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Abstract—Social network sites are the networked public 
places for university students. The most famous social net-
work site in Malaysia for university students is Facebook. 
University students spend a lot of their time navigating 
collapsed contexts with global and local audience. Thus, 
Facebook is the most appropriate site to investigate ESL 
learning acquisition through L2 learners’ interactions and 
digital footprints. The study investigates the roles of English 
language and the types of imagined communities of ten L2 
learners at a public university. Transcripts of a Facebook 
group’s online discussion and semi-structured interviews 
were analysed using qualitative data software Atlas.ti 7. The 
findings reveal that the key informants are invested to learn 
English due to its roles in Malaysia. English language has 
four dominant roles such as the language for their future 
employment, the language of instruction, the lingua franca 
and a tool of empowerment. The research also indicates the 
imagined communities of the key participants are fluent 
local speakers, fluent non-native speakers and native speak-
ers. The results of the study provide present needs of ESL 
learners that will enable insights to language instructors, 
course designers and curriculum designers in facilitating 
effective language acquisition. instructions give you basic 
guidelines for preparing camera-ready papers for confer-
ence proceedings. Use this document as a template if you are 
using Microsoft Word 6.0 or later. Otherwise, use this doc-
ument as an instruction set. The electronic file of your paper 
will be formatted further. Define all symbols used in the 
abstract. Do not cite references in the abstract. 

Index Terms—identity, investment, second language learn-
ing, social network sites,  

I. INTRODUCTION 
In multi-cultural postcolonial site Malaysia, L2 learners 

struggle to gain entry to communities of non-native and 
native speakers of the target language. In addition, L2 
learners face struggles to practise their language profi-
ciency from their home community members. Digital 
natives were born after 1980 and are constantly connected 
to their peers through technology tools (Prensky, 2001). 
Thinking and learning for digital learners is defined and 
shaped by technology. Digital learners expect learning as 
active, interesting and instant gratification activities. 
However, educators often forget to take account of the 
digital natives’ rich lives outside of classrooms. In class-
rooms, these learners write for academic purposes with 
their lecturers and their friends as the audience. Consider-
ing that outside of classrooms, they assume the roles of 
virtual entrepreneurs, bloggers, expert gamers or active 
members of online communities are intellectually contrib-

uting and exchanging opinions with members of their 
communities. It is only wise for universities to study how 
digital natives learn as the majority of their current stu-
dents are digital natives. 

Web 2.0 technology tools influence students to be co-
producers of their own content as information is constant-
ly improved, shared and created. Web 2.0 technologies 
encourage collaboration, interactivity and involvement of 
online communities in knowledge construction environ-
ment of university students as the Internet is a ubiquitous 
tool for university students. Web 3.0 is moving to person-
alization of the Internet and web applications to the users. 
Soon university students will be able to have their person-
alized information.  

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
Currently, university students use social network sites 

to communicate. Social network sites are web-based ser-
vices that allow users to construct a public or private pro-
file within a system, a list of users’ friends and a view of 
their list of connections and those made by others within 
that system (boyd and Ellison, 2007). Social network sites 
began to be popular with Friendster, MySpace and Face-
book. Facebook is the most popular social network sites 
with university students in Malaysia. Popularity of social 
network sites sparks studies on asynchronous and syn-
chronous computer-mediated discourse. Social network 
sites are considered as a Web 2.0 technology with a poten-
tial for language learning purposes (Carroll, 2008; Latisha 
Asmaak Shafie & Surina Nayan, 2013). Web 2.0 applica-
tions are appropriate for language learning as the applica-
tions require integrations of language skills such as listen-
ing, reading, speaking and writing through user-generated 
content and forms of publication (Warschuer, 2009). In 
addition, Web 2.0 requires students to handle cognitive 
and social processes such as identity formation, critical 
literacy and information overload. Ching and Hsu (2010) 
emphasize that higher education still do not fully utilised 
the benefits of Web 2.0 technology tools as interactive 
participatory social aspect of Web 2.0 is missing from 
learning. Kelley (2010) proposes networked public places 
such as social network sites are this century `gathering 
places’ which are untapped area for EFL students as there 
many groups doing many kinds of activities at different 
levels together. Blattner and Fiori (2009) argue Facebook 
improves authentic language interaction, increase motiva-
tion and improve language performance. English language 
teaching and learning in Malaysia does not often use Fa-
cebook applications (Kamarul Kabilan, Norlida Ahmad & 
Zainol Abidin, 2010; Melor, 2007; Melor Md Yunus, 
Hadi Salehi & Chen Chenzi, 2012, Nazatul Aini, 2014). 
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Investment describes students’ participation and non-
participation in their second language learning activities. 
Investment is a sociological construct. Learners commit to 
their language learning if they are invested in acquiring 
the target language (Norton, 2002). Learners are invested 
in learning English for several reasons. There are four 
categories of investment in language learning such as 
cultural capital, economic capital, social capital and sym-
bolic capital (Bourdieu, 1986). Cultural capital such as 
accent, appropriate behaviour and connections to access to 
desired networks is an enabler to other categories of in-
vestment. Social capital is generated through connections 
of families, social connections and social networks. Eco-
nomic capital encompasses of inherited or generated 
wealth through individuals and the economy. Symbolic 
capital is an individual’s prestige and personal qualities 
(Block, 2007).  

