behavior allowed them to 

become more autonomous in their learning, and is consistent with findings from previous 
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studies that VSNs fostered learner autonomy (e.g., Alm, 2009; Zourou, Potalia, & Zourou 

2017). In addition, as mentioned in the discussion of the second research question, Waters 

(2009) states that for innovative projects to have a wider and longer-lasting impact, the 

innovation should be available for multiple subjects. WhatsApp’s affordances provided 

the motivations for the students to be more independent in their learning in general, and 

not just in the English language. The study’s quantitative findings revealed a strong 

positive attitude toward using WhatsApp in other subjects. The students’ responses to 

Item 21 had a mean of 4.72/5 with an S.D of 0.53, indicating strong agreement regarding 

the benefits they perceived themselves as gaining from using WhatsApp in other subjects. 

Using it in other subjects increased their activity levels to the extent that, on some days 

during the exam period, the students posted between 500 and 1,000 messages. Thus, the 

students’ use of WhatsApp for other subjects strengthened their decisions to accept and 

adopt it, and increased their level of engagement.  

The students’ decision to use WhatsApp until the end of the semester testified to the value 

they placed on it, in contrast with Twitter, which the students dropped even before the 

end of the study. The students’ actions show that they needed WhatsApp to facilitate their 

learning, and that the teacher was enjoying his increased contact with the students and the 

resultant ability to help them. The students had witnessed and experienced WhatsApp’s 

benefits, not just with respect to their learning of English, but also for other subjects as 

well. They also expressed their intentions to continue using WhatsApp during the next 

semester, as their responses to Item 22 of the questionnaire strongly show. This item, 

which asked whether they intended to continue using WhatsApp during the next semester, 

had a mean of 4.36/5 with an S.D of 0.74. In addition, as discussed in the first research 

question in section 7.2, the teacher trainees revealed that they were already using 

WhatsApp to collaborate with regard to their learning. Also in this longitudinal study, 

some of the students had revealed that they were using WhatsApp for learning, and 

specifically for English learning. One such was Ajlan (0205), as discussed in section 

6.5.1, who stated he was using WhatsApp as a platform to practice English because he 

was aware of its benefits. This action by the students and teacher trainees indicates that 

there is a high possibility that the students will initiate the creation of the WhatsApp group 
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on their own initiative, and possibly invite the teachers into the group. It could, therefore, 

be argued that WhatsApp was successfully sustained in this study by the students’ own 

choices, even without the interference from what Fullan terms local characteristics and 

external factors (in this case, the principal, the district, the government and other agencies, 

who had no influence on the students’ decision to use WhatsApp).   

In general, the findings showed that the students’ attitudes toward WhatsApp were very 

positive. WhatsApp’s affordances allowed the students to exercise their agency more 

comfortably than with face-to-face interactions or on Twitter. WhatsApp not only 

supported collaboration and community of practice and overcame constraints related to 

low English proficiency and anxiety, but also fostered students’ individual creativity, 

competitiveness and informal interaction in the student–teacher relationships, thereby 

positively influencing their achievements in learning English. The social and 

technological factors that emerged from their interactions in and use of WhatsApp played 

interrelating roles to enhance and support the students’ agency. Finally, with all of 

WhatsApp’s benefits and characteristics, the students were able to sustain this innovation 

even without the support of external, and some of the local, factors as described by Fullan 

(2001, 2007, 2016). 

7.5 Summary 

This chapter constitutes a response to the research questions and was based on 

interpreting the study’s findings in light of accepted theoretical and analytical 

frameworks. It was revealed that the agency of the Saudi EFL students was further 

exercised within private-based VSNs due to this type of VSN’s affordances in facilitating 

social relationships, collaboration, and privacy, and also due its widespread use in the 

society. These affordances positively influenced the students’ agency for English 

learning, and created an environment wherein they could practice the English language 

with others. 

The findings of the longitudinal study in the implementation and sustainability phases 

further confirm the students’ preference for this type of VSN. In Twitter, the tool was 
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found to be motivational for the students, allowing them to engage to a greater extent with 

the English language than in the physical classroom environment without access to a 

VSN. However, the students were hiding their identities through anonymous accounts 

due to the fear of negative responses on the part of the other students and their closest 

community should the student be unable to respond well to the teacher in English. In 

addition, the use of Twitter required more effort on the students’ parts than they could 

handle in the classroom, especially with the use of computers. Although, the students 

used smartphones to reduce the level of effort, using Twitter nonetheless required more 

effort due to the need to switch accounts from anonymous to non-anonymous, and then 

to employ a hashtag. Moreover, the university’s infrastructure in terms of Internet and 

Wi-Fi was unstable during the late stage of Twitter’s implementation, increasing pressure 

on the students to switch to WhatsApp on their smartphones. As a result of all of these 

constraints on the students, Twitter’s sustainability was difficult to achieve. 

