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ABSTRACT 
Acknowledging the importance of autonomous language learning with technology as an essential 
skill for lifelong learning, the current study was carried out to investigate whether a group of 
tertiary level ESL learners were able to self-direct their use of technology for effective language 
learning experience. The mixed-methods approach was employed to understand the 
phenomenon. Findings indicate that the most preferred Web 2.0 technology for language 
learning is the online exercises/quizzes. This is followed by online discussion/forum, public 
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websites, blogs, and online video/audio. It could be concluded that even though these ESL 
learners were able to locate and select the various technologies for autonomous language 
learning, their main choices seemed to be restricted to the conventional ones. Thus, it is 
suggested that teachers should play their roles in guiding learners at tertiary level on how to 
utilize these technologies so that they can optimize their autonomous use of technologies for 
more meaningful language learning. 
Keywords: ESL autonomous learning, self-directed, technology, lifelong learning, higher 
education 
 

Introduction 
Guided by the 10 Shifts as stated in the Malaysian Education Blueprint 2015-2025, the country is currently 
in the process of improving the quality of its higher education system, and one of the aims is to produce 
graduates who can meet the challenges of the 21st century (Ministry of Education 2015). Romero (2015) 
asserts that one of the ways to meet these challenges is by getting individuals to engage in lifelong 
learning. Lai, Yeung and Hu (2015) postulate that lifelong learning requires three important skills: learning 
and innovation skills, digital literacy skills, and career and life skills, and that these skills can be acquired 
through “the capacity to engage in self-directed lifelong learning” (Trilling & Fadel 2009; as cited in Lai 
ibid. pg: 1).  

In line with the above argument, one cannot deny the importance of supporting learners to become 
autonomous; learners who are able to take responsibility of their own learning (Little 2007; Oxford, 
2008). Citing the works done by influential scholars in the field of autonomy and language learning such 
as Benson (2011), Garrison (1997), and Stolk, Martello, Somerville and Geddes (2010); Lai et al. (2015) 
conclude that there are two dimensions of learner autonomy. The first dimension concerns one’s ability 
to self-regulate his or her own learning, and the second dimension is one’s willingness to regulate one’s 
learning process. It needs to be highlighted that both dimensions value learners’ autonomous 
engagement with language learning opportunities across settings and contexts. In terms of autonomous 
use of technology for language learning, Bailly (2011) and Lai (2013) highlight the importance of three 
skills: the ability to locate, select, and use technology meaningfully for language learning. The present 
study seeks to find out whether a group of ESL learners at tertiary level are able to autonomously use 
technology for language learning by effectively locating and selecting the various Web 2.0 technologies 
. 

A survey carried out by the Malaysian Communications and Multimedia Commission reveals that youths 
between the ages of 20-24 are the most active users of the Internet (MCMM 2017). In terms of the level 
of education among the Internet users in the country, the survey further shows that students at tertiary 
level are the second active users (MCMM, ibid.). With reference to the use of English on the Internet, a 
survey in 2017 shows that English is the most used language online (statisca.com). Due to the plethora 
of opportunities to learn the target language, and the fact that students at tertiary level actively use the 
Internet, one can assume that mastery of English among this group of ESL learners is good. Yet, one of 
the major issues faced in the country is the low standard of English among the youth; especially the fresh 
graduates that could cost them their job opportunities (Jobstreet 2015). Thus, the main purpose of the 



International Journal of Academic Research in Business and Social Sciences 

Vol. 8 , No. 11, Nov, 2018, E-ISSN: 2222-6990  © 2018 HRMARS 

 

1096 
 
 

present study is to find out whether a group of ESL learners in a public university in Malaysia has the 
required skills to effectively self-direct their language learning process with technologies. Specifically, it 
addresses the following research questions: 

i. Which Web 2.0 technologies do ESL learners find useful for language learning? 

ii. What are the reasons for their choices of Web 2.0 technologies for language learning? 

