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ABSTRACT

In the recent years, the evolutional development of the Internet has changed the
ways that people meet, collaborate, and interact with each other. Social networking
sites (SNSs), the newly emerging media of online communication, provide spaces for
people to join online communities to discuss ideas, exchange opinions, and share
knowledge. Language learners show much interest in forming online communities in
SNSs in which they seek for learning opportunities and make social connection with
other language learners. While the innovative language learning has gradually drawn
attention to language learning research, few studies have focused on individual
members’ mediated actions-and-perception in online language learning communities.

Targeting at an English learning community on Facebook, one of the most
popular SNSs, this study attempted to examine how four targeted community
members operated in the online language learning community and what factors
underlay their mediated actions in the learning community and their perception of
participation in the online community through the lens of an activity theory
perspective (Engestrom, 1987, 1999). According to Engestrom, six components in an
activity system—subjects, objects, mediating artifacts, rules, division of labors, and
the situated community—are constantly interwoven with each other when an
individual encounters contradictions. Adopting activity theory as the theoretical
framework was to map out the complexity of the interwoven relationship of these
elements in each individual community member’s activity systems.

This study adopted qualitative case study methodology. The data were collected
from one-year online observations and two formal interviews with the four focal
community members. The data were analyzed based on emerged mediated actions

shown in their online participation. The interview data were analyzed based on the six



components underlying individuals’ activity systems. The findings of the study
indicated that the four participants’ participation included (1) answering questions, (2)
showing appreciation, (3) chatting, (4) contributing knowledge, (5) asking questions,
and (6) suggesting posting rules. From an activity theory perspective, it was found
that the community members’ mediated actions were highly influenced by their
growing background, learning experiences, the goal they set for participation, and the
contextual factors situated in the community. As for the perceptions of their
participation, the participants perceived the online experiences differently through the
time they participated. At the beginning of their participation, they considered the
online participation as a way.to -have fun, acquire a sense of achievement, and gain
friendship. However, through the time they participated, they lost their enthusiasm for
participation. Instead, they perceived the online participation as routine work without
any strong motivation.

Although this study targeted at an out-of-class learning community, there are still
several pedagogical implications for language teachers. First, when integrating online
learning communities into their classroom, teacher educators need to take students’
subject agency into consideration. Second, teachers need to carefully design online
activities which can enhance community members’ interaction to arise students’
interest in participating in the online discussion actively. Third, teachers should take
the responsibility to ensure that the online learning community is in order in order to

keep the community alive.

Keywords: activity theory, Facebook, online learning community, social networking
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Background of the Study

The growth and evolution of the Internet in recent years has changed things
people do on the Internet. In the 1990s, the Web was a tool for only accessing
information which was created by small numbers of people for a very large number of
users. Less than a decade later, the situation has changed rapidly with new
development and applications emerging on the Internet (Warschauer & Grimes, 2007).
Internet users have started to interact through blogs, collaborate through wikis, and
build relationships through social networking sites (SNSs).recently. In other words,
barriers to online publishing, interaction, and collaboration have eliminated nowadays.
This new type of online communication is referred to as Web 2.0, “the second
generation of the World Wide Web”’ (Warschauer & Grimes, 2007, p.2).

Web 2.0 technologies, such as blogs, wikis, and SNSs, provide the affordances
for Internet users not only access information via the Internet but also create and
contribute content collaboratively on the Internet. In the realms of Web 2.0
environments, users are actively involved in publishing, communicating, and
collaborating with each other. In this sense, Web 2.0 technologies can be described as
a social web which is a highly interactive and participatory platform with an obvious
focus on inter-human connectivity (Siemens, 2005). One of the representative Web
2.0 technologies is the SNS which serves primarily as a means of bringing people
with similar interests or experiences together (Davis, 2009). Users may join or build
online groups where they have a discussion about certain topics or exchange opinions
with aiming at a particular theme. By joining interaction in groups, people are linked

together and may establish online communities where they make new relationships or
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social contacts with other members.

Among these SNSs, Facebook has been considered as one of the most popular
SNS (Kabilan, Ahmad, & Abidin, 2010). Facebook was launched by Mark
Zuckerberg in 2004 and added its 550 millionth member in 2010 (Grossman, 2010).
The site has been one of the fastest-growing and best-known sites on the Internet

today. Grossman (2010) indicated the popularity of Facebook,

One out of every dozen people on the planet has a Facebook account. They speak
75 languages and collectively lavish more than 700 billion minutes on Facebook
every month. Its membership is currently growing at a rate of about 700,000
people a day. (para.5)

In addition to its popularity, one unique feature of Facebook is its various applications
which make it far more sophisticated than many of its SNS counterparts, such as Bebo,
Friendster, and MySpace® (Blattner & Fiori, 2009). The popularity of Facebook has
recently interested language learners in joining or forming online communities to seek
for language learning opportunities and make social connection with other language
learners. These online learning communities provide language learners a platform to
exchange information or share learning experiences in a shared online environment
beyond the boundary of time and space.

In response to the current trends of using SNSs for language learning, research
on online language learning has been spurred. From the review of these studies, it is
found that existing literature on online language learning communities is very limited
in three aspects. First, some of these studies focused on language learners’ discourse
behaviors and online activities in an online community by analyzing the content of
their posts (e.g., Hoshi, 2003; Miceli, Murray, & Kennedy, 2010; Rasulo, 2009; You

& Zhang, 2007; Zeng & Takatsuka, 2008). Second, other investigated learners’

! Facebook (http://www.facebook.com); Bebo (http://www.bebo.com); Friendster
(http://www.friendster.com); MySpace (http://www.myspace.com)
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perceptions and motivations of using SNSs as learning communities in support of
their language learning through their responses to questionnaires (e.g., Clark & Gruba,
2010; Hoshi, 2003, Jee & Park, 2009; Kabilan, Ahmad, & Abidin, 2010; Mills, 2009).
Third, further discussion concerning motivation explored the issue of sense of
community in an online learning community (e.g., Blattner & Fiori, 2009; Ducate &
Lomicka, 2008; Petersen, Divitini, & Chabert, 2008, 2009; Rovai, 2001, 2002).

One commonality of these studies is that most of them were carried out mainly in
formal learning context to grasp the effects of community building in language
learning class. Another commonality of these studies is that most of these studies
adopted quantitative research investigating frequencies and patterns of learners’
interactions or their perceptions and motivation toward the online learning community.
These quantitative results, however, did not clearly demonstrate how individuals
participated and interacted with other members as well as what community members
were experiencing during their participation in the online learning community.
Furthermore, this quantitative research did not afford to explore sociocultural context
within particular communities and often ignored the examination of crucial but often
hidden contextual factors (Warschauer, 1998). In order to fully understand the
complex interrelation of individual-context interaction, research paradigms should be
expanded to “engage in critical qualitative research which takes into account broad

sociocultural factors” (Warschauer, 1998, p.760).

Rationale of the Study

To explore the interrelation of members’ operations and contextual factors within
an online learning community in Facebook, this study employs sociocultural
perspectives, especially Engestrom’s (1987, 1999) activity theory to understand and

describe individual community members in an online language learning community.
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Sociocultural theory asserts that individuals are social beings influenced by the social,
cultural, and historical factors in specific contexts (Lantolf, 2000). According to
Jonassen and Rohrer-Murphy (1999), human practice cannot be understood or
analyzed outside the context in which they are situated. Therefore, when analyzing
human activity, research focus should be put not only on the activity that people
engage in but also on who is engaging in that activity, what their goals and intentions
are, what objects or products result from the activity, the rules and norms that
circumscribe that activity, and the larger community in which the activity occurs.
Drawing on sociocultural perspectives, activity theory is a philosophical and
multidisciplinary theory with a naturalistic emphasis on mapping out relationships of
various contextual elements within an activity (Engestrom, 1999; Kuutti, 1996). It
provides a useful theoretical framework for examining how seemingly individual
human actions are interconnected by various contextual elements. Given that activity
theory contributes to unfold the complex interrelation among individual minds,
actions, and communities where they are situated, it seems that activity theory is an
appropriate theoretical framework which can be used in this study for interpreting
how individuals operate in an online language learning community and what factors

underlie their operations in an online language learning community.

Purpose of the Study

While much attention has been paid to the exploration of online language
learning community from quantitative perspectives, research on how individuals
participate and interact in an online language learning community from sociocultural
perspectives has remained largely outside the focus of research. Therefore, the current
study aimed to understand and describe individual community members in an online

language learning community through activity theory.
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More specifically, the purposes of the current study were (1) to investigate
community members’ participation within an online community and interaction with
other community members; (2) to identify the underlying reasons which might take
effect on their participation and interaction in an online language learning community;
(3) to explore the interrelation between individual community members’ personal
agency, participation, and contextual elements in the community; (4) to have more
understanding of community members’ perception toward their online participation

experiences.

Research Questions
According to the purposes of the current study, this study adopted activity theory
as a theoretical framework to depict the experiences of community members in an
online learning community. In view of the preceding research purposes, three major
research questions were addressed as follow.
1. How do community members mediate their actions in the online English
learning community?
2. How do underlying factors interact with their mediated actions through the
process of engaging in the online English learning community?
3. How do community members perceive the experiences of engaging in the

online English learning community?

Organization of the Thesis

The organization of this thesis is as follows. In Chapter Two, related literature on
the use of Web 2.0 in language learning is reviewed first. Next, the discussion of
activity theory and its application in research is presented. In Chapter Three, the

research methodology is reported in detail, including the study setting, the recruitment
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of participants, data collection as well as the procedure of data collection and data
analysis. In Chapter Four, the results of the study are presented in response to the
research questions. In Chapter Five, as the final chapter, concludes the study by
displaying the discussion and the summary of the study findings, pedagogical
implications from the study, limitations of the study, and suggestion for future

research.




CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

In this chapter, related research is introduced in detail. First, an introduction of
Web 2.0 and its application, Facebook, is provided. Furthermore, related literature of
the use of SNSs, including Facebook, in support of language learning is reviewed.
Second, activity theory serving as a theoretical framework of the current study is
discussed from its historical development and its core components. Third, the
application of activity theory in education and research of language learning are

further discussed.

Introduction to Web 2.0

The term Web 2.0 has taken hold since its appearance at the first Web 2.0
Conference in 2004. The term which was coined by Tim O’Reilly (2005) refers to an
improved form of the World Wide Web and new ways of using it. To be more specific,
Web 2.0.means the second generation of the \World Wide Web (Warschauer & Grimes,
2007). The Web before Web 2.0 is thus named as Web 1.0 which'is the first generation
of the World Wide Web. The retrospective term Web 1.0 refers to the initial
information-oriented Web, authored by a small number of people for a very large
number of users (Pegrum, 2009). Web 1.0 merely allows people to access information
via the Internet but it does not provide affordances of interacting and participating on
the Internet. On the other hand, in the era of Web 2.0 nowadays, people can do more
than access information via the Internet. People can apply Web 2.0 technologies to
interact through blogs, collaborate through wikis, and build relationships through
SNSs with relative ease. On the whole, the differences between Web 1.0 and 2.0 can

be summarized by the features of Web. That is, Web 1.0 is static which links



information on the Internet while Web 2.0 is dynamic and interactive which links both
information and people on the Internet (Warschauer & Grimes, 2007).

Web 2.0 technologies provide a platform which is easily for users to interact,
collaborate, and maintain relationships with people around the world. These
technologies including blogs, wikis, and SNSs allow Internet users to do more than
retrieve information. With Web 2.0 technologies, they build connections and
communities across the world. For example, bloggers share their personal journals or
thoughts of certain topics they are interested in while blog readers read and comment
on blog entries. Bloggers and their readers exchange opinions and interact with each
other on blogs. Under such circumstances, they build online communities through
blogs which connect them together. Another representative example of Web 2.0
technologies Is wikis. Wikis are created by groups of people who work together to
generate new knowledge through an open editing and review structure (McLoughlin
& Lee, 2007). In this way, users with similar interests feel connected together through
interacting within a shared online space. In a nutshell, Web 2.0 provides an
environment for Internet users to become active participants who construct and
contribute content interactively and collaboratively, hence being connected together in

an online community.

Facebook

Facebook, one of the Web 2.0 applications, is further discussed here since it has
great affordances to build online communities and the major platform of this study.
Facebook provides a new way for people to meet, collaborate, and reinforce new and
existing relationships. Davis (2009) suggested that Facebook appear to allow people
to not only form new relationships but also strengthen the relationships with those

who are already part of their social network. When engaging in social interaction on
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Facebook, people gain some positive psychological benefits, including well-being and
self-esteem, which result from positive online engagements with others (Valkenburg,
Peter, & Schouten, 2006). The social-networking feature of Facebook provides an
asset in establishing online communities which aim at different aspects, for example,
a high school community, a photography community, a sports community, or a
learning community.

The basic structure of Facebook is the “Profile Page” which consists of
information such as age, location, education, work, personal interests and added
details about the user (McBride, 2009). Within these sections are more labeled spaces
to enter specific data such as hometown, political views, relationship status, favorite
music, and quotations. Besides, Facebook profile also consists of one picture which is
named as a profile picture. Facebook users can upload any pictures they want as their

profile pictures. Figure 2.1 shows one example of Facebook user’s profile page.

# et Profie

profile picture ; | basic information (e.g.,

B e e education, work, hometown,

H®

Mgh sched WM ER
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Figure 2.1 Screenshot of Facebook profile page?

% The Facebook usernames in Figures 2.1, 2.2, and 3.1 are shown in part in order to protect users’
identities.



After completing the information on profile page, users are considered as one member
of Facebook community. As Facebook community members, users can add other
Facebook users as their Facebook friends. Basically, the composition of profile page
includes Facebook user’s basic information, profile picture, and Facebook friend list.
The demographic information, descriptions of interests, and sharing of photos noted
on the user’s profile page can be considered as the expression of self-disclosure
(Wang & Woo, 2010).

An interesting aspect of Facebook is the viral spreading of online interactions on
Facebook. Every action of users’ Facebook friends can be traced on the Facebook
home page called “News Feed” (see Figure 2.2). On news feed page, USers see a
constantly updated list of their friends' Facebook activity such as their profile changes,
shared videos, upcoming events, updated status, recent joined groups, and
conversations with other Facebook friends. By reading news feed, users can update
their Facebook friends’ activities immediately. Consequently, users and their
Facebook friends interact online form an online community based their social

network.

- £ News Feed st oot Facebook friend’s birthday

Lk

™A conversation with other
Facebook friend

> Facebook friend’s recent joined groups

—» Facebook friend’s updated status

1% Chot (0¥%ee)
@ e a Ruoh -

Figure 2.2 Screenshot of Facebook news feed page
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In addition to being one member of Facebook community, Facebook users may join
“Facebook Page” which created by other Facebook users with similar interests,
experiences, or causes. Figure 2.3 presents an example of Facebook page which was
created by Facebook. Facebook page applications have been specifically designed to
build bonds between users that share a common interest or activity. In Facebook,
users can join pages that already exist or easily create a new one based on their
common interests, experiences or causes. On each Facebook page, users are able to
learn more about a topic or an experience—whether it is cooking, traveling, or
learning a new language—and see what their friends and others in the page are saying
about this topic. Users are linked through their common interests by having joined the

same page. Such activities are noted on one’s profile page which is important in the

establishment of one’s online identity (Hinduja & Patchin, 2008; Vie, 2007).

facebook Search Home Profile Findfriends Account =

Facebook Pages [k Like (click to become a member)

You and Facebook Pages

&’ Facebook
profile picture

[ mfo
Info (click t0 g3 -omnrsee
. ] otes
see the profile .
of Facebook &=

page) - 1 157 pecpehe i - ) _
; 2 View l 64 comments I~ Wall (discussion on

related topics)

Use moblle to update your fans.
earn more: http: bit.ly/Sesdno

606,029 B

people like this |

& 219 people like this.
& view all 76 comments

Lo chat (offline) g
TR & R sy - RI0% -

Figure 2.3 Screenshot of Facebook page

The interface of Facebook page is similar to Facebook personal profile page.

