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In this paper the results of an online survey regarding the usefulness of Facebook for L2 learning
will be presented. The survey was carried out with 118 L2 German learners in Japan. The
results suggest that for most participants, Facebook is a suitable tool for improving their L2 skills
because it enables them to establish or to maintain social contacts with native speakers and
to have authentic opportunities to express themselves in the L2. The participants mentioned
three particularly effective activities afforded by the social network: (a) reading L2 posts on the
newsfeed, (b) writing one’s own posts and commenting on friends’ posts, as well as (c) using the
Messenger app for writing private messages in the L2. Most of the survey’s participants noted
an improvement of their reading and writing skills as well as an increase of their vocabulary and
cultural understanding.

Aeld BEZNEFEBFICT T BFacebookDBEBMEICEIT 24 > S VBEDEREER T H5ELD ThH 5. CDMBEIL.
BZNEFEL TR VEZZERI8RDARANTH L TEBEN T AEFERDL O BIIE DAL E ST, Facebookid
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GRMREBRE TR L FEEE CEAL BN R L DRERZER DIEDFIREILEZDD S TH . BIIEDEIF e &
DIFNRNTHOOEEE. FESHE CORBEFRGIE BPEE TECTE RADRBICOA Y NETBHIEFEERE
TTFANR— Ay =D % ELfeDITMessengerZ ER T 5T ETH O fe. BEBMBICE WL FREMEX DR 58
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he benefits of using Facebook or other social media for L2 learning have been
pointed out in numerous studies. An overview of current research results can be
found in Stevenson and Lui (2010), Wang and Vasquéz (2012), and Kent and Leaver
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(2014). Several studies noted an increase of students’ vocabulary and expression (Melor
& Hadji, 2012; Sim & Pop, 2014) as well as an improvement of their writing skills (Shih,
2011; Dizon, 2016). In addition, positive effects for acquiring L2 pragmatics (Blattner &
Fiori, 2011; Harting, 2018) and even grammar (White, 2009) have also been observed.
Most of the research in this field focuses on using social media within pedagogical
settings, which requires participants to use such networks in not only legally and
ethically but also in socially and culturally appropriate ways (Prichard, 2013).

Comparatively few studies have investigated how learners privately use social media
for improving their L2 skills. The research carried out by Araya Rios and Campos (2015)
and Promnitz-Hayashi (2013) indicated an increase of learner autonomy by those
students who use Facebook for 1.2 learning. Furthermore, comparative studies regarding
private and course-based L2 messaging pointed out that learners seem to make more
use of the L2 within private messaging than they do within teacher-initiated or teacher-
controlled communication via social media (Leier & Cunningham, 2016; Waragai et
al., 2014). In his survey on informal Facebook learning experiences, Alm (2015) found
that learners appreciate the opportunity of getting into touch with native speakers and
participating in their own fashion in real L2 conversations.

In order to assist students in improving their L2 skills by using SNSs (Social
Networking Services) extramurally, it has to be investigated in more detail how the
participants wish to engage in the L2 through such networks. For this purpose, the
survey described below was carried out in May 2018 with the online application
LimeSurvey. Focusing on the particular interests of learners of L2 German in Japan the
survey pursued the following research questions:

RQ1. What are the incentives of using Facebook to improve L2 German learning?
RQ2. What kind of activities / functions of the network are used for this purpose?
RQ3. a.How do learners rate the effectiveness of the network for L2 learning?

b. What difficulties or limitations do they notice in this regard?
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Data Collection and Analysis Table 1. Perceived L2 Level (N = 118)
The online survey was carried out in May 2018 by means of the online application Skill Beginner Intermediate Advanced N/A

LimeSurvey. 1t was devised by the author and consisted of five sections containing a

total of 15 questions (see Appendix). Apart from biographical information (Section 1), Speaking 54.2% 33.1% 8.5% 4.2%
participants were asked to make a self-evaluation of their L2 skills (Section 2). Section Writing 56.8% 29.7% 9.3% 4.2%
3 contained general questions concerning the use of individual Facebook functions. Listening 55.9% 30.6% 10.2% 3.3%
Sections 4 and 5 addressed participants’ L2 use on Facebook and their attitudes towards ]
studying German through SNSs. Reading 51.7% 32.2% 11.0% 5.1%

In order to recruit participants for the voluntary survey, the study was announced in Average 54.7% 31.4% 9-8% 4.2%
open and private Facebook groups, which are used by Japanese learners of German and
often involve cultural and/or language exchanges. Apart from that, German teachers As the figures in Table 1 indicate, more than half of participants perceived themselves
at Japanese universities were asked to make students who use Facebook aware of the as beginners for all of the four language skills, just under a third as intermediate, and
survey. For one month, the questionnaire could be accessed through an Internet link, around 10% as advanced learners. As far as differences between the individual skills are
which guided the respondents through 15 questions, most of which contained answers concerned, the figures for each level deviate only slightly from the calculated averages.

