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Abstract:

The outbreak of the Covid-19 Pandemic has brought a shift in the way the
teaching and learning process has been conducted in the education field. Most
of the lessons are conducted in a digital context for the safety of both teachers
and students. Thus, this study aims to look into the impact of the pandemic on
students’ willingness to communicate (WTC) in English in a digital context in
a local higher education institution (HEIs) in Sabah, Malaysia. A qualitative
approach was employed in this study involving 25 pre-university students. The
data was obtained from a focus group interview and was later transcribed and
coded into dominant and sub-dominant themes. The findings revealed that the
students unanimously agreed that having classes in a digital context does affect
their WTC in English. It is hoped that these findings would give a better insight
to English language instructors (ELIS) to plan a conducive learning
environment that could facilitate students' WTC in a digital context.

Keywords:

WTC, Pre-University Students, Digital Context, Covid-19, Higher Education
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Introduction

Teachers and students are impacted in a variety of ways during classroom activities as a result
of the epidemic era's rapid shift from offline to online learning. Face-to-face instruction is being
phased out in favour of online classrooms, in which students learn through a variety of tools
and platforms, including group chat, digital classes, and video calls. In this case, teachers must
consider both the learning objective and the students' current circumstances when determining
the appropriate platforms. Meanwhile, students are being forced to abandon their previous
learning habits in real-world activities in favour of virtual ones that allow them to participate
in virtual presentations, discussions, and activities. Due to the fact that online classes have
altered the classroom environment, students should exhibit a different proclivity for virtual
communication during classroom activities. As such, the purpose of this research is to examine
students’ willingness to communicate (WTC) in a digital context despite the Covid-19 outbreak
in Sabah, Malaysia.

The general research objectives of the study are to,
a) discover the challenges faced by pre-university students during online class that affects
their WTC in English
b) Identify the solutions taken to overcome the problem.

The research questions of the study are;
a) What are the challenges faced by pre-university students during online class that affects
their WTC in English?
b) What are the solutions taken to overcome the problem?

English Language Teaching in Malaysia

English is widely known as a lingua franca or ‘world language’ and is widely spoken and
written by people across the globe, officially and personally. According to Thirusanku and
Md. Yunus (2012) English is an official language in 52 countries and has a wider distribution
compared to other spoken languages. Where English is spoken as a second language, English
is seen as an important and usually the official language but not the main language of the
countries. The example for countries where English is spoken as a second language are India,
the Philippines, Nigeria and Malaysia. These countries are ex-colonies of the United Kingdom
or the United States.

With regards to Malaysia, the English language has been given the status of a second official
language next to Bahasa Melayu which is the official language of the country. However, this
is argued by Wahi, O’Neill and Chapman (2011) that English language may not essentially be
the second language for Malaysian students as it could be the first, second, foreign or even
‘alien’ to some students. This is determined by the locality of where the students live. Students
from urban area for example have a wider exposure to the language compared to those who are
staying in the rural area. They have a wider contact to the English language and may come
from homes where English is used, that leads to their competency in communicating in English
(Gobel, Thang, Sidhu, Oon, & Chan,2013). On the other hand, students who live in rural areas,
are most likely be using their mother tongue as medium of communication in the houseful.
Compared to the students in the urban area, they have minimal or no contact to English outside
of school and they are not in the environment where they are able to practice the language
learnt in school. This has led to students unwilling to communicate in English as they have few
opportunities to use the language.
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However, due to the current pandemic outbreak, educators and students are ‘forced' to work
and study from home, utilising the digital platform to continue teaching and learning. As a
result, educational institutions are increasingly embracing and implementing online learning
(Vonderwell & Zachariah, 2005). Students' WTC in English have been influenced by having
classes online. A study conducted in Vietnam (Le et al., 2018) confirms that having classes in
a digital context appears to increase students' WTC in English compared to having face-to-face
classes.

Social Presence Theory

Social presence was first conceptualized by Short et al. (1976) and defined as the importance
of the interaction partners and their interpersonal relationship during a mediated conversation.
According to Short et al. (1976), intimacy and immediacy are the two core components of
social presence. These two concepts are closely related. Intimacy refers to the sense of
connectedness felt by interlocutors during an interaction, while immediacy refers to the
psychological distance between interlocutors. Both intimacy and immediacy are determined by
verbal and nonverbal cues such as facial expressions, voice, gestures, and physical appearance
(Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997). Short and colleagues argued that some media are better able to
convey these cues while others are not. They emphasized that social presence is a "property of
the medium itself" (Short et al., 1976, p. 65).