Users can click the “Info” tab to read the descriptions of Facebook pages, such as the
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founded time, mission, and its website address. By reading the Info message, users
can see whether the page meets their interests and click the “Like” tab to become its
members. After joining a Facebook page, users can have a discussion about certain
topics which they are interested in or exchange opinions with aiming at a particular
theme on the “Wall” of the page. The wall is a virtual place where members can share
their thoughts and ideas on any topics they are interested in. In addition, members
have the ability to contact, interact, or make friends with other members in a variety
of ways through the Facebook applications, such as sending private message, adding
as friends, or writing on their walls. In a nutshell, by joining interaction in a page,
users are linked together and hence establish online communities where they can

interact with other members and make new relationships or social contacts.

Applications of Facebook in Building Learning Communities

The growing popularity of Facebook provides additional avenues and purposes
for educational uses in enhancing social interactions among learners. The social and
interactive nature of Facebook supports the application of building learning
communities where collaboration and participation involved in the learning process
(Greenhow, Robelia, & Hughes, 2011). With the special social and interactive nature,
Facebook may benefit learners by allowing them to be involved in communities of
collaborative learning. Therefore, the main educational use of Facebook is seen to lie
in the support for indirectly creating a learning community which is a vital component
of learning (Baker, 1999).

In an online learning community, learners can actively participate in online
discussion. They can leave comments on a discussion board and ask for more detailed
explanations which may not be easily achieved in formal educational context (Hemmi,

Bayne, & Land, 2009; McLoughlin & Lee, 2007; Munoz & Towner, 2009).
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Furthermore, it is contended that the online learning communities may better motivate
students as engaged learners rather than learners who are primarily passive observers
of the educational process (Ziegler, 2007). In conclusion, Facebook which possesses
powerful social and interactive abilities is considered being conducive for language

learners to form online learning communities which facilitate their learning.

Studies on Facebook in Language Learning

Along with the advent of Facebook, language learners are provided with a
significant opportunity for language learning. It is found to be a very effective way of
allowing people to stay in.contact and communicate with others that the educational
resources are being put to good use. As Godwin-Jones (2008) noted, SNSs “that
enhance communication and human interaction can potentially be harnessed for
language learning” (p.7). Within the application of Facebook in language learning,
learners can contact and interact with other learners, communicate with each other as
well as collaborate on solving problems regarding language learning.

Several studies explored the application of SNSs, including Facebook, to
language learning, described the implementation in language classroom contexts,
reported on learners’ experiences and outcomes, and identified potential benefits in
language learning (e.g., Clark & Gruba, 2010; Ducate & Lomicka, 2008; Hoshi, 2003;
Jee & Park, 2009; Kabilan, Ahmad, & Abidin, 2010; Mills, 2009; Miceli, Murray, &
Kennedy, 2010; Petersen, Divitini, & Chabert, 2008, 2009; Rasulo, 2009; Zeng &
Takatsuka, 2008). Conducted in language classroom contexts, recent research has
pointed out that the application of Facebook in class could help to establish and
maintain immediacy among students (Mazer, Murphy, & Simmonds, 2007). Mazer, et
al. (2007) noted that by accessing Facebook, students may see similarities with peers

which could lead to more comfortable communication and better learning outcomes.
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The emotional connections were considered important elements of developing sense
of community which created an intrinsically rewarding reason to continue
participation in a group (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Likewise, Blattner and Fiori
(2009) also proposed that promoting a community of learners was extremely useful as
it often positively impacted affective learning and students’ motivation.

In addition to the examination of the formation of an online learning community
on learning process, other studies focused on online activities and discourse,
indicating that Facebook provide authentic environments for enhancing
communication, interaction, and discussions (Mills, 2009). Blattner and Fiori (2009),
for example, pointed out that Facebook can be utilized for authentic language
interaction and could be used to improve the performance of language learners.
Furthermore, Mills (2009) discovered that her students within Facebook environment
felt that the language class was more interesting and the authentic environment
motivated them to use accurate language in online discussions.

To sum up, previous research investigating Facebook in language learning has
focused on online community formation in language learning, learners’ perception
and motivation toward participating in an online learning community, and the effect of
an online learning community on language learning development. Although these
studies have provided general information about the use of Facebook in language
learning, these studies were mostly conducted in classroom settings. Little attention
has been paid to examine online learning context out of class. Furthermore, previous
studies have seldom been conducted by a qualitative approach which may elicit more
solid understandings of online language learning. Hence, the present study sought to
understand individual activities as socially situated participation in an online learning

community out of class through the lens of activity theory.
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Theoretical Framework: Activity Theory

Activity theory is a philosophical and multidisciplinary theory that offers a
framework for describing human activity and provides a set of perspectives on
practice that interlink individual and social levels (Kuutti, 1996; Jonassen &
Rohrer-Murphy, 1999; Nardi, 1996). Rather than investigating an individual
separately from his/her surroundings, it focuses on the interaction of human activity
within its relevant environment context. Serving as a theoretical framework of the
study, the historical development and central ideas of the activity theory are discussed

in the following section.

The Historical Development of Activity Theory

The activity theory originated from the concept of Vygotsky’s (1978, 1981)
sociocultural theory and then was expanded by Leont’ev (1981), and Engestrom
(1987,1999). VWygotsky (1978, 1981) believed that human activity happens when
human beings intend to resolve problems by using tools to achieve their goals. The
central concept of Vygotsky’s theory is mediation which lies in the notion that human
activity is mediated by tools and signs. These mediating tools can be physical (e.g.,
computers, books, peers, teachers) and psychological (e.g., languages, signs, beliefs,
culture) tools which serve to assist subjects working on achieving the object.
According to Vygotsky, human behavior is activity which is mediated by tools and
signs serving to connect subjects and objects. The basic structure of human mediated
activity, including subject, object, and mediating artifacts, can be illustrated as a
triangle which shows the relationships between each item to mediate an interaction

(see Figure 2.4).
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Mediating Artifacts

Subject Object

Figure 2.4 The basic representation of activity theory (Vygotsky, 1978, 1981)

Based on Vygotsky’s concept, Leont’ev (1981) proposed a more complex model
of activity theory. Leont’ev (2003) defined activity as a “‘unit of life that is mediated
by mental reflection” (p.46) and characterized it as a reciprocal transformation
between subject and object. Leont’ev (1981) extended Vygotsky’s (1978) notion of
the mediated relationship between subject and object in which action is a particular
instantiation of activity that is realized through situational operations (Haneda, 2007).
He viewed the nature of activity, action, and operation as incorporating three

hierarchical processes (see Figure 2.5).

Activity __ Motive
I '
Action — = Goal
el I fods
Operation —  Condition

Figure 2.5 Hierarchical nature of activity, action, and operation (Jonassen &
Rohrer-Murphy, 1999)

The highest level of the hierarchy, activity, is conscious and driven by an
object-related motive. The middle level, individual action, is conscious and driven by
a goal. The lowest level, automatic operations, is unconscious and driven by the

conditions of the actions (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). That is, individuals are driven by
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underlying motives and these motives are realized in goal-directed actions to satisfy
the initial needs. Therefore, motives are significant and crucial elements in triggering
human action. To sum up, an activity is not merely mediated by external tools but is
also driven by the inner need to transform an object into desired outcomes.
Engestrom (1987, 1999) further contextualized activity by situating it within a
community where historical and contextual factors are embedded. Accordingly, this
expanded model contains subject, object, mediating artifacts, community, rules, and
division of labor. Activity is conceptualized in terms of a set of interconnected
triangles where the subject interacts with the mediating artifacts, community, rules,
division of labor, and the object to reach the outcome. The above mentioned six
components are formed together as an interacting model named activity system,

which describe how human activity occurs (see Figure 2.6).

Mediating Artifacts

Subject Object ”—> Outcome

Rules Community Division of Labor

Figure 2.6 The expanded activity system (Engestrém, 1987, 1999)

The Six Components of Activity System
An activity system has six interacting components, namely subject, object,
mediating artifacts, community, rules, division of labor, and the object. Subjects are

human agents who are engaged in an activity. Objects are goals to be achieved.

17



Mediating artifacts are physical tools which are used to achieve goals such as
computers, books, and pens or psychological things such as languages, ideas, and
experiences that help to carry out an activity. Community refers to a group to which
subjects belong. Rules are customs, conventions, or regulations that govern behaviors
of subjects within the community. Division of labor is the distribution of subjects’
roles, powers, and responsibilities.

An activity system which is depicted as a triangle describes the interactions and
relationships between the six components. The triangle in the upper half of the system
depicts the relationship between subject and object as mediated by mediating artifacts.
This upper triangle describes individual action with relations between the subject,
object, and the mediating artifacts, in isolation from the community. The upper
triangle explains how subject works to achieve object through mediating artifacts. The
further lower part of the triangle incorporates three new elements, that Is, community,
rules, and division of labor and links them with the elements in the top triangle. The
lower triangle describes how subject is constrained by rules to interact with
community and how community defines division of labor for subject to accomplish
object of the activity system. The triangle structure of activity system clearly states
the interrelated relationship of individuals within a community.

Within an activity system, these six components are not fixed but are reciprocally
and dynamically interacting with one another. Any changes or modifications of these
elements will influence other elements and change the operation of the activity.
According to Engestrom (1999), the origins of changes and modifications come from
contradictions such as problems, breakdowns, tensions, or conflicts happen within an
activity system. To take an online leaning community as an example, when online
community members interact with other members, they form division of labor within

a shared online environment. However, when one new member comes to the
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community, the division of labor in this community may be changed. For other
community members, contradictions here emerge between subjects, division of labor,
and objects. Hence, to solve the existing contradictions occurring in the activity
system, subjects may change their objects which lead to new directions in the
developmental process of the activity system. However, the adjustment of any
components could possibly give rise to new contradictions and then actions taken to
solve the contradictions. The cycle of the process keeps going until the activity system
achieve equilibrium. Nevertheless, activity theorists consider contradictions as source
of development. According to Engestrom (1987), the effort to resolve contradictions
is the driving force of change and development activity systems. Therefore, based on
the notion of contradictions, identifying contradictions and understanding the
transformation of activity system are significant to portray the nature of the activity
(Barab, Schatz, & Scheckler, 2004).

In'sum, activity theory develops an activity system which intends to explore
human activity between an individual and his/her environment through mapping out
the six components, namely subject, object, mediating artifacts, community, rules, and
division of labor in the activity system. The systematic model of activity theory
emphasizes on the interrelationship between the subject and the surrounding
environments. Furthermore, these six elements of an activity system constantly
interact with each other and could possibly develop contradictions within the activity
system. Under the circumstances, subjects would try to resolve contradictions until
the activity system achieve equilibrium. Therefore, by zooming the lens of activity
theory, the developmental path of the interrelationship is easily traced. It is concluded
that the activity theory is indeed with the potential to analyze sociocultural and
historical impact upon individuals in their choice of actions, thus proven valuable for

providing a theoretical framework of research.

19



Activity Theory in Education

The interest of activity theory in education has been increasing in the recent
decade (Roth, 2004). Researchers have started to use activity systems to understand
and examine learning process since learning is seen as a mediated action. According
to Wygotsky (1981), learners construct meaning through interacting with artifacts and
other people in their particular sociocultural community. In the view of sociocultural
perspective, learners are regarded as social beings whose actions are influenced by
sociocultural as well as historical factors within specific context. As Scanlon and
Issroff (2005) noted, activity theory provides a language to describe some of the key
features of learning experiences..On the whole, activity theory allows educational
researchers to have an understanding of how multiple contexts in which an individual

operates work together transform internal thought processes into learning actions.

Activity Theory and Educational Studies

Since activity theory offers a holistic and contextual method of discovery, recent
educational research applied activity theory to explore both teachers’ and learners’
behaviors and actions in educational context (e.g., Barab, Barnett, Yamagata-Lynch,
Squire, & Keating, 2002; Brine & Franken, 2006; Choi & Kang, 2007, 2010; Hung,
Tan, & Koh, 2006; Jonassen & Rohrer-Murphy, 1999). For example, Karasavvidis
(2009) applied activity theory as a theoretical framework to examine teachers’
concerns regarding the use of technology in their teaching. This study discovered that
the main obstacles of technology integration in teaching were time and curriculum
constraints. Examining from the perspective of activity theory, it was found that
contradictions of mediating artifacts and object existed in the teachers’ activity
system.

In addition to concerning teachers in educational context, other studies also used
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activity theory to examine students’ learning process. Brine and Franken (2006) used
activity theory as the basis of their analysis to evaluate students’ perceptions of a
computer mediated academic writing program, coding reflective journal entry data
according to the six components of activity system. This study identified challenges in
online educational environments in relation to group processes and how new tools
facilitate or impede these processes. The challenges identified in this study were
manifested in explaining students’ activity systems where contradictions and tensions
between mediating artifacts and processes were found. Another similar study
conducted by Choi and Kang (2010) found that an activity system was a useful tool to
reveal conflicting factors of contradictions during group work. The findings implied
that contradicting situations arose due to a lack of competency with tools. It was
further proposed that the most frequently observed conflicting factors were located
among subjects, object, mediating artifacts, and community.

Apart from explaining teachers and learners’ behaviors separately, educational
research also explored both teaching and learning process situated in the same context
from activity theory which illuminates the whole picture of an educational context.
For instance, Barab, Barnett, Yamagata-Lynch, Squire, and Keating (2002) analyzed
participation by undergraduate students and teachers, explaining the instances of class
activity that characterized course dynamics. This study focused on the relations of
subject (student) and object (astronomy understandings) and how object
transformations leading to scientific understandings mediated by tools (both
technological and human). In addition, they also examined the interrelationship
among the overall classroom culture (emergent norms), division of labor (group
dynamics and student-instructor roles), and rules (informal, formal, and technical). It
used activity theory as an analytical lens for understanding the transactions and

pervasive tensions that characterized course activities.
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Activity Theory and Language Learning Studies

Activity theory has been not only employed widely in a number of overall
educational research, but also in the studies of language learning which put emphasis
upon the social and historical influences of learners’ surrounding environments on
learners’ participation in language class (e.g., Haneda, 2007; Lantolf & Genung, 2002;
Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; Nelson & Kim, 2001; Storch, 2004). In other words, to
understand how students learn language requires an analysis of the activity systems in
which they are embedded and an analysis of the contradictions inherent within
activities and between them.

Storch (2004), for example,.investigated the dyadic interactions among learners
through the lens of activity theory. It was found that although language learners were
seemingly engaged in the same task, they may be engaged in different practice.
Various types of students’ interaction patterns were found in this study. Such
variations were contributed to learners’ own interpretation of the situation, the goals
they set, and the role they played. The results revealed that individuals underwent
different activity systems depending on their language learning experiences and their
own activity systems embedded in a specific context. The results were in accordance
with Haneda’s (2007) finding. The study exploring students’ learning process of
writing in a foreign language concluded that students’ participation in class is
mediated by the concepts and tools of the past and present activities in which they
have engaged and were engaging. In other words, from sociocultural perspective,
individuals were seen as agents who engaged in goal-oriented actions with cultural
tools, both symbolic and material, as members of a particular sociocultural
community. In another similar study, Gillete (1994) conducted an investigation of
university students studying French. In this study, there were two students, both

taking French classes to fulfill the university’s language requirement, considered the
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learning of French as two completely different activities: while one student saw it as
deeply relevant to her desire to become a writer, the other did not see any real-life
relevance in language study. It was found that the kind of learning activity the
students employed in learning French were influenced by their histories, in which
were rooted their motives for studying French and their goal on specific occasions. It
was further proposed that individuals’ actions were energized by their own activity
systems.