to choose from. All 118 responses retrieved within that 1-month period were subjected
to both quantitative and qualitative analyses. For questions that could be answered by
figures, scales, or answer choices, percentages of respondents’ answers were calculated
(see Tables 1 to 4 in the results section). Questions, which required written comments,
were subjected to a content analysis first, and then the frequency of individual
statements within these comments was again calculated quantitatively (see Tables 5 Table 2. Frequency of Facebook Activities (N = 118)
to 7). Because the survey was conducted in the learners’ native language (Japanese),

In the survey, participants were also asked how often they performed various activities
on Facebook. Table 2 lists the individual activities mentioned in the survey according to
the frequency of participants’ use.

participants’ comments quoted in this article were translated into English. Efechuoldocliyiig Never Oszasiomly Qlizen N/A
Writing messages to friends 34.7% 39.0% 16.9% 9.4%
Results Commenting on friends’ posts ~ 34.7% 51.7% 7.6% 6.0%
As the analysis of participants’ biographical information revealed, a big proportion of Answering friends’ questions 35.6% 50.0% 7.6% 6.8%
them were female (66%) and either under 30 years (33%) or even under 20 years (32%) Sharing pictures and videos 43.2% 44.0% 5.9% 6.9%
old. Most studied German as part of their university education. Among respondents, .\ , o o o o
42% had studied German between 1 and 3 years; the percentages of those who had ert.mg c?ne s own posts 4-1% 45.8% 4.2% >9%
already studied 3 to 5 years, 5 to 10 years, or even more than 10 years were around 15% Sharing links 52.5% 34.8% 5.0% 7.7%
each. More than two thirds of participants had already been to Germany, however, Making status updates 53.4% 33.9% 4.2% 8.5%
most of them only for short stays of up to half a year. As far as participants’ ]72 skl.lls are Planning events 73,79 12.7% 1.6% 12.0%
concerned, they were asked to make a self-evaluation of their speaking, writing, listening, .
and reading abilities according to three levels (see Table 1). Playing games 81.4% 5.9% 0.0% 12.7%
Participating in quizzes 81.4% 5.9% 0.0% 12.7%
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As the figures in Table 2 illustrate, among the individual activities listed in the
survey, the most popular ones are writing messages to friends by using the Messenger
app, commenting on friends’ posts, as well as answering friends’ questions concerning
one’s own posts. Adding the numbers of those who perform these activities often
and occasionally amounts to almost or even more than 60%. Around 50% also often
or occasionally share pictures or videos and write their own posts. Around a third of
respondents also occasionally share links and update their statuses, and the remaining
activities listed in the survey (planning events, playing games, and participating in
quizzes) are not performed at all by the majority of participants.

A particular reason for the survey was to find out to what extent participants use
their L2 German on the network. In this regard, they were asked how many native
speakers of the target language they have among their Facebook friends. Although a
third of participants had no German Facebook friends, around 40% had between one
and 10, and almost 30% had more than 10 native speakers among their Facebook friends.
Respondents were also asked how often they performed certain Facebook activities
involving the L2. Table 3 lists the activities mentioned in the survey according to how
often participants performed them.

Table 3. Frequency of L2 German Use on Facebook (N = 118)

Facebook activity Never Occasionally Often N/A

Reading L2 posts 31.4% 50.0% 14.4% 4.2%
Writing messages in the L2 33.9% 39.0% 19.5% 7.6%
Commenting on L2 posts 43.2% 45.8% 1.6% 9.4%
Writing one’s own L2 posts 44.9% 42.4% 7.6% 5.1%
Using Facebook’s translation tool 50.0% 37.3% 5.9% 6.8%

As the figures in Table 3 indicate, half of those who participated in the survey
occasionally read German posts and almost 15% even read them often. Almost 40%
occasionally write messages in their target language and just under a fifth write them
often. To a slightly lesser extent participants also comment on L2 posts or write their
own; combining the figures of those who perform these activities often and occasionally
amounts to almost 50%. The use of Facebook’s translation tool, however, seems to be less
popular. Half of the participants do not use it at all, and only about a third of them use it
occasionally.
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In order to ascertain the effect of using the target language on Facebook, participants

were asked whether or not they perceived an improvement of individual language skills.

Table 4 lists the individual skills mentioned in the survey according to the frequency by
which participants answered affirmatively.

