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Abstract

Online communications have been widely researched in different education contexts during the
last two decades. Together with the development of emerging technology, educational applications
have received a huge change in e-communication modes, from unidirectional to interactive
websites, asynchronous to synchronous exchanges, and stand alone to networked real-time
simulations. These have constituted a platform for the development of online social life and
communities. To take advantage of this environment for educational benefits, this study
particularly attempts to investigate the habitual behaviors of undergraduates in Vietnam who study
English as a Foreign Language when they interact with a Moodle site during an English course.
It specifically focuses on students" expectations and awareness of online communication, their
preferences related to instant messenger and blogging, and influential impacts on the formation
of the online communities. Qualitative data from individual interviews and document analyses
have shown that students prefer to use synchronous communication modes and look for instant
responses regardless of how often they go online. In addition, the shaping of the online educational
communities needs a lot of support, reinforcement, and nurture from the facilitators and real life
connections. Finally, the discussion suggests a possible analytical framework for online learning
community investigation.
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With the non-stop advancement in Information and Communication Technology (ICT) during the
last decades, humans have been provided with numerous educational platforms such as CD/DVD
players, projectors, and software applications and different means of e-communication such as email,
discussion board, chatting, blogging, messaging, and social networking. A lot of attempts to take
advantage of ICT for educational purposes have therefore been documented. However, its
applications are still limited in the area of second language (L2) training in developing countries
such as Vietnam where technology infrastructure in education has not been well-developed, and L2
students have not properly grasped necessary skills to involve themselves effectively in the
technology provided.

Therefore, this exploratory study attempts to document the awareness and behaviors of Vietnamese
students in higher education when they participate in a virtual learning environment. It also
investigates the formation of this environment and mediated factors. The documentation can then
be used to inform pedagogical practices, facilitating students’ engagement and increasing their
learning outcomes. Using a sample of L2 students and employing an interpretive paradigm, this
paper begins with a brief discussion on the development of ICT infrastructure in Vietnam and the
reason for online technology adopted for investigation. It then continues with a critical review of the
literature in online communication and computer assisted language learning (CALL) to set out the
significance of the current study. After presenting the research design and reporting the results, it
highlights several issues in the discussion section and puts forward important considerations for
future research in the conclusion.

CONTEXT

Figure 1. The Arrivals of Emerging Technology
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With a centralized mechanism and recent efforts in education investment, Vietnam makes the scene
of its technology availability and usage in educational settings generally different from that in other
countries. Since the popular arrival of cassette players at schools long time ago, technological
equipment such as CD player, video player, and overhead projector has not been found to follow as
in many developed countries. Only a few PCs were installed for administrative work. Therefore, the
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ICT infrastructure in schools even at the higher education level was poorly equipped up to late 2005.
In contrast, many families started to afford a personal computer (PC) for their children at home in
early 2000, when numerous educational software applications were developed. More recently, the
popular presence of the internet in the country and the very affordable broadband offers from local
providers have made PCs or even laptops and portable devices become part of children’s life in
many families, particularly in big cities. Consequently, there was a big gap between students’ use
of computer technology at home and at school except for those majoring in information technology-
related areas. A general comparison is presented in Figure 1.

The ICT investment in private and public schools reflected a competitive race between these two
school sectors. The private school sector began setting up its own ICT infrastructure in mid 2000s
while this investment in the public school sector started in late 2008. As the private sector was self-
funded, it was more flexible in using its budget to compete with the public sector. A few years later,
acknowledging the advantages of ICT in education, preparing strategic development plans, and
being approved by the government, the national education authority commenced setting up the ICT
system across school levels with a stronger emphasis on tertiary education. This was marked by the
decree No 55/2008/CT- BGDDT, which provided directives on the establishment and usage of ICT
in education. It was expected that most educational institutions would be fully equipped by 2012.