Investment is a framework that enables further under-
standing in motivation to learn a language (Norton, 1995, 
2001). Investment in a particular identity influences rela-
tionship to the target language and target language group 
(Norton Peirce, 1995). Individuals align themselves with 
their imagined communities when they participate in the 
practices of the communities (Norton, 2001). Norton ar-
gues there is an integral relationship between learners’ 
investment and identity as learners’ investment in learning 
a language is associated with a learner’s commitment to 
learning. In Canada, Norton (2003) finds young readers 
invested in learning the language by reading Archie com-
ics although they receive less validation from their par-
ents. Participants in Uganda and Pakistan indicated their 
imagined community is of an English-speaking communi-
ty with social, economic and political resources. Afghan 
refugee children in the Youth Millennium Project in Kara-
chi are invested in learning English as English is per-
ceived as the language of development, science and tech-
nology (Norton & Kamal, 2003). The findings indicate 
Muslim students do not associate with religious and lin-
guistic affiliations when they learn English. These stu-
dents identify English speakers as educated people in a 
developed country with resources and these speakers be-
come their imagined communities. Similarly, Norton and 
Williams (2012) find that learners in a poorly resourced 
community invest in learning technology in eGranary 
project to gain cultural capital, economic capital, social 
capital and symbolic capital. 

However, resistance to the language was projected in 
many postcolonial sites. Lee Su Kin (2001, 2003, 2005, 
2006) in a study of attitude of Malay postgraduates to-
wards English indicated that the participants perceived 
learning English as being show off, boastful, elitist, be-
trayal of Malay cultural and identity. This finding is sup-
ported by another research which comprised of Chinese 
participants that show the participants were regarded as 
being too westernized for being fluent in English (Lee Su 
Kim, 2006, Lee Su Kim et al 2007). However, the study of 
multilingual Malaysian undergraduates at private and 
public universities in Malaysia indicated there was a shift 
in attitude among these graduates as they embrace English 
as their own language to project their own voices not as a 
second language (Lee Su Kim et al, 2010). 

Rajadurai (2009) investigated a group of Malay learners 
who were teacher trainees and students of Teaching of 
English as a Second Language (TESL) in Malaysia to 
comprehend the process of adult second language learning 

in non-native countries. These Malay TESL students ad-
mitted they needed safe learning environments just like 
‘safe houses’ (Canagarajah, 1997). These students faced 
less support, as mastering English endangers language and 
culture by their societies at home. There was a struggle 
between being Malays and learning English as English 
was the language of the colonialists. Rajadurai(2009) 
perceived learning English as a second language as a pro-
cess of identity negotiation and struggle for participation, 
acceptance and legitimacy. Ratnawati (2005) indicated 
Malays were reluctant to learn English due to cultural and 
religious identity. Malays are identified as people who 
practice Islam, Malay culture and Bahasa Melayu. 