However, sustainability was successfully achieved on the WhatsApp platform. All of the 

constraints that the students faced during their Twitter’s use trajectory were eliminated in 

the WhatsApp environment, a collaborative environment in which they could learn 

English at their convenience outside of the classroom. WhatsApp’s nature within Saudi 

society played a crucial role in facilitating the students’ acceptance of the tool for their 

English learning outside of class. Moreover, the affordances of WhatsApp increased the 

students’ confidence, helped overcome their low English proficiency, and allowed more 

interaction to occur which supported their language learning. 
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 CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSION 

8.1 Overview 

This concluding chapter begins by revisiting the research questions with respect to the 

nature and role of VSN in a Saudi EFL context as well as the use and experience of 

Twitter and WhatsApp in a Saudi EFL classroom from a longitudinal study. Next, the 

theoretical, methodological, and pedagogical implications of the study are presented. The 

chapter then discusses the study’s limitations and directions for future research within the 

field. A final word from the researcher then concludes the thesis. 

8.2 Revisiting the Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to examine Saudi EFL students’ experiences with the novel 

use of VSN as an environment in which to collaborate and practice their use of the English 

language. As described in the methodology chapter, the study’s research questions were 

aligned with the two data-collection stages: with respect to the first stage, research 

question one concerned understanding the nature and roles of VSNs in the Saudi EFL 

context, and research questions two and three related to the implementation stage of 

Twitter and WhatsApp, exploring the students’ experiences with and VSNs’ use 

trajectory over time. These stages align with Fullan’s change theory. In this section, the 

three questions are revisited. 

8.2.1 Research question one 

What are the nature and role of VSNs in the contexts of Saudi tertiary EFL students? 

The first research question was intended to provide a background understanding of how 

VSN technology operates in the Saudi EFL context, that is, how Saudis interact with it, 

how common is its use, and for what purposes the technology is used. The results obtained 



Chapter Eight: Conclusion 

248 

relating to this question reveal the nature and role of VSN technology in general, hence 

enabling appropriate VSN to be used for English learning based on their alignment with 

Saudi cultural norms. The findings related to this research question would also support 

those related to the second and third research questions.  

In line with my expectations, the features of VSNs were used as affordances to enhance 

collaboration, overcome anxiety, and provide learners with platforms to practice the 

English language. These findings of VSNs are also in line with the literature in terms of 

a positive effect of the students’ ability to act (e.g., Al-Shehri, 2012; Aburezeq & 

Ishtaiwa, 2013; binti Mistar & Embi 2016; Gutierrez-Colon Plana et al., 2016; Mufanti 

& Susilo, 2016; Rambe & Chipunza, 2013). However, unexpected was how social factors 

and a particular VSN’s technological features shaped participant attitudes to use and 

accept one VSN over another. The social factor played the role of either a constraint or 

an affordance with respect to the participants’ use of VSN, dependent on the VSN type. 

In relation to a public-based VSN, the participants were not active on Facebook and other 

public VSNs primarily because there was no social activity with their closest community 

(e.g., friends, relatives, family, parents, classmates and colleagues) or from their 

community as a whole which in turn negatively influenced their level of activity on and 

acceptance of these platforms. Interestingly, though, the community social activity was 

not in itself enough. Instagram, which offered social activity from their community as a 

whole and their closest community, was not preferred because of its limited technological 

features (e.g., limited images and short videos of up to 15 seconds at that time), lack of 

privacy and also because of their perception of it as for entertainment only. Thus, 

participants’ prior perceptions of the platform affected their level of engagement with it. 

Hence, investigating participants’ prior experiences with and attitudes toward an 

innovation before implementing it is important in increasing the chances of its broader 

impact over the longest period of time. 

In the study, Twitter was the only public-based VSN type that elicited a positive response 

from both the teacher trainees and the PYP students when applied in the language 

classroom. In fact, the participants indicated that they had used Twitter for English 

learning prior to the study. Like Instagram, the participants also already had a social 
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outreach on Twitter prior to the study, although not to the same degree as with WhatsApp, 

which was perceived as far more acceptable than Twitter for English learning. While both 

Twitter and Instagram had the same levels of social outreach, Twitter was preferred for 

educational purposes, possibly due to the participants’ prior perceptions of the platforms. 

For example, Twitter was perceived to be more of an official platform rather than being 

for entertainment, since its features permitted expressing users’ thoughts to a wider 

audience for purposes of, for instance, practicing hobbies or indulging in educational 

pursuits in general and more specifically for English learning. Therefore, Twitter was a 

better fit for English learning than Instagram for the participants. 

Private-based VSNs, particularly WhatsApp, were viewed as far superior to the other, 

public-based VSNs in all aspects, both socially and technologically. This was one of the 

unexpected findings that helped me determine the appropriate VSN for outside-of-class 

English learning after the pilot study. In terms of social outreach, the participants 

indicated that their activity levels were higher on WhatsApp than on all the other VSNs. 

The social use of WhatsApp was mainly to stay connected with individuals with whom 

they had close personal relationships. The social activity from their personal relationship 

increased their attachment to WhatsApp and activities on this platform. Moreover, 

WhatsApp’s technological features also played a crucial role in fostering participants’ 

engagement levels there. WhatsApp is a closed platform, that is, posts sent within a group 

can be viewed only by group members. This feature together with its sharing power (e.g., 

allowing the share of unlimited length of voice, post and video, as well as images) made 

it appealing to the participants for English learning. Based on the findings, participants 

sought out others with whom they could practice English on the public-based VSN but 

then, once they had found such a person, they moved to WhatsApp to practice English, 

because they felt more comfortable there. In general, answering the first research question 

provided detailed insights into the appropriate way to investigate the nature and roles of 

an innovation prior to implementing it.  
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8.2.2 Research question two 

How are the students’ experiences and use trajectory of Twitter in the classroom 

embedded in their EFL learning experiences? 