Being lately constructed, the ICT system in education in Vietnam inherited most of the modern
technology. It moved from a very poor technology-equipped situation to a modern one with
networked computers and fiber optic cable internet connection. Although the software management
system has not been properly designed, the hardware infrastructure and internet connection are
expected to be exemplary. Therefore, the technology that is and will be adopted by local educators
is the online one which features the e-communication modes, web 2.0, social networking, and
mobile technology. This is reinforced by students’ current usages of computers at home such as
taking part in discussion boards of interests, instant messaging, and blogging. The selection of online
technology was also pedagogically based as online technology would facilitate personalized
learning (Robertson, Webb, & Fluck, 2007) and provide students a collaborative environment to
construct knowledge through self-projection (Garrison & Anderson, 2003), active participation, and
negotiation (Oliver, 2001; Vygotsky & Kozulin, 1986). Taking these social and educational factors
into consideration, this study focused on the online technology and L2 students’ behaviors in that
virtual world.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Networked Communication

Human networked communication, the process of transferring or exchanging ideas via ICT tools,
has been widely researched from different disciplines. In L2 education particularly, the integration
of local networked communication into school programs has been indicated to give students more
opportunities to express ideas (Kern, 1995) with richer linguistic production (Beauvois, 1992),
increase their course engagement (Sullivan & Pratt, 1996), and enhance their oral proficiency (Payne
& Whitney, 2002). Recently, the employment of different communication channels via internet such
as blog, wiki, instant messenger (IM), massively multiplayer online game (MMOG) and social
network, has been identified to provide students with vocabulary resources embedded in rich
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simulated contexts (Purushotma, 2005), increase their confidence, help them recognize language
genres (Lam, 2004), and enable them to use L2 more successfully (Hanna & de Nooy, 2003).

Cybercommunity Investigations

As communication is always associated with interlocutors’ context, interpretation and error
(Marshall, 2008), a number of recent studies have attempted to inform educators by historically
describing the establishment and operation of cybercommunity such as weblog or blog (e. g.,
Downes, 2004; Mortensen, 2008; Mortensen & Walker, 2002), discussion forum (e. g., Bhappu,
Ebner, Kaufman, & Welsh, 2009), social network (e. g., Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Ellison, Steinfield,
& Lampe, 2007), IM (e.g., Baron, Squires, Tench & Thompson, 2005; Jacobs, 2008; Lewis & Fabos,
2005), and MMOG (e. g., Ducheneaut, Moore, & Nickell, 2004; Steinkuehler, 2008). Emerging
from studies of this new genre of computer mediated communication (CMC) was the inquiry of
socio-cultural investigations and related networked-mediated attributes for a better understanding of
this non-physically existent community (Bakhtin & Holquist, 1990; Thomas, 2008).

As a result, different theoretical traditions have been drawn on to help researchers elicit insights of
the cybercommunity and its communicative transactions. These included broad discussions such as
the revisited tension between humanist and behaviorist approach in online situations (Shedletsky &
Aiken, 2004), feminist theory (as discussed in Rosser, 2006), Vigotsky-derived theory (Hull &
Saxon, 2009), the community of practice (Wenger, 1999) as employed in Thomas (2005), and the
flow experience of Csikszentmihalyi (2000) (as discussed in Voiskounsky, 2008). On a more
operationalized level was the development of different frameworks such as the three spatial
dimensions of online community, namely ontological, social and metaphorical spaces (Gotved,
2002), the integrated cyberconflict framework which was derived from social movement theory,
conflict theory and media theory (Karatzogianni, 2006), and the online community framework
(Souza & Preece, 2004) developed from semiotic theory (Eco, 1976) to name a few. These indicated
that the topic has been examined from various perspectives, ranging from philosophy, media, and
critical sociology to ethnography, discursiveness, psychology, socio-cultural perspective, and
education (Thomas, 2008).

Cyber Communication in Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL)

Despite being substantially researched in various disciplines, cyber communication in L2 education
has not been empirically investigated. Depicted in contemporary CALL research were several
critical issues. Substantial reviews have shown that there was a quite weak judgment on the choice
of a technology in relation to the course objectives (Stockwell, 2007). In addition, the selection of
variables to be examined was often inappropriately located in the research design; and the results
reported were very ambiguous (Felix, 2005). Furthermore, inadequate attention was paid to learners’
level of ICT capability although most of them were novices to CALL (Hubbard, 2005).

