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Foreword

As we emerge from the global pandemic, we reflect on the differences and changes we have
witnessed in our personal and professional lives, and those of our colleagues and students.

Many current undergraduates around the world have had little or no experience of what it is or
was to attend classes onsite, and with face-to-face interaction with their professors, instructors,
and peers. Educational systems have been forced to adopt and adapt to new processes and
systems, aided by technologies, as have undergraduate research programmes and initiatives.

I am the co-author of the “Japan chapter” of the forthcoming Cambridge Handbook of
Undergraduate Research (Cambridge University Press, 2022), along with Professors Reiko
Yamada, Grant Black, and José McClanahan, also the editor of this undergraduate education
issue of the JAFOR Journal of Education. Between the first draft and the final draft of the
writing of the chapter we were forced to acknowledge that the depictions we were giving of
practices pre-COVID-19 may no longer accurately reflect the state of undergraduate research
by the time of publication. The brave new world of undergraduate education is finding its way
in the context of a brave new world of the post-pandemic, where uncertainty seems the only
certainty.

This issue of IAFOR Journal of Education offers an amazingly diverse sweep of undergraduate
education, with papers offering fascinating international comparative and contrastive insights
from Vietnam, Malaysia, Iraq, Portugal and the UK.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank the editor and associate, the reviewers, and the
authors for their work on this issue.

I hope you enjoy reading the articles presented in this issue.
Joseph Haldane

Editor-in-Chief
IAFOR Journal of Education



Editorial Advice

Preparing a submission to the JAFOR Journal of Education is more than writing about your
research study: it involves paying careful attention to our submission requirements. Different
journals have different requirements in terms of format, structure and referencing style, among
other things. There are also some common expectations between all journals such as the use of
good academic language and lack of plagiarism. To assist you in reaching the review stage for
this or any other peer-reviewed journal, we provide the following advice which you should
check carefully and ensure that you adhere to.

1. Avoiding Plagiarism

Plagiarism is a practice that is not acceptable in any journal. Avoiding plagiarism is the cardinal
rule of academic integrity because plagiarism, whether intentional or unintentional, is
presenting someone else’s work as your own. The IAFOR Journal of Education immediately
rejects any submission with evidence of plagiarism.

There are three common forms of plagiarism, none of which are acceptable:

1. Plagiarism with no referencing. This is copying the words from another source (article,
book, website, etc.) without any form of referencing.

2. Plagiarism with incorrect referencing. This involves using the words from another
source and only putting the name of the author and/or date as a reference. Whilst not as
grave as the plagiarism just mentioned, it is still not acceptable academic practice.
Direct quoting requires quotation marks and a page number in the reference. This is
best avoided by paraphrasing rather than copying.

3. Self-plagiarism. 1t is not acceptable academic practice