Research question two explored the complexity and dynamic nature of the students’ 

experiences and use trajectory with Twitter over time. Through a series of post-project 

questionnaire items, individual interviews, research log and classroom and online 

observations, I was able to achieve a deeper understanding of their behavior on Twitter. 

Twitter motivated the students’ agentic systems to engage with English learning as they 

made use of its features as affordances to overcome difficulties associated with 

approaching the teacher. Moreover, their use of Twitter allowed for the emergence of 

other affordances, such as the use of smartphones and online dictionaries. The Twitter 

environment in the early weeks of its implementation and before the intervention of 

WhatsApp allowed the students to be more active in the classroom and thus increased 

their gains from the material of their English classes.  

In spite of Twitter’s affordances in positively engaging the students with English learning, 

the contextual constraints associated with it as well as WhatsApp’s superior advantages 

prevented Twitter from achieving successful sustainability. Tension arising from the 

students’ anxiety concerning loss of face and negative evaluations by their peers, their 

teacher, and their close friends and family from not being able to understand the teacher’s 

response to their questions due to their low levels of English proficiency caused the 

decline in their Twitter activity by the ninth week. The issue of anxiety meant that some 

students created an anonymous account to overcome this issue. However, even though 

some of the students tried to avoid these issues by employing anonymous accounts, their 

questions were sometimes unclear to the teacher. In this case, the teacher usually asked 

the questioners to reveal their identities to clarify his question, thus putting them under 

anxiety pressure. In this way, the teacher’s role with the use of Twitter might have 

negatively influenced the students’ activity, due to the teacher’s lack of experience in 

using Twitter in a language classroom. However, it seems to represent a decision based 

on his idea of being a good teacher and making sure that he was meeting the need 
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expressed in the question, but without taking account of student face. Anxiety arising 

from the use of Twitter could have been avoided with training for the teacher in how to 

use it and how to deal with difficult situations, such as those the students encountered in 

the course of this study. 

Other primary contextual constraints such as the university’s limited Internet access 

played an important role in shifting the students’ agency to WhatsApp. Although the 

students tried to avoid this constraint by accessing the Internet via their private 

smartphones (i.e., 3G and 4G), the effort exerted to switch from anonymous to real 

Twitter accounts on their smartphone (logging out from their real account to their 

anonymous account until the lecture is over then switching back to the real account) 

exerted extra pressure on their agency. Because of these constraints, the students went 

through a series of ups and downs throughout the implementation phase until they reached 

a complete switchover to WhatsApp; both the students and teacher recognized that 

WhatsApp did not have the constraints present on Twitter, especially as it was intended 

to be used outside the classroom while Twitter’s purpose is to be used inside the 

classroom (see Section 3.5). This issue could also have been avoided if Qassim 

University, which is rapidly improving its network system, had offered higher speed 

Internet access at that time. 

8.2.3 Research question three 

How are the students’ experiences and use trajectory of WhatsApp outside the classroom 

embedded in their EFL learning experiences? 

Similarly, the purpose of the third research question was to investigate the complexity 

and dynamic nature of the students’ experiences and trajectory with respect to use of 

WhatsApp outside of classroom over time. The students’ agency was explored in-depth 

through semi-structured individual interviews, post-project questionnaires, research log 

and observation of the students’ interactions with WhatsApp. The students’ and the 

teacher’s interactions with WhatsApp were beyond my expectations. Use of WhatsApp 

not only eliminated most of the constraints that the students had encountered with Twitter 
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but it also provided them with new affordances that they utilized to change their 

environments, including the capability for informal learning and its affordance in 

allowing multimodal activity that fostered the students’ engagement with the tool and 

their study of English. In addition, WhatsApp’s virtual environment provided the students 

with more opportunities to engage and be linked to the classroom more often than just 

during lectures. The students’ appraisals of WhatsApp’s affordances indicated that they 

enjoyed their experiences with it outside the classroom  

The students’ dynamic activity in WhatsApp differed from that in Twitter; in WhatsApp, 

the students expanded and improved their use of the affordances over time and continued 

searching for ways to use the tool to enhance their learning. For example, the students 

included their collaboration in other subjects besides the English language, thus 

demonstrating a high degree of agency and autonomy with respect to their studies that 

the WhatsApp environment’s affordances helped foster. Furthermore, in the Saudi-style 

classroom environment, as discussed in the literature review, the teacher oftentimes plays 

the greater role and the students the lesser in almost all aspects of learning. The use of 

WhatsApp showed the students that they could rely on themselves rather than relying on 

the teacher as the only source of information. Although the students could ask the teacher 

for support on WhatsApp, they nonetheless asked other students to aid them in their 