Given the immaturity of CMC research in L2 education, the complicated diversity of theory
employed in research, and cultural differences, it is necessary to document more research focusing
on L2 students’ expectation of and behaviors in cybercommunication. In addition, any possible
relationship between students’ online activities with their daily offline practices needs to be taken
into account. This means the socio-cultural richness of local contexts can be employed to understand
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the ICT usage pattern because of its central roles in online communicative exchanges (Bakhtin &
Holquist, 1990; Thomas, 2008). It even becomes more important for Asian contexts due to its
diversified culture and the increasing number of online users but small number of investigations.

THE PRESENT STUDY
Research Questions

The study aimed to investigate the habitual behaviors of undergraduate students in Vietnam who
studied English as a Foreign Language (EFL) when they interacted with a Moodle 1.9 site during an
English course. It attempted to address (i) students’ expectations and awareness when
communicating online; (ii) their favorite communication modes in online technology; and (iii)
possible mediating factors for the formation of their cybercommunities. The research design also
allowed other learning variables to be examined, but they are not reported in this paper.

Subjects

The subjects of the study were 247 EFL undergraduate students in a public university in Vietnam.
Most of them were from 18 to 19 years old and in the second semester of their candidature. All of
them enrolled in the Listening — Speaking course and were divided into five groups which were
taught by three lecturers. Their classes met once a week during 16 weeks and each meeting lasted
for four hours. They had not worked with any Learning or Course Management System (LMS or
CMYS) as part of their school activity prior to this study.

Measurements

The study employed a mixed method design, including a short demographic survey, documents
derived from the LMS reports and email exchanges during the course, and semi-structured
individual interviews by the end of the course. The survey consists of items to describe the sample
such as gender, age range, and self-rated level of computer proficiency. The reports generated from
LMS include login error details, global forum statistics, and course activities statistics. Relevant
communication with the webmaster via email and IM regarding technical supports were documented.
The interview comprises three groups of guided questions to elicit students’ expectations when
taking part in the virtual space, their preferences on using certain modes of online communication
and factors associated with their cybercommunities. The assessment of each variable is indicated in
the following sections.

As the study attempted to document local students’ expectation and behaviors as they worked with
the LMS, the data process was designed to accommodate different responses from the subjects.
Therefore, the semi-structured interview was selected to gain access to the participants’ mind and
extract their thoughts and preferences (Tuckman, 1999). The interview questions were piloted with
two students from the same cohort before the main interview data was collected for content
validation. All of the interviews were conducted by the same researcher. The interviewees were also
advised to possibly use any English words or phrases that they thought more convenient to express
themselves although the interview language was their mother tongue. In addition, the interviewer
paid serious attention to the local socio-cultural characteristics during every interview such as
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relationship maintenance, cheerful atmosphere, and appropriate motivating stimuli. All of these data
were then located in a situation which was profiled by the data from the demographic survey and
LMS reports.

Awareness and expectation investigations

Students’ awareness of taking part in the LMS was initially examined by analyzing the login error
report and their selection of using a communication mode to achieve a purpose. It was also addressed
by students’ interview responses, concerning their decision on posting either a text message or a
voice message in a thread. Their expectation in the pre- ,while- and post-phases of the online
participation processes was elicited by the first group of interview questions such as “How often do
you access the LMS, and what do you often want to see or get from it?”’ and “What do you hope for
after completing a task or posting a message on LMS?”

Communication mode preference investigations

Students’ favorite modes of online communication were described by retrospective descriptions of
their online daily habits. They were asked to re-tell a normal process of their going online by
responding to the second group of interview questions such as “When you would like to go online,
you turn on your computer and what do you often do next? What do you often do after that and what
for?” and “If you have something interesting or sad and would like to share with the others, how
would you do that?” All modes of online communication identified in each conversation such as
IM, email, blog, forum were noted, and the reasons for using each of them in a certain order were
explored. The communication modes that students often used to seek technical support were also
documented to include in the analysis.