In addition to investigating learning in language classrooms, recent research has
started to explore learning in online environments. Incorporating an online
community.into consideration, these studies applied activity theory to understand and
describe learners’ online learning experiences (€.g., Aalst & Hill, 2006; Basharina,
2007; Masters, 2009). Conducting in an online learning environment, Aalst and Hill
(2006) investigated learners’ participation in class online discussion. Findings of the
study illustrated that the online discourse was structured by rules, division of labor,
and mediating artifacts in the online community. In addition to examining the
interrelationship among elements of activity systems, some studies drew attentions on
the contradictions emerged In activity systems. The study of Basharina (2007) focused
on contradictions in telecollaboration among English learners from Japan, Mexico,
and Russia. These students were participants of multiple activity systems
simultaneously. They were embedded in their local classrooms, an online global
community, and broader context of their local cultures. From the perspective of
activity theory, this study identified three levels of contradictions: intra-cultural,
inter-cultural, and technology-related contradictions. On the whole, these
contradictions detected in the above studies were the result of having the same task
but engagement in different activities, characterized by differences in their different

interacting activity systems.
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The above-discussed studies, by adopting activity theory as a theoretical
framework, altogether put focus on the importance of a given context as well as the
impact of social and historical factors upon individuals’ choice of actions in the
learning process. Furthermore, these studies also emphasized the discovery of
contradictions or tensions in individuals’ activity systems since contradictions were
considered the source of changes in their learning actions. It is concluded that activity
theory offers a holistic and contextual method of discovery that can be used to support
qualitative and interpretative research. It is indeed with the potential to yield different
perspectives for analyzing the evolving learning process of individuals’ actions in an
educational context.

Since activity theory provides a powerful theoretical framework to explore the
complexity of individual actions and the situated context, the present study takes the
lens of activity theory to focus on investigating an online language learning
community out of class in effort to get a portrait of what and how mediated actions of
community members are formed as well as underlying factors of their mediated

actions in an online learning community.

In the next chapter, the research methodology will be presented in detail to

answer the aforementioned research questions of the current study.
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CHAPTER THREE

METHODOLOGY

This chapter presents the methods of this study, including the description of the

study setting, participants, data collection, procedure, and data analysis.

Study Setting

The current study targeted at one online language learning community which
was located in one of the most popular SNS in the world—Facebook. Facebook users
may join one or several “Pages” created by other Facebook users with similar
interests or experiences. The targeted Facebook page, “Oh, That is Not How We Say
It in English?” (h kig e & % 7 i o irh ?

http://www.facebook.com/poor.english)® was an English learning community where

community members gathered together in a virtual space and discussed English
language problems with other members.

According to the profile page of the Facebook page, the mission of this page is to
provide an online space for discussion about using English correctly. Community
members can post their questions for discussion in the Facebook page. The profile
picture of this Facebook page also tells the purpase of this learning community (see
Figure 3.1). Besides, there are three Facebook page rules as follows: (1) Please look
up the word in the dictionary or google it first. This is the way to improve your
English ability; (2) If you are not sure about the answers after consulting, then drop
your questions for discussion here; (3) Please keep a polite and warm manner. The

Facebook page was founded in April 17, 2010 by an anonymous Facebook user and

® The name of the targeted Facebook page is in Chinese, thatis, /& % iz ¢ # < % & &4 %% ? The
researcher translates the Chinese name into an English name, “Oh, That is Not How We Say It in
English?”
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the number of members has been increasing to over 245,000 in April 2011.

This study tried to elicit the community members’ experiences from the very
beginning of their participatio.. «.d intended to capture their changes in the
community. Therefore, this online language learning community was targeted as an
ideal research site because the researcher started the study while the online

community was launched.
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Figure 3.1 Screenshot of the targeted Facebook page

Community members of this Facebook page can have discussion by posting

language problems or responding to other members’ questions on the “wall” of the
Facebook page. The “wall” is a virtual place where community members can share
their thoughts and ideas on any topics they are interested in. In this online learning
community, any topics of language learning were posted and discussed by community

members. From the online observation, it was found that discussion topics on the wall
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of this Facebook page included English-Chinese translations, English grammar
questions, culture-embedded language issues, English learning strategies, and any

other issues related to language learning.

The Recruitment of Participants

The researcher started to search active members by doing online observation
since April 2010 right after the online community was founded. The online
observation indicated that although the number of members was huge and has been
increasing rapidly, there were a few members who participated in online discussion
intensively. By observing their participation for four months, nine members were
targeted because of their regular participation in online discussion. They posted
questions or replied to other members’ questions at least once a week.

The nine members were informed of the purpose of the study through private
message on Facebook. After they replied to the private message, the researcher sent
them both Chinese and English version of consent forms by email (see Appendix A
and B). Consequently, four of them who intensively answered members’ questions on
the wall of this Facebook page agreed to be the participants for this study. Table 3.1

presents the basic demographic information of respective participants.

Table 3.1
Profiles of the targeted community members

Participant Age Gender Location First Second Self-assessed
language Language English
proficiency
A Mid 20s Male the U.K.  English Chinese Native
B Mid 20s Male Taiwan Chinese English Intermediate
C Late 30s Female theU.S. Chinese English Advanced
D Above 50s Male Taiwan Chinese English Intermediate
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Participant A lived in the U.K., Participant C in the U.S., and Participant B and D
lived in Taiwan. In other words, two of them lived in an English-speaking country
while two of them lived in an English-as-a-foreign-language (EFL) country.
Participants were all Chinese and their first language was Chinese except Participant
A who was born in the U.S. He used English as his first language and Chinese as his
second language. Furthermore, their self-assessed English proficiency was
intermediate to native.

With regard to the time of their participation. in this Facebook page, Participant A
and B had joined the discussion of the community for four months while Participant C
and D had joined for almost two months by the time of the study. That is, the duration
of participants’ activity ranged from two to four months by the time the recruitment of
participants took place. In spite of their different durations of participation, they
constantly and regularly engaged in the discussion during their participation. Table 3.2
illustrates the number of entries from the time of their first participation to August

2010 the time they were recruited as participants in this study.

Table 3.2
Number of entries per month on the wall of the Facebook page

Participant Date of first ~ April May June  July August  Total
participation

A April 19 345 88 12 66 33 544
B April 20 85 76 42 54 56 313
C July 9 —4 — — 35 18 53

D July 16 - - - 22 81 103

Data Collection

In order to set a complete picture of what and how participants did in the online

* Participant C and D started to join the discussion in July so there were no entries during April to
June.
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learning community, the researcher collected data from various sources. Data was
gathered from online observation, online questionnaire, and semi-structured
interviews with participants. Data collection started from April 2010 and lasted to
April 2011. The following sections explicitly describe the data collections which were

applied in this study.

Online Observation Field Notes

The researcher visited the targeted online learning community and kept
observation field notes twice a week (see Appendix C). The purpose of field notes
was to record the targeted community members’ participations and interactions in the
online community. The observation field note served as supplementary data for

developing interview questions with participants.

Questionnaire

To gain information regarding the participants’ biographical information,
education background, English learning experiences, and perceptions of participating
in the language learning community, the researcher asked the participants to complete
the online questionnaire (see Appendix D) in September 2010 before the first
interview. The information acquired from the questionnaires was helpful for the
researcher to have further understanding of the participants and therefore developed

interview questions.

Interviews
Two interviews with each participant were guided with semi-structured
open-ended questions and also guided by questions emerging during the

implementation processes. Given the participants lived in different areas (i.e. the U.K.,

29



the U.S., and Taiwan), the interviews were done via Windows Live Messenger (except
for Participant D who preferred to have interviews by telephone). Table 3.3
summarizes ways of conducting and other related information about both the first and

second interview.

Table 3.3
Summary of related information about the first and second interview

Participant Location Ways of conducting interviews  Language used

A U.K. Windows Live Messenger English
B Taiwan Windows Live Messenger Chinese
C U.S. Windows Live Messenger English
D Taiwan Telephone Chinese

The average length of each online interview lasted from one and half hours to two
hours and the length of telephone interview was approximately one hour. The
language used in interviews was tailored to the convenience of the participants. Some
participants preferred to use Chinese while some participants felt more comfortable in
using English. Among these interviews with four participants, Chinese was used in
interviews with Participant B and D who lived in Taiwan while English was used with
Participant A and C who lived in the U.K. or the U.S.; yet, code-switching between
Chinese and English happened very often.

The first interview was conducted in October 2010 after the first six-month
online observation. The first interview aimed to probe into the following questions: (1)
the experiences of participating in the online learning community, (2) the perceptions
of their experiences in the online learning community, (3) factors or motivations of
participating in the online learning community, and (4) other specific events which
were matter to the participants (see Appendix E). The second interview was

conducted after the second six-month online observation. It was used to trace
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participants’ changes of participations and perceptions of engaging in the online
learning community. In the second interview, participants were asked to clarify their
changes of (1) actions and (2) perceptions in their at least nine months of participating
in the online learning community and furthermore, (3) underlying factors of their

changes were also explored in the second interview (see Appendix F).

Data Collection Procedure

The data collection procedure undertaken in the study lasted for one year. Table
3.4 summarizes the data collected time and procedure. The researcher did online
observation within the online learning community from April 2010 right after it was
founded in'April 17, 2010 and lasted to April 2011. After completely observing the
community members’ participation in this online learning community for four months,
the researcher was curious about the participants’ background information which was
helpful for the researcher to develop the following interview questions. Hence, the
participants completed online questionnaire regarding their basic information in
September 2010 before the first interview. Then, the first interview was conducted to
collect their experiences, perception, and factors in participating in the online learning
community in October 2010. After the first interview, the researcher kept doing online
observation for four months to perceive any changes in participants’ action,
participation or interaction in the online learning community. The perceived changes
of the participants were the focus of the second interview which was conducted in
April 2011 six months later after the first interview. At this particular time after these
four participants had joined the online community at least for nine months, the
purpose of the second interview was to capture the underlying factors of changes of
community members’ participation. Through the whole data collection procedure, the

researcher tried to acquire a holistic picture of things which happened in the online
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learning community during a prolonged time period as it naturally occurred.

Table 3.4
Data collection period and procedure
Data collection period Method Data
Apr. 2010 — Aug. 2010  Online observation Field notes
Sept. 2010 Online observation Field notes
Online questionnaire  Online questionnaire
Oct. 2010 Online observation Field notes
Interview #1 One audio-taped and transcribed

interview and four online
interview logs

Nov. 2010 — Mar. 2011  Online observation Field notes
Apr. 2011 Online observation Field notes
Interview #2 One audio-taped and transcribed

interview and four online
interview logs

Data Analysis

In this Facebook page, community members discussed issues related to English

learning with other members. They got involved inthe discussion to fulfill their needs.

Through the lens of activity theory, these community members were seen as subjects

who mediated their actions in the English learning Facebook page in order to attain

their goals. In the context of the study, these community members’ mediated actions

were participating in the discussion of the learning community. In order to capture the

holistic picture of participants’ mediated actions and its underlying factors in the

learning community, the study first examined participations’ online entries to acquire

a preliminary understanding of their participation and then analyzed the online

observation note and the interview data which was related to their participation in the

Facebook page.
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Analysis of Online Entries
The analysis of online entries was guided by grounded theory approach (Strauss
& Corbin, 1990). From the analysis of their entries, participants’ mediated actions can
be categorized into two main types, replying message and initiating message. The first
type of participation, replying messages, included (1) answering questions, (2)
showing appreciation, and (3) chatting, while the second type of participation,
initiating messages, included (4) contributing knowledge, (5) asking questions, and (6)
suggesting posting rules. Specific descriptions of the six mediated actions are
provided as follows (see Figures 3.2 to 3.7)°.
Replying messages: replying to the Facebook page members’ entries.
1. Answering questions: providing answers for community members.
2. Showing appreciation: expressing appreciation to community members who
provide good answers or clear explanations to the questions
3. Chatting: going off-topic and chatting about their personal life.
Initiating messages: initiating a thread on the Facebook page wall.
4.  Contributing knowledge: posting message containing English knowledge.
5. Asking questions: seeking for answers to English questions.
6. Suggesting posting rules: asking community members to follow posting
rules to keep the community in order.

OB A S AR E AR IRE ?
0.0"7 @ " MeYRREL RN IS ILER" AV A I R LA ERTE?

Figure 3.2 Example of answering questions posted by Participant B and C

® Participants’ usernames and profile pictures in figures of the thesis are hid to protect their identities.

33



» BARERET TS ERE?
Ladygagaggburn this way —&iiaE8Ed it doesn't matter if you love him, or capital H-I-M =] {5 3hei2H-1-M
ATEEE b~
08 March at 10:58 - Like - Comment

&) Welson Xiong Kkes this.
There are a lot of discussions and various
interpretations of Lady Gaga's new song - Born This Way. {E4:M
i
At Its heart, it was written to celebrate the gay community that has

supported Gaga’s career from the beginning.

Judging from the lyrics, I think the message she was sending was to
celebrate the way homosexual and lesbian were born.

Why?

'Cause God makes no mistakes
I was born this veay

000, there ain't no other vay :)
08 March at 14:13 - Like - «D 4 people

I'm very impressad with Welson's explanation, Great job!
And yes, It should be *Born this way” not "Burn this vay"
haha
09 March at 12:49 - Like - &3 2 people

F-igyre‘3.3 Example of showing appreciation posted by Pérticipant C

> RSB REHRE?
Yvonne Lee i@ I EFEREESEREE—T FREMMEZIcookies (i ST L& aRsE m LASMER
B E4E EEAOV R (R EE M SRR IR STHESRER B REE S 55 5 NS
EFERY; BEE RN EVE S B R EN — B A LA — R ?

e ' Cemment

L) View previous comments 50 of 64

@lerry Wu: fRARREE 3
e S R A g,
B R E SR8 SRR S

31 Mav Z0190 At 1190 © like

HHRMATIERFEARRD A - RERESN

B Ry . BESITRSES | B
RS e i LR

31 May 2010 at 02:49 " Uke

Figu're' 3.4 Example of chatting posted by Participant c

> RS IR i R ?
[Daily Contribution]:

flash in the pan
something that is short-lived, and often fails to continuously impress as it did In the beginning

"Rudy came here with all guns blazing, but he's merely a flash in the pan. He hasn't had much success since he
first joined this company.'

*Paula’s initial success was just a flash in the pan. Her performance is neither sustainable nor practically
relevant.

FE—EAZBAEENOYEN  MEZRETO—REHES
MBS

""" el ke * Comment

Figure 3.5 Example of contributing knowledge posted by Participant A
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FEE R P BRE?
How to describe BB %4+ in English?

Figure 3.6 Example of asking questions posted by Participant D

S RN T S RE?

Imitate, replicate and innovate.

Please refer to the first line of the mission statement (below Batman's
picture). When it comes to replying to posts, try to avoid copying an
entire block of text as a reply. Although as useful as it is (and good
practice to have references), it is something people can do themselves.

Instead, paraphrase, offer analogies, stories, or paint a picture. Don't just stop at 'replicate’.

(Think about it this way: If you're in a lecture, what would you prefer?
A professor reading line for line from his book, or lecturing with stories?)

Figure 3.7 Example of suggesting posting rules posted by Participant A

The one-year online observation was divided into three stages, namely, April 17,
2010 to. August 2010, September 2010 to December 2010, and January 2011 to April
2011. The first stage was the period of online observation for recruiting target
participants. After four-month online observation, the second stage was the time of
deciding the target participants and giving the first interview. After nearly four months,
the third stage started and then ended after the second interview. Comparing mediated
actions emerged in three continuous stages, the changes of participants’ mediated
actions and its underlying factors were readily revealed. In addition, participants’
different types of mediated actions were also compared to elicit what respective

participants did in their participation of the online learning community.

Analysis of Different Data
In addition to the analysis of online entries by grounded theory, the study also

adopted Engestrom’s (1987, 1999) model of activity theory (see Figure 3.8) as the
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analytic framework to examine different sources of data, including online entries,

observation notes, and the interview data. The model of activity theory was used to

identify participants’ activity systems and its tensions within their activity systems.

The six components of activity theory model, namely subject, object, mediating

artifacts, rules, community, and division of labor, constantly interact with one another

and intertwine together to achieve the final outcome gradually. In the current research,

the six components in an activity system were operationally defined as follows:

1.