English learning difficulties, especially those who lacked confidence in writing in English 

to the teacher. More importantly, WhatsApp succeeded in creating an environment for 

the students to practice and improve their use of the English language. As shown by the 

findings, the students took advantage of every opportunity to converse in English, either 

with the teacher or the other students. All in all, WhatsApp provided a pleasant experience 

for the students and was successfully sustained until the end of the semester, with the 

students indicating that they would continue its use in the next semester.   
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8.3 Implications 

8.3.1 Theoretical implications 

Given the lack of research into VSNs as an innovation for language learning and 

approaching agency from an ecological perspective, I carried out the current study in a 

Saudi social and cultural context of language learning. Agency theory opens the door to 

exploration of the language learner’s actions from Fullan’s three-phase change 

perspective, providing insights into the nature and role of VSNs in a Saudi tertiary EFL 

context and the complexity and dynamics of the learners’ use of the innovation. Results 

drawn from the present study informed by agency theory as the analytical framework 

allowed for a deeper understanding of the role of affordances and constraints in the 

learners’ decision-making to act and adopt an innovation in a Saudi language classroom’s 

environment. Theoretical implications of the present study include the learners’ agency 

in the use trajectory of VSN over time and the roles of the innovation’s phases (i.e., 

initiation, implementation, and sustainability) in creating a wider and longer impact. 

Within the study, the ongoing interaction between the students and the learning contexts’ 

affordances and constraints were the primary drivers for the dynamics of their agency 

through their use of VSN. Van Lier (2004) states that the availability of affordances in 

learning contexts enables further actions. While much research has endeavored to explore 

students’ behavioral intentions in the use of an innovation, less attention has been paid to 

the role of their agency and their interactions with an innovation’s affordances and 

constraints within their sociocultural settings over a period of time. In this study, the 

moment-by-moment longitudinal study involving both Twitter and WhatsApp showed 

that the students’ adoption of an innovation in a language-learning context was a complex, 

dynamic process, driven and expanded by the emergence of affordances in the 

environment that enabled actions or, through contextual constraints, prevented actions by 

them. Thus, the theoretical contribution of this study consisted of broadening the scope 

of an investigation of a language-learning innovation. Rather than the focus being on the 

overall results of the innovation, this study instead looked at the process of its acceptance 
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and use over time within the learners’ sociocultural context, with particular emphasis on 

the technological affordances that enabled learners’ agency or constraints associated with 

its use that prevented its adoption. 

In addition, the present study allowed for a deeper understanding of the complexities of 

the students and teacher from a slightly different perspective through Fullan’s innovation 

phases, i.e., initiation, implementation, and sustainability. In the literature (Fullan, 2007; 

Waters, 2009), stakeholders such as government officials, school authorities, and 

members of the political, administrative, and institutional system can be included as 

factors influencing the implementation and sustainability of an innovation. However, the 

focus of this study was on the emerging factors between the classroom and its cultural 

and educational context. A focus on the students’ and teacher’s perception and process of 

VSN within the EFL classroom rather than on stakeholders that were at a further remove 

from the classroom, such as stakeholders such as government officials, school authorities, 

and members of the political, administrative, and institutional system. As van Lier (2004) 

argues, “the real issue is to take a hard and critical look at what actually happens in 

classrooms and in students’ lives with technology” (p. 187). In this study, doing so 

allowed for a deeper understanding of the innovation process situated in the classroom 

and the impact of cultural and educational contexts on participants’ use of VSN 

technology. Furthermore, employing agency theory as the study’s analytical framework 

allowed for the exploration of new factors associated with and the characteristics of an 

innovation that significantly impacted participant decisions to use VSN.  

8.3.2 Methodological implications 

The application of a mixed method approach is increasingly accepted and encouraged in 

research related to language learning and teaching (Dörnyei, 2007; Riazi, 2017). This 

research adopted a mixed methods approach for data gathering to gain deeper insights 

into the complex nature of VSNs in the Saudi tertiary EFL context and to follow the 

students VSNs’ use trajectory within the language learning classroom environment. This 

allowed the researcher to delve into the complex and dynamic nature of the participants’ 

agency from an ecological perspective. The value of the triangulation between the 
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instruments of quantitative and qualitative methods (discussed further below) is that it 

increases the validity and reliability of the data analysis. Overall, the use of a mixed 

methods approach in the present study is one of its strengths. 

Another contribution of this study is its division of data gathering into two stages. The 

first provided background into the nature and roles of VSN, and the second investigated 

implementation of an innovation in the language classroom using two different tools. This 

method not only allowed deeper understanding of the innovation to be gained but also 

suggested new ways for data collection and analysis within innovation research.  

In this study, each stage had its own set of methods for data gathering. In the first data-

gathering stage, the set of data collection instruments included classroom scenarios, 

questionnaires, and interviews. The focus of this stage was on quantitative instruments, 

with qualitative ones playing a supporting role in triangulation with the quantitative data 

to validate findings. In the classroom scenarios, the combined use of quantitative and 

qualitative methods not only aided the participants in effectively choosing and 

commenting on their preferred scenarios but also facilitated visions of what an innovation 

might be like in their language learning environment and confirmed the findings of the 

interviews and the questionnaire. Moreover, the data collection instruments employed in 

this stage were not applied in only one setting but in multiple settings and on multiple 

samples that included different but relevant age groups and educational levels including 

students at Qassim University’s main campus and its branches throughout Qassim state. 

