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Abstract

In the era of globalization, there is no doubt that online learning can offer a meaningful
learning experience to the students. Nowadays, with the rapid advancement of technology
that cannot be controlled, educational institutions need to produce individuals that are highly
skilled in ICT. The transformation from traditional talk and chalk method to incorporating ICT
in the classroom is a good indicator that educators have realized the importance of 21
century education. In the context of English as a Second Language (ESL) specifically, there are
many online innovative pedagogical tools that can be utilized by instructors to improve
students’ language mastery. This paper aims to review the opportunities and challenges in
ESL online learning environment. Therefore, the researchers use journal articles and
conference proceedings to find information on the related data. This study concludes that
even though there are challenges that hinder the effectiveness of online learning, there are
still many opportunities in ESL online learning environment that should be put to good use.
Keywords: Online Learning Environment, Opportunities, Challenges, Pandemic Panic,
Students’ Readiness.

Introduction

Today, digital information can be accessed everywhere at any time to almost everyone
making online learning the best option for people to practice lifelong learning. According to
Guzer and Caner (as cited in Halim & Hashim, 2019), new terms in distance education such as
online learning, e-learning or web-based learning are the results of the rapid technological
change. The word “technology” has become very familiar and commonly used in the
education sector because of its effectiveness in improving the teaching and learning
experience.

The role of teachers have evolved from being instructors and managers to facilitators
(Tigarajan, Yunus & Aziz, 2016). The 21 century classroom pitches the idea of a student-
centered learning environment whereby student are given autonomy in their learning and
teachers focus on monitoring the students’ progress and performance. According to Rahman,
Yunus and Hashim (2019), educators and stakeholders are exploring the best pedagogical
tools to provide meaningful learning experiences for students in this 215t-century education.

Many educators continue to practice technology-based activities in teaching and
learning and researches have proven that these activities support student learning (Thang et
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al.,, as cited in Halim & Hashim, 2019). Yeop (2019, as cited in Rahman et al., 2019)
recommends technology integration in the syllabus, instructions and the teaching and
learning approach to cater to the demands of 215t-century learning. Jemima, Melor and Jamal
(2017, as cited in Halim & Hashim, 2019) stated that educators are aware that nowadays,
students need to be well equipped with the 21%-century skills.

The outbreak of COVID-19 has a growing impact on the global economy and how long
this pandemic will last is still unpredictable. China, which is believed to be the country of origin
for COVID-19 had introduced an emergency policy initiative known as “Suspending Classes
Without Stopping Learning” to ensure that learning continues even when schools across the
country are closed down (Zhang et al., 2020).

The Ministry of Education in Malaysia has prepared a detailed plan that consists of
skills and competencies that are aligned with the National Education Philosophy known as
Malaysian Education Blueprint 2013-2025 (Halim & Hashim, 2019). Those skills would equip
the students with the knowledge and skills needed to face the challenges of the fast-changing
world. Globalized Online Learning, an ICT based-learning is emphasized in the blueprint and
declared in the 9 shift division (Rahman et al., 2019).

According to Abdullah, Ismail, Mohamad, Razak, Harun, Musa and Yeong (2020), the
Ministry of Higher Education is taking measures such as finding technology drivers of the
present and the future to prevent and ensure future epidemics and pandemics will be
managed better. This unpredictable crisis can be turned into opportunities to improve online
learning from home (Abdullah et al., 2020). School closures in Malaysia have affected an
estimated number of 5 million school students and 1.2 million university students in Malaysia
(Rahman, 2020). Even though distance learning has been practiced before in Malaysia since
the 1990s, but the era has changed with the rapid digital transformations and new
pedagogical innovations (Abdullah et al., 2020).

The pandemic panic refers to the common psychological reactions of fear and panic
when facing a pandemic (Abdullah et al., 2020). These reactions are expected in the
challenging times causing people to fear a shortage of food supply and health-related
products (Abdullah et al., 2020). The disruption to routine in daily lives due to Movement
Control Order and financial issues increases the fear and anxiety among the public (Wong &
Sam, as cited in Abdullah et al., 2020). In Malaysia, there are very limited studies on early
interventions conducted specifically in the education sector to handle psychological problems
due to COVID-19. However, the public in Malaysia can reach for help from government and
non-governmental organizations that are offering psychological aid through tele-counselling
and hotline services (Abdullah et al., 2020).

Online learning in the ESL classroom exposes students to new pedagogical innovations
with the aid of technology which allows quick mastery of language skills and increased
students’ motivation and excitement (Mohamad, Ghazali & Hashim, 2018). ESL learners can
search and retrieve a wide variety of learning resources that are accessible online without
limits (Ramsin & Mayall, 2019). This is an advantage for ESL learners especially in the 21
century whereby the focus of language learning is no longer entirely on grammar but rather
the ability of the learners to practice the language proficiently and effectively (Ramsin &
Mayall, 2019).

