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Blended learning enables students to make use of face-to-face teaching with distance
education, frequently electronic, either computer-based or web-based. It has been a major
growth point in English language teaching industry in general and English for specific
purposes (ESP) in particular over the last decade. More and higher educational institutions
are opting for blended ESP classrooms because of its increasing importance in tertiary
education. One of the pivotal reasons of its phenomenal growth can be attributed to its ability
to facilitate the learning which can take place at any time or location as per the convenience
of learners as long as they have access to the computers and internet. The benefits of
blended learning in an ESP class can bring a lot of advantages for both learners and
teachers by merging the crucial components of classroom teaching including collaborative
learning, educational advantage and organization with the flexibility and greater variety that
is offered by the virtual learning environments (VLE). The use of blended learning opens up
numerous opportunities for ESP teachers to utilize immense amount of learning materials
available online into their classroom to help learners hone, practice and deepen their
understanding of English language effectively and efficiently within the shortest time
possible.

This article aims to explain the role of social networking websites in assisting blended
learning class discussion and peer assessment in an ESP classroom by showing how
Facebook can be used to achieve this potential.

1. Previous studies

The advent of the use of technology in English teaching in general and social networking
websites in particular has revolutionised the way language skills are acquired and practiced
by learners which in result has positively impacted their learning process. The positive
change is synced with the continuous growth of technology which provides more and more
flexibility and accessibility for language teaching and learning (Lou, et al, 2010; Shih, 2010).
One of the important benefits of using social networking websites in blended learning
classroom is to assist learners in distribution of knowledge, enhancing the quality of class
assignments and coursework, and progressing their learning ability (Chen, and Li, 2008).
Online learning can be followed from anywhere in the world and it motivates students to take
charge of their own learning, and facilitate in the cooperation, exchange and sharing of the
required knowledge for language acquisition without attending any face-to-face classroom or
to work concurrently (Li and Chen 2009). The other significant benefit of combining
technology, especially social networking websites into blended learning is the use of peer
assessment which does not only help students to learn quicker and better but previous
studies have concluded that it exponentially augment the learning outcome and
productivities for language acquisition (Yang & Tsai, 2010).

2. Why are social networking sites important in an ESP classroom?

The use of the Web 2.0 can provide opportunities for collaboration, authentic communication
in a discourse community and offers what Warschauer and Kern (2000) termed as

The role of social networking websites in assisting blended learning class discussion and peer assessment in an ESP
classroom.
Syed Adnan Zafar


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maria_Curie-Sk%C5%82odowska_University
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Distance_education
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Distance_education

English for Specific Purposes World, ISSN 1682-3257, www.esp-world.info, Issue 44, Vol. 15, 2014

networked-based language teaching, Dogoriti et al (2014). Bremner (2010) and Evans
(2012) concluded that some of the general benefits of using technology in ESP are the use
of authentic tasks, tools, and context. Butler-Pascoe (2009) suggested that social networking
sites in an ESP classrooms provides interaction and communication among learners, uses
collaborative learning, focuses on socio- cultural aspects of the language, is student-centred
and enhances students’ motivation, self-esteem and autonomy.

In addition to the above, when it comes to ESP classrooms, it is an established fact that all
of its learners are adults, and from the research conducted by Duggan et al (2015),it has
been found that out of 81% of American adults who use the internet, 52% of online adults
now use two or more social media sites, a significant increase from 42% in 2013 which
shows that the role of social networking sites cannot be ignored in the ESP classrooms. The
research also concludes that the Facebook remains by far the most popular social media
site. While its growth has slowed, the level of user engagement with the platform has
increased. Other platforms like Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest and LinkedIn saw significant
increases over the past year in the proportion of online adults who now use their sites.

Social media sites, 201.2-201.4
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Figurel. Pew Research Centre’s internet project surveys, 2012-2014.
2.1 Facebook as the top social networking site

Facebook, being the most popular social networking website came into being in February 4,
2004 by its founders Mark Zuckerberg, his college roommates and fellow Harvard university
student Eduardo Saverin. Originally it was called thefacebook.com and renamed Facebook
in 2005.The initial idea of starting it as a side-line project was to get to know the people at
personal level but soon the word got out and it became a 21% century’s technological
sensation among the students at Harvard, Stanford and Yale in no time. The popularity of
Facebook skyrocketed like a wild fire and by September, 2006, it was made available to all
internet users.
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Figure2. Pew Research Centre’s internet project surveys, 2012-2014.