This stage also helped in confirming and validating the findings in the second stage, 

which constituted the longitudinal study (that is, the implementation stage). 

The goal of the second data gathering stage was to capture the students’ experience and 

use trajectory of VSNs over time. The longitudinal study provided in-depth insights into 

the students’ language-learning experiences with VSN and how a particular 

environment’s affordances and constraints shaped and reshaped their agency through 

time. Although both data collection methods, quantitative and qualitative, were used in 

this stage, the qualitative instruments—interviews and observations inside and outside 

the classroom—played the primary role, with the questionnaire playing a supporting role 

in triangulating the qualitative data. Observations, from both a quantitative and a 
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qualitative perspective, to be precise, allowed the students’ trajectories of their uses of 

WhatsApp and Twitter to be tracked and their ups and downs. To be exact, I was able to 

observe closely how the students and the teacher interacted with Twitter and WhatsApp, 

taking photos and notes of their experiences on a day-by-day basis. Even after the study 

was finished, the students and teacher continued using WhatsApp, and I continued 

observing them even when I returned to New Zealand until the end of the semester. In 

addition, conducting two series of semi-structured interviews over the trajectory, two with 

each participating student in the interview, allowed me to discover the students’ 

perception of an innovation across different points in time, to better investigate the 

students’ experiences and how their agency changed over time. The first interviews were 

conducted at the outset of Twitter’s implementation, in and around the first week of its 

implementation in particular, and so enabling me to capture the students’ initial 

experiences with this tool. The second interviews were conducted at almost the end of the 

study during the eleventh week, giving the students the opportunity to sum up their overall 

experiences with the use of both VSNs. Observations together with semi-structured 

interviews provided in-depth insights into the dynamics and complexity of the students’ 

experiences and use trajectory of VSNs.  

8.3.3 Pedagogical implications  

The present study confirmed the view that the application of VSN technology in and out 

of the EFL classroom is feasible to provide students with a comfortable and collaborative 

environment in which to practice the language under study. The pedagogical implications 

of this use of VSN are promising and suggest great potential in aiding the Saudi Ministry 

of Education in its endeavors to introduce innovations in Saudi learning in general and in 

the study of English language, in particular. Several sources of this pedagogical potential 

with respect to Saudi EFL classroom practice include the innovation’s affordances in 

overcoming constraints associated with the context, particularly affective ones, 

modifying the teacher’s role, and enhancing social interaction between the students and 

the teacher.  
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However, Saudi contextual and VSN technological constraints need to be considered 

prior to the implementation of VSN technology to ensure an efficient application of the 

innovation in the Saudi EFL classroom. The present study revealed that constraints based 

on contextual and technological features can, to some extent, limit the potential benefits 

of the innovation or possibly limit its sustainability. In regard to contextual constraints, 

the implications of a learner’s emotional and cultural characteristics should be carefully 

gauged prior to a VSN technology’s implementation, especially for an open platform such 

as a public-based VSN. In addition, the institution’s infrastructure capacity in terms of 

network speed and stability should be carefully investigated to avoid a negative impact 

on the innovation’s sustainability. Furthermore, educators should be aware of a VSN’s 

specific technological affordances so as to use these appropriately within their 

curriculums to bring about changes in the learning context. For example, a private-based 

VSN such as WhatsApp offers learners a closed environment and could provide them 

with multimodal activity due to its sharing features. The three innovation phases of 

Fullan’s change theory applied in the present study (initiation, implementation, and 

sustainability) could help guide Saudi EFL educators in how to proceed with 

implementation. Thus, educators need to adjust their plans of action accordingly with 

respect to the technological affordances of particular VSN technologies and their 

associated contextual constraints.  

As was discussed previously, some students who used their real names on Twitter 

accounts developed language learning anxiety, mainly because of fear of negative 

evaluation by their peers or fear of not being able to understand the teacher’s English due 

to their own low English proficiency. This fear caused them to resist the use of Twitter in 

the classroom. However, students who did not experience anxiety or who used 

anonymous Twitter accounts perceived advantages of using Twitter, and these advantages 

motivated them to engage with English learning in the classroom. Thus, teachers using 

public-based VSNs in the classroom should encourage students to participate from 

anonymous accounts to keep their identities hidden and to avoid the students becoming 

anxious because “language anxiety has consistently shown a negative correlation with 

second language achievement and with the perception of second language proficiency” 



Chapter Eight: Conclusion 

258 

(MacIntyre, 1999, p. 41). This is because in-class participation usually carries more 

tension on the students since they are afraid of the teacher or even the students’ reaction 

when making mistakes in the class (Al-Khairy, 2013; Alqahtani, 2011; Alrabai, 2014; 

Hamouda, 2012). However, another issue possibly emerging from use of anonymous 

accounts is that the students would not only have to set them up in addition to those under 

their real names but would also have to go to the trouble of switching between the two 

accounts. Allowing the students to use Twitter outside of the classroom as well could help 

in reducing the effort of using Twitter because it will provide the students with more than 

just the period of the lecture to switch between their accounts whenever they felt 

comfortable doing so. This strategy might even reduce the anxiety to some extent for 

some students since those students could ask questions outside the classroom at their 

leisure (Al-Shehri, 2012). Hence, to increase the practicality of Twitter or other public-

based VSNs in the classroom and to increase their long-term impact, the teacher needs to 

take into consideration the emotional impact of the innovation on EFL learners’ agency 

and to employ these emotions as a resource to fuel the students’ engagement in the 

classroom. 