Subject: four participants and their subject agency, such as their personal
background and past learning experiences;

Object: the goals of engaging in the online community. That is, objects were
community members’ expectation toward participating in the discussion of
the online learning community;

Mediating artifacts: materials or tools utilized in the process of engaging in
the online community, such as Facebook and online resources. Additionally,
languages community members used in interacting with other members
were also mediating artifacts;

Community: community members who posted online as well as those who
read or replied to the entries in the online learning community;

Rules: the regulations and net etiquette of posting on the Facebook page.
For example, the founder of the Facebook page set rules of posting
questions in the online community;

Division of labor: interactions and power relationships among the

community members.
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Mediating Artifacts:
Facebook, online resources,
emoticons, and languages
(Chinese and English)

Object: the goals

of engaging in the C——> Outcome
online community

Subject: participants’
background and language

learning experience

s

< [
< >

Rules: net etiquette and ~ Communities: community  Division of Labor:

the rules which the members who read, posted, interactions and power
founder set and responded within the relationships among the
Facebook page community members

Figure 3.8 Six components of activity system in the current study

Data Analysis Procedure

In the process of data analysis, the researcher used analytic induction (Silverman,
2006) and constant comparative method (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) for the analysis of
the online observation field notes and interview data. Analytic induction generated
themes and categories from online entries, field notes and interviews based on the six
components of activity theory. Then, the data was analyzed through a constant
interplay between analysis and data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

In this study, the researcher first examined the four participants’ online entries
and categorized them into the six types of mediated actions. The mediated actions

were compared according to respective participants and three observation stages. This
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helped the researcher have a preliminary understanding of participants’ participation
in the learning community. Second, the researcher further analyzed interview data
according to the components of activity theoretical framework. In this process, the
researcher first compiled the online interview logs and transcribed the telephone
interviews. Next, the researcher read through the online logs and transcription and
reviewed them for general impression of participants’ thoughts of the online
experiences. Then, the researcher read the data again and marked phrases connected
to the ideas of the six factors in activity systems. Third, the researcher mapped out the
relationship of the six components within individual participants’ activity systems.
During the process of coding, the researcher tended to clarify how these six
components interacted with each other and discovered the underlying factors of the

interaction within an activity system.

Trustworthiness

To achieve the trustworthiness of the methodology, the current study applied two
approaches: triangulation of data and member checking. According to Denzin and
Lincoln (2003), “the use of triangulation reflects the attempts to secure an in-depth
understanding of the phenomenon in question” (p.1) and is also a good way to achieve
validation. Therefore, to increase the credibility of the study in qualitative research,
the study collects multiple data which consist of online observation, field notes, and
interviews with the participants. These multiple data triangulated to acquire the
holistic picture of the data. In addition to collecting data from multiple sources, the
data, such as observation, was undertaken in a continuous way. This study kept
observing the online learning community for one year and cross-checking the data
presented in this study at different time which implied triangulation of a single data
source.
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The study also adopted member checking technique to establish the
trustworthiness. Member checking is used to verify and to avoid false interpretations
of the data. It is used to ensure that the themes emerging from the data are not biased
but truthful and reflect true experiences of the participants (Creswell, 2007). In this
study, member checking was done after the interviews. The participants were asked to

examine the accuracy of transcribed interview and online interview logs.

In the next chapter, the results of this study are presented in response to the
research questions above-mentioned. In addition to exploring the mediated actions
participants engaged in, activity systems of respective participants are also provided
to illustrate the interaction among different elements of their system in their

participation process.
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CHAPTER FOUR

RESULTS

This chapter first presents participants’ participation in this online learning
community. Then, individual participants’ mediated actions and the underlying factors
are presented through the lens of activity theory. Finally, the participants’ perceptions

of the online experiences in this community are reported.

Mediated Actions in the Online English Learning Community

In the online learning community, community members participated in the
discussion of the Facebook page: They posted messages on the wall of the Facebook
page and got involved in the discussion with other community members. In total, the
four participants posted 2,256 entries from April 2010 to April 2011. The entries can
be categorized into two major types of participation, replying and initiating messages.
They were identified from the 2,256 entries by grounded theory approach: (1)
answering questions, (2) showing appreciation; (3) chatting, (4) contributing
knowledge, (5) asking questions, and (6) suggesting posting rules.

Table 4.1 displays types and frequencies of the four participants’ mediated
actions in this online learning community during the data collection time. As shown in
Table 4.1, the frequency of replying messages (96.1%) was much higher than that of
initiating message (3.9%). The distribution of participation revealed that the
participants of this study mainly replied messages in this online learning community.
In replying messages, the most frequently occurring mediated action was answering
questions, accounting for 85.3%. Showing appreciation and chatting occurred with a
lower percentage, 6.2% and 4.6%, respectively. On the contrary, the occurrence of

initiating messages was considerably low, ranging from 0.2% to 3.0%.
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Table 4.1
Types and frequency of participants’mediated actions

Types of mediated actions Frequency Percentage
Replying messages
Answering questions 1,925 85.3
Showing appreciation 140 6.2
Chatting 104 4.6
Total 2,169 96.1
Initiating messages
Contributing knowledge 67 3.0
Asking questions 16 0.7
Suggesting posting rules 4 0.2
Total 87 3.9

Note. In total, the four participants posted 2,256 entries in the Facebook page. Data were retrieved from
April 2010 to April 2011.

In order to get an inclusive picture of different participants’ mediated actions,
individual participants’ entries were further classified according to three time frames
as shown in Table 4.2. All of the four participants contributed to the online learning
community. In replying messages, every participant replied messages for answering
community members’ questions, showing appreciation, and chatting with other
community members. Nevertheless, the distribution of the types of mediated actions
varied. For example, in initiating messages, only Participant A actively contributed
knowledge concerning language learning and suggested posting rules to community
members and only Participant D asked questions related English learning.

In conclusion, all of them contributed to the online learning community. They all
answered English questions and had social interaction with community members.
Nevertheless, in terms of types of mediated actions, Participant A and D’s mediated
actions were quite different from that of other participants. Participant A mainly

contributed knowledge and suggested posting rules while Participant D asked English
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questions in the online learning community. In other words, some particular

participants did particular mediated actions in the learning community.

Table 4.2

Types and frequencies of mediated actions in three stages

Participant Participant A Participant B Participant C Participant D
Stage 1St 2ﬂd 3I’d 1St 2nd 3I’d 1St 2nd 3I’d 1St 2nd 3rd

Replying messages
Answering questions 454 233 66 293 198 88 41 142 26 86 226 72

Showing appreciation 32 28 8 U o 8 10 1 526 5
Chatting 31 23 6 11 8 2 4 4 2 2 7 4
Initiating messages

Contributing knowledge 26 11 30 0 00 0 0 0 0 0O
Asking questions 000 0 0O 0 00 10 6 O
Suggesting posting rules 1340 o O ) 0 00 0 0O

Frequency 544 298 110 313 211 93 53 156 29 103 265 81

Subtotal
Percentage 57 31 12 51 34 15 22 66 12 23 59 18

Total 952 617 238 449

Note. 1. The one-year observation was divided into three stages lasting for four to four and half months.
The 1st stage was from 2010/04/17-2010/08; the 2nd stage was form 2010/09-2010/12; the 3rd stage
was from 2011/01-2011/04. 2. Participant A and B started to participate in the Facebook page in April
2010 since the observation began while Participant C and D started to join the Facebook page in July

2010 which was at the later of 1% stage.

With regard to the total frequency of their mediated actions, it is found that
Participant A contributed most with 952 entries followed by Participant B and D (617
and 449 entries) while Participant C contributed least with 238 entries. Furthermore,
examining their participation from three different stages, some significant results,
related to the time they participated, were observed. Figure 4.1 further shows the four
participants’ mediated actions trends in the learning community over the three time

frames.
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m 1st stage = 2nd stage m3rd stage

Figure 4.1 Mediated action trends over the three observation stages

As shown in Table 4.2 and Figure 4.1, the frequency of Participant Aand B’s
mediated actions occurred most at the first stage, accounting for 544(57%) and
313(51%), respectively, which occupied over half of their total mediated actions.
Then, the frequency of their mediated actions decreased through the last two stages.
At the third stage, the frequency of Participant A and B’s mediated actions declined
substantially to 110(12%) and 93(15%), respectively. As for Participant C and D,
because they started to participate in the community from July 2010 in the end of the
first observation stage, both their mediated actions occurred little at the first stage,
accounting for 53(22%) and 103(23%), respectively. However, the frequency of their
mediated actions rapidly increased from the first stage through the second stage and
then sharply decreased at the third stage. At the second stage, they participated in the
learning community actively. Participant C and D posted most at the second stage,
representing 156(66%) and 265(59%), dominating the half of their total mediated
actions. Similar to Participant A and B, Participant C and D’s mediated actions

decreased at the third stage. The frequency of their mediated actions from the second
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stage to the third stage decreased at only 29(12%) and 81(18%), respectively. All in
all, all their mediated actions decreased through the time they participated.

To conclude, the results of the first section revealed two phenomena of the
participants’ mediated actions in the learning community. First, different participants
demonstrated different types of mediated actions in the learning community. Second,
the four participants’ mediated actions generally decreased over the time they joined

the online learning community.

Mediated Actions and the Underlying Factors in the Online English Learning
Community

Examining the four participants’ cases through the analytical lens of activity
theory, their participation in the Facebook page was seen as the mediated actions in
the activity systems. This section presents each participant’s mediated actions and

their activity system analysis in the online learning community.

Participant A

“Jokes are a big part of me. 1’'m a guy who likes to tell jokes and appreciate
good jokes. This place is somewhere for me to tell jokes. If no one else is joking
on the page, I'm getting bored with it.” (Interview #1, October 15, 2010)

Participant A5 mediated actions in the online English learning community

As revealed from previous section, Participant A posted 952 entries in total
during his one-year participation. From the online observation, it was found that
Participant A regularly visited the online learning community and actively participated
in the discussion by providing answers in the learning community. At the beginning,
he posted messages every day. He also interacted with other community members,

such as showing appreciation or chatting with them. In addition, different from other
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participants, he contributed knowledge to the community and suggested posting rules
to other community members. In general, Participant A’s mediated actions in the
learning community included answering questions, contributing knowledge to the
community, interacting with community members, and suggesting posting rules to
community members.

In the Facebook page, Participant A mainly provided answers with clear
explanations or examples. Because of his unique learning experience and background,
his mediated actions were quite different from most community members who mainly
asked questions in the Facebook page. Participant A, born'in the U.S., had lived in
Taiwan for seven years from the age of six and then went to a senior high school in
Sweden. After graduating from high school, he continued his studies in the U.K. and
he lived there until the data collection time. He learned several languages including
English, Chinese, and Swedish. He perceived his first language as English and his
second language as Chinese. Owing to his learning background in English-speaking
countries, he considered himself as a competent English speaker. In the Facebook
page, Participant A’s answers usually provided explanations and examples to help
community members solve English problems. He described himself and other
members as a “big team” who worked around the clock and tried to respond to

members’ questions with all efforts, as he wrote in one entry (see Figure 4.2).

There are many other great contributors, too. We're a big
team working around the clock. So drop us a question any time,
and I'm sure many informative and interesting discussions will
ensue.
18 M 0:11 * Unlike - €3 5 people

Figure 4.2 Participant A’s self-description of his participation

45



In addition to responding to other members’ questions, Participant A regularly
initiated entries titled “daily contribution” which was a self-created title by him (see
Figure 4.3). The daily contribution included an English phrase with its definition,
example sentences, and Chinese translation. During his one-year participation, he
initiated 67 daily contribution entries in total. He came up with these English phrases
on his own, as he described about his daily contribution in interview, “I hear these
[common idioms and phrases] everyday...I didn't use a reference for

them...”(Interview #2, April 15, 2011).

A B R RS RNE?
[Daily Contribution]:

Rule of thumb

A general principle that is used for its simplicity and ease of application, but does not hold true if it is tested
vigorously.

"When it comes to shooting a basketball, the rule of thumb is the straighter your release, the more accurate your
shot. Of course, there is Shawn Marion.'

'A rule of thumb for cooking a steak is for every 20g of meat, you add 2 minutes to your total cooking time.
That’s if you don't have a wafer-thin steak.' (I made the numbers up, don't cook like this)

—EMENRAESERSRE  EFETZERSEBANAEHNE « TREARERE T ARERE

Figure 4.3 Example of Participant A’s “daily contribution” entry

Other than contributing to the community, the interaction with other community
members kept Participant A participating in the discussion. The motive which made
him keep engaging in the discussion intensively was appreciation from other
community members and the pleasure he got from bantering with community
members. He received much appreciation from other community members to
contribute more and more in the learning community. Furthermore, he also joked with
them when providing answers to community members. Figure 4.4 demonstrates an

example of his joke comments.
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[ RIE WIS e S R E?
sRmEkEs (AFEE R —RINE ) VSRRt RS 7 (BE)

ice hotel (52 )

ice cube tray

Figure 4.4 Example of Participant A’s joke comment

He enjoyed joking with community members and got a lot fun from it. As he said,

| like jokes...I believe jokes are a big part of me. | think I’m a guy who likes to
tell jokes and appreciates good jokes. What I try to do is making the online
experience fun. If no one else is joking on the page, I'm getting bored with it.
(Interview #1, October 15, 2010)

He further noted, “Since I lived in the U.K. for.quite some time, people generally
have a sense of humor, often involving sarcasm and irony” (Interview #1, October 15,
2010). Because of the environment where he was situated, he got used to exchanging
banter with friends. He loved joking and appreciated good jokes which made by
members in the community. He tried to make this online experience fun which made
him keep participating in the learning community. At the beginning, there were a lot
of questions asking some interesting Chinese-English translation. These interesting
questions made Participant A participate in the discussion actively and
enthusiastically. He enjoyed answering the questions and made jokes in the answers.
However, as time went by, the questions asked by community members became
complicated and mundane. Therefore, when there was no room to joke, the
enthusiasm of participating in the discussion started to decrease.

The community was also a key factor which influenced his participation. The
community founder played a vital role to affect Participate A to take the responsibility

to suggest posting rules to community members. The community founder was quite
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active at the beginning of the Facebook page. When talking about Batman, Participant
A said, “Batman was quite active at the beginning. We all used to chat and joke. But
after this whole group snowballed into this massive Facebook page that it is today,
Batman was not here as often as before” (Interview #2, April 15, 2011). According to
the online observation, Batman posted his last message in the Facebook page in
December 2010 after the Facebook page was founded for eight months. After that,
Batman disappeared and did not administrate the Facebook page anymore.

Due to the lack of management, there was so much spam posted on the wall of
the Facebook page and the situation became worse and worse. Participant A

mentioned the spam invasion,

Well, lots of Facebook page advertising agents come here and spam. I've sent
them packing since I'like this place to be clean...I personally don't like it, but I'm
not in charge. | tried once [to contact Batman] to take over the Facebook
page...but no response [from Batman]. It is rather hard to get his/her attention
without being too obvious as | can't send him/her private message, nor do | know
who s/he is. I'll be happy with the ability to delete some spams and keep things in
order. (Interview #2, April 15, 2011)

Participant A loved this Facebook community which provided him a place to interact
with others and get fun from it. He did not want this place to be ruined so he thought
about taking over the Facebook page. However, he did not know how to do it without
the Facebook page founder’s authorization. One incident happened which made him
start to take the responsibility to remind community members to follow the posting
rules in the community. He initiated one entry shown in Figure 4.5. Participant A
reminded community members to follow the rule when replying to entries. He asked
members not to copy and paste things from the Internet. He posted this request which

aimed at one member’s replies in the Facebook page.
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Imitate, replicate and innovate.

Please refer to the first line of the mission statement (below Batman's
picture). When it comes to replying to posts, try to avoid copying an
entire block of text as a reply. Although as useful as it is (and good
practice to have references), it is something people can do themselves.

Instead, paraphrase, offer analogies, stories, or paint a picture. Don't just stop at "replicate’.

(Think about it this way: If you're in a lecture, what would you prefer?
A professor reading line for line from his book, or lecturing with stories?)