This study is framed within the social view of learning (Vygotsky 1978; Wertsch 1985) focusing on two 
important tenets. The first one is the mediated mind. According to Vygotsky (ibid.), our participation in 
a social activity is mediated by physical and symbolic artefacts (Lantolf and Johnson 2007). Some 
examples of physical artefacts are newspapers, computers, and books, while symbolic artefacts include 
language, numbers, and technologies. The second tenet is the social nature of learning. Vygotsky (ibid.) 
regards the basic foundation of learning is that it is social in nature. Learning does not occur in the mind 
of the individual. In essence, he views social interaction as the foundation for learning. It happens first in 
the interaction with others (interpsychological category) then it moves to the internal plane i.e. the mind 
(intrapsychological category). 

Based on Vygotsky’s social view of learning, three observations can be made about learning. First, 
learning requires engagement with resources. In this study the various internet environments are the 
symbolic artefacts, some examples include online videos, online chats, online games and many more. 
Second is Vygotsky’s assertion that learning takes place in social relations. These social relations happen 
in everyday activity, as aptly described by Zuengler and Miller (2006: 37): “Participaton in these activities 
(everyday life activities) is both the product and the process of learning”. These social relations also occur 
everywhere, and are not constrained to any one specific location. Thus, learning does not happen only 
in the classroom. Even when the learner works alone at home, such as when she watches a YouTube 
video in English, the particular resource that she is engaged with has been socially constructed. 
Therefore, she is still in a way, participating in a social activity. Third is the recognition of learners as 
agents who “actively engage in constructing the terms and conditions of their own learning (Lantolf & 
Pavlenko 2001: 145). From this view of learning, learners are not seen as passive individuals. Instead, 
they are viewed as active agents, who are capable of making decisions. In the present study, learners 
actively make decisions on the types of internet environments that they wish to engage with in order to 
learn the target language. 
 

Research Methodology 

In order to answer the research questions, the mixed-methods study was chosen as it enabled the 
researchers to gain complementary data from both the quantitative and the qualitative research tools to 
understand the issue being investigated. The participants in this study were 289 Year One local students 
in a Public University in Malaysia from 11 programmes- Malay Literature, Malay Language, TESL, Social 
Communications, Arabic Language, Chinese Language, Tamil Language, Sports Science, Information 
Technology, Mathematics and Arts. There were 66 (22.8%) male students and 223 (77.2%) female 
students. Their ages were between 20 to 26 years old.  
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For the quantitative data, an adapted questionnaire designed by Winke and Goertler (2008) was adapted 
and used. Section A of the questionnaire asked for demographic information, Section B consisted of items 
on the learners’ preferred internet environments, and Section C was an open-ended questions that 
required the learners to explain why they preferred some Internet environments for language learning. 
The paper-based questionnaire was piloted on 32 learners. The Cronbach’s Alpha was an excellent value 
of 0.932. The questionnaires were then distributed to the participants and the survey took place for a 
duration of two weeks. Descriptive statistical measures were used to check the frequencies, means and 
standard deviations of the variables in the questionnaires. 
 
The qualitative data for this study were obtained from the open-ended section of the questionnaire as 
well as the interview. A total of fifteen students took part in the interview. In order to ensure that the 
true identity of all participants was kept anonymous, direct references were not made (Cohen, Manion 
& Morrison, 2007). Data from the open-ended section of the interview and the semi-structured were 
both analysed simultaneously. All interviews were transcribed verbatim. The responses were read and 
carefully re-read, then coded using open coding techniques (Creswell 2013). 
 
Results and Discussion 

The results and discussion are presented based on the two research questions that guide the study. 
 
Research Question 1: Which Web 2.0 technologies do ESL learners find useful for language learning? 
The participants in this study were instructed to specify their use of Web 2.0 technology by determining 
which technology they use for their personal life, learning English or both. A list of 12 common Web 2.0 
technologies was provided in the questionnaire and this is presented in Table 1 below. 
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Table 1 

 

Web Technology Use for Personal Life and Learning English 

Notes:N=289 

 

Web 2.0 Technologies 
 

I use this for 
my personal 

life. 
 

I think this is/ 
would be 
useful for 
learning 
English. 