With respect to private-based VSNs, particularly WhatsApp, anxiety did not emerge from 

the students’ and teacher’s interactions with this platform because of the platform’s 

technological affordances and uses. In particular, WhatsApp afforded the students a 

closed environment and, most importantly, was used in this study outside of the classroom 

which allowed the students to participate at a time that suited them. In this environment, 

all the students used accounts registered under their real phone numbers to interact with 

one another and with the teacher in English and did not display signs of anxiety. As was 

evident in the study, their comfort with this platform was attributable to the lack of face-

to-face communication involved in using it, which allowed them to avoid the anxiety 

associated with lack of proficiency in speaking English during face-to-face interactions 

(Aljumah, 2012; Hamouda, 2012; Hammick & Lee, 2014). Erwin, Turk, Heimberg, 

Fresco, and Hantula (2004) state that ‘‘for socially anxious individuals, communicating 

with others on the Internet in a text-based manner (i.e., email, chat rooms, or instant 

messaging) may allow them to avoid aspects of social situations they fear (e.g., blushing, 
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stammering, other’s reactions to perceived physical or social shortcomings)” (p. 630). 

WhatsApp provided opportunities for the students to practice the English language 

outside the classroom, and thus, based on this study’s findings, using a private-based VSN 

might be better suited than a public-based one, especially for a sociocultural context such 

as Saudi Arabia, where anxiety is common among students with low English proficiency 

(Alrabai, 2014). 

Social influence is another important pedagogical implication associated with the use of 

VSN technology in this context. The present study’s findings reveal that the more active 

and widespread the use of this innovation in the Saudi context, the more likely it will be 

used and adopted for English learning. The social influence is, however, a double-edge 

sword; that is, it can be negative or positive depending on the technological features of 

the particular VSN. On one hand, the social influence associated with open VSNs such 

as Twitter and Instagram could have a negative influence on students’ activity and 

acceptance of the VSN, especially for those students using accounts registered under their 

real names. This negative influence is due to the open nature of the VSN platform, which 

allows those with whom the students have personal relationships to be able to view 

communications on the platform that concern their studies. Thus, using anonymous 

accounts might help in avoiding these issues for the Saudi EFL learners. 

On the other hand, in the private-based VSN WhatsApp, social influence played a crucial 

role in motivating and engaging the students with their English learning because of (1) 

the presence and intense activity on WhatsApp of the students’ circle of friends and 

family and, at the same time, (2) the ability to screen their educational use of WhatsApp 

from this circle because of the closed environment the platform provided. Thus, 

WhatsApp facilitated the students’ engagement with English but eliminated the concern 

that those outside of their educational lives could view their collaboration with other 

students in studying English. Moreover, social interactions on WhatsApp enhanced the 

students’ sense of responsibility toward their peers’ learning and motivated them to 

support one another, thus encouraging them to practice English and display their skills. 

WhatsApp could be used by a Saudi EFL teacher as a tool to encourage student 

collaboration and so boost their agency in English learning.   
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Implementing WhatsApp in the current study contributed in transitioning the teacher’s 

role from transmitter of knowledge to facilitator and mediator within the learning process. 

White (2012) states that, with technology utilization in the language classroom, “learning 

is no longer hermetically sealed within the classroom, with the teacher and the textbook 

as the sole or principal source of target language texts and learning opportunities” (p. 8). 

Indeed, the present study demonstrated that the students developed autonomous learning 

in the WhatsApp environment with respect to learning not just English but also other 

subjects that they were studying, possibly because the students’ collaboration in effect 

transferred some of the teacher’s power to the students. Collaborative learning in a 

technological environment allowed the learners to “exert a greater degree of choice and 

discretion about what and how they should learn” (Sanprasert, 2009, p. 111). The 

empirical evidence of WhatsApp’s effectiveness outside the classroom in both the 

qualitative and quantitative data reveals that it can enhance student engagement and 

collaboration and autonomy in the Saudi EFL context. Therefore, the application of 

WhatsApp in the Saudi language classroom is strongly recommended. 

Finally, to increase the long-term impact of VSNs in learning English, it is important for 

teachers to be open to the use of the site set up for their own class for emergent methods 

of student use including discussion from other subjects they are studying and, to allow 

the use of any device with which the students are comfortable to access VSN, and to allow 

and encourage entertainment activities on the platform also. These emergent practices 

allow students to be more active and comfortable with the VSN’s use which empowers 

their agency within the learning environment (van Lier, 2004). As was evident in the 

study, using the platform for other subjects increased the students’ advantages, 

collaboration, autonomy, and attachment to the platform. Furthermore, allowing the use 

of any device with which the students are comfortable contributes to reducing their levels 

of effort in using the VSN. All these factors could aid teachers in their use of VSNs in the 

Saudi EFL context to achieve VSN sustainability in the EFL classroom for a longer time 

period. 
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8.4 Limitations of the Study 

While the study proved its value theoretically, methodologically, and pedagogically, it 

was not without its limitation. These limitations concerned the selection, sampling, and 

gender of the participants in the longitudinal study and, together with time constraints, 

could affect the generalizability of the study’s findings to other contexts.  