Facebook is the world's largest social network and people, mainly adults, use it to connect
with important people in their life. Four days after Facebook went live it had just 650
users. Around 78% of all traffic to Facebook comes from smartphones. Users upload
around 350million photos to the site every day (Snelling, 2014). There are currently more
than 1 billion Facebook users across the world with more than 9.8 million Facebook
subscribers in Poland. On average, users spend 20 minutes per day on Facebook (Internet
world statistics, 2014).

2.2 Benefits and reservations about using Facebook in ESP classrooms

Being the world’s largest social networking website mainly used by the adults, Facebook can
surely be classified as one of the most effective teaching tool in an ESP classroom which
could provide a platform that can be used to expedite the learning process for the ESP
students. The key benefits of using Facebook in ESP classroom including ease in sharing
information, mobile accessibility, asking questions, posting replies and feedback, monitoring
students’ work and observations, and being able to keep in touch with learners on constant
basis help ESP educators in making students learning process informative, interactive, and
highly effective.

In addition to the benefits, obviously there are certain reservations of ESP students about
using Facebook for learning purpose. One of the most important reasons for the ESP
students to avoid sharing, posting, and participating in any online discussion or learning on
Facebook due to the fear that their contributions, views, reviews, comments and personal
details may stay on the internet against their consent and use by certain people who may
misuse them. Some opponents of using Facebook in ESP classroom claim that even after
deleting students’ works on the Facebook page, their details may still be retrieved by some
unscrupulous users of the internet. Not only that, they also argue that 37% of the employers
are checking out prospective employees on social media before making a final decision
(Messieh, 2012), so getting involved in online learning may impact their chances for securing
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jobs. The online security of the users’ details is a hot topic nowadays and although It is a
generalized problem and even the biggest and most powerful organizations like NASA and
CIA are not fully protected from the online security breaches, it is hard for the ESP teachers
to completely resolve this issue though alongside complying with the suggested Facebook’s
security measures, they can also make sure that all the comments, reviews, feedback and
related works of the ESP learners about their online learning are deleted along with their
personal, professional and academic details after the completion of the course. It goes
without saying that online security is the responsibility of both teachers and students and to
make sure that the personal details are secured from any online misuse, the standard online
security measures should be taken at all times.

2.3 Ways of using Facebook in the ESP classroom

There are over 100 methods to use Facebook in classrooms (Online College, 2009) but
following are the most commonly used ones;

e Create a group page to post assignments, homework, questions, pointers, ideas and
writing prompts to encourage creativity, brainstorming and peer assessment with
keeping in mind the ultimate goal of improving the language skills in English
grammar, reading, writing and comprehension in particular.

e Using Facebook to keeping in touch with students’ progress on constant basis is a
key benefit in any ESP blended learning course. Timely reviews and feedback on
students’ works help them to learn quicker and improve the productivity and impact of
the tasks assigned.

e Use Facebook to connect with the students beyond the national boundaries. Our
world has become a global village and thanks to the social networking sites the use
of Facebook can certainly help ESP educators to broaden the scope of language
learning for their learners by promoting interactions among ESP students from
different countries and backgrounds.

e Using Facebook applications like “Survey Monkeys” to identify student’s interests,
gathering their feedbacks on the topics or addressing the areas of disagreements
can also be extremely helpful for the ESP teachers in planning their lessons and
students to express their views, suggestions and ideas for effective learning. Other
useful Facebook applications for ESP learners are:

= weRead: It is about the management of the books on the reading lists
or connecting with others in discussion.

» Flascards: To strengthen the learning of the students in specific.

= Study Groups: to work closely and cooperation with the other
learners for group based tasks or learning.

e Using dedicated classroom’s Facebook page to post videos, slides and other useful

learning material to facilitate learning is also an effective way of incorporating
Facebook in the language learning.

2.4 Steps for Facebook supported teaching process

It is essential for the teacher to lay down the rules regarding time limits, use of appropriate
language, mobile technology, details about the specific topic, additional marks for the peer
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assessment and extra-contributions before starting the online learning process. Once the
understanding of the rules is established then whole process can be initiated. The following
example discusses the Facebook supported teaching process regarding an ESP writing
course. It depicts the step by steps instructions which can be followed in order to use
Facebook in an ESP based blended learning classroom.

- After setting up the class Facebook page, instructor sends out the invitations to the
students to join. Upon accepting their joining requests, teachers may initiate the
process of learning by posting a topic, idea, question or set of questions (in this
example, three writing prompts are posted for discussion and making sentences).

3t Teacher™ 5 University of Marie Curie Sklowdowska.