Both None 

a. Public websites 

 
68 

(23.5%) 
 

174 
(62.5%) 

41 
(14.2%) 

6 
(2.1%) 

b. Blogs 

 
114 

(39.4%) 
 

141 
(48.8%) 

23 
(8%) 

11 
(3.8%) 

c. Wikis 
 

56 
(19.4%) 

 

192 
(66.4%) 

23 
(8%) 

18 
(6.2%) 

d. Email 

 
190 

(65.7%) 
 

62 
(21.5%) 

34 
(11.8%) 

3 
(1%) 

 
 

e. Online Chat 

 
193 

(66.8%) 
 

50 
(17.3%) 

37 
(12.8%) 

9 
(3.1%) 

f. Online messaging 
(e.g. WhatsApp) 

208 
(72%) 

 

33 
(11.4%) 

44 
(15.2%) 

4 
(1.4%) 

g. Online conferencing 
(e.g. Skype) 

135 
(46.7%) 

 

116 
(40.1%) 

13 
(4.5%) 

25 
(8.7%) 

h. Online social networking 
(e.g. Facebook) 

156 
(54%) 

 

77 
(26.6%) 

50 
(17.3%) 

6 
(2.1%) 

i. Online discussion boards/forum (e.g. 
linguaholic.com/ esl.cafe.com) 

45 
(15.6%) 

 

211 
(73%) 

15 
(5.2%) 

18 
(6.2%) 

j. Online digital video/audio 
 (e.g. YouTube/Instagram) 

96 
(33.2%) 

 

129 
(44.6%) 

52 
(18%) 

12 
(4.2%) 

k. Online computer games 

 
157 

(54.3%) 
 

90 
(31.1%) 

21 
(7.3%) 

21 
(7.3%) 

l. Online exercises/quizzes 
(e.g. englishforeveryone.org) 

45 
(15.6%) 

 

212 
(73.4%) 

25 
(8.7%) 

7 
(2.4%) 
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Of the 289 responses obtained, a majority indicated that online exercises and quizzes (73.4%), online 
discussion forums (73%), wikis (66.4%), public websites (62.5%) and blogs (48.8%) were the five 
technologies they found most useful for learning English. The responses show that learners are more 
likely to find technologies that were specifically designed for language learning as more useful as 
compared to technology that are commonly used for purposes other than language learning. This is 
evident as they regard online exercises and quizzes to be the most useful Web2.0 technology for 
learning the English language.  

 
From the data collected, it is also revealed that there are some Web 2.0 technologies that the participants 
of this study find least useful for learning English. The data show that online messaging (11.4%) is found 
to be among the least useful for learning English followed by online chat (17.3%) and email (21.5%). 
Incidentally, technologies such as online messaging and chat are more commonly used for daily 
communication whereby slang, short forms and even native languages are used. They are also not 
technologies that are introduced in classrooms as part of a formal approach for language learning.  
 
Research Question 2: What are the reasons for their choices of Web 2.0 technologies for language 
 learning? 
 
Online exercises/quizzes 
Through the students’ responses in the questionnaire, the highest majority 211 learners which 
represented 73.0 % selected online exercises/quizzes as the most useful for learning English. Learners 
L56 and L58 acknowledged the advantage of available answers and brief yet easily understood 
explanations to wrong answers provided through online exercises.  

I use this website to test my knowledge about the language. It can be about grammar 
or vocabulary. This online quizzes also provide answers. Hence, I can improve my 
language. For example, British council (L56) 

Online exercises/ quizzes  help me to learn English. I can practice my English by doing 
the online exercises. It helps me to overcome my problem like grammar. I also likes the 
explanation given when I answered the question wrong. The explanation is brief and 
easy for me to comprehend (L58) 

 

In addition, another advantage  of such exercises was that they did not consume a lot of time and 
students were able to obtain their scores immediately.  

With the advanced technology today, I can just do exercises online to 
sharpen my English skills. This online exercises are far more easily to use 
and doesn’t consume a lot of time. I could also get my marks straight away 
(L68). 
 

Learner 213 stated that she improved on several aspects of English such as grammar and writing skills. 
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Helps me to improve my grammar. By taking online exercises, it will make 
my writing better than before. It will also help to improve my assignment 
and essay. By taking online exercises, it will teach me the correct grammar 
in my writing (L213). 
 

An interesting advantage of doing online exercises and quizzes was that they contained elements of fun 
and entertainment which motivated Learner 83.   
 