Figure 4.5 Example of Participant A’s rule suggested

According to the online observation, the member always worked hard to provide
detailed and clear information from the Internet in his every reply. However,
Participant A did not appreciate his method of providing answers in which some

mistakes were found in the answers. He described this incident in the interview,

There is this guy who used to copy and paste things off the web. | just made a
joke and said it's best not to do it, and the forum rules stated it's better to search
things first themselves. [I posted it] because he has made quite a lot of mistakes.
| backtracked his entries, and found a number of grammatical mistakes in his
response, and he's rather active. So, | thought someone should intervene and |
had to put an end to that. (Interview #1, October 15, 2010)

He further added on, “I would like to take over the group. For some members, their
involvements exceed their English proficiency. | believe it is becoming a serious
hazard that can spiral out of control if unchecked” (Interview #1, October 15, 2010).
He wanted everything in order in the community so he stood up to suggest rules to
remind community members to follow. In this incident, he acted to moderate the
learning community.

Factors influencing Participant As mediated actions

Analyzing Participant A’s mediated actions through an activity theory

perspective, it is found that his participation in the learning community was
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influenced by his language background, previous experiences, his object of
participation in the community, and the contextual factors from the community.

Participant A’s distinct subject agency which was different from other members
deeply affected his mediated actions. Because of Participant A’s native English
proficiency, he always felt confident in providing answers and contributing English
knowledge to the community. Thus, he actively provided answers in the learning
community. Moreover, his learning background also shaped his choice and rule of
language use in the online community. Because of his learning experience in native
speaking environment, he believed that the use of Chinese may hinder English
learning. Therefore, he preferred.to use English as the main mediating artifact in
writing entries of the English learning community. Furthermore, Participant A’s
humorous personality was an influential factor which trigger him to set his object of
participating in the English learning community. His object of getting involved in the
community was to get fun from chatting with community members with his humorous
language. This object directed him to interact with community members a lot. During
the process of bantering with community members, he got a lot of fun from the
interaction which made him keep participating in the community.

Other than the influence of his subject agency and object, the interactive
relations between contextual factors were found to influence Participant A’s
participation. First, the community members influenced Participant A’s use of
language in the entries. Initially, he only used English as his written tool since he
believed Chinese may hinder English learning. However, several members asked him
to add more Chinese translations and explanations to make his answers more clearly.
Participant A replied to the member, “I still prefer not to use Mandarin in entries
unless absolutely necessary, because it does hinder learning slightly. However, | can

always include a line or two in Mandarin if it helps you pick up the pace” (Facebook
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entry, January 17, 2011; see Figure 4.6). Thus, he started to add some Chinese but
English was the main language tool in mediating his participation. Second, the change
of the community influenced Participant A’s participation. When the questions in the
community were not interesting anymore, Participant A did not get involved in the
discussion as often as he did at the first two time frames. Third, the division of labor
shaped the power relations to regulate his participation in the online learning
community. As a native speaker of English, he possessed more power to make his
voice heard in this English learning community. In the Facebook page, he acted to
respond to questions and contribute English knowledge actively, and to suggest
posting rules. He dominated the discussion in the learning community. Hence, he was
in a higher status than other members in the community. Furthermore, the higher

status equipped-him with the power to suggest posting rules to other community.

there are certainly others who contribute just as much, if
not, more than I do :)

[ still prefer not to use Mandarin in posts unless absolutely necessary,
because it does hinder learning slightly. However, I can always indude
a line or two in Mandarin if it helps you pick up the pace.

17 January at 23:01 * Unlike - &3 5 people

Figure 4.6 Participant A’s reply to the member who asked to add Chinese in entries

Participant B

“In the process of reading answers and finding answers on my own, | learn a lot.
| feel content when | learn a new idea or an expression. Actually, 1 not only learn
new words and phrases, but also the art of expression, very often with deep
cultural significance embedded. ” (Interview #1, October 11, 2010)
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Participant B § mediated actions in the online English learning community
Participant B posted 617 entries which ranked second in the number of entries

among the four participants. As shown in Table 4.2, Participant B only replied
messages in the Facebook page. He replied messages to answer questions, show
appreciation to community members, and chat with community members.

As an English learner in Taiwan, he assessed his own English proficiency as
intermediate rather than advanced for the lack of much English input and exposure to
an English speaking environment. For Participant B, the English learning community

provided him opportunities to acquire English phrases out of class. As he said,

In the process of reading answers and finding answers on my own, | learn a lot. |
feel content when | learn a new idea or an expression. Actually, | not only learn
new words and phrases, but also the art of expression, very often with deep
cultural significance embedded. It’s always interesting to learn something you
don’t know. (Interview #1, October 11, 2010)

In the English learning community, he learned English phrases by reading the entries
and finding answers for community members. Joining the English learning
community helped him learn English phrases, especially slangs, colloquial and
situational usages with deep cultural significance.

In addition to learning language in the community, Participant B also had social
interaction with other members. He and some community members chitchatted their
life and background. When talking about the online experience, Participant B

remarked,

When replying questions in the page, sometimes we go off-topic. It is a way to
communicate with other members, just chitchatting. It is something funny or
interesting. We are not paid to teach English. So why not? It is not our job, and
we are here for leisure. (Interview #1, October 11, 2010)

Apparently, Participant B enjoyed social interaction with community members. The
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social interaction in the learning community supported him to keep participating in

the discussion of the community. As he said,

| am interested in chit-chatting... I participated because it is entertaining to me.
Sometimes, | answered a question because | can make fun of it. It is going to get
more attention from me than one that's boring. (Interview #2, April 10, 2011)

Therefore, when other community members did not participate in the online
community as actively as before, Participant B started to decrease his participation.
As noted by him, “Because of their less participation, interaction in the community
decreases. This cuts down my enthusiasm and devotion in getting involved in the
community.” (Interview #2, April 10, 2011).

In addition to the changes-of community members, the frequency of Facebook
page founder’s participation decreased. As noted before, the absence of the founder,
Batman, resulted in the lack of management in the Facebook page. Participant B

commented on this situation,

There are so many advertisement and stuff going on here, which is annoying. |
am not so happy with non-action by the batman...either he should spend some
time moderating the group, or allow other people to. moderate it. I just don't want
to see a good and useful discussion group to rot. (Interview #2, April 10, 2011)

Similar to Participant A, Participant B also felt frustrated about the situation and
unhappy with the non-action by the Facebook page founder. However, he could not
do anything to change the situation. Different from Participant A, who moderated the
community, Participant B gradually started to spend less time and effort participating
in this learning community.

Factors influencing Participant B 5 mediated actions

Similar to Participant A, when examining Participant B from an activity theory
perspective, Participant B’s subject agency and object along with the contextual

factors from the community altogether affected his mediated actions in the learning
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community.

Participant B brought distinct agency to shape his intended object for
participation in the community as well as the meditational means he used in his
participation. Since he learned English in Taiwan, he lacked the learning opportunities
in acquiring English colloquial phrases. This Facebook page provided him a place to
learn English. In the online learning community, community members discussed the
use of English phrases and the translated Chinese colloquial phrases. Participant B
discussed English with community members and tried his best to answer questions
from other community members. In general, his object of getting involved in the
discussion of the Facebook page was to learn English out of schooling contexts.

In Participant B’s participation in the online discussion, he always tried his best
to find out the answers to the questions. Sometimes he used Internet tools such as
Internet search engines, online dictionary, and Wiki websites to get information. In the
process of participation, he learned English and something that he can not get from
normal English classes in Taiwan. In addition to using Internet tools as mediating
artifacts, language was one mediational tool to help Participant B get involved in the
online discussion. Same as Participant A, Participant B tended to mainly use English
as his mediated tool in his entries since he believed that English should be used while
learning English. Because Participant B learned English in Taiwan, he considered that
the use of English was necessary in successful English learning. In conclusion, the
choice of the mediating artifacts was the outcomes of his belief which can be traced
back to his language learning experience.

Other than the influence of subject and object, the community also affected
Participant B’s participation. The community involved in Participant B’s activity
system included the community members who interacted with him and the

community founder. First, the involvement of members’ participation influenced
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Participant B’s enthusiasm of participation. Participant B enjoyed interacting with
community members. The social interaction kept him joining the discussion of
English learning. However, when the interaction with community members became
less, the participation in the discussion became less. Second, the decreasing
participation of community founder also affected Participant B’s participation. At the
later stage, the community founder did not appear and administrate the community.
The disordered Facebook page did not fascinate Participant B anymore. In the end,

Participant B’s enthusiasm of participation in the discussion was gradually reduced.

Participant C

“It gives me a sense.0f belonging —1 am still a Chinese no matter where | am,
and | love it! Most important of all, I'm speaking to people whom I can relate. |
like to stay connected to my language. | wish | had a real Chinese social circle.”
(Interview #1, October 9, 2010)

Participant C 5§ mediated actions in the online English learning community

Participant C started to participate in the community in July 2010, which was
later than the time when Participation A and B participated. As shown in Table 4.2,
Participant C posted 238 entries, the least number among the four participants’ entries
numbers. Similar to Participate B, she mainly replied message in the Facebook page.
She replied message to answer questions, show appreciation to community members,
and chat with community members.

Compared to other participants, she engaged in the learning community with a
rather different intention. Her object of participating in the discussion of the
community was to get involved in a Chinese community which gave her a sense of
belonging. Being a Chinese having lived aboard for over twenty years, she felt

homesick for being surrounded by English-speaking people. Participant C went to the
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U.S. and has lived there since she was 16 years old. She married an American and had
a lovely kid. She spoke English not only at work but also with her family in her daily
life. For her, this Facebook page which was made of people from Taiwan was a
Chinese community in the cyber space. In this online learning community for Chinese
speakers, Participant C could use her native language, Chinese, to communicate with
members of the community. Even more, she became their friend or teacher who
helped their English. Since she helped those community members to learn English,
she made a lot of friends in the Facebook page. In other words, she made friends by
providing answers to community members. For her, interaction with community
members who shared the same language and whose background was similar to her
made her feel comfortable in the community. She further remarked, “Participating in
this Facebook page is like visiting a relative whom I haven’t seen in a while. I am
related to them but I don’t get to see them much” (Interview #1, October 9, 2010). For
her, the goal of participating in the community was to have the sense of belonging to a
Chinese community.

From the involvement in the community, she gained some friendships and
broadened her social eyber network. As she commented on her online experiences, “I
have made a couple of friends that are really helpful to my personal growth (Interview
#2, April 5, 2011). According to online observation, it was found that she made
Facebook friends with members from the English learning Facebook page and even
interacted with them on her own “Wall” of Facebook. Since she had made friends
from the Facebook page and formed her own social networking with those friends on
the Internet, she gradually left the Facebook page after she participated in the

community for several months.
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Factors influencing Participant C § mediated actions

Through the activity theoretical perspective, Participant C’s mediated actions
were influenced by her personal background, her object of participation and the
choice of language use in her participation. In addition, the contextual factors rooted
within the community caused her to participate less in the later stage of her
participation.

Subject agency was an influential element in Participant C’s participation. Her
personal background resulted in her eagerness to access a Chinese community to
relieve her homesick. In the online community for English learners, she interacted
with community members who were from the same country and spoke the same
language with her. Her object of getting involved in the discussion was to have
connections to people whom she could relate to. It was obvious that her subject
agency, life background, determined her object of participating in the language
learning community. In addition, her subject agency also affected her choice of
mediating artifacts. She used both Chinese and English in her entries. The use of
Chinese reminded her about her Chinese identity. Inthis'English learning community
for Chinese, she could use Chinese as a communicative tool to interact with people.

The social interaction with.community members fulfilled Participant C’s object
of getting involved in the Facebook page. In the process of having social interaction
with community members, she gained friendship which made her feel warm and got a
sense of belonging to a Chinese community. In addition, some community members
became her Facebook friends. She formed her social network with these community
members on Facebook. Since her object of participating in the Facebook page had
been satisfied, the time she invested in her participation in the Facebook page

gradually decreased.
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Participant D

“My main action here was sharing. | provided more information than others. It s
like learning by teaching. In the meanwhile, | also read other members ’entries
and searched information [related to the questions asked by community
members]. It 5 human nature to share things with others.” (Interview #1, October
11, 2010)

Participant D 5§ mediated actions in the online English learning community
Participant D posted 449 entries in total during his nine-month
participation in the Facebook page. As shown in Table 4.2, he invested a lot of time
and efforts in providing answers of the questions asked by community members. In
his replies, he always provided.a block of paragraph which contained clear

explanations and answers (Figure 4.7).

JFR3E e e s BRI ?
HEERR oEAENE... AR L LRETiEE A,

| "$£," read "Lao," is a Taiwanese traditional pastry,
which is made of taro flour and glutinous rice flour. Its taste is quite
special, but its production process is so complicated.

1. Mix up two kinds of flours with water to become a raw pastry;

2. Rub the raw pastry with hands and wait until its fermention;

3. Cut the fermented pastry into long or square shape for deep frying;
4, Coat the swelling fried pastry with hot mixture of malt sugar and lard
to cling to puffed rice or sesame.

The square shaped "Lao," coated with puffed rice is called "Rice Pastry
(SKHE) or Lard Pastry(BEHiE)."

The long shaped "Lao,” coated with sesame or black sesame is called

"Sesame Pastry(=> [fif#€) or Black Sesame Pastry( H = [fgkE)."
http://taiwanpedia.culture.tw/web/content?ID=11849

03 November 2010 at 15:42 * Unlike * #3 5 people

Figure 4.7 Example of Participant D’s answer

In the Facebook page, community members raised many English questions.

Participant D considered these English questions as a test or practice to examine his
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English ability. When answering these questions, he provided what he knew to the
community members and searched for what he did not know from the Internet.
Furthermore, he shared information which he searched from the Internet with
community members. In the participation, he learned a lot from answering questions,
sharing information, and reading entries in the English learning Facebook page. As he

described his online experiences in the learning community,

My main action here was sharing. | provided more information than others. It’s
like learning by teaching. In the meanwhile, | also read other members’ entries
and searched information [related to the questions asked by community
members]. (Interview #1, October 11, 2010)

In addition to replying to questions, he also raised questions regarding English
learning. He had been learning English for forty years since he was in a junior high

school. He described his English learning experiences as follows.

| learn English in Taiwan. I’ve never lived aboard. It’s hard to learn English
successfully in Taiwan. Bing an English learner in our generation, we learn
English in a rote way. As for learning English in an English-speaking country,
those learners use English as a communicative tool to interact with people. They
learn the language and its culture. This is what we can’t have in Taiwan.
(Interview #1, October 11, 2010)

He learned English in a traditional way in Taiwan. In his English learning, he
memorized Chinese-English translation from textbooks. He thought that this way of
learning English was useless in enhancing communicative ability. Sometimes, he felt
depressed about his weakness in English. However, in this Internet age, he started to
learn English by innovative Internet tools. In his words, “The Internet is a good tool in
English learning. It is easy to search any colloquial languages on the Internet”
(Interview #1, October 11, 2010). From the Internet, he got a lot of online resources in
learning English. He joined many Facebook pages which were about English learning.

For Participant D, the goal of participating in the Facebook page was to learn English
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and advance his English ability.