ESP WRITING COURSE

25, 1980

Share: @ Post [[@] Photo ¢]] Link %™ Video
Writing prompts: :

B Suagest a Profile Picture Create one sentence for each word as follows:

e PR SIS Technology

Facebook

wall Blended | - B
== endecieaming ol chandio
(=] Info o -
7 Photos E "1. Technology plays an important role in educaton.
12 ahas 2. Facebook is the |largest social networking site.
&0 Friends 3. Blended learning is helpful in flexible leaming

Friends (15)

S Jim Morris
Al L,
m w 1. Students learn better by using technology.
2 My teacher uses Facebook to teach English
Maz 3. My dissertation’s topic is the use of blended learning in teritiary education.

Figure3. Facebook page for ESP writing course

- Once the writing prompts have been posted, students can start posting their
responses by using the writing prompts posted by the teacher. The flexibility of using
Facebook’s mobile technology can enable them to participate in online discussion
and posting their feedbacks at any time of their convenience. Not only that, it helps
them to think about and engage in the lessons more frequently. All students’
responses appear on the class Facebook page and to keep track of their progress,
teachers can comment, like or merely monitor students’ works at any time.
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Sana
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Martin
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third sentence, it should be verb_ing after "for” so check:) cheeers!

CESF 14

Like

Figure4. Students’ responses and peer assessment

- Alongside posting their responses, either teacher may prompt students or students
themselves can take the initiative and start examining each other's work and
weighing it against pre-set benchmarks. Their feedback on each other mistakes can
be observed constantly by the teacher and in the case of any errors, teachers can
promptly step in to keep them right. With the help of the Facebook’s enabled
continuous interactions with the learners outside the class hours and increased
communication can surely bring immense advantages to the ESP teachers like better
monitoring and providing effective assistance to weak students.

- While students commenting on the Facebook page and teacher’s acting as a
moderator and observer, learners can be encouraged to use relevant Facebook
applications to enhance their learning process. For example, to deal with an area of
disagreement instructor could create a Facebook posting that asks a question and
has the results polled. Discussion could grow from the poll results concerning the
area of conflict (OLC, 2013).

3. Further Research

The sample size of the data to explore the wider impact of incorporating Facebook in
blended learning environment has always been a challenging task for the researchers so for
the future studies, it would be beneficial to include larger sample data sets to conduct
research in order to obtain better results.

Also, the issue of online security of students’ details while engaging with the ESP learning on
Facebook is also a topic which has not been empirically researched to large extents so
future studies could explore this topic further. Although in this research, we solely endeavour
to explore the impact of using Facebook in the blended learning classroom environment, it
would be valuable to see the impact of Facebook only instructions independent from the
formal classroom teaching within the context of students’ learning in English language.

Moreover, the scepticism regarding the use of technology in language acquisition in general
and Facebook in specific among elderly people is an issue that needs to be explored and
examined in future studies. In addition, numerous studies have based their researches to
explore the positive impact of using Facebook in blended learning but fewer have primarily
focused on Facebook’s role in negatively influencing the learners’ education, class
involvement and a sense of community.
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4. Conclusion

This article aims to explore the effect of incorporating Facebook with blended learning for
students of ESP courses. Its positive impact on the ESP students’ learning has been verified
and supported by numerous studies in the past which have concluded that by combining
Facebook with the classroom instructions certainly helps to enlarge students’ knowledge
base and improve their skills in the target language. This paper further strengthens the
constructive and effective role of Facebook in language learning for the ESP students and
educators. It concludes that by combining Facebook with peer assessment, ESP teachers
can enhance students’ learning motivation, interest, and interactions in order to exchange
information and dispense knowledge effectively and efficiently. The use of mobile technology
can significantly assist learners to contribute their views, check their progress and receive
feedback from teachers which in result expedites the learning process. Interacting with the
Facebook for the language learning also puts students at ease when it comes to engaging,
communicating and expressing freely without having to worry about their class fellows or
teachers’ physical presences. The online security of the students’ details is a massive
problem and this paper has reinforced the view that it is the mutual responsibility of learners
and educators to take necessary precautions to avoid any unwanted exploitation of their
details. One of the solutions that this study proposes is that after the completion of the
course, any comments, opinions or feedbacks about students’ personal work should be
deleted by teachers to avoid any misuse. Finally, it should be noted that blended learning
with Facebook, by no means, provides an alternative to face-to-face classroom education
rather by incorporating the use of Facebook into classroom teaching fetches better results,
increases efficiency and capacity to learn fast, and facilitates learners to use the rich
resources available online through the Facebook’s technologically enhanced virtual learning
environment.
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