Online learning in the time of crisis is a must to ensure learning is not suspended
(Zhang et al., 2020). There is an immense need to use virtual technologies in education and
face the challenges of ensuring students’ and teachers’ readiness for online learning (Abdullah
et al., 2020). It is very important for institutions to examine and assess students’ readiness to
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online learning before planning how to conduct online teaching effectively (Ramsin & Mayall,
2019). Students need to be confident and willing to use online learning tools to ensure
effective learning can take place (Ramsin & Mayall, 2019).

Technology has changed the way information is disseminated and communication is
taken place (Topacio, 2018). E-literacy among students will help prepare them for life-long
learning and encourage them to take ownership of their learning (Topacio, 2018). Online
learning overcomes the boundaries of time and place and encourages communication and
knowledge sharing among the virtual community (Ramsin & Mayall, 2019). The constraint of
optimising online learning in Malaysia is changing the mindset of educators and teachers and
making them realise that it is not just an option for tech-savvy educators but it is compulsory
for everyone to adopt online learning (Rahman, 2020).

The use of online learning in the context of ESL is becoming more prominent and
research in this area is urgently needed. The traditional chalk and talk method is now
irrelevant for students in the 215t century (Zakaria et al., 2017). This is because learning
without technology prevents students from opportunities of developing the 4Cs which are
collaboration, critical thinking, creative thinking and communication (Zakaria et al., 2017). In
addition, the COVID-19 global outbreak pushes educators to test, practice and evaluate online
learning to ensure students get the best experience in the ESL online learning environment.
This paper discusses the definition of online learning environment, opportunities and
challenges in ESL online learning environment.

Online Learning Environment

Most researchers are still working on reaching a consensus on the definition of online
learning. Several researchers defined online learning as “an access to learning through the
use of technology” (Benson, 2002; Conrad, 2002; Carliner 2004, as cited in Zhao & Mei, 2016).
Certain researchers claim that online learning originates from distance learning and it is an
improved version of the latter (Hiltz & Turoff, 2005 as cited in Zhao & Mei, 2016). The term
‘online learning environment’ in this paper refers to any learning environment which utilizes
electronic devices in the instructional delivery system (Zhao & Mei, 2016).

Opportunities in ESL Online Learning Environment

Based on previous studies, online learning has become very important to support
learning without boundaries and lifelong learning. Recent studies have shown that not all
countries are fully prepared to conduct online learning. In the ESL context, there are many
websites, applications and resources online that can be accessed to ensure continuous
learning takes place. The incorporation of online learning has positively transformed the
teaching styles, curriculum design and the concept of language learning (Halim & Hashim,
2019). Besides, studies have shown that there are many opportunities in ESL online learning
environment such as promoting independent learning, enhancing students’ motivation and
encouraging collaboration.

Independent Learning

Integrating technology in the English curriculum helps to enhance independent
learning in students and promote life-long learning (Topacio, 2018). For example, students
can express their ideas, evaluate facts and opinions and share information with their peers
via online (Topacio, 2018). Students in the 21t century are encouraged to utilize online
learning activities such as online games which can develop learners’ language mastery
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(Yaacob & Yunus, 2019). Online games can be used to enhance learning in the ESL classroom.
Students become more confident in learning because they are trained to be independent
learners with online games that require them to take charge of the situations (Yaacob &
Yunus, 2019). Also, when students participate in online learning, they become less anxious,
more confident and show desired behaviours as they do not feel scared of using the English
language virtually (Yaacob & Yunus, 2019).

Students especially from Gen-Z require flexibility in learning that suits best with their
learning styles (Hashim, 2018). They want options in learning and prefer personalized
learning, making them more independent and responsible for their own learning (Hashim,
2018). The integration of technology in learning arouse students’ interest, making them more
independent in developing language learning on their own (Hashim, Rafig & Yunus, 2019).
The nature of online learning that requires students’ commitment to find materials online
helps to improve students’ self-discovery skills and make them independent learners (Zakaria
et al., 2017). Students become more independent as the interactions between teachers and
students are limited to discussions and communications online (Robinson, Kilgore & Warren,
2017).

Motivation

The use of online learning in ESL classroom can help students to quickly master the
language skills through the exposure of various interactive online learning tools, making
students excited and motivated for an extended period (Mohammad et al., 2018). Digital
storytelling is one of the growing online language learning tools that is proven effective in
increasing students’ motivation (Zakaria & Aziz, 2019). This method increases students’
motivation to write and significantly improves their writing skills as they learn writing in a fun
way (Zakaria & Aziz). Research had also found out that students are more excited in lessons
that involve the use of technology (Zakaria & Aziz, 2019). Another study found out that
students must be self-motivated because they have to take charge of their learning in online
learning environment (Ramsin & Mayall, 2019). Therefore, it is crucial for students in online
learning environments to actively monitor their own progress, search for information
required to complete their tasks on their own and take appropriate action in facing any hurdle
that arises from their learning (Ramsin & Mayall, 2019). A study found out that students’
achievement in grammar is higher when students are motivated to win the online game
(Hashim et al., 2019).