Cybercommunity formation investigations

The formation of online communities was investigated from both the LMS and other anticipated
social networks. First, observation was done on the community development within each class and
across the classes of the same course. Participation in each community was analyzed in consideration
with the roles of lecturers in charge. Second, in the last section of the interview, the interviewees
were asked to name some of the online communities that they had ever been involved with as a
member, why they joined, and how they built up and maintained their connections with other
members. The main questions were “Do you participate in any social network? What do you often
do with that and what for? " 1f they did not have any social network, they were also asked why they
did not. The relationship between their real life contacts and online contacts was also addressed in
the interview session.

Procedures

The Vietnamese version of the demographic survey which had undergone a back-translation process
was distributed to the participants at the beginning of the course. After that, students’ email
addresses were collected and students’ LMS accounts were generated from a Moodle site which had
been set up and trialed for six months. They were told to expect an email which provided their own
account information and general details about how to access, navigate the site and seek support by
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the end of the first week. A demo tutorial about all the functions of the site was conducted in each
class in the second week. A question and answer section was followed and technical support was
provided to both students and lecturers during the course to minimize technical barriers.

The LMS site was hosted in the same city where the participants were staying to facilitate loading
speed. Players for the Voice of America (VOA) and British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) radio
channels were integrated. A randomly shown clip box from YouTube was also added to the home
page of the site. In addition, the default blog module of Moodle was replaced by the OU blog, giving
students more flexible options such as allowing comment and setting visibility level for each entry.
A function for posting voice messages, using NanoGong technology, was also included in the site.
This module allowed students to record their talk in an audio file, replay it and embed it in their
posting with a few clicks, instead of typing in the message.

The site was password-protected and structured into three main sections, namely personal section,
class section, and public section. The first one allowed each student to update a number of personal
details such as nickname, favorites, IM username, blog url. The second section could be accessed
by only members of each respective class. It featured a number of activities facilitated by the class
lecturers and was the place for students to perform their learning. The public section included a
notice board, a technical support forum, a general discussion forum, a chat room, and a global blog.
A separate section for lecturers was also created to maintain the discussions among lecturers and the
webmaster. In addition, every site member could always track the login records of the others with a
simple click.

The activities from LMS started in the third week and prolonged to the end of the course. It weighted
15 percent in the course score for the first four classes and was totally optional for students in the
fifth class. By the end of the course, students were invited to take part in an individual interview and
several responded, except for the fifth class. The interview conversations were transcribed and
translated into English. Reported in this study were the four cases from the first four classes. The
selection of these cases was based on the richness of the data produced by the subjects.

RESULTS

There was a total of 247 students enrolled in five classes, but only 147 students (118 females and 29
males) responded to the survey. This balance between males and females corresponded to the normal
gender distribution in an EFL major in Vietnam generally. These students rated their level of
computer proficiency (general skills such as MS Office, web, chat, email, blog...) as a little above
average (M=3.12, given Maverage=3). Most of them thought that their computer skills were average
(63.3 percent); others thought that their skills were either good (21.1 percent) or very good (3.4
percent). Only 19 students rated their computer skills as bad and very bad, taking 8.2 percent and
4.1 percent of the total sample respectively.

Although the LMS outline for every class was almost similar, students’ participation in each class
was varied. The virtual class outline was structured into six categories, namely course
administration, sharing learning experience, improving listening skills, improving speaking skills,
group presentations and short tests and quizzes. Each category included subcategories, depending
on the lecturers. Students in the first four classes regularly took part in the LMS activities, but only
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14 out of 36 students in the fifth group (whose participation was totally nonobligatory) accessed the
LMS. Their level of access was also very limited in both public and class sections. Their postings
were found in the public section only, not in their own class page.

Awareness and Expectation
Technological awareness

Log file analyses indicated that many students were not aware of their login accounts. There were
221 login attempts using odd username patterns by 80 student turns. These usernames included full
email address, part of email address, full name with blanks, and username or nickname from
somewhere else. In several cases, up to seven or eight consecutive attempts of an odd username
were identified. Some students used their own email accounts, instead of their LMS accounts, to log
in the LMS and had to seek technical support after several failures. One student even forwarded her
account details to another person and asked him to communicate with the webmaster although she
did not have any problem. She was not aware of revealing her personal details and violating the
course requirements when doing that.