Norton (2001) describes imagined communities as 
communities that language learners associate with, to 
which their existence is not a certainty. The desire to be-
long to these groups encourages and motivates the learn-
ers to invest in language learning activities. Learners are 
invested to join this imagined community. Murphey, Chen 
and Chen (2005) point out when learners want to join their 
imagined communities; time and energy are spent on 
learning to be like their members. A study conducted by 
Gao, Cheng and Kelly (2008) of a weekly English discus-
sion group in English Club by groups of students in Hong 
Kong reveal a different imagined community. Chinese 
students were attracted to this club as this club provided 
them supportive English speaking environment to speak 
sensitive issue. They were able to improve their spoken 
skills, had a sense of ownership and projected their plans. 
Learning English is not associated with either the target 
language culture or the native speakers but an imagined 
community of Elite Chinese who are fluent speakers of 
English. 

III. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

A. Identity Approach 
Mainstream theories of second language acquisition 

concentrate on cognitive capacities and experimentally 
oriented as language learning is seen as individualised and 
autonomous process rather than social interactions among 
interlocutors. In conducting this research, the study adopts 
an identity approach to second language acquisition intro-
duced by Norton and McKinney (2011). Norton (1995, 
2000) employs Bourdieu’s construct of investment (1991) 
as a sociological construct to describe L2 learners’ com-
mitment to language learning as replacement for motiva-
tion. The second construct of identity approach is imag-
ined communities that are defined as communities that are 
not yet tangible and accessible with whom learners affili-
ate with (Norton, 2000). These imagined communities can 
be powerful in making L2 learners participate in language 
learning activities. These two constructs interact in which 
the constructs are critical success factors for L2 learning. 
The study uses identity approach to second language ac-
quisition as it focuses on sociological and historical as-
pects of language learning.  

Identity approach to second language acquisition is 
based on poststructuralist theories, which propagates lan-
guage learning is not an individualised internalised pro-
cess of set of rules, vocabulary and structures of a lan-
guage (Norton & McKinney, 2011). Societies are seen as 
sites of struggles, and linguistic communities are hetero-
geneous with conflicted power and claims to truth. Post-
structuralist theorists draw attention to L2 learners as 
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diverse, contradictory, heterogeneous, charismatic and 
inconstant over time and space (Bakhtin, 1981; Bourdieu, 
1984; Weedon, 1997). The key informants belong to di-
verse heterogeneous online, and offline communities 
impregnate with conflicts and social tension with English 
as the target language. In addition, on Facebook, the key 
informants face local and global audience at the same 
time. The online interactions with their multiple audiences 
reveal their investment in L2 learning and imagined com-
munities. 

IV. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
The study employs a qualitative case study as to inves-

tigate ten key informants of Malay ethnicity in Malaysia. 
A case study design is employed to understand L2 learn-
ers’ investment and imagined communities. A case study 
allows researchers to examine the phenomena in real-life 
contexts. Researchers conduct a holistic and in-depth 
investigation by examining data within a context. Accord-
ing to Merriam (2001), case study focuses on the process, 
the context and the discovery. A case study allows re-
searchers to observe and analyse key informants’ actions 
and behaviors within authentic contexts. 

Case study design allows researchers to capture rich 
subtle and complex explanations from a variety of data 
sources like interviews, observations and document analy-
sis (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000; Merriam, 2001; 
Johnson, 2005). The study employs a specific bounded 
case to allow the researcher to investigate contextual fac-
tors to understand the phenomena. This study is known as 
interpretive case study. In interpretive case studies, re-
searchers categorise concepts from the data to support or 
reject assumptions made about the phenomena before the 
data collection (Merriam, 1998). In interpretive case stud-
ies, data is interpreted through conceptual categories to 
enable researchers to contemplate the phenomena studied 
through the perspectives of the participants. Interpretive 
case studies emphasise on the social construction of reality 
of the participants in order to explain the reasons and the 
ways participants perceive the phenomena. 

This study addressed the reasons for L2 learners’ in-
vestment in learning English language and L2 learners’ 
imagined communities. Data was collected from ten L2 
learners who were university students of a local universi-
ty. The research tools employed in this study were obser-
vation, an analysis of online discussions of a Facebook 
secret group and e-mail interviews. The research was a 
part of a larger project. Only results regarding investment 
and imagined communities are analysed. Intra-coder relia-
bility was established by re-coding the transcripts after a 
lapse of a month. Member checking and peer debriefing 
were used for reliability. Data was analysed using qualita-
tive software data analysis, Atlas.ti 7 using inductive data 
reduction analysis. 