In Participant D’s participation, he not only answered or asked questions on the
Facebook page but also had social interaction with community members. Participant
D reported that the appreciation from community members in the Facebook page
made him more encouraged in engaging in the discussion. In addition, community
members’ comments were found to influence Participant D’s participation in the
discussion of the community. An overseas community member posted an entry which
suggested rules and asked for all community members to follow. In the entry, the
member asked all community members not to copy and paste the whole paragraph
from the Internet and further noted that this behavior was a kind of imitation.
However, the entry seemed to aim at Participant D’s entries since he always provided
long and detailed answers that he searched from the Internet. When talking about this

incident in the first interview, Participant D said,

His [the member’s] personal opinions could be acceptable, if he imitated the
little bird to say something softly and privately. Why doesn't he just think to
himself, “To each his own!”” which means “Different People Have Different
Preferences” or “Different Strokes for Different Folks.” Here is the wonderful
world for everyone who wants to learn and share! Who actually has the conn to
decide what and how we present our thoughts? (Interview #1, October 11, 2010)

Obviously, Participant D was really upset about the member’s opinions about the rule
of posting. He believed that every community member had the right to post in their
own way. No one should intervene to regulate the way of posting or sharing. As he

said,

The Facebook page is for English learning. If you don’t like it, just skip it. Do
not strike other’s morale. We do not have great language talent like him. In the
Facebook page, this is my choice to present answers like that. In learning, there
are smart ways as well as stupid ways of learning English. | think he, as a
near-native speaker, never understands how we learn English. (Interview #1,
October 11, 2010)
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After the incident, Participant D adjusted his way of posting. He tried to shorten his
response in the entries. According to him, “Yeah, | tried to make my responses brief
and short. Sometimes, | even skip the questions. Because someone doesn’t like my
responses in this Facebook page...” (Interview #1, October 11, 2010). Apparently, his
participation in the discussion was influenced because of this incident. His passion for
providing answers was cut down and was not as strong as it was at the beginning. In

the second interview, Participant D further remarked his less participation,

I’ve mentioned that person in the first interview. My participation might be
affected by him. It is obvious that he tries to dominate the Facebook page. Surely,
| can’t compete against him with my English ability. He’s a little arrogant. When
getting involved in the discussion, he won’t stop until he wins the argument. |
don’t like it! | don’t want to get involved in the argument. So, | left the group.
(Internet #2, April 10,.2010)

In addition to the community members, the Facebook page founder also played a
critical role in his participation. Like other participants in the study, Participant D
complained the disappearance of the Facebook page founder. He did not like the spam
invasion in the Facebook page and felt upset about Batman’s non-action and
non-participation. Similar to other participants, owning to the lack of management,
Participant D did not join the discussion as often as before.

Factors influencing Participant D § mediated actions

Examining Participant D’s case through the lens of activity theory, it was found
that his learning background, his object, and the use of mediating artifacts were
interwoven together in his activity system. In addition, the contextual factors from the
community also influenced the change of his participation.

Participant D carried his subject agency to choose his object of participating in
the community. Because of Participant D’s language learning experience and study

background, his object of getting involved in the discussion of the English learning
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community was to learn and practice his English. As an English learner who had
never lived aboard, he was eager to have any opportunities to learn and practice
English in his daily life. He considered this online learning community as a wonderful
place for him to speak, write, and read English in his life.

With this object in mind, he tried to use English most of time in his entries. For
him, the use of English was a way to practice English which was important in this
EFL environment. However, he sometimes used Chinese in his entries when the
entries were about English to Chinese translation. In addition to the use of language,
he also employed Internet tools and English dictionary software to get information

and present himself in the learning community. As he indicated,

| used search engines.on.the Internet. Also, | used several dictionaries in my
computer. Whenever-my-mouse clicks on the word, its Chinese translation would
show up. So, my ability of searching is better than others. | can search for
information faster than other. Therefore, | can share more information than other.
(Internet #2, April 10, 2010)

Participant D employed various tools to help him participate in the discussion. By the
use of the Internet tools, he could provide as much as answers he wanted in the entries.
Hence, he learned a lot from the information on the Internet. For him, in the process
of participation, he not only shared information with.community members but also
learned English. Therefore, it was found that the use of mediating artifacts was
affected by both the subject and the object in Participant D’s activity system.
Concerning the community, the community members and the Facebook page
founder regulated Participant D’s participation. In Participant D’s activity system, the
comments from community members affected his enthusiasm of participation. For
example, the appreciation from community members encouraged him to keep
participating in the discussion. However, one overseas community member suggested

posting rules changed Participant D’s way of posting and even made him decrease his
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participation in the Facebook page. With regard to the interaction with those
community members who has lived aboard, there were interactive relations found in
the division of labor. According to the interview, Participant D’s subject agency
deemed himself as an English learner whose language proficiency was not as good as
those who lived overseas. He had to rely on Internet tools to search for information
and provide answers. However, the style of providing answers was criticized by the
overseas member. In Participant D’s activity system, the interaction with this overseas
community member made him being in a lower status in the community.
Consequently, because of the overseas member’s suggestion, Participant D shortened
his entries and gradually reduced his time and effort to this community. Other than the
community members, the decrease of the community founder’s participation also
affected Participant D’s participation. Due to the non-participation of the community
founder, the Facebook page was disordered. In the end, Participant D did not

participate in the discussion as often as before.

Perceptions of Engaging in the Online English Learning Community

The interview data retrieved from two interviews revealed that the four
participants had similar perceptions toward their online experiences but all changed
their perceptions at the later stage of their participation. Their perceptions of their
participation can be illustrated in two time frames: at the beginning and at the end of

data collection.

At the Beginning Stage
At the beginning of their participation, participants enthusiastically got involved
in the discussion. They enjoyed the online experiences of answering questions and

interacting with community members in the online learning community. Overall, they
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had positive experiences in getting involved in the discussion of the learning
community.

All of the participants enjoyed answering questions from other community
members. They perceived the online experiences of providing answers to community
members as an interesting activity. From figuring out community members’ questions
and providing answers to community members, they got a sense of achievement. For
example, Participant A mentioned what he did and how he felt about his participation

in the first interview,

Answering questions are like solving puzzles. If you get it right, you are
excited...so I get that rush, too...well, rush is too strong a word for it but a sense
of satisfaction is definitely there. | am an addict. Somebody needs to send me to
rehab. (Interview #1, October 15, 2010)

Participant B also showed positive perception of this online experience in the first

interview,

[I] read comments and answer questions [in this Facebook page]. [ feel] content
when | learn a new idea or an expression; [I feel] excited at an eureka moment
when answering questions (not necessarily correct answers; could be joking
comments). Participating in this Facebook page is like being addicted to drugs, |
guess (though I never am). (Interview #1, October 11, 2010)

Similarly, Participant D described his experiences in the online learning community,

| was captivated by this! On the one hand, it is for whiling away the time. On the
other hand, it is for brainstorming. That is, I’m learning English from this. |
immersed myself in this community from the morning to the night! (Interview #1,
October 11, 2010)

In addition, the four participants also enjoyed interacting with community
members. They reported that receiving feedback to their entries from other
community members was cheerful and encouraging, as Participant B noted in the

interview, “When somebody likes my entries, | get an alert. Everybody likes to be
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encouraged. I’m happy to get an encouragement....” (Interview #1, October 11, 2010).
Furthermore, communication and idea exchanging with community members were an
important part of their participation. They considered the community members who
exchanged idea with them as a team working together in the Facebook page. As

Participant A said,

People are friendly and helpful here. There are a lot of nice people contributing
to the group. I get to know them from interacting with them. We become friends.
[When answering questions,] we offer different things. We all jump in and take
our turns. We like a group who provide answers to community members.
(Interview #1, October 15, 2010)

All of the participants perceived the social interaction with community members as a
way to gain friendship. They enjoyed the friendship which supported them in
continuing participating in the discussion.

To conclude, all participants reported their positive experiences of answering
questions and interacting with community members in the first interview. They
enjoyed the rewarding and interesting experiences. They felt it was fun to participate
in the Facebook page and the pleasant experiences made them keep investing time

and efforts in this online learning community.

At the Later Stage

After six months of the first interview, they did not express strong emotion to the
learning community as they did at the earlier stage. As Participant C remarked the
change of her perception of the participation experiences, “I am not as excited about
participating in the discussion as much. | have not really been participating as
frequently as | did before” (Interview #2, April 5, 2011). After joining this learning
community for several months, they were not as fascinated by the joy of participating

in the Facebook page.
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At the later stage of their participation, they considered their participation as a
routine. As Participant B said, “After six months, visiting the Facebook page is like a
daily routine. Just like brushing teeth after getting up...after I check my emails, |
usually visit the Facebook page for leisure” (Interview #2, April 10, 2011).
Participants checked the Facebook page to see whether there was something
interesting. They did not contribute to the community as much as before. Participant A

noted his decrease in contribution.in the second interview,

I guess since there are fewer new entries than before, | participate a little less. |
think 1, like many other senior participants who have been on the page since the
beginning, we participate a little less than before. (Interview #2, April 15, 2011)

Similarly, Participant B also-mentioned that there was a slight change of his

participation in the second interview. He stated,

I now invest less time on this page. A few months ago, | visited this site on a
daily basis and now on a weekly basis. Comparing to the time when the
Facebook page was founded, the entries are less than before. (Interview #2, April
10, 2011)

These participants did not put focus on answering questions at the later stage of their
participation. Instead, they perceived the Facebook page as a place to visit old friends
and have fun. As Participant A described the purpose of his participation in the second

interview,

| visit the Facebook page to see how my old friends are doing and kill time. |
made a lot of friends here so | came back here to know how they were doing. It's
like you went to a party, had fun, meet lot of new people and you will probably
come back and visit them sometimes. (Interview #2, April 15, 2011)

To conclude, at first, participants had highly interest in participating in the
discussion. They got a lot of enjoyment in answering questions and interacting with
other Facebook page members. They felt excited about everything happened in the

online community. They met people with similar background, made friends with them,
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learned language together, and even enjoyed the joyful of sharing and providing
answers. Thus, they poured a lot of time and energy into participating in this
community. Nevertheless, as time went by, the enthusiasm that they had at the
beginning slowly diminished. They did not have much interest in participating in the
Facebook page than before. Visiting the Facebook page had become their daily
routine. They invested less and less time and energy in participating in the discussion
over the time they were in the Facebook page. From the online observation, the
decreasing number of their entries also echoed the situation of lack of interest. Overall,
these participants were full of enthusiasm in participation at first while as time went

by, their enthusiasm was diminished at the later stage of their participation.

This chapter described each of the participants’ mediated actions, the underlying
factors, and their perceptions of the online experiences of the English learning
community. In the following chapter, the findings of the study are further discussed.
Finally, the summary of the study results, pedagogical implications, limitations of the

study, and suggestions for future research are also presented.
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CHAPTER FIVE

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In this chapter, the findings are first summarized and discussed in depth to
address the research questions of this study. Then, a summary of the study finding,
pedagogical implications, limitations of the study, and suggestions for future research

are presented in the conclusion of the study.

Discussion
The findings of the current study are discussed to address the three research

questions n this study.

Research question 1: How do community members mediate their actions in the online
English learning community?

The study indicated that the community members mediated their actions to
participate in the learning community. The analysis of the four participants’ entries
revealed that their mediated actions can be categorized into six types. Among the six
types of mediated actions, they mediated to answer questions most of time. Although
the four participants were all active to participate in the online community, they
performed differently in the online learning community. Furthermore, the results of
the study also indicated that the frequency of their mediated actions decreased over
the time they joined the online learning community.

As Wenger (1998) suggested, participation involves actions as well as
relationships and connections to others in the community. In this study, the results of
the online observation indicated that the actions of the four participants included (1)

answering questions, (2) contributing knowledge, (3) asking questions, and (4)
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suggesting posting rules while the connections with other community members
contained (5) showing appreciation and (6) chatting. Among the six types of mediated
actions, they mostly answered questions in the learning community. According to
Petersen, Divitini, and Chabert (2008), a long-term relationship between individuals
and their actions forms their roles in the community. Their actions explicated that all
the four participants played the role of knowledge contributors in the online learning
community. By playing the role of knowledge contributors, the four participants got
achievement and felt content from their online participation. Thus, through the gain of
achievement, they kept participating in the community and became active community
members in.the online learning community.

In addition to answering questions, the four participants also posted entries to
appreciate others’ answers and chat with community members as friends in the
English learning community. However, it was found that some participants performed
particularly in their participation with their distinctive subject. For example,
Participant A was the only participant who suggested posting rules to the community
members and initiated messages containing the information of English phrases or
learning resources. Only Participant D asked questions about English learning. As
Booth (2011) indicated, members brought their stories, their experiences, and their
expertise to the community. The ongoing interaction between their subject and the
community shaped their specific actions in the community. As shown in the study,
different participants who brought their own experiences performed different types of
mediated actions in the learning community. The results of the study imply that the
distinctive subject agency is one of the crucial factor in community members’
mediated actions in online learning communities.

With regard to the change of mediated actions over time, the online observation

showed that the mediated actions of the four participants decreased through the time
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they joined the Facebook page. At the beginning of their participation, they invested
time and effort to get involved in the discussion of the learning community. The
frequency of Participant A and B’s mediated actions occurred most at the first stage.
In addition, the frequency of Participant C and D’s mediated actions rapidly grew
from the first stage and reached a peak at the second stage. However, all of their
mediated actions decreased sharply at the third stage. As time went by, the four
participants did not get involved in the community as actively as they did at the
beginning of their participation. The change of their mediated actions through the
three stages echoes the findings of previous studies which indicated that online
communities may undergo life cycles of development. (Brown, 2001;
Haythornthwaite, Kazmer, Robins, & Shoemaker, 2000; Lock, 2002; Schwier, 2002;
Wilson, Ludwig-Hardman, Thornam, & Dunlap, 2004).

Schwier (2002) suggested that when learning communities emerge, they
generally go through three stages: a formative stage, a maturity stage, and a stage of
decline. The formative stage in the life of an online learning community is
characterized by the attraction of new members. Members start their participation in
the community. During the formative stage, the participation of community members
is tentative as they try to communicate and make connections with other community
members. When community members’ participation becomes steady, the community
proceeds to the mature stage of life. At this point, some online communities will be
challenged to undertake conflicts. Then, old members whose needs are satisfied leave
the community. The life cycle of the learning community develops into the stage of
decline. Overall, the life of the online learning community in the current study was
compatible with the notion of the online community life cycle.

The results imply that the maintenance of online learning communities is a

difficult task. When educators apply online learning communities in their classroom,
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they need to try their best to promote the development of online communities and
maintain the online communities alive. For example, Bryce-Davis (2001) proposed
“ringers” as a critical feature for building and maintaining learning communities.
Ringers are special activities or surprise events which renew community members’
interest or motivation to participate in the community. Thus, ringers can keep online
learning communities awake. With a specific activity by the major moderator of an

online learning community, the life cycle of the community may last longer.

Research question 2: How do underlying factors interact with their mediated actions
through the process of engaging.in the online English learning community?

From an activity theory perspective, the four participants’ activity systems
present factors influencing their mediated actions in the learning community. Three
components of their activity systems, including the subject, the object, and the
community were found to be mostly influential in their process of participation in the
English learning community:

The interwoven relationship among subject, object, and mediating artifacts

The subject and objects were found to be interwoven together to affect each other
and also influence the use of mediating artifacts which individuals used to achieve
their objects. The findings indicate that each participant brought with their growing
background, personalities, and learning experiences in their participation of the
learning community. Their distinctive agency made them have different motives to
participate in the online learning community. Thus, with different motives, they set
different objects for their participation which influenced their mediated actions in the
community.

Participants’ agency influenced the object they set for participating in the online

community. Because of their different backgrounds, their motives to be in part of the
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community triggered them to set different objects. For example, Participant A who
enjoyed bantering with people actively participated in the online learning community
because he wanted to get fun from interaction with community members. With the
influence of his personalities, Participant A mediated his actions to chat with
community members in the online learning community. His object of participation
was having fun by playing with languages and chatting with community members.
This object directed him to interact with community members a lot. During the
process of his participation, he got a lot of fun from the interaction which made him
keep participating in the community. However, when his object could not be achieved,
he gradually stopped participating.in the community. As for Participant B and D who
were English learners in Taiwan, they participated in the online English learning
community to have more learning opportunities out of class. As English learners, they
set their object to learn more English phrases that could advance their English
proficiency. Different from other participants, Participant C was a special case which
had a unique motive to participate in the learning community. Participant C was eager
to join a Chinese community in her life. The Facebook page provided her a place
where she could interact with Chinese community members. Her object of
participating in the discussion of the Facebook page was to make Chinese friends and
build a Chinese community in which she could heal her homesickness. After
participating in the Facebook page for several months, she made a lot of friends from
the Facebook page. They formed their own social network on their Facebook, not in
the language learning community. At the end, she did not visit the Facebook page
since she formed her own community in Facebook, which was not for language
learning but for social interaction.