Examining the communication between the webmaster and students via email and IM also brought
the issue of technological awareness into account. Several students insisted that their email addresses
did not include .vn at the end although this was clearly indicated in their mailboxes. Many others
who failed to seek technical support via IM due to the unavailability of the service at certain times
did not use the alternative communication mode. They did not leave any details that enabled the
webmaster to track their account details later to provide support either. Therefore, many technical
conversations were unintentionally divided into different pieces, carried out time by time. These
examples indicated that a group of students encountered even basic technical problems, while the
majority of them did not.

Content awareness

The qualitative differences between thread starting postings and thread replying postings were
clearly presented across virtual classes. While the thread starting messages were often seen in the
form of a paragraph or two and rich in contents, most of the replies were short, normally in the form
of a phrase, a sentence or two. Some students also reported that they often came to the site to post
their messages, read comments from the others on their previous messages and reply if necessary.
They were not quite interested in reading their classmates’ postings. Some others were relatively
selective in clicking on a thread to read or joining an activity.

No voice message was posted across the five classes during the course with different reasons,
indicating different levels of participation awareness. Some students reported that they did not know
about the availability of the voice message facility. Some reported that they knew about the facility
but did not have necessary equipment such as microphone and speakers to be able to record their
talks. Some others recorded their talks but did not post the files due to insufficient confidence or
potential criticism from their peers. Two of the responses to the question “Why didn’t you post any
voice message?” are included below.

Student D:
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“First, it is fine to type my messages. Second, other people may not understand what I say
[if I post my voice message]. Third, I do not like to listen to my voice. Online text messages
are just the same for everyone, no personality can be revealed.”

Student Th:
“After recording my talk, I feel that it is very different from my real voice or not as good as
my real voice. And the main reason is that I am not confident enough with my pronunciation.
[...If] I become the first person posting voice messages, others will think that I am too
arrogant because my voice is not sweet enough, and my pronunciation is not totally accurate.’

’

Expectation

Students’ level of expectation about the LMS was very different, resulting from seeing it as a
compulsory uninteresting course component to a joyful and useful playground to engage in. Further
investigations on this variable showed that the feeling of having to work with the LMS did not
always produce the feeling that the site was uninteresting and useless. Similarly, the feeling of
enjoying the site did not always come from the eye-catching interface or the interesting contents.
Students’ expressions of attitude toward the LMS and their behaviors are presented below to frame
their mixed expectations.

Student T indicated that because regular participation in virtual class activities was required, LMS

became the first site that he came to every time he went online. However, that did not prevent him

from enjoying surfing the LMS, posting messages, sharing video clips, and commenting on his peers’
postings. This experience was similar to that of student H, who often went to the site for the lecturer’s

postings and took part in those discussion threads. These reflected a move from an outsider to an

insider of the community, gradually establishing relationships and controlling the situation (as

presented in Bhappu et al., 2009). On the contrary, student Th said that she did not care much about

the LMS and “always came to it at last” every time she went online. She sometimes shut down the

computer without logging into the LMS even though it was her plan to check what was going on in

her virtual class initially.

Similar to the blogging students of Burgess (2006), the level of LMS access in this study was
different from one student to another. Some did not go to the site regularly because they considered
it as an out-of-plan or leisure activity (student H and Th respectively). Meanwhile, two other students
(student T and D) saved more time for the course than usual. They also prepared something before
coming to the site. These differences basically reflected the availability of facilities to students and
their level of expectation about the LMS. If they expected to enrich their knowledge from the site,
exchange ideas with friends, and contribute to the virtual class resources, they came to the site more
regularly and even more frequently in some cases. However, if they did not expect to get much from
the site, they did not get there often regardless of how often they went online.

The students’ expectation about the LMS activities while taking part in the online activities was also
dissimilar. While student D and T only paid attention to the ideas presented in the postings, students
H and Th often attempted to evaluate their friends’ postings and referred to their friends’
performance in face-to-face class. Similarly, student D, T and Th indicated that they would leave
comments on the postings that were interesting to them. However, student H seemed to be very
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resistant to giving comments. She sometimes typed her comments down but did not post them.
Students’ reaction to a new and interesting topic was also different. Student H reported that she
thought about it and planned to revisit it for further details, meanwhile student T said that he would
look for additional details about the topic in other resources.