V. PARTICIPANTS AND SETTINGS 
The key informants were students of a public university 

in Malaysia. The key informants volunteered to participate 
in an online Facebook group after the researchers adver-
tised using their Facebook accounts. There were 179 
members of an online language community. The group is 
a Facebook group and created for the research. All the 
members were students at the public university. The key 
informants were the most active members of the online 

language community. They were active as they wanted 
more opportunities to practice their language proficiency. 
There were eight female key informants and two male key 
informants. Their ages ranged from 19 to 24 years old. 
Ten key informants are identified as Participant A, B, C, 
D, E, F, G, H, I and J. The study was carried out from 
January 2014 to March 2014. The researchers posted the 
topics to be discussed in the Facebook group. The online 
discussion addressed issues about second language learn-
ing. The key informants commented on the topics and 
other key informants’ responses. The key informants were 
allowed to respond to the online discussion within the 
stipulated timeframe. In addition, e-mail interviews were 
conducted for each key informant. The key informants 
were interviewed on language issues and their language 
learning experiences. The interviews were conducted 
using e-mails as the key informants were located in differ-
ent states in Malaysia as they are students at various 
branches of a public university in Malaysia. 

VI. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
The section discusses L2 learners’ investment in their 

English language learning and their imagined communi-
ties. Firstly, the section discusses L2 learners’ investment 
in learning English language. Secondly, the study explains 
about L2 learners’ imagined communities. Examination of 
L2 learners’ investment and imagined communities reveal 
complexities of learning a second language in non-native 
settings in a postcolonial setting.  

The key informants perceive that English is a powerful 
language. The findings reveal there are four significant 
themes such as English for workplace purposes, English 
as a lingua franca, English as the tool for empowerment 
and English as language instruction. English is seen as an 
investment for the future. These four roles of English 
language in Malaysia explain the reasons key informants 
are invested in learning English language.  

The first emerging trend is that the key informants per-
ceive English for workplace purposes. The key informants 
believe that mastering English would be a key to a better 
future with better work opportunities. As a result, the key 
participants in the study are invested in learning English in 
order to secure better employment. The finding is similar 
to studies conducted in postcolonial sites (Norton & 
Mutonyi, 2007; Norton & Kamal, 2003; Norton & Wil-
liams, 2012; Pavlenko & Norton, 2007). 

Excerpt 1: Well, I take it as an opportunity. This will 
give me an opportunity to grab the chance for more choic-
es of career. Organizations are competing out there with 
each other to hired well communicate employees especial-
ly in English. Opportunity for a better life. (Participant A) 

Excerpt 2: In my opinion, learning English is an oppor-
tunity to us,because when we learn English we have an 
advantage to compete with others to get a job in the future. 
Many company are hire people based on the ability of 
student to speak in english not the cgpa.(Participant D) 

The second role of English is as a lingua franca. The 
key informants in this study are aware that they have more 
choices in being global citizens. They have opportunities 
for working or studying abroad. It is common for Malay-
sians to travel for leisure and work to foreign shores. Eng-
lish is a lingua franca that enables people to communicate 
even when there are many dominating languages such as 
French, Spanish, Arabic and Mandarin. It can be conclud-
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ed that the participants feel it is a necessity to master Eng-
lish as they need the language to communicate with other 
people once they travel to foreign soils.  

Excerpt 3: The English language is the most widely 
spoken language in the world and the predominant aca-
demic language around the world (Participant G) 

Excerpt 4: for easiest communication, English lan-
guage is used as it is widely used in many countries 
around the world. so it is important for the community in a 
country to be good in English in order to adapt with the 
globalisation. they cannot use their local language as other 
people from other countries cannot understand it so the 
safest way is to use English language (Participant B) 

The third significant theme is English is seen as a tool 
for empowerment. English language empowers female 
key informants. English is not just a language as the lan-
guage has given them a voice to be heard. Female key 
informants believe they have the respect they crave badly 
when they communicate in English. Malay society is a 
patriarchy society. It could be as being Malay young 
women who are surrounded in a patriarch society, they 
feel that their voice in their native language is not being 
heard. 