Through online exercises and quizzes, we can learn English effectively. Some 
exercises and quizzes are fun and entertaining. By doing English exercises and 
quizzes will boost up our emotion, happiness. When we do stuffs in the state of 
happiness, we will learn and improve effectively. (L83) 

Online discussion boards/forums 
The second highest ranked internet environment for language learning was the use of online discussion 
boards/forums with a score of 73.4% by 211 learners. L83 pointed out two positive aspects of online 
discussion boards/forums such as learning sentence structures from postings and stated that she tried 
to ensure that her postings were grammatically correct. Another learner L113, argued that by reading 
the opinions of others, she improved her English. She also mentioned that the language used in such 
environments were of a higher level and thus she often learned new words.   
 

Online discussion boards / forums – by using this web technologies, I can improve my 
English by reading others opinions. I also can  share my opinion and I will try to 
use an appropriate word to do  so. Usually, forum are based on high language, 
thus I will try to  search the meaning of certain words and I will learn some of new 
words that I found (L113) 

 

One learner indicated that she gained a lot of new information because people who were part of online 
discussion groups were from different parts of the world and they have different perspectives regarding 
matters. Additional advantages were learning from what others think about a specific topic and the 
possibility of exchanging ideas regarding different areas such as politics, economics and education. 

These types of platform are giving us more information. And this will give us so much 
of knowledges that we never might think about. We could think more viewers 
throughout others perspective (L221). 

Online discussion board / forum – I learn English through this technologies by posting 
my answers and the other students in the forum will put on their comment(L64). 

Online discussion board / forum – we can exchange our ideas about politics, economics 
and education. Our language skills will develop faster (L117). 
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Wikis 

Wikis came in third where 192 learners which contributed to 66.4% indicated this web technology as 
useful for language learning. Learners emphasized how fast and easy it was using wiki when they need 
to look for meaning of words. They mentioned the easy and quick access at any time using the mobile 
phones instead of the traditional dictionary, the availability of explanations and a favourite tool to find 
out meanings of new words. 

Wikis – almost students depends on wikis to find the meaning of some words in English. 
It is because we use Internet in very long  hours and using wikis on the spot to 
understand something. Besides dictionary, wikis is easy to read without bringing a 
heavy stuffs like  dictionary and only use handphone everywhere. But using 
dictionary, it only explains the words in very short way such as only  give the meaning 
not explaining like wikis (L223). 

Wikis – second most useful web 2.0 technology as wikis dominate as the top search of 
most of the thing we are looking for. We could easily found the meaning of words and 
short summary of an organization. Frankly speak, most of the wikis are quite useful yet 
could not be fully trusted (L81). 

I feel wikipedia is a very important tool improve our English as I always go through it to 
find meanings of words or terms that I don’t understand. It is also a reliable source of 
information as information uploaded in wikis are usually checked and edited before it 
is published online (L66). 

However, the learners were aware that the information displayed in wiki was not totally reliable. 
Although the information needed to be verified especially when referred to in assignments, wiki was still 
indispensable to be used as a reference. 

Wikis – For research purpose. Though it lack credibility, it is the most resourceful 
website that I can find. I can understand wikis better if it in English. So, it increase my 
vocabulary. (L137) 

Wikis – provide many good information that can be trusted and it also provide many 
details about the information. I often use it in class and for assignment purpose. (L286) 

Wikis – I use wiki because I read so many histories and new information for the sake of 
my assignment and at the same time, I learn English language via wikis (L215) 

 
Public websites 
The use of public websites for learning English came in fourth with 174 (62.5%) learners acknowledging 
these as useful sources. Learners L25 and L62 indicated that she used public websites when writing 
essays as she was able to obtain different ideas and information pertaining to specific topics. She also 
utilised Google Translate to spell check her work.   
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Public websites very useful for me to looking / searching an essay when I am doing an 
assignment. It is also very helpful because public websites is unlimited about its content 
(L25) 

I often used public websites when I want to write an essay. I gained many ideas to make 
my essay looks more interesting and informational. I also used Google Translate to 
check my spelling (L62) 

Two students mentioned the useful information available in public websites as compared to books. They 
also asserted that the information was quick to access and a lot of information pertaining to education 
was available from these public websites.  

Public websites – many useful things or information can be found other than books. 
Quick access and lots of education things can be find (L143). 