Students’ expectations after completing an online task were also various. Although most of them
agreed that they often looked for comments on their work, their perspectives on getting feedback
were very different. Student D thought that the number of comments on her work indicated the
degree of its quality, but student Th disagreed with that. Student T would read his postings again if
they received any feedback, but student H rarely read her postings again in any situation. Student T
expected comments from the lecturer while student D did not. Student D preferred to have a relaxing
communicative environment which was not monitored and controlled by strict rules and regulations.

Preference on Communication Mode

All students reported that they were involved in using IM, email and social networking although the
facilities for these activities were not available at school, and they were not formally trained to take
part in that social domain. Yahoo services were most favored by this group of students, reflecting
the convenient and suitable applications that this provider offered to the local market. Their habitual
behavior of logging in to Yahoo Messenger (YM) when starting their online activities seemingly
indicated the importance of this communication channel to them. It was reported to be used for
maintaining connections with friends by three students. However, student H only used it to send
very short and reminding messages to some friends although she always had access to YM.

Students’ selection of email and social network channels for communication reflected the type of
information and communicative objectives. All students agreed that blogging was used to share
emotions, diaries and personal stories. However, student H used it very little in comparison to the
others who accessed their blogs on a daily basis. She spent more time on reading and responding to
emails. In contrast, student Th rarely used email, and student T only used it to receive notifications
from his social networks. It was also noted that students H and T said that they maintained different
social networks at the same time because their current network was about to close or they would
like to be connected all the time.

Examining over 200 email threads and YM dialogues regarding technical issues during the course
indicated that students’ selection of a communication mode also depended on the convenience of
the technology and their immediate expectations in a communicative session. Many of them did not
want to log in their webmail account and looked for the support email; it was easier and faster to
contact the webmaster with a few clicks, using YM which was currently running. This also happened
with those who stayed online more frequently and needed instant responses. In contrast, those using
email were more careful in addressing the problems that they encountered and included more details
to facilitate processing their request. These indicated that if the students put great importance on the
requests and sincerely expected a satisfactory answer, they would use email with careful descriptions
of the problems. Otherwise, IM was adopted.

Cybercommunity Formation

10
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LMS community

The LMS community development reflected a moving trend toward the bigger group where more
active participants with more postings were found. All students and lecturers made a very limited
number of postings (10 threads and 23 replies) in the reflective learning section in their five virtual
classes. On the contrary, a huge number of postings were found in global forum (21 threads and 12
replies) and global blog (113 threads and 114 replies) where everyone in the cohort could access
although postings in this public section did not count for the course score. A student even asked if
she could move to another class to take part in the active discussion that she knew of from her friends
because her virtual class was very quiet.

The lecturers’ participation played a crucial role in facilitating the development of the LMS
community. Most students in the fifth class did not go to their virtual classroom probably because
the lecturer went there once or twice at the beginning of the course only. She may not have
mentioned the online component during her class meetings either. In addition, the online
participation was totally optional for this class, i.e., the virtual class did not have any weighting on
the course score. In contrast, the lecturers of other classes frequently came to the site and facilitated
several activities. The online component was compulsory for their students, and they even brought
some online conversations to the class for further discussions sometimes. Therefore, it could be seen
that all of their students had certain levels of participation in the virtual class.

Other online communities

The students’ online communities other than the one from the school LMS were indicated to form
from the connections in real life. All of the four interviewee students reported that more than 65
percent of their friendlist contacts were the people that they had seen and talked to in real life. Their
behaviors of new contact establishment showed that they had different levels of openness, varying
from relatively open to very reserved. Student Th and T had never seen around 30-35% of their
contact lists. They got connected with new people from friends’ introductions, special interest
forums, and blog entries. They could start adding new contacts if they felt interested and ready to
confirm adding requests from the others. This was completely different from student D and H who
had not met only 1-5 percent of people in their contact list. These two students were also very
selective in accepting friend requests and never actively added new contacts. Pairing these numbers
with 9% of strangers in American teenagers’ friendlist (Lenhart & Madden, 2007) would suggest a
rather similar pattern across cultures.