The time available to complete the research was limited to twelve weeks due to Saudi 

postgraduate regulation by Saudi Arabia’s Ministry of Education. This constraint made it 

difficult for me to observe and capture all aspects in the longitudinal study due to the 

large sample size of the first background stage (the non-longitudinal stage) which 

encompassed the data gathering from the other institutions at Qassim University. For 

example, I had to miss some opportunities to observe the students’ use of Twitter in 

lectures, because I was at that time gathering data from the teacher trainees. Also, 

interviewing the teacher to obtain his experience and perception of Twitter and WhatsApp 

would have strengthened the findings of the longitudinal study. However, time constraints 

prevented me from finding a suitable time to do this. While my observation of the 

teacher’s behavior and the students’ responses in the interviews seems to answer part of 

the teacher’s attitude toward the implementation of VSN, interviewing him would have 

been better to investigate his attitude.  

Another limitation concerned the selection of the participants in the longitudinal study, 

which was not random. Clearly, this selection was dependent on the teacher who agreed 

to participate in the study. Each teacher was already assigned to his group of students 

prior to implementation of the study, and thus I was automatically referred to Group Two 

students since they were the selected teacher’s students. Of course, the students’ consent 

was taken prior to the implementation of the study (see Section 3.5). In addition, the 

education system in the Saudi context segregates students by gender, and so female 

participants were excluded from the longitudinal study due to difficulty of access. 

Furthermore, the study’s report on the VSNs’ use trajectory and experiences with respect 

to one class of 25 male students who were taking English Reading and Writing in the 

Preparatory Year Program (PYP) at the main campus of Qassim University, thereby, the 



Chapter Eight: Conclusion 

262 

findings of the present study are relevant to this specific group of male students in this 

sociocultural context and are not necessarily directly generalizable to other types of 

groups within other contexts.  

Although this study used a mixed methods approach, measuring language development 

was not the focus of the study. However, the study findings do demonstrate that the 

students appreciated the use of Twitter and WhatsApp in their language learning, and 

their responses revealed that the platforms helped them to better understand English. 

However, no correlations can be made between the students’ use of Twitter and 

WhatsApp and their levels of English language achievement. This limitation could form 

the aim of future research and could therefore add to our understanding of the potential 

of VSN technology in enhancing the linguistic achievements within the Saudi EFL 

context. 

These limitations make it harder for the study to be generalized to other EFL contexts. In 

fact, the value of an VSN implementation on EFL education would certainly differ from 

one context to another, because (1) every culture differs from another in terms of social 

norms that could affect the study context and (2) each country has a differing perception 

and approach of innovation in education (Fullan, 2016). However, future researchers in 

comparable EFL contexts could find some information obtained from this research useful 

and applicable to their own study settings.    

8.5 Directions for Future Research 

The present study could be a point of departure for new research investigating the 

interaction of innovation and agency on language learners from an ecological perspective. 

However, such research would need to eliminate the shortcomings identified in this study 

so as to raise the level of generalizability to other contexts. For example, whereas this 

longitudinal study included male university students, future research could include a 

sample of female students, be conducted in a mixed-gender environment, or include a 

larger sample as well as follow the student participants over a longer period of time. 

Furthermore, further research is recommended to move beyond the students’ agency to 
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explore the teachers’ agency and their perceptions of the use of VSN in and outside the 

classroom. 

An investigation of the potential of VSN technology’s affordances in enhancing student 

language achievement could be another significant contribution of future research. 

Employing a mixed method approach to such a study is recommended as is including pre- 

and post-test control group design to measure the students’ performance in language 

learning before and after the VSN’s implementation. Future research might also consider 

exploring different language skills such as speaking and listening that were also not part 

of this study.  

Further recommendation for future research would be exploring Saudi students’ agency 

in a VSN’s environment from a dialogical perspective to investigate in-depth the role of 

emotion on the students’ agency. As was evident from the findings, the students’ 

emotions contributed to a great extent to the success of WhatsApp and also to the decline 

of Twitter. Insights into students’ emotional reactions with respect to their use of a VSN 

would certainly highlight new aspects of their agency and how it flows along the pathway 

of their language learning. Hence, it is recommended that future research in the Saudi 

context should employ a dialogical perspective on learners’ agency with respect to their 

engagement with an innovation, specifically VSN technology, and this could be useful in 

exploring learners’ agency.  

Finally, empirical research on an innovation’s impact on learners’ language learning in 

the Saudi sociocultural context is still in its infancy. This study has only captured one 

dimension of introducing such an innovation in language learning within the Saudi 

context. Much more research is recommended to explore other dimensions of introducing 

innovations in the near future, especially as the Saudi Ministry of Education is 

endeavoring to encourage the introduction of innovations to learning in general.   