Public websites – very helpful for students to learn something easily. Whatever, the 
student searching for they will get in a second in public websites. So they no need to 
waste their time by searching things at library (L182). 

 

Learner L221 regarded public websites as her first preference of Web 2.0 technologies for self-regulated 
language learning because of the abundance of information available in a short time. In addition, there 
were also many choices of websites which presented similar information regarding specific topics 
available.  

Public websites my first choice of learn English usefully because I felt that so many 
things and knowledge could gain just simple in a short time. And I felt if easier to 
understand as we wanted because there are so many pages where we can always refer 
to (L221) 

 
Blogs  
Through the students’ responses in the questionnaire, Blogs came in fifth highest whereby 141 (48.8%) 
indicated Blogs as the most useful for learning English. Not only that, out of the six highest ranked 
technologies, Blogs scored the highest for use for personal life, which is 114 or 39.4%.  
 
L25 was of the opinion that Blogs contain a variety of discussion topics and that she could read opinion 
of others regarding a particular topic. L79 believed that she gained a lot by reading about health, 
education and inspiring stories from different Blog writers.  

 

Blogs. It is very easy for me to use it. Because some of the contains or topic are in these 
blog is very easy to find and blogs like a discussion forum. I can see the comments from 
the blogs from the others people about their opinions in some topics such as education 
(L25) 
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I choose blogs because I like to read blogs a lot since many inspiring writer are mostly 
from blog I guess. Lot of kinds of blogs such as health, education and inspiring success 
stories are good to read (79) 

 

L194 regarded blogs as a great way to learn English especially by reading personal blogs by students, 
writers and journalists. She considered these writings as interesting as they depicted the inner thoughts 
of the writers. Also, she liked how Blog writers display creativity with the play of words.  

Blogs – I find that blog is a great way to learn English especially by reading personal 
blogs by students, writers and journalist. As writing is subjective, it is very interesting to 
read on how other minds work and how they play with words (L194) 

One student believed that engagement with Blogs helped her to want to share personal experiences 
with others from different parts of the globe. In addition, she felt relaxed learning through Blogs.  

Blog is quite similar to essay writing or diary where I can share my experience and useful 
knowledge with all people around the world. I can also share good reading passage 
written by others to improve my skills and knowledges. I feel relax to use blog at the 
same time I can learn English (L46) 

 

Online digital video/audio  

The use of online digital video/audio for learning English ranked sixth with 129 (44.6%) stating it as 
useful. Learners considered the availability of sound and visuals as added values of digital videos and 
audios. They learned a lot through watching English movies or songs. 
 

Online digital video / audio – learn from a lot of English’s movies or songs. Spend more 
time in this web (Youtube). Can improve my hearing and reading skills in this web. Learn 
from a lot of talk by a professional speaker (L219) 

Watching and listening to Youtube or other online digital audio apps or website, I’m 
improving my English slowly as I learned new words, improving my English speaking 
skill and gain knowledge from the video or song that explained everything in English 
(L2) 

I will learn from watching the video or songs by memorizing the lyrics and try to 
understand what they say without subtitle (L166) 

L221 regarded watching videos as time saving as compared to reading about the same topic. Apart from 
saving time, learners also pointed out the advantage in improving pronunciation and speaking skills (L55) 
and also improving both English language and Mathematical skills when watching video tutorials (L79). 

Online digital video / audio – because as usually everyone will find out the way knowing 
easier throughout video. This because more easier than we spend our time in reading 
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for an hours instead we can make it in just 6 or 5 minutes by watching online videos 
(L221) 

Online digital video / audio – I always trying to find videos from Youtube to improve my 
English language. For example, I always find videos about grammar, speaking practice, 
short story and songs. It makes my language learning easier and fun (L55) 

As a student who takes mathematics courses, besides learning in class, we also learn by 
ourself by watching tutorials videos in Youtube. Most videos are in English language, so 
we are practically learning mathematics and English language at the same time. In 
order to understand the video, we have to understand English first (L79) 

I use YouTube in order to get further details about some topic discussed in my class 
(L286) 

 

Learners indicated that online exercises and quizzes, online discussion boards/forums, wikis, public 
websites, blogs, and online digital video/audio were the technologies they found most useful for learning 
English. The advantages mentioned focussed on the availability of instant access, abundance of 
information and creative presentations. Specific areas mentioned included the improvement of 
language skills such as reading, writing, vocabulary increase and speaking/ pronunciation skills. Other 
interesting factors were that they could read and exchange ideas pertaining to specific topics with both 
local and international audiences. However, other forms of web technologies such as WhatsApp, Online 
messaging/chats, E-mails and social networking were regarded as more related to communications as 
these were listed to be useful and more suited for personal life.  
 