DISCUSSION

The number of students’ failed login records and their awareness of their own email address form
indicated that several of them were relatively technologically naive. While a majority of students
were aware that different systems were unlikely to use the same login account, many others were
not. As they normally used only one favorite system for online communication, they automatically
keyed in the same account whenever being asked for one. Similarly, they were not fully aware of
their complete email addresses as they often checked their mailbox from the IM program.
Meanwhile, their self-rated level of computer proficiency was a little over average. These data
seemed to indicate a discrepancy between students’ behaviors of using technology and their self-

11
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rated level of technology skills. They tended to think that they knew how to use it because they used
it very often. However, they might not understand the concepts behind it. The main reason for this
may originate from the local situation where most of students achieved internet skills through
informal learning. In other words, the Internet technology was popularly available at home and in
internet cafés, but it was not used in their learning activities at school. As a result, it was suggested
that basic technical knowledge was not necessarily acquired even when frequent self-access to
internet and cyber communication were achieved. It was also suggested that these students may not
need a training period to be familiar with the technology adopted as presented in Xei (2002), for
example. However, a set of critical sessions on technology use with explicit explanations of the
concepts behind would be more useful for them.

In contrast to students’ inappropriate attention to technical issues, they gave careful consideration
to the message content that they put online. They fully understood that the personality and capability
demonstrated in their postings would probably be evaluated by some audience. Therefore, they tried
to minimize their mistakes, demonstrate their skills and maintain a friendly community atmosphere
to promote their face. They wanted to be recognized by the community, and that was not different
from what Mortensen (2008) acknowledged in her blogging experience. These indicated that the
local students considered the online learning space as formal as their traditional offline class. In
addition, they used the anonymity feature of the cyberspace to conform themselves to the culture of
the online community rather than taking advantage of that for rebellion or destructive purposes. In
other words, students tended to construct a positive and unique identity or netizenship (as in Burgess,
20006) that potentially distinguished them from the others without damaging the community.

Relating students’ engagement in the LMS class section and LMS public section with other free
social networks suggested a complex pattern of behaviors and communicative purposes. In principle,
the virtual class participation was basically to fulfill the course requirements while the LMS public
section and other social communities were more about sharing feelings and demonstrating
personalities. However, some students became interested in their virtual class during the course and
engaged more intensively in that small community. They found it easier and had more confidence
to express themselves (c.f., Kern, 1995; Lam, 2004) academically and socially. These participation
differences in the virtual environment indicate that larger and informal communities often gained
students’ preference, but the level of engagement is also associated with participants’ sense of
belonging which can gradually be built up. It is also suggested that the local students were attempting
to include informal content in their online learning space, and that increased their online engagement.
These results challenge the learning engagement in the traditional offline class where only formal
content is allowed.

Connectedness, instance, and convenience were the most prominent attributes for students’
preference of online communication. Although mutual visibility was not gained in the online
communication modalities investigated in this study, interlocutors often expected prompt responses
once starting an online conversation. If their expectation was not met, the communication process
was broken down and an alternative means was unlikely to be sought for compensation. This
breakdown in communication transactions should be expected to happen regularly as many people
were reported to prefer being connected only. They did not want to respond promptly even when
they could (Baron et al., 2005; Jacobs, 2008). Therefore, the students in this study often targeted
other interlocutors or references, instead. In addition, technical difficulties may result in hesitating
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in using certain types of technology even though the demand for being connected was always
preferred.

Various levels of virtual community participation, ranging from marginal, partial to complete, reflect
the nature of communication regardless of modalities. First, attracting other interlocutors’ attention
to a discussion thread or blog entry was not always the expectation of the starter as he/she would
like to keep a memory (Mortensen, 2008), exercise his/her online freedom of speech or reduce stress.
The latter two reflect a cultural issue of the local situation where the virtual environment was used
to compensate for the disadvantages of the offline environment. Second, requesting group changes
to be able to participate in a more active community presents an intention of improving personal
knowledge, getting to know more about the others, strengthening current connections, and possibly
establishing new relationships. Third, lurking, surfing around cyber communities in free time or
even ignoring them suggest students’ cautiousness of, resistance to, or avoidance of the virtual world.