8.6 A Last Word 

The purpose of this study is not to substitute VSN technology in Saudi EFL classes for 

face-to-face communication in and outside the classroom but rather to explore ways to 
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facilitate and create communication opportunities for Saudi English learners and teachers. 

The Saudi English-speaking environment is part of the expanding circle of nations in 

which English is being taught as a foreign and international language (Kachru, 1992). 

The primary use of English in this context is for international purposes but not for use in 

everyday lives (Canagarajah, 2006), and thus Saudi learners’ and teachers’ access to 

English is lacking. It is hoped that the findings of this study will contribute to the 

development of an innovative environment where learners and their teacher could 

comfortably improve their English language competence. In addition, the investigation 

of Saudi perceptions and experiences with respect to VSN technology has contributed 

new insights to the pedagogical development of language education in the Saudi context. 

Overall, the impact of new technologies on young Saudi students and teachers cannot be 

underestimated and needs to be taken advantage of within educational settings. 
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Appendix H: Post-project questionnaire 
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Appendix I: Teacher trainees interviews 

INTERVIEW SCHEDUALE 
(Individual semi-structured interviews and a focus group aimed for the teacher trainees. 
There will be 8-10 participants for individual interviews, the interview is expected to last 
30 minutes.) 
Full name:…………………………………………………………………………… 

Email:………………………………………………………………………………… 
1- Which VSN do you use?  
2- How often do you use it? 
3- Why do you use this particular VSN? 
4- Why do you use different types of VSN? 
5- Why do you think our community use VSN?  
6- What are the advantages and disadvantages? 
7- Do you use it in specific circumstances? Or do you use it whenever you have the 

time? 
8- Do you use VSN mainly to interact with the community or just browsing? Why? 
9- Do you have groups/friends or do you join groups in VSN? Why? 
10- In your opinion, can we use VSN in education? 
11- What are the benefits of using VSN in education to our students and teacher? 
12- What about English language learning? Do you think it will be advantageous for 

the students and teachers? 
13- What do you think about technology use in our schools and universities? 
14- Do you think we’re lacking something in our schools? What is it? 

Note: You’re encouraged to send the researcher any other ideas and suggestions at any 
time via email: F.alqasham@massey.ac.nz 

 
Thank you for your cooperation 
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Appendix J: First-round interviews 

FIRST-ROUND INTERVIEW 
(This semi-structured interview is aimed at the students in the VSN class right after the 
first class to investigate their initial experience with VSN. The individual interview is 
expected to last 30 minutes each) 
Full name:…………………………………………………………………………… 

Email:………………………………………………………………………………… 
Group:………………………………………………………………………………… 

1- How was your initial experience in using Twitter in the class? 
2- Was this class different from other classes you have taken in the past? If so, how 

was it different? 
3- Did Twitter motivate you to learn English? How? 
4- Have you had experiences to lose or decrease your motivation to study English? 

Was it because of Twitter? 
5- Is it comfortable to ask the teacher about what you didn’t understand in the 

classroom through Twitter? 
6- Do your questions on Twitter help you learn English? 
7- What do you like about Twitter? 
8- Are there any things that you don’t like about using Twitter in your English 

learning? 
9- Do you have any issues that could affect your studies or English language 

learning?  
10- To summaries can you tell three things about your experience with Twitter in your 

English learning? 
A)……………………………………………….. 

B)……………………………………………….. 
C)……………………………………………….. 

Note: You’re encouraged to send the researcher any other ideas and suggestions at any 
time via email: F.alqasham@massey.ac.nz 
 

Thank you for your cooperation. 
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Appendix K: Post-project interviews 

POST-PROJECT INTERVIEWS 
 (This semi-structured interview is aimed at the students in the VSN class right after the 
first class to investigate their initial experience with VSN. The individual interview is 
expected to last 30 minutes each and the focus group is expected to last 1 hour.) 
Full name:…………………………………………………………………………… 

Email:………………………………………………………………………………… 
Group:………………………………………………………………………………… 

1- Overall, what do you think of your English studies with the assistance of Twitter 
and WhatsApp? How would you describe it? 

2- What do you like most about it? In Twitter and WhatsApp? 
3- Is there anything you don’t like in this class? 
4- Which one do you prefer, Twitter or WhatsApp? Why? 
5- Do you think Twitter and WhatsApp help you improve your English? How? 
6- What language skills do you think you developed most? 
7- Which activities of this course were the most helpful for learning English? 
8- Did you encounter any motivation change in learning English with Twitter and 

WhatsApp from the beginning of the course and then at the end of the course? 
Yes / No 

9- If “Yes” When did it happen? 
10- What happened to lower your motivation? 
11- What was your reaction to it?  
12- How did this experience change you?  
13- Is there anything you do to keep motivated in your English study? 
14- Would like to attend another similar class with Twitter and WhatsApp in the 

future? 
15- Overall, do you think VSN are beneficial for learning English? 
16- To summaries can you tell three things about your experience with VSN in your 

English language learning? 
Note: You’re encouraged to send the researcher any other ideas and suggestions at any 
time via email: F.alqasham@massey.ac.nz 
 

Thank you for your cooperation. 
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Appendix L: English Department Certificate 
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Appendix M: Preparatory Year Program 
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Appendix N: Deanship of Community Services 

 

 

 