Holding different subject agency and having different objects, participants chose

different mediating artifacts as the tools in their participation. Language was one
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mediating artifact to interact with community members. With their own language
proficiency, language learning experiences, and personal background, they chose
different languages as their main tool to write Facebook entries. Participant A, B, and
D tended to use English more than Chinese because they believed that the use of
Chinese might hinder the learning of English. Therefore, they avoided using Chinese
in their posts if it was necessary. The belief also influenced their rule of language use
in this English learning community. The choice of their language use reflected their
belief of English learning. However, Participant C was glad to use Chinese to interact
with community members because using Chinese made her feel a sense of belonging
since she had lived in the U.S and not spoken Chinese for years in her daily life and
she considered Chinese as a tool to interact with Chinese whom she can relate to. The
use of Chinese reminded her about her Chinese identity. She chose Chinese as her
communicative tool to achieve her object of getting involved in the online
community.

Internet tools were other mediating artifacts in participants’ participation in the
learning community. Participants used Internet tools to help them achieve their goal in
their participation of the English learning community. The object of Participant B and
D was to learn English by answering questions of community members and reading
entries in the Facebook page. In particular, for Participant D, he considered answering
questions as a challenge of his English ability. By trying to answer members’
questions, they practiced and advanced their English. When they saw a question
which they also wanted to know, they used the Internet tools, such as search engines
and online dictionary, to find out the answer. Because of their object of learning
English, they tried to answer community members’ questions with the help of Internet

tools.
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The interactive relationship among contextual factors within the community

In addition to the influence of subject agency and object, the factor of
community played an influential role in participants’ participation in the learning
community.

First, although different participants had their own rule of language use in the
learning community, community members made an influence on participants’ rule of
language use. Some community members asked participant A to use more Chinese in
his entries in order to-make his answers more clear. Because of community members’
suggestion, Participant A changed his rule of language use. He started to add some
Chinese to his entries.

Second, the appreciation from community members was a strong motive for
participants to keep participating in the discussion of the online learning community.
Furthermore, the joy from bantering with community members made participants
continuously visit the learning community and contribute more in the discussion.
Participants developed the personal relationships such as trust and friendship with
community members whom they interacted and bantered with. Previous studies
(Cabrera & Cabrera, 2005; Hewitt, 2005) indicated that personal relationship resulted
in shared understandings and community feelings. Both of which increased the
contribution in the online discussion.

Third, the interaction with community members influenced the division of labor
which affected their participation. In this study, the four participants answered
community members’ questions. They provided answers to the community members
actively and generously. Based on the interaction with other community members,
they formed a relation of providers and receivers in the community. Under the relation
of providers and receivers, they established their relationship and power with others.

Since Participant D sometimes asked questions in the community, he was in a lower

74



status in the division of labor. The lower status made him concern more when posting
messages in the Facebook page. He was afraid of being criticized by the community
members whose English ability was better than him. Gradually, he started to reduce
his participation and contributed fewer entries either asking or responding questions
in the online discussion. The influence of community members on participation was
in line with the findings highlighted in previous literature. Murphy and Coleman
(2004) suggested that community members stopped contributing if they felt
threatened by other community members or if the tone of the discussion became rude
to the community members. In Participant D’s case, the negative relationship with
others reduced his willingness.of keeping participation in the discussion of the
learning community.

To sum up, the factors which influenced the participants’ actions in the current
study were complex, and they were interwoven together. Through the lens of activity
theory, the complex interrelationship involving participants’ subject agency,
contextual factors within the community, and their actions in the online learning
community are brought to the surface. It is found that participants’ subject agency was
a prerequisite factor in determining their actions within the learning community.
Participants’ motives were based on individual agency which influenced the set of
objectives and decided the use of mediating artifacts and their mediated actions.
Additionally, contextual factors which interacted within the community also made an
effect in participants’ participation in the community. The results of the study
confirmed Engestrom’s (1987) notion of activity theory which proposed that
internal-mental activities cannot be understood when analyzed in isolation from
external activities (Levin & Wadmany, 2008). Therefore, under such theory, it is

suggested that the factors assisting or inhibiting community members’ participation
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are developed as a result of the interactive relationship among community members

and the related situations.

Research question 3: How do community members perceive the experiences of
engaging in the online English learning community?

At first, the participants perceived the online experiences as an addiction. They
enjoyed getting involved in the discussion with community members. They were
fascinated by the sense of achievement from answering questions in the learning
community. Through providing answers to community members, they gained
friendship in the online learning. community. Furthermore, the interaction with
community members gave participants a lot of support to continuously get involved in
the discussion of the online learning community. Overall, participants considered the
participation in the learning community as a positive experience which gave them a
lot of joy. Because of this, participants invested tons of time and efforts in the learning
community at the beginning of their participation. As found in previous studies
(McAlpine, Lockerbie, Ramsay, & Beaman, 2002; Vonderwell, 2003), the positive
perception toward online experiences reflected community members’ highly
motivation in participating in the discussion of the community.

Nevertheless, after participating in the community for several months, their
perception toward the online experiences was not as satisfying as their perception at
the beginning of their participation. They perceived the participation in the learning
community as routine work without strong emotion and motivation. At the later stage
of the online learning community, the Facebook page was full of spams since the
Facebook page founder abandoned the Facebook page and did not administer the
online community anymore. The lack of management in the community made

participants suffer from the disordered community. For participants, the online
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learning community was not perceived as a way to get a sense of achievement and to
gain friendship anymore since there were fewer entries and less interaction on the
Facebook page.

According to previous research of Cheung and Hew (2004), Vonderwell (2003),
and Wyatt (2005), the lack of member interaction in the community made participants
decrease their time in participating in the online discussion and interacting with
community members. In a study of Cheung and Hew (2004), it was found that
community members ceased to contribute when they received no immediate response
or comments to their entries in online discussion. Furthermore, according to Feenberg
(1987), the delay caused community members to feel that they were speaking into a
vacuum. Therefore, gradually, participants had lower motivation and interest in the
participation of the discussion. In conclusion, the lack of management made the
community members have difficulties in participating in the online discussion. Then,
the disappearance of community members’ responses or comments wore down

members’ initial excitement and caused them to leave the community gradually.

Conclusion

In the last part of this chapter, the summary of the study is first presented and
followed by several pedagogical implications on the basis of the findings of the study.
Subsequently, the limitations of the study and suggestions for future research are

provided.

Summary of the Study
This study explored four community members’ participation in one online
English learning community and their perceptions of the online experiences. By

various qualitative data collection techniques, including online observations,
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participants’ Facebook page entries, and semi-structured interviews, this study tended
to carefully elicit the four community members’ mediated actions and the underlying
factors influencing their process of participation. An activity theory approach was
employed as the analytical framework to map out the complex relationships among
individuals’ six components, namely subject, object, mediating artifacts, community,
rules, and division of labor, within their activity systems regarding their participation
in the online learning community. Furthermore, it also examined their perceptions
toward the online experiences and how their perceptions changed through the time
they joined the online English learning community.

The results of the study indicated that the mediated actions of the four
participants included (1) answering questions, (2) showing appreciation, (3) chatting,
(4) contributing knowledge, (5) asking questions, and (6) suggesting posting rules.
Among the six types of mediated actions, answering questions was the most
significant mediated action in their online participation. However, the Facebook
entries showed that different participants had particular mediated actions in the
learning community. Furthermore, from an activity theory perspective on community
members’ participation, it is found that many factors, including their personal agency;,
the objects they set for their participation, and contextual factors, interwoven by each
other influenced the for participants” mediated actions. Shaped by their individual
backgrounds and learning experiences, participants carried their own stories to
participate in the online learning community. The subject agency, learning experience,
influenced the objects they set for participation in the community and influenced their
use of artifacts. Additionally, contextual factors from the community where
participants were situated also largely influenced their mediated actions in the online
learning community. The appreciation from other community members encouraged

participants to keep getting involved in the online discussion while the criticism from
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other community members demotivated participants to keep participating in the online
discussion. The interaction with other community members in the online learning
community was critical to their participation.

As for the participants’ perceptions of participating in the learning community,
the results showed that participants perceived the online experiences differently
through the time they participated. At the beginning of their participation, participants
enjoyed their participation of the learning community a lot. They perceived the online
participation as a way to acquire a sense of achievement when answering questions
and to gain friendship from interacting with community members. However, through
the time they participated, the entries in the online learning community became
disordered and there was less and less interaction among community members.
Therefore, participants’ interest in participating was gradually diminished. At the later
stage of their participation, they perceived the online participation as routine work
without strong motivation. Finally, participants decreased their time and efforts to

participate in the online discussion of the learning community.

Pedagogical Implications

Although this study targeted at an out-of-class learning community, there are still
several pedagogical implications for language teachers. These implications could be
taken into consideration for educators who plan to use the innovative Internet tool,
Facebook, to build online language learning community in their classroom.

First, the findings of the present study demonstrated that participants’ subject
agency served as significant influence upon their participation. Students’ personal
background and learning experiences would naturally reflect in their participation of
the learning community. In this regard, teacher educators need to take students’

subject agency into consideration when integrating online learning communities into
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their classroom. For example, teachers should be aware that some students may post
fewer entries and they may hesitate to contradict their peers and teachers in a public
forum because they are not accustomed to discussion-based learning in online
community. Therefore, teachers should be prepared to build a warm atmosphere in the
online environment and help students overcome obstacles which are resulted from
their subject agency in their activity systems.

Second, contextual factors from community members’ situated community
served as another major influence on members’ participation in the online discussion.
The member interaction seemed to be a crucial element in community members’
participation. With the active interaction with other community members, students are
encouraged to participate in the online discussion more. For example, the appreciation
from peers supports students keep contributing to the online learning community.
Furthermore, active interaction between students enhances their interest and
willingness to participate in the online discussion. It is thus recommended that
teachers need to carefully design online activities which can enhance community
members’ interaction to arise students’ interest in participating in the online discussion
actively.

Third, according to the findings, the existence of the community moderator was
significant to the life of the community. The findings indicated that at the later stage
of the community, the interaction in the online learning community was not as active
as before due to the leave of the community founder. Thus, in order to keep the online
learning community alive, the community moderator should take the responsibility to
administer the community. In classroom, the online learning community moderator is
the teacher who needs to think carefully about how to create positive online
environment as well as organize and maintain the community activities to facilitate

students in the process of their participation. In other words, when integrating an
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online learning community into classroom, it is teacher’s responsibility to ensure that
the online learning community is in order and the interaction between students is

active.

Limitations of the Study

Although the present study provides some pedagogical implications to educators,
there are some flaws in the following aspects. First, the current study only
investigated the participation of four community members who usually provided
answers in the English learning Facebook page. Due to the difficulty of the participant
recruitment, the participants.in.the study did not include those community members
who actively asked questions in the learning community. The lack of involving these
people in this study might not well reflect all of the community members’ online
participation and their perceptions in general. Thus, the research results may not
represent the participation, underlying factors, and the perspective of most community
members. Second, the study did not invite the community founder. Exclusion of the
data from the community founder may overlook some crucial findings about the
growth of the online learning community and the perspective from the community
founder. It might not well grasp the picture of the online learning community,

including the perspective from both members and founders.

Suggestions for Future Research

This study was a pioneering effort to apply an activity theory perspective to
explore community members’ mediated actions and the underlying factors of their
mediated actions in an online learning community. In addition, community members’
perceptions of their online experiences were also examined. As noted in the previous

section, there were some limitations of the study. Therefore, for future research on
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related topics, several recommendations for further studies are suggested.

First, since the study did not contain the investigation to community members
who sought for answers in the community, future research is suggested to further
inquire these community members’ participation in the online English learning
community. Through these community members’ perspective, it is believed that their
mediated actions and the factors influencing their mediated actions as well as their
perceptions of the online experiences might be quite different from the participants in
the study. Second, future research is suggested to expand its research scope on the
community founder who may provide different point of view from community
members about the online experiences. In this way, the results of the research are
expected to profoundly provide a more complete picture on the mediated actions and

perceptions of community members and founder in an online learning community.

82



REFERENCES

Aalst, J., & Hill, C. (2006). Activity Theory as a framework for analyzing knowledge
building. Learning Environment Research, 9(1), 23-44.

Baker, P. (1999). Creating learning communities: The unfinished agenda. In B. A.
Pescosolido & R. Aminzade (Eds.), The social works of higher education (pp.
95-109). Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press.

Barab, S.A., Barnett, M., Yamagata-Lynch, L., Squire, K., & Keating, T. (2002).
Using activity theory to understand the contradictions characterizing a
technology-rich introductory astronomy course. Mind, Culture, and Activity, 9,
76-108.

Barab, S., Schatz, S., & Scheckler, R. (2004). Using activity theory to conceptualize
online community, and using online community to conceptualize activity theory.
Mind, Culture and Activity, 11(1), 25-47.

Basharina, O. K. (2007). Anactivity theory perspective on student-reported
contradictions in international telecollaboration. Language Learning &
Technology, 11(2), 82-103.

Blattner, G. & Fiori, M. (2009). Facebook in the language classroom: Promises and
possibilities. International Journal of Instructional Technology and Distance
Learning, 6(1), 17-28.

Brine, J., & Franken, M. (2006). Students’ perceptions of a selected aspect of a
computer mediated academic writing program: an activity theory analysis.
Australasian Journal of Educational Technology, 22(1), 21-38.

Brown, R. E. (2001).The process of community-building in distance learning classes.
Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks, 5(2), 18-35.

Bryce-Davis, H. (2001). Virtual learning communities. Proceedings of the Multimedia
in the Home Conference, TRLabs, August 22-24, 2002, Saskatoon,
Saskatchewan.

Booth, S. E. (2011). Cultivating Knowledge Sharing and Trust in Online Communities
for Educators: A Multiple-Case Study. Unpublished dissertation. North Carolina
State University, Raleigh, NC.

Cabrera, E.F., & Cabrera, A. (2005). Fostering knowledge sharing through people
management practices. International Journal of Human Resource Management,
16(5), 720-735.

Cheung, W.S., & Hew, K.F. (2004). Evaluating the extent of ill-structured problem
solving process among pre-service teachers in an asynchronous online

83



discussion and reflection log environment. Journal of Educational Computing
Research, 30(3), 197-227.

Choi, H., & Kang, M. (2007). Analyzing mediated-action with activity theory in a
digital learning community. International Journal for Educational Media and
Technology, 1(1), 27-34.

Choi, H., & Kang, M. (2010). Applying an activity system to online collaborative
group work analysis. British Journal of Educational Technology, 41(5),
776-795.

Clark, C., & Gruba, P. (2010). The use of social networking sites for foreign language
learning: An autoethnographic study of Livemocha. Proceedings of Ascilite,
Sydney, 164-173.

Creswell, J. W. (2007). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five
approaches. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.

Davis, R. (2009). Facebook. The Electronic Journal for English as a Second
Language, 13(3).

Denzin, N. K., & Lincaln, Y. S. (2003). Collecting and interpreting qualitative
materials (2" ed.). Thousand Qaks, CA: Sage.

Ducate, L., & Lomicka, L. (2008). Adventures in the blogosphere: From blog readers
to blog writers. Computer Assisted Language Learning, 21(1), 410-422.

Engestrom, Y. (1987). Learning by expanding: An activity-theoretical approach to
developmental research. Helsinki, Finland: Orienta-Konsultit.

Engestrom, . (1999). Activity theory and individual and social transformation. In Y.
Engestrom, R. Miettinen, & R. Punmamaki (Eds.), Perspectives on activity
theary (pp. 39-52). New York: Cambridge University Press.

Feenberg, A. (1987). Computer conferencing and the humanities. Instructional
Science, 16(2), 169-186.

Gillete, B. (1994). The role of learner goals in L2 success. In P. Lantolf & G. Appel
(Eds.), Vygotskian approaches to second language research (pp. 195-213).
Norwood, NJ: Ablex.

Godwin-Jones, R. (2008). Mobile computing technologies: Lighter, faster, smarter.
Language Learning & Technology, 12(3), 3-9.

Greenhow, C., Robelia, B., & Hughes, J. (2009). Learning, teaching, and scholarship
in a digital age. Educational Researcher, 38(4), 246-259.