Table 4. Effect of Facebook Use on Individual L2 Skills (N = 118)

Skill No Don’t know Yes N/A

Reading comprehension 9.3% 12.7% 69.5% 8.5%
Cultural understanding 7.6% 17.8% 63.6% 11.0%
Command of L2 vocabulary 11.9% 16.1% 62.7% 9.3%
Writing 15.3% 16.1% 57.6% 11.0%
Understanding colloquial language ~ 22.0% 14.4% 54.2% 9.4%
Understanding written language 19.5% 16.1% 53.4% 11.0%
Understanding L2 pragmatics 14.4% 19.5% 53.4% 12.7%
Mastering L2 grammar 33.9% 27.1% 24.6% 14.4%
Listening comprehension 55.9% 22.9% 12.7% 8.5%
Speaking 54.2% 25.4% 11.0% 9.4%

Regarding the impact of using the L2 on Facebook, more than two thirds of those
who participated in the survey noticed positive effects on their reading comprehension.
Almost two thirds each perceived a better understanding of German culture and an
increase of their L2 vocabulary. More than half of the participants noted a positive
effect on their writing skills, their comprehension of colloquial and written language,
as well as an improvement of their pragmatic skills regarding the L2. Almost a quarter
of participants also observed positive effects regarding the acquisition of L2 grammar.
Probably due to the fact that communication on Facebook is mostly done in writing,
only a small number of participants noted improvements regarding their listening
comprehension and speaking skills.

Respondents were also asked to comment on which particular Facebook activities
they consider effective for L2 learning. Table 5 lists individual activities that were
mentioned in participants’ comments by the frequency of their occurrence. The low
frequency of items listed in Tables 5 to 7 can be explained by the fact that written
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comments within the survey were optional and that only a small proportion of
participants replied to these questions.

Table 5. Effective Facebook Activities

appreciated being able to reflect on her own L2 acquisition process: “Thanks to the
timeline, 1 have records of my own German learning history.”

Table 6. Merits of Using Facebook for L2 Learning

Activities mentioned in participants’ comments Frequency Aspects mentioned in participants’ comments Frequency
Reading L2 messages 10 To get into touch with colloquial German 8
Exchanging L2 messages 6 To find out what’s going on in friends’ lives 7
Writing one’s own posts in the L2 3 To maintain contacts with native speakers 6
Reading friends’ L2 posts 3 To communicate across distances 5
Watching live broadcastings 1 To communicate with native speakers 4
Following group interactions 1 To get into touch with German language and culture 4
To read news about Germany in real time 3
Regarding the effects on L2 learning, exchanging—and particularly reading—messages To exchange information with native speakers 3
in the L2 were often mentioned in participants’ comments. Some respondents also saw .
. . . , L . oo . To express myself in German 3
a benefit in reading friends’ posts and writing their own: “I write my own posts in both
languages, Japanese and German. In doing so, I can also receive comments from my To get to know other learners of German in Japan 2
German Facebook friends, and so 1 have additional opportunities to use the language.” To have records of my own German learning process 1

Other comments referred to more receptive activities, as in “1 follow Facebook updates of
German news broadcasters and those of my favourite ice hockey team.”

Finally, respondents were asked to comment on positive and negative aspects of using
Facebook for L2 learning. Table 6 lists points mentioned in participants’ comments
according to the frequency by which they occurred.

As the individual points listed in Table 6 illustrate, a major attraction of using
Facebook for 1.2 learning seems to be to create and to maintain friendships with native
speakers across the globe, to a slightly lesser extent also to get connected with other
German learners in Japan. Furthermore, participants appreciated the chance to get into
touch with the target language (in particular colloquial language) and culture and to have
opportunities to express themselves in the L2. In their comments, they also praised the
authenticity of the language they encountered on Facebook: “We can get familiar with
colloquial German, which we normally don’t find in textbooks or newspapers.” Some
comments also emphasised the accessibility of target language material: “It allows us
to read news that we can't find in Japan(ese) and to share them!” One participant also
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As far as negative aspects regarding the use of the medium are concerned, Table 7 lists
some major points mentioned in participants’ comments according to the frequency by
which they occurred.

As can be seen in the comments listed in Table 7, participants’ main concern regarding
language learning through Facebook seems to be (a lack of) language correctness or
appropriateness. This refers not only to their own contributions, but also to the language
they encounter on the network. There is a potential danger of misunderstandings,
which is expressed in the following comment: “In some posts sentences are too long and
complicated, in others they are not explicit enough.” In this regard, some participants
also voiced uncertainty of being able to understand dialects and colloquialisms and to
assess the level of formality of Facebook posts. Some even wondered if the language they
read on Facebook is actually appropriate or formally correct. Other respondents also
missed opportunities to receive feedback on their language use: “There is no feedback
on mistakes as long as the meaning is transported.” In addition, technical problems, such
as typing the unique characters of the German alphabet as well as the appropriateness
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of Facebook’s translation tool were also mentioned. A few participants also expressed
insecurity regarding communication with strangers and voicing their own opinions on
such a public platform.