Examining the formation of LMS cybercommunities from the beginning and those currently
participated in by students in the study demonstrates the diversity of influential factors resulting
from the real social situation. At first, imposing an instrument to draw attention of the target audience
to a cybercommunity such as compulsory participation could quickly trigger enthusiasm and
curiosity. Once expectation was positive toward the community, and technical issue was not a barrier,
the facilitating role of lecturers or mentors became necessary. This role might be shifted from a
regular and central position to an irregular and peripheral one as connectedness was established. It
seems that the LMS community formation required pre-existing offline connections and the “latent
ties” (Haythornthwaite, 2005) which were developed through the participants’ navigation in the
virtual environment. Meanwhile, participating in a social network, which had been constructed for
a long time, tended to be independent from offline ties (Nip, 2004). This suggests further
comparative investigations on the formation and development of these two kinds of
cybercommunities.

It was the scope of the study that limited its observations on certain aspects of the situation and put
forward ideas for further research. First, the almost silence of the fifth virtual class was not
thoroughly examined due to ethical issues although it would be a useful example for the failure of a
cybercommunity. Second, the individual communicative competence was not investigated to
understand if there was any relationship between online and offline communication performance.
Although online space was supposed to create a situation of equal opportunity for all, this study
noticed that some silent students in offline class became very active in online class (c.f., Burgess,
2006). Third, the power relation among individuals in offline class was not significantly observed
although it might have a certain level of influence on their selection of threads to read and activities
to engage in, contributing to shape the virtual power. Fourth, the number of interview subjects
included in the analysis was limited; therefore, it is necessary to document more empirical evidence
to strengthen the results.

PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS
The data presented in the study suggest several pedagogical implications for the local context. First,

the realities of local students’ technology competence showed a mixed result, urging a critical
training program and/or sessions on technological concepts for students to effectively benefit from
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the technology used in a course. Second, employing ICT in education successfully might lead to a
different pedagogy which both teachers and students are unfamiliar with. Students are given more
power and control in their learning processes, and teachers are expected to be ubiquitous and prompt
facilitators. Therefore, students need to be informed in order to expose themselves more confidently
into this environment; and teachers need to be prepared to facilitate a friendly space, trigger
necessary incentives, and regularly monitor the activities to increase learning engagement.

In addition, students’ e-behaviors illustrated in the study propose different suggestions for academic
cybercommunity construction. First, local students had various purposes for online community
participation such as demonstrating their abilities, exploiting their freedom, and communicating
with others. These purposes shaped their e-behaviors and engagement level. Therefore, the social
dimension of the academic cybercommunity needs to be fostered because it is the supporting driver
for engagement behind the task interaction process. Second, while some students concurrently
maintained more than one social network; some others were not interested in this social dimension
very much. This difference was probably due to students’ levels of experience with ICT and learning
styles. Thus, using course requirements and offline social ties would give them an opportunity to
develop their ICT competence and experience the benefits of that learning space.

CONCLUSION

This exploratory study provides an initial overview of Vietnamese EFL students’ online
communication in both academic and social environments. Analytical examination on the four cases
in the study generally yielded two major patterns. Those with higher expectations toward the LMS
visited the site more frequently, paid more attention to the main ideas of postings, expected more
comments on their postings, and used those comments to evaluate the quality of their postings.
Meanwhile, those with low expectations toward the LMS came to the site less often, attempted to
evaluate their peers’ postings, and did not expect comments on their postings. The amount of time
staying online, availability of online facilities, and psychological openness did not contribute to the
structure of these two patterns of cybercommunity engagement. It is expected that other patterns of
the relationship between expectation and behaviors would probably be recognized if more data were
generated to include in the analysis.

The results also suggest that although the construction of cybercommunity was essentially shaped
by peer interlocutors (similar to Thomas, 2005), the lecturers and course requirements played an
extremely important role. In other words, although negotiations between novice (students) and
expert others (lecturers) on a certain type of content (course requirements) were vital for
cybercommunity establishment and maintenance, dialogues among novices were significantly richer
and should be the central place for learning to happen. Therefore, a combination of Vygotsky’s
novice-expert emphasis and Wenger’s apprenticeship among peers would make a complete
framework for online learning community analysis.
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