Short et al. (1976) were the first to describe social presence as the importance of the interaction
partners and their interpersonal relationship during a mediated discourse. The two essential
components of social presence, according to Short et al. (1976), are intimacy and immediacy.
These two ideas are inextricably linked. Interlocutors' feelings of togetherness during a contact
are referred to as intimacy, while the psychological distance between them is referred to as
immediacy. Both verbal and nonverbal clues, such as facial expressions, voice, gestures, and
physical appearance, determine intimacy and immediacy (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997). Short
and colleagues claimed that some media are better than others at conveying these indications.
They stressed the importance of social presence as a "feature of the medium itself" (Short et
al., 1976, p. 65).

Online social presence is defined as a degree of feeling connected to, observing, and reacting
to another person without being physically present in the same area when it comes to online
learning (Kim et.al., 2016; Tu & Mclsaac, 2002). In online education, social presence is
especially important since it helps to build a learning environment (Caspi & Blau, 2008). This
is supported by Le et al. (2018), who discovered that social presence has been investigated in
the context of online learning. Research studies have shown that there is also a link between
students' views of social presence and their perceptions of learning and learner satisfaction,
(Richardson & Swan, 2003; So & Brush, 2008). This is important because their social presence
influences their involvement during class (Le. et. al, 2018). With relation to students WTC in
English, the point brought forward by Le et. al (2018) is significant as it would also influence
students WTC in English with their peers and lecturers.

Willingness to Communicate L2 Model

Willingness to communicate (WTC) in a second language (L2) is a theoretical model based on
L1 WTC model of McCroskey and Baer (1985) and model describes the mental processes on
initiating communication in L2 in a pyramid shape.
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Figure 1: Willingness to Communicate in L2
Source: Maclntyre, Clement, Dornyei, Noels (1998)

Maclintyre proposed in 1994 that future researchers measure WTC by combining personality
characteristics with situational data (p. 140). This is due to the fact that these two variables are
linked and are determinants of learners' WTC. To this aim, one of the earliest important models
of L2 WTC (Maclntyre et al., 1998), which would have a significant impact on second language
research, viewed WTC as a combination of "transient and lasting impacts" (p. 546). "A
willingness to come into discourse with a certain person or persons at a precise time, utilising
an L2" is how L2 WTC is defined (Maclntyre, et al., 1998, p. 547).

Maclntyre et al. are the ones that came up with the idea of WTC (1998). They presented a range
of personality, affective, and situational factors that might be included into a six-layer
theoretical model, with each layer influencing the usage of the target language. The authors
show that both long-term and momentary effects drive communication willingness in this
model. According to Maclintyre et al. (1998), a language learner develops more control over
the act of communicating in the target language as they progress up the pyramid.

The model by Maclntrye et. al (1998) above illustrates the Willingness to Communicate inside
the classroom. The model, with six layers, has a total of twelve constructs (Maclintyre et al.
1998). In the model, Maclintyre et.al (1998) states communication behaviours as the top layer
of the model which not only refers to speaking activities, but also to other activities, such as
reading newspapers and watching TV in L2.

Behavioural intention in layer Il refers to Willingness to Communicate. This means that,
whether the student is willing to communicate with other people using L2 as medium of
communication.
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Apart from that, the variable in Layer Il indicates situated antecedents which immediately
influence the WTC which consist of Desire to Communicate with a Specific Person as well as
State Communicative Self-Confidence.

Pattapong (2013) mentions that the Desire to Communicate with a Specific Person depends on
situations where two types of motives operate. These motives are Affiliation and Control.
Affiliation refers to a need to establish a relationship with the speakers that comes from
integrative motives such as attractiveness, similarity, and familiarity, while Control refers to a
type of communication which depends on instrumental motives, such as more powerful
speakers, with the aim to manipulate each other when communicating by requiring their
assistance, cooperation or services.

State Communicative Self- Confidence is determined by State Anxiety and State Perceived
Competence. While State Anxiety refers to levels of worry in speaking in a specific situation,
which can be influenced by many factors, such as negative past experiences, State Perceived
Competence refers to how a person perceives their capacity to communicate at the moment of
speaking. These two situationally dependent variables are the most prominent determinants of
WTC as identified by Maclntyre (1994), Maclintyre & Charos (1996) which are the most
significant antecedents of WTC as confirmed by McCroskey and Richmond (1997,2007).