Table 7. Negative Aspects of Using Facebook for L2 Learning

Aspects mentioned in participants’ comments Frequency

Correct grammar and spelling 8
Understanding long and difficult posts

Understanding dialect and colloquialisms
Inadequateness of the translation tool

Risk of misunderstanding friends’ posts and comments
Lack of feedback on mistakes

Input of German alphabet

Communicating with strangers

Sharing personal opinions on a public network

Assessing the degree of formality of the language used on Facebook

R R R NN N NN W

Insecurity of being understood correctly

Summary and Discussion

The results of the survey outlined in this article illustrate that many participants actively
use Facebook to improve their L2 skills, which, according to Araya Rios and Campos
(2015) and Promnitz-Hayashi (2013), is an important incentive for developing more
autonomy in the L2 acquisition process. According to participants’ comments, benefits
of using Facebook for L2 learning include establishing and maintaining contacts with
native speakers and other learners of the target language, accessing target language
contents, as well as achieving a deeper understanding of German language and culture,
which confirms the findings of Alm (2015). Although some respondents appreciated

the opportunity of getting into touch with nonstandard and colloquial language, others
raised concerns about the formal correctness of the language they encountered on the
network and the likelihood of misunderstandings. This implies that whether something
is perceived as a merit or a difficulty of using Facebook for L2 learning depends on
individual preferences and expectations concerning L2 study.
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Among the most popular activities regarding L2 learning through Facebook are
reading friends’ posts and messages, as well as writings one’s own. As far as the impact
of Facebook on individual language skills is concerned, many respondents observed
an improvement of their writing competence, which was also attested in the studies
of Shih (2011) and Dizon (2016), as well as an expansion of their vocabulary and an
increased ability to understand colloquial language, which reflect the findings of Melor
and Hadi (2012) and Sim and Pop (2014). As documented in the studies by Blattner and
Fiori (2011) and Harting (2018), a large proportion of respondents noted an increased
awareness of L2 pragmatics. In addition, some participants also perceived progress in
mastering L2 grammar, which was also observed in White’s (2009) study. However, it has
to be taken into account that perceived improvements in individual language skills are
only based on the subjective assessments of the survey’s participants. Further limitations
of the survey lie in the fact that answer categories such as “often” and “occasionally” are
in themselves rather subjective and cannot claim to yield precise results.

Finally, it has to be emphasized that participation in this survey was voluntary, and
that the results may be biased towards learners who are interested in using social media
(for language learning) anyway. Consequently, the findings cannot be used to make
general claims about learners of German in Japan overall. Still, the data obtained in
this study provide valuable insights into Facebook’s potential and its limitations for L2
learning. We, as language teachers, should encourage students who are interested in
increasing their knowledge of L2 language and culture through social media by designing
learning activities that enable them to use the L2 in culturally and pragmatically
appropriate ways.
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Appendix
Survey

1) Age:___
2) Gender:
3) Native language:

Section 1. German Skills
4) How long do you study German already? ___ year(s) __month(s)
5) Have you ever stayed in Germany? If yes, how long? ~ ___ year(s) __ month(s)

6) How do you rate your German skills?

Beginner Intermediate Advanced
Speaking
Writing
Listening
Reading
7)  Where do/did you study German?
language school online course university secondary school

self study other

Section 2. Use of Facebook

8) How often do you use the following functions?

never sometimes often
Writing one’s own posts
Commenting on posts
Writing messages
Sharing pictures/videos
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never sometimes often no don’t know yes

Answering questions Understanding written language

Quizzes Understanding L2 Pragmatics

Playing games Mastering L2 Grammar

Planning events Listening comprehension

Sharing links Speaking

Status updates

12) Are there any concrete Facebook activities that you consider useful for learning
9) How many native speakers of German do you have among your Facebook friends? German?
none 1to10  more than 10

13) Do you have a particular method or ritual to use Facebook to improve your German?

Section 3. Using German on Facebook
10) How often do you perform the following activities in German? 14) What are positive aspects of using Facebook for learning German?

never sometimes often

. 15) What are negative aspects of using Facebook for learning German?
Writing your own L2 posts

Writing messages in the L2

Using Facebook’s translation tool

Commenting on L2 posts

Reading of L2 posts

Section 4. Effects on Learning German
11) Do you perceive any positive effect on the following L2 skills by using Facebook?

no don’t know yes

Reading comprehension

Cultural understanding

Command of L2 vocabulary

Writing

Understanding colloquial language
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