The motivation of students can be improved by having a clear course structure and
pre course briefing, establishing learning objectives and providing enough support and
resources (Shukla, Dosaya, Nirban & Vavilala, 2020). Constant interaction and engagement
between teachers and students and among students themselves increase students’
motivation in learning the language in the online learning environment (Shukla et al., 2020).
Students’ motivation to learn further is relatively higher when they are interested in the
teaching and learning process (Zakaria et al., 2017). A study revealed that students are keen
to learn when anticipatory set using technology in the lesson is introduced by the teachers
(zakaria et al., 2017). The students’ drive to learn improves their intrinsic motivation, making
them more participative in the lessons (Zakaria et al., 2017). Not only students are motivated
to learn in the online learning environment, but teachers also feel motivated to constantly
upgrade their skills and knowledge to integrate the technology in the lessons as they are
relieved with the support provided by the communities. In order for students to demonstrate
their presence in a virtual environment, they have to show their motivation by actively
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participating in the learning activities such as posting comments, responding to opinions of
others, acknowledging teachers’ instruction and engaging with peers in group work
(Kehrward, 2008 as cited in Sun & Chen, 2016).

Collaborative Learning

The online learning environment allows students and teachers to apply technologies
in the teaching and learning process, collaborating with others and taking opportunities of
the time flexibility (Robinson et al., 2017). There are many online pedagogical tools available
for synchronous learning that enables collaboration opportunities such as Blackboard
Collaborate, Adobe Training and GoToTraining (Robinson et al., 2017). It is very crucial to
provide adequate support for teachers to constantly fine new creative and collaborative ways
to conduct online lessons (Robinson et al., 2017). The teacher should take the role of a
facilitator that applies constructivism theory in the online learning environment through
collaborative activities that supports learning outcomes (Robinson et al., 2017). Social
constructivism emphasizes on collaboration, communication and interactions among
students which can be implemented in the online learning environment by encouraging
students to interact with peers in the process of knowledge construction (Askeroth &
Richardson, 2019).

If students are learning online asynchronously, they are not restricted to time and
place and they are available to access global resources and be a part of a strong learning
community (Shukla et al., 2020). Collaboration among the students can be achieved through
constant interactions, communication, sharing feedbacks and active learning (Shukla et al.,
2020). Also, online learning enables students to construct their own knowledge and
perspectives in a small group. The focus of 21%-century education is to produce individuals
with ‘a culture of inquiry’ and knowledge generation through online learning activities that
promote collaboration, communication, creativity and critical thinking (Zakaria et al., 2017).

Challenges of Online Learning Environment in ESL classroom

Although there are many opportunities in ESL online learning environment, there are
many challenges faced by ESL learners and teachers to ensure this 21%-century learning
approach a success. The challenges could hinder the effectiveness of online learning if there
is no specific action taken to address the problems. The challenges of online learning
environment in ESL classroom includes limited time, technological issues and online-related
distractions. Even though online learning has enhanced the way we learn from the past but
there should be constant evaluation conducted to improve the online learning environment
specifically in ESL classrooms.

Time Consuming

In an online learning environment particularly in the ESL context, students claimed
that they are pressured by the limited time allocated to complete an assignment (Topacio,
2018). For example, students have only a few hours a day to write essays and submit them
online. In traditional face-to-face classrooms, students are given a day or more to write and
submit essays (Topacio, 2018). Past studies have found that online learning is time-consuming
in comparison to traditional face-to-face classrooms (Sun & Chen, 2016). This is because it
takes a lot of time for teachers to grade assignments and examinations, provide feedbacks
and responding to questions (Sun & Chen, 2016). Apart from that, teachers also have to
prepare teaching materials before conducting lessons such as lecture videos, online
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presentations, individual or group assignments with clear instructions and submission dates
as well as guidance on how to utilize technology for online learning (Sun & Chen, 2016).
Besides, online instructors have to provide timely feedbacks to their students and regarding
their learning progress, making time pressure challenge more evident in the online learning
environment (Sun & Chen, 2016).