Excerpt 5: so it’s good to learn English as it makes 
people respect you. (Participant H) 

Excerpt 6: Malaysians are producing credible workers 
and managers. You can earn respect when u use English.( 
Participant A) 

The fourth significant theme is English is perceived as a 
language of instruction. The university where the key 
informants study uses English as the language of instruc-
tion. In other word, the key informants learn their subjects 
in English. The tests, assignments and examinations are in 
English. For this reason, it is not surprising that the key 
informants invest in mastering English as high proficiency 
in English fulfills their current needs as undergraduates. 

Excerpt 7: most text books that my lecturer recom-
mended are all written in English..and i get to learn new 
things from the books that i read... the language used in 
teaching is English..thus students must have knowledge 
about English so that they will not left behind in class.. 
(Participant E) 

Excerpt 8: I tried to learn English language since al-
most all the subjects are in English (Participant J) 

Imagined Communities of the key informants were also 
analysed. The findings indicate that the majority of the 
key informants have non-native speakers as their imagined 
communities. The most significant theme is local non-
native speakers. Most key informants confess that their 
imagined communities consist of local non-native speak-
ers who are fluent speakers of English. The key inform-
ants reveal that many non-native speakers can master the 
language. It is concluded that their imagined communities 
consist of fluent speakers of English from Malaysians. 
The reasons given are they are more comfortable with 
non-native speakers as it is easier to understand non-native 
speakers due to accents and the possibility of code-
switching when situation arises. Another explanation is 
that the key informants might lack confidence to com-
municate in English with native speakers. 

Excerpt 9: I prefer to communicate English with non-
native speakers like Malaysians…because if I speak, they 
can understand easily what i want to convey to them…as 
our English in terms of pronunciations is not so much 
different. I think communicate with native speakers such 
as Americans, British would be a little bit difficult. It is 
because their slang is different from us. There might be 
certain words that they said that I, maybe not understand 
and cannot guess the meaning.(Participant B) 

Excerpt 10: i prefer speaking with Malaysians (Partici-
pant E) 

The second significant theme is global non-native 
speakers of English. The key informants associate with 
global non-native speakers of English. These key inform-
ants perceive English as the language for everyone who 
could master it. The key informants might have communi-
cated with other non-native speakers in English and real-
ise there is an abundance of opportunities to communicate 
with non-native speakers rather than native speakers.  

Excerpt 11: i define a fluent speaker of English lan-
guage as someone who can speak confidently in prop-
er/standard English..no silly grammatical errors..excellent 
pronunciation..don't need to arrange words from native 
language to English language during conversation..he/she 
speaks English as if he/she speaks his/her native lan-
guage..everything that is said can be understood by the 
listeners. (Participant E) 

Excerpt 12: I don't mind..as long as we can understand 
each other..either native or non-native speakers have their 
own dialects and make the communication to be more fun 
(Participant J) 

The third significant theme emerges from the data 
shows native speakers are imagined communities of only 
one key informant. Participant A, expresses her dream to 
be able to be a part of a community of native speakers. 
She believes that she has already had enough practices 
communicating with non-native speakers. Participant A 
feels she will be considered as a fluent speaker if she is as 
articulate as native speakers. Participant A wants to join a 
community of native speakers so she has many opportuni-
ties communicating with native speakers of English.  

Excerpt 13: I prefer to communicate with native 
speakers. This is because, when I try to communicate with 
them, I will push myself harder to speak English in the 
right/proper way to look good. (Participant A) 

VII. CONCLUSION 
The ubiquity of the Internet causes globalization to be 

at the tip of one’s finger. L2 learners are constantly con-
nected to their global and local audience as they navigate 
their social network sites. It is obvious that participants 
invest in learning English because of the language’s four 
dominant roles. The most dominant theme is learning 
English for occupational purposes. The key informants 
believe high proficiency in English is the key to securing 
employment. Just like other studies in imagined communi-
ties (Gao, 2007), the participants’ imagined communities 
consist of locals who are fluent English speakers. The 
findings of the study provide insights on the needs of the 
present L2 learners at tertiary level to language instruc-
tors, curriculum designers and policy makers in order to 
facilitate their learning acquisition of English language. 
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