In Layer 1V, MaclNtyre et. al (1998) state that Motivational Propensities. MaclIntrye (1998)
describes this as consistent individual traits presented in many situations. This layer contains
three variables. The first variable is, Interpersonal Motivation which is determined by either
Control or Affiliation. The next variable is, Inter-group Motivation which is directly affected
by a particular group to which a person belongs and which is impacted by Intergroup Climate
and Intergroup Attitudes in layers below and also depends on either Control or Affiliation. The
last variable is L2 Self-Confidence which consists of two components, Cognitive and
Affective. The L2 self-confidence at this level is more stable than state communicative self-
confidence in the situational level.

Layer V, Affective-Cognitive Context in the WTC model includes three variables which are
Intergroup Attitudes, Social Situation, and Communicative Competence. With regards to
Intergroup Attitude, Gardner (1985) mentions that in order to learn L2, the speaker will mix
and identify with other members of the L2 community. On the other hand, feeling anxious to
assimilate and losing identity would be a strong reason to void from learning and applying the
L2. (Clement & Krudenier, 1985).

As for Social Situation, one’s experience in a social situation may result to positive or negative
influence of one’s WTC in the L2. Positive experience results to increasing one’s confidence
in initiating a conversation in the target language whereas negative experience may hinder one
to WTC in the target language. Communicative Competence refers to the speaker’s
grammatical and social knowledge and skill on how and when to use utterances appropriately.

Lastly, layer VI of the model, Social and Individual Context, comprises of two variables which
are, Intergroup Climate and Personality. Intergroup Climate reflects the special characteristics
of the bilingual context, where the issue of availability of the language or linguistic vitality
(Structural characteristics of the community), as well as attitudes towards ethnic groups
(Perceptual and affective correlates), becomes important. Kogila (2018) mentions that this

layer has the most significant because it shows the communication between the individual and
Copyright © GLOBAL ACADEMIC EXCELLENCE (M) SDN BHD - All rights reserved
25



Journal of Information System

and Technology Management JISTM
EISSN: 0128-1666

Volume 6 Issue 23 (November 2021) PP. 21-33
DOI: 10.35631/JISTM.623002

Special Issue: Foundation Program Education Post-Covid-19: Issues and Opportunities
the society. This is further supported by Clement and Kruidenier (1985) as he commented that
the opportunity to apply the L2 can be achieved through societal context. With relation to
intergroup climate, Gardner and Clement (1990) mention that comprehensive intergroup
relations promote learning of L2 whereas inferior intergroup relation may affect the motivation
to learn and communicate in the L2. In terms of personality, the speakers’ natural
characteristics whether one is introvert or extrovert, can determine the degree of L2 learning
and their WTC in the target language (Maclntrye & Charos, 1996)

Another aspect that helps to explain how people react to and communicate with members of
their own cultural group as well as out-group members is their personality. Some personality
factors that influence second language learning and desire to speak in that second language
include extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability, and openness to
experience (Maclntyre & Charos, 1996; Lalonde & Gardner, 1984). Ehrman and Oxford (1990)
add to this by stating that various personalities may have varying amounts of willingness to
learn a second language, as well as variable levels of competency and/or conscientiousness.

Methodology

A qualitative approach was used in this study to discover students’ WTC in English in a digital
context at a local Higher Education Institution in Sabah, Malaysia. The study included 25
participants; whose identities were classified in order to protect their confidentiality.

To collect the empirical data, a semi-structured interview method was used, allowing the
researcher to obtain more in-depth information that corresponded with the study's objective.
According to Creswell (2014), a semi-structured interview allows the researcher to delve into
the feedback provided by the participants, as well as provide specific feedback from the
participants. The interview was conducted online using Google Meet as the platform for
interview. The questions of the semi-structed interview was adapted from Saidi (2018) on
students’ WTC.

The procedure for data analysis that follows begins with inductive analysis of audio recordings
of interviews with respondents that have been transcribed into text form. Thematic
categorisation was performed on each respondent's transcription using coding that resulted in
the emergence of specific themes. The researcher obtained the main themes and supporting
themes presented by the participants at the end of the process.