Another study found out that there are lecturers that receive very little support and
help from educational institutions to conduct online classes (Sun & Chen, 2016). Furthermore,
the communication of individuals in the online learning environment is normally limited to
emails, forum postings and comments which is less interactive in comparison to physical face
to face interactions (Robinson et al., 2017). The heavy-content of online courses offers very
little time for online learners to have meaningful interactions (Robinson et al., 2017). Also,
the online learning environment in the ESL classroom requires a great amount of commitment
from all the parties involved to establish a collaborative relationship. Instructors can choose
to conduct synchronous or asynchronous activities or both but studies have found that
synchronous activities help learners to reduce the delay factor (Robinson et al., 2017). ESL
teachers need to constantly remind the students about deadlines and where to retrieve
certain materials and assignments which can be time consuming (Rusli & Hashim, 2018).

Technological Issues

Technology failure is a challenge for instructors and learners as learning is suspended.
The most common technological issues in an online learning environment are bandwidth
problems, slow internet connections and lag during online meetings (Robinson et al., 2017).
In certain cases, a large number of students attending websites such as online discussion
forums or Edmodo at the same time will make the entire network lag (Halim & Hashim, 2019).
Students that are doing online learning but still on campus face the issue of restricted
bandwidth whereby institutions refrain students from entering certain websites although it is
for academic purposes (Halim & Hashim, 2019). Apart from that, there is also an internet
connectivity problem in rural areas in Kelantan, Malaysia. The teachers in one of the rural
schools in Kelantan mentioned that poor internet connection and limited computers are
among the challenges they face to provide an online learning platform for the students
(Zakaria et al., 2017). Another problem that occurs from technological faulty is that students
make it an excuse when they submit their assignments late or unable to be present in a
synchronous virtual discussion (Rusli & Hashim, 2018).

Although most students nowadays own a laptop or have access to computers and the
internet, there are still students that have to learn online using their mobile devices. The
nature of mobile devices that have smaller screens, shorter battery lifespan, smaller storage
and slow downloading are constraints that certain students have to face (Georgiev et al.,
2004; Corlett et al., 2005; Franklin et al., 2007 as cited in Hashim, Yunus, Embi & Ozir, 2017).
Furthermore, students using mobile devices to online learning have to face the limited
availability of broadband wireless access, making the online learning process tougher (Hashim
et al., 2017). Students with mobile devices that have smaller storage can download learning
materials and online store what is needed and commonly used in the learning process
(Hashim et al., 2017). Also, students have to ensure that the downloaded materials can be
accessed even when there is no or slow internet connection (Hashim et al., 2017).
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Online-related Distractions

Another challenge of learning in an online learning environment in ESL classrooms is
the online-related distractions faced primarily by the students. These distractions hinder the
success of online learning (Topacio, 2018). During online learning, students can also be
actively chatting with friends on social media, making purchases online, playing games and
many other activities (Halim & Hashim, 2019). Students waste a lot of time on those features
which causes them to lose concentration on the actual tasks given by instructors on Facebook
groups (Halim & Hashim, 2019). Ali’s study in 2014 found that the use of Instagram for
language learning could be challenging for students that feel reluctant to participate in the
online discussions due to uncertainty about the kind of postings that they should do (Halim &
Hashim, 2019). Another study reveals that students become easily distracted if they are not
clear with the rules of the online games (Yaacob & Yunus, 2019).

Multitasking also can take a toll on students’ concentration, making them distracted
and unable to fully retain the knowledge learnt (Hashim et al., 2017). Gen-Z students that are
born roughly between 1995 to 2010 have a shorter attention span due to the multitasking
they performed (Hashim, 2018). This is because this generation is easy to get bored and
excited to move on to the next activity (Hashim, 2018). Therefore, “bite-sized learning’ is
suitable for this generation to ensure they stay focus and motivated during the online lesson
(Hashim, 2018). Some students claimed that they are often distracted by scrolling their social
media accounts, watching entertainment videos and playing online games during the lessons
(Topacio, 2018). Online learning gives students the time flexibility and frees them from direct
criticism making them more susceptible to distractions on the internet. Some students
struggle to focus in the online learning environment as they are not monitored by teachers
and they are not physically present in an academic setting (Topacio, 2018).

Conclusion

The study contributes to the understanding of the opportunities and challenges of ESL
learning environment. Allin all, there is no doubt that online learning is becoming very crucial
to ensure learning is not suspended during the pandemic. Even though, not all instructors and
students are fully ready to embrace online learning and teaching before, but the unfortunate
situation sends an important message to all that online learning is the future of learning.
Everyone from teachers, lecturers, students and parents have to constantly upgrade their
skills and knowledge on ICT to ensure the 21%t-century education in Malaysia will be a success.
Also, the government has to ensure that all students in Malaysia are equipped with laptops
and able to access the internet regardless of whether they are in rural or urban areas. It is
crucial for everyone to act upon to mitigate the learning loss due to COVID-19 by utilizing the
online pedagogical tools available. Language can be learnt in many ways such as literature,
music, movies, games, educational videos and many more. Therefore, teachers should be
creative in utilizing all the applications and websites available online to enhance students’
motivation to learn and develop students’ mastery of the English language.
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