The usefulness of online exercises/quizzes for learning English was the highest ranked because of the 
availability of instant feedback and explanation of incorrect answers. Information and communication 
technology (ICT) plays a critical role in students’ learning engagement and improvements by providing 
them with learning support through the use of instant feedback and asynchronous feedback facilitated 
by online, mobile, learning tools. Wong and Yang (2017) affirmed the capacity of ICT for generating 
instant feedback and asynchronous feedback, which enhanced students’ learning engagement, 
collaborative knowledge building, and autonomy as active learners. 

Two learners made comments highlighting how they related between formal learning and informal 
learning as complementary, which supports Greenhow and Robelia’s (2009) assertion. They stated that 
what was learned formally could be supported by informal learning outside the lecture rooms especially 
with public websites and Wikis. This was also true of Wikis when L62 and L255 stated of how it helped 
them look for information pertaining to their assignments. Miyazoea and Anderson (2012) found that 
forum discussion, blogs and wikis were effective ICT tools for promoting writing skills and their study 
concluded positive effects of forums and blogs on language learning.  

One of the recurring responses to the use of Blogs as useful sources of English language learning was the 
variety of discussion topics available and that these were opinions and views from users around the 
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world. For example L46 mentioned how she could share her thoughts, experience and knowledge with 
others. Another learner, L79 stated how she learnt new information pertaining to different topics which 
were inspiring. This is similar to Sockett and Toffoli (2012) who stated that when learners participate in 
virtual communities with other English users, opportunities arise to use the language in real contexts.  

Lastly, learners focussed on the characteristics of online digital video/audio such as YouTube as the main 
reasons why they preferred these as learning resources. Among the advantages mentioned by learners 
were that the audios and videos assisted in the improvement of pronunciation and speaking skills. 
Learner L221 talked about time saving as compared to reading when learning about specific skills. 
Another important advantage of digital video/audio is that a student, she had the opportunity to 
students to listen to and gain knowledge from the professionals or experts from another part of the 
world (L219). Jones and Cuthrell (2011) discussed the use of YouTube videos to introduce more difficult 
subject matter, to illustrate a point during a lesson or to review concepts taught. This was mentioned by 
L286 when she admitted referring to YouTube to gain further details about topics learnt in class. 
 
Conclusion 

The main purpose of the study is to find out whether a group of ESL learners at tertiary level in Malaysia 
possesses the required skills to locate and select the appropriate Web 2.0 technologies for autonomous 
language learning; which is essential for lifelong learning. Based on the findings, it can be concluded that 
to a certain extent these ESL learners have the skills to self-regulate their language learning via the use 
of different Web 2.0 technologies. However, there is a noteworthy concern about their choices of 
Internet environments: this group of ESL learners tend to choose conventional technologies for language 
learning. Even though the findings show that these learners are aware of the availability of various types 
of Internet platforms, their choices of those that are useful for language learning seem to be restricted 
to the ones that are designed specifically for language learning i.e. online exercises, quizzes and 
discussion forums. This somehow reflects that they are not able to fully optimise the opportunities 
available for quality language learning. This is where ESL teachers need to play their roles by providing 
support and guidance on how to utilize the various Web 2.0 technologies so that learners will be able to 
self-direct their language learning experience effectively. 

With the rise of the internet and new communication technologies, language learning has moved beyond 
the classroom walls. Opportunities for the incidental as well as the deliberate practice of English have 
multiplied and far exceeded what can be done in more formal environments. Current technology 
provides new opportunities to increase the effectiveness of language learning and teaching. Based on 
the rapidly changing evolution of technology, it is important for language teachers and educators at 
different levels to recognize how to effectively and efficiently integrate technology into their curriculum 
design. This will not only help students acquire the second language easily, but also successfully enhance 
their self-regulated language learning.   
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