Grossman, L. (2010, December 15). Person of the year 2010. Time, 176. Retrieved
December 25, 2010, from
http://www.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,2036683 2037183
00.html

Haneda, M. (2007). Modes of engagement in foreign language writing: An activity

84


http://www.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,2036683_2037183,00.html
http://www.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,2036683_2037183,00.html

theoretical perspective. The Canadian Modern Language Review, 64(2),
297-328.

Haythornthwaite, C., Kazmer, M. M., Robins, J., & Shoemaker, S. (2000).
Community development among distance learners: Temporal and technological
dimensions. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 6(1).

Hemmi, A., Bayne, S., & Land, R. (2009). The appropriation and repurposing of
social technologies in higher education. Journal of Assisted Learning, 25,
19-30.

Hewitt, J. (2005). Toward an understanding of how threads die in asynchronous
computer conferences. Journal of the Learning Sciences, 14(4), 567-589.

Hinduja, S., & Patchin, J. W. (2008). Personal information of adolescents on the
Internet: Quantitative content analysis of My Space. Journal of Adolescence, 31,
125-146.

Hoshi, M. (2003). Examining a mailing list in an elementary Japanese language class.
ReCall, 15(2), 217-236.

Hung, D., Tan, S. & Koh, T..(2006). From traditional to constructivist epistemologies:
a proposed theoretical framework based on activity theory for learning
communities. Journal of Interactive Learning Research, 17(1), 37-55.

Jee, M., & Park, M. (2009). Livemocha as an online language-learning community.
CALICO Journal, 26(2), 448-456.

Jonassen, D. H., & Rohrer-Murphy, L. (1999). Activity theory as a framework for
designing constructive learning environments. Educational Technology
Research and Development, 47(1), 61-79.

Kabilan, M.K., Ahmad, N., & Abidin, M.J.Z. (2010). Facebook: An online
environment for learning of English in institutions of higher education? Internet
and Higher Education, 13, 179-187.

Karasavvidis, L. (2008). Activity theory as theoretical framework for the study of
blended learning: A case study: Proceedings of the 6" International Conference
on Networked Learning, Greece, 198-202.

Kuutti, K. (1996). Activity theory as a potential framework for human-computer
interaction research. In B. A. Nardi (Ed.), Context and consciousness: Activity
theory and human-computer interaction (pp. 17-44). Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press.

Lantolf, J. P. (2000). Second language learning as a mediated process. Language
Teach, 33, 79-96.

Lantolf, J. P, & Genung, P. (2002). “I’d rather switch than fight”: An
activity-theoretic study of power, success, and failure in a foreign language. In
C. Kramasch (Ed.), Language acquisition and language socialization:

85



Ecological perspectives (pp. 175-196). New York: Continuum.

Lantolf, J. P., & Thorne, S. L. (2006). Sociocultural theory and the genesis of second
language development. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Leont’ev, A. N. (1981). The problem of activity in psychology. In J. V. Wertsch (Ed.),
The concept of activity in Soviet Psychology (pp. 37-71). Armonk, NY: Sharpe.

Leont’ev, D. A. (2003). Activity theory approach: Vygotsky in the present. In D.
Robbins & A. Stetsenko (Eds.), Voices within Vygotsky s non-classical
psychology: Past, present, future. New York: Nova Science Publishers.

Levin, T., & Wadmany, R. (2008). Teachers’ views on factors affecting effective
integration of information technology in the classroom: Developmental scenery.
Journal of Technology and Teacher Education, 16(2), 233-363.

Lock, J. V. (2002). Laying the groundwork for the development of learning
communities within online courses. The Quarterly Review of Distance
Education, 3(4), 395-408.

Masters, J. (2009). Using Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) to Frame
“SuperclubsPLUS”, an Online Social Network for Children. Paper presented at
the 9th IFIP World Conference on Computers in Education (WCCE 2009) Bento
Gongalves, RS, Brazil.

Mazer, J.P., Murphy, R.E., & Simmonds, CJ. (2007). I’ll see you on “Facebook”: The
effects of computer-mediated teacher self-disclosure on student motivation,
affective learning, and classroom climate. Communication Education, 56(1),
1-17.

McBride, K. (2009). Social-networking sites in foreign language classes:
Opportunities for re-creation. In L. Lomicka & G, Lord (Eds.), The next
generation: Social networking and online collaboration in foreign language
learning (pp. 35-58). San Marcos, Texas: CALICO.

McAlpine, H., Lockerbie, L., Ramsay, D., & Beaman, S. (2002). Evaluating a
Web-based graduate level nursing ethics course: Thumbs up or thumbs down?
The Journal of Continuing Education in Nursing, 33, 12-18.

McLoughlin, C., & Lee, M. (2007). Social software and participatory learning:
Pedagogical choices with technology affordances in the Web 2.0 era.
Proceedings ASCILITE Singapore 2007: December 2-5, 664-675.

McMillan, D. W., & Chavis, D. M. (1986). Sense of community: A definition and
theory. Journal of Community Psychology, 14, 6-23.

Miceli, T., Murray, S., & Kennedy, C. (2010) Using an L2 blog to enhance learners’
participation and sense of community. Computer Assisted Language Learning,
23(4), 321-341.

Mills, N. A. (2009). Facebook and the use of social networking tools to enhance

86



language learner motivation and engagement. Paper presented at the Northeast
Association for Language Learning Technology (NEALLT) Conference, Yale
University, New Haven, CT.

Murray, C. (2008). Schools and social networking: Fear or education? Synergy
Perspectives: Local, 6(1), 8-12.Nelson, C. P., & Kim, M. K. (2001).
Contradictions, appropriation, and transformation: An activity theory approach
to L2 writing and classroom practices. Texas Papers in Foreign Language
Education, 6(1), 37-62.

O’Reilly, T. (2005). What is Web 2.0? Design patterns and business models for the
next generation of software. Retrieved December 3, 2010, from
http://www.oreillynet.com/pub/a/oreilly/tim/news/2005/09/30/what-is-web-20.h
tml

Pegrum, M. (2009). Communicative networking and linguistic mashups on Web 2.0.
In M. Thomas (Ed.), Handbook of research on Web 2.0 and second language
learning (pp.80-118). New York, NY: Information Science Reference.

Petersen, S. A., Divitini, M., & Chabert, G. (2008). Identity, sense of community and
connectedness in a.community of mobile language learners. ReCall, 20(3),
361-379.

Petersen, S. A., Divitini, M., & Chabert, G. (2009). Sense of community among
mobile language learners, can blogs support this? International Journal of Web
Based Communities, 5(3), 428-445.

Rasulo, M. (2009). The role of community formation in learning processes. In M.
Thomas (Ed.), Handbook of research on Web 2.0 and second language learning
(pp.80-118). New York, NY: Information Science Reference.

Roth, W. M. (2004). Activity theory and education: An introduction. Mind, Culture,
and Activity, 11(1), 1-8.

Rovai, A. (2001). Building classroom community-as a distance: A case study.
Educational Technology, Research and Development, 49(4), 33-48.

Rovai, A. (2002). Development of an instrument to measure classroom community.
Internet and Higher Education, 5(3), 97-211.

Scanlon, E., & Issroff, K. (2005b). Activity theory and higher education: Evaluating
learning technologies. Journal of Computers Assisted Learning, 20(6), 430—439.

Schwier, R. A. (2002). Shaping the metaphor of community in online learning
environments. Paper presented at the International Symposium on Educational
Conferencing, The Banff Centre, Banff, Alberta.

Siemens, G. (2005). Connectivism: A learning theory for the digital age. International.
Retrieved July 10, 2010, from http://www.itdl.org/Journal/Jan_05/article01.htm

Silverman, D. (2003). Interpreting qualitative data: Methods for analyzing talk, text

87


http://www.oreillynet.com/pub/a/oreilly/tim/news/2005/09/30/what-is-web-20.html
http://www.oreillynet.com/pub/a/oreilly/tim/news/2005/09/30/what-is-web-20.html
http://www.itdl.org/Journal/Jan_05/article01.htm

and interaction (2" ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1998). Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and
procedures for developing grounded theory. Thousand Qaks, CA: Sage
Publications.

Storch, M. (2004). Using activity theory to explain differences in patterns of dyadic
interactions in an ESL class. The Canadian Modern Language Review, 60(4),
457-480.

Valkenburg, P., Peter, J., & Schouten, A. (2006). Friend networking sites and their
relationship to adolescents’ well-being and social self-esteem. CyberPsychology
& Behavior, 9(5), 584-590.

Vie, S. (2007). Engaging others in online social networking sites: Rhetorical
practices in MySpace and Facebook. Unpublished doctoral dissertation.
University of Arizona, Tucson, AZ.

Vonderwell, S. (2003). An examination of asynchronous communication experiences
and perspectives of students in an online course: a case study. Internet and
Higher Education, 6, 77-90.

WWygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind-in-society: The development of higher psychological
processes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

VWygotsky, L. S. (1981). The genesis of higher mental functions. In J. V. Wertsch (Ed.),
The concept of activity in soviet psychology (pp. 147-188). Armonk, NY:
Sharpe.

Wang, Q., & Woo, H. L. (2010). Supporting collaborative learning by using Web 2.0
tools. In E. Luzzatto & G. DiMarco (Eds.), Collaborative learning:
Methodology, types of interactions and techniques. Education in'a competitive
and globalizing world (pp. 301-316). New York, NY: Nova Publishers

Warschauer, M. (1998). Researching technology in TESOL: Determinist, instrumental,
and critical approaches. TESOL Quarterly, 32(4), /57-761.

Warschauer, M., & Grime, D. (2007). Audience, authorship, and artifact: The
emergent semiotics of Web 2.0. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 27, 1-23.

Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning and Identity.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Wilson, B. G, Ludwig-Hardman, S., Thornam, C. L., & Dunlap, J. C. (2004).
Bounded community: Designing and facilitating learning communities in formal
courses. The International Review of Research in Open and Distance Learning,
5(3).

Wyatt, G. (2005). Satisfaction, academic rigor and interaction: Perceptions of online
instruction. Education, 125, 460-468.

You, X., & Zhang, H. (2007). Online learning community building: A case study in

88



China. Canadian Social Science, 3(5), 2007.

Zeng, G., & Takatsuka, S. (2008). The emergence of an online learning community in
the EFL context. International Journal of Curriculum Development and
Practice, 10, 39-53.

Ziegler, S. (2007). The (mis)education of generation M. Learning, Media and
Technology, 32(1), 69-81.




APPENDICES

Appendix A
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Appendix B

English Version of Consent Form

Informed Consent Form

Dear participants,

| am a graduate student in the Master’s program in TESOL (Teaching English to
Speakers of Other Languages) at National Chaio Tung University, Taiwan. | am
currently conducting a research project for my master’s thesis. The project is to gain
an in-depth understanding of community members’ experiences and perceptions in an
online language learning community. The potential participants in this project are the
members of the Facebook page, “Oh, That is Not How We Say It in English?”
(http://www.facebook.com/poor.english). This research is expected to contribute
insight to the field of online language learning. Therefore, your participation is highly
appreciated.

To participate in this research, you will be asked to complete a survey concerning
your background information and your entries in this online community will be
collected for research. Besides, you will receive two to three interviews via online
messengers such as Windows Live Messenger or Skype and each interview will not
take longer than one hour.

Please note that your participation in this research is voluntary. If you feel
uncomfortable during the research, you can withdraw from the study at any point and
for any reason and all data will be returned or destroyed. In addition, the collected
data will be treated in a secure and confidential manner and only used for purpose of
this study. If you have any questions about the research study, please contact me, at
886-937-939-157 or emmawwyao@gmail.com or contact Dr. Ching-Fen Chang, my
advisor, at 886-3-5712121# 52715 or cfchang@mail.nctu.edu.tw.

If you agree to participate in this research, please complete the form on the next
page and mail it as an attachment to emmawwyao@gmail.com.Thank you very much!

Researcher: Emma Wei-Wen Yao
Advisor: Dr. Ching-Fen Chang
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I have read this form and I voluntarily agree to participate in this study. By signing
below | am giving consent to participate in the study.

Signature of Participant Date / /

Signature of Researcher Date / /

NOENT

\X 1896




Appendix C

Excerpts of Online Observation Filed Notes

Date:

2010.09.16

Description of Object:

Participant A gave a suggestion about the way of providing answers of the questions

posted by members. Participants A wrote,
“Please refer to the first line of the mission statement (below Batman's picture).
When it comes to replying to posts, try to avoid copying an entire block of text
as a reply. Although as useful as it is (and good practice to have references), it is
something people can do themselves.
Instead, paraphrase, offer analogies, stories, or paint a picture. Don't just stop at
'replicate’...”

This entry from Participant A seemed to aim at the way that one member used in

providing answers in the community.

Reflective Notes:

The conflict between Participant A and the member seems to originate from their
different perspective about learning or other else? I’m curious about why Participant
A wanted to suggest members to follow the posting rule. Also, I’'m curious about how
the member feels after reading this entry. Moreover, will the member change his way

of providing answers in the future?
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Appendix D

Questionnaire

Dear Participants,

Thanks very much for participation in this study. Here are questions to gain a brief
understanding of your background. Your answers are helpful for me to develop
follow-up interview questions. So please respond to the following questions as clearly
as possible. All information will be used for the research purposes only and will be
kept strictly confidential. Thank you for your support and participation.

Best regards,
Emma Wei-Wen Yao

1. Your name on Facebook (http://www.Facebook.com)

2. Gender | ™ j'

3. Age |16-20 j

. Fiish School -
4. Educational Ievel*‘ #h Schoo -

. Executive/Managerial -
5. Occupation * | J

6. What is your current location? How long have you been there?

| 2

7. What is your hometown? How long did you live there?
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10.

11.

12.

What is your first language?

|»

What is your second language?

What other languages do you speak?

How long have you been learning English? Where did you first start learning

English?

e of

Please describe your English level. e.g., beginning, intermediate or advanced

3
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13. How do you know this Facebook page?

L

=8

|

14. How often do you visit this Facebook page?

s

[« |
15. Why do you "like" this Facebook page?

L]

-
.

|

\S 896
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Appendix E

Interview Questions for Interview #1

Part One: Six Components of Participants’ Activity Systems

Subject

1. How do you define yourself in this Facebook page? Who are you within this
page? What role do you play in this page? Why do you define yourself like that?

Object

2. What purpose does this page serve for you?

3. What do you think is the purpose of this page?

4. Do you learn something useful from this page? What do you gain from
participating in this page? What do you change after you participate in this page?

Mediating Tools

5. What other online resources do you use when you post or reply to message in the
online discussion of the page?

Community

6. Does this page feel like a community to you? Why or why not?

7.  What does the word “community’” mean to you?

8. Do you think other members work together with you in this page?

Division of Labor

9. Do you go and check whao replies or “likes™ your posts? How do you feel about
their replies to your posts? Talk about one reply which impressed you most.

10. How.do you feel when other members correct your answer?

11. Have you ever experienced any conflicts in this page? How did you deal with
them?

12. What are the factors encouraging you to keep participating in the page?

Rules

13. Do you have any concerns when replying other members’ posts?

Part Two: Perception of the Online Community and the Online Experiences

14. How would you describe this page to someone who knows nothing about this
page?

15. You’ve participated in this page for several months. What do you usually do in
this page? Use a metaphor to describe your experiences in this page.

16. How do you feel about your experiences in this page?
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Appendix F

Interview Questions for Interview #2

Part One: Possible Changes of Participation and Perception

1. Do you perceive any differences of your participation during almost one year of
participating in this page? (e.g., the role you play, the time you invest in
participation, the purpose of your participation, the feeling of your
participation...) Can you give some examples?

2. What factors do you think make your changes?

3. Will you continue visiting this page and participating in the discussion of this
page? Why?

4.  What is your current perception of your participation and this page? Do you still
hold the same attitude, perception, and expectation on this page as what you held
at the beginning of your participation in this page? Why?

Part Two: Overall Participation Experiences

5. Were there any particular incidents impress you most or influence your changes
of participation or perception? How do you feel about these incidents?

6. What have you gained or learned from your participation in the discussion of this
page?
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