Table 1 below shows the demographic profile of the participants involved in the study. A total
of 10 participants were involved in the semi-structured interview, where a total of 4 of the
participants were male and 6 of the participants were female. 3 of the participants scored A+,
2 scored A, 1 scored A-, 2 of the participants scored B+ and 2 of the participants scored B for
their English subject.
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Table 1: Demographic Profile of Participants

Variable Frequency Percentage
(%)
Gender
Male 4 40
Female 6 60
SPM Results
A+ 3 30
A 2 20
A- 1 10
B+ 2 20
B 2 20

Findings and Discussion

The study's findings contributed to empirical data on students' WTC in English in a digital
classroom by discussing the solutions and challenges that students faced in an ESL digital
classroom during the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic that may have hampered their WTC
in English. The semi-structured interview data revealed two dominant themes: (a) the
challenges of WTC in English in an ESL digital classroom and (b) the solutions used to
overcome those challenges.

Challenges in Students’ WTC in English in A Digital Context

Under the theme challenges of WTC in English in an ESL digital classroom, the researcher has
identified 3 sub themes which are (i) which are lack of opportunity to communicate in English
and (ii) lack of motivation. Figure 1 below further illustrates the sub themes mentioned.

Sub Themes

Lack of opportunity to

communicate in English

Lack of motivation

Figure 1: Challenges in Students’ WTC in English in A Digital Context
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Lack of Opportunity to Communicate in English
The findings indicated that out of the 10 participants interviewed, 9 agreed that one of the
challenges they face when learning in a digital environment is the lack of opportunities to
communicate in English with not only their friends, but also with other people.

Table 2: Lack of Opportunity to Communicate in English

Participant Excerpts
2 I lost the opportunity to communicate in English. This is because the
session was not conducted face to face.
4 I do find myself talking less during online classes in comparison to
physical classes
3 For my family and I, we would communicate using Malay language

rather than the English language. Thus, | have not been speaking
English for a while and due to this, | became more comfortable with
Malay language and find it hard to start speaking English again.

5 The pandemic definitely affected my willingness to communicate in

English during online class, mainly because of the lack of interaction

as compared to physical classes.

Not able to meet people to practice the language

7 During online classes, not only do | feel reluctant to turn on my web
cam but the amount of chances to speak up during the class with my
tutor mates are almost none. Thus, communicating verbally or
through chat is almost impossible to me.

8 I cannot see others’ expression when I’'m speaking or presenting and
I'm afraid that I made a lot of mistakes with the grammar or
vocabulary for example.

9 During online classes, we just sat in chairs, looked at laptop screens
and focused on lectures. So, there is no opportunity for us to
communicate with other students and hear others talk to their friends
like we go to class.

(o3}

Table 2 above show some narrative excerpts taken from the interview regarding their lack of
opportunity to communicate in English. Based from the excerpts above, it could be seen that
the participants (as stated by participant 2, 4 and 5) prefer to communicate in English face to
face rather than via an online platform. However, as the mode of teaching and learning has
shifted, the opportunities for practising the English language in a real-world setting have
reduced. Not able to see each other face-to-face has also affect their WTC in English as they
are not able to see other people’s reaction when they are speaking or presenting. (as stated by
participant 8). This is because during lesson, the students are not made compulsory to turn own
their webcam (as stated by participant 7). As a result, this has had an effect on their WTC in
English.

Lack of Motivation and Social Presence
According to the findings of the semi-structured interview, it was discovered that students'
WTC in English was also influenced by their level of motivation in the classroom setting. The
lack of interaction with other people as a result of the fact that classes are held at home means
that most participants feel cut off from the outside world because they are unable to socialise
with their peers. They have become lonely and bored as a result of spending the majority of
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their time at home, which has negatively impacted their motivation to learn. Their classmates
are also unfamiliar to them due to the fact that their classes have been conducted online since
the beginning of the semester of their course, which has prevented them from becoming
acquainted with their classmates on a more personal level. Their motivation has also been
hampered by the fact that they do not understand what has been taught online as opposed to in
a physical face-to-face class environment. In terms of their social presence, students would
only be 'present’ actively if their names were called upon by their lecturer to answer a specific
question on a specific topic (as stated by participant 1). Because they do not know each other,
there may also be a lack of social presence on the part of the students (as stated by participant
7). Because they may be concerned about being judged by their peers, they may find it difficult
to speak up during class. Their social presence during online class was also affected by the
distractions that they face at home that may hamper their focus and concentration in class. The
table below show some narrative excerpts taken from the interview with relation to lack of
motivation and social presence.

Table 3: Lack of Motivation and Social Presence
Participant Excerpts
1 I usually remain quiet and just watch everything go on, leaning more
to only being able to speak up when my name is being called upon for
an attendance check or to answer a specific question

7 Most likely that me and my tutor mates have never met face to face
due to quarantine. So it’s difficult to start knowing each other
4 online classes make me not motivated to join the learning session.

This is because the session was not conducted face to face. Sometimes,
it makes me not attracted to the learning session and makes me not
participate in the class.

5 Due to distractions at home, | am quite unwilling to ask any questions
that 1 am unclear of as | am afraid to be a nuisance to my other
classmates.

6 I had less opportunity to socialize with other students making my

English less utilized as our microphones and cameras shut

Solutions Used to Overcome Challenges

Another major theme that emerged from the interview was the solutions used to overcome the
challenges that the participants faced that could have an impact on their WTC in English in a
digital setting. This has resulted in two sub-themes: (i) self-motivation to improve English. (2)
Communicate in English with family and friends. Figure 2 depicts the sub-themes mentioned
above in greater detail.
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Sub Themes

Self-motivation to improve

Pl

/ English

\ﬂ Communicate in English

with family and friends

Figure 2: Solutions Used to Overcome Challenges

Self-Motivation to Improve English

A solution exists for every problem and can be found at any point in time. Following the
interview, it was discovered that, despite having difficulties attending classes online, which has
had an impact on their WTC in English when communicating online, the participants stated
that they have been able to overcome the obstacles by figuring out how to get themselves back
on track while still maintaining their ability to communicate effectively in English. According
to participant 3, 8, and 9, some of the steps taken include reading English books, seeking help
from friends when needed in terms of grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation as mentioned
by participant 2, preparing for class in order to get into the mood as mentioned by participant
4, and listening to English songs. The steps taken by the participants to self-motivate
themselves in order to improve their English are illustrated in the table that follows.

Table 4: Self-Motivation to Improve English
Participant Excerpts

3 | had started reading again to enhance my English skills. Whenever |
encounter difficult vocabulary, I would Google the meaning so | can
increase my vocabulary knowledge. In the end, | was able to overcome
my problem in communicating in English during online class.

2 | refer to my friends by asking for help to see if my grammar and
vocabulary were correct and | practice a lot so that my pronunciation
is also correct. | also read a lot of English novels to improve my
English.

4 the way | handle it is to always prepare before the class starts. If the
class was in the morning, | will make sure | take a bath and breakfast
first. I also prepare the material for the class

9 To overcome this problem, I took the time to listen to English music
and read articles and notes in English until | became accustomed to
English.
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8 Other than that, | had started reading again to enhance my English
skills. Whenever | encounter difficult vocabulary, | would Google the
meaning so | can increase my vocabulary knowledge.

Communicate in English with Family and Friends

Communicating English with family and friends is another subtheme identified to improve
students’ WTC. Because the students have indicated that they lack opportunities to
communicate in English due to the constraints that they face during online class, they have
taken the initiative to communicate in English with their family members as well as make the
effort to get to know their classmates in order to break the ice and feel more comfortable
communicating with them. Participant 8 stated, for example, that she would video call her
friends and communicate with them in English. In contrast to participant 5, who stated that
speaking to lecturers in practise is more effective because English would have to be used out
of formality.

Table 5: Communicate in English with Family and Friends

Participant Excerpts

1 English has been a loved language to me since | was little and | have
practiced it with my family and friends from time to time,

4 I've made effort in befriending others to better understand them and
have a sense of comfort with their presence.

9 Sometimes | speak in English with my relatives.

8 I would video call my friends and communicate with them in English.

5 I find English communication to be more utilized when

communicating with lecturers out of formality. | think the approach
to overcoming this is just by contacting the lecturers more often to
build up the courage to communicate in English.

Conclusion

The study's findings revealed that having classes in a digital setting has had a significant impact
on students, which may influence their WTC in English. The interview findings revealed two
major challenges that students faced in a digital context: a lack of opportunities to communicate
English with other people, and a lack of motivation and social presence during class. Aside
from that, the study's findings have also highlighted the solutions used by students to overcome
their ordeal in their WTC in English in a digital setting. Students' self-motivation in improving
their English, which includes reading English books, listening to English songs, and watching
English movies, was one of the two main solutions implemented. Aside from that, another
solution was to practise communicating in English with family and friends. Despite having to
take classes online, these solutions are hoped to assist them in overcoming their difficulties and
improving their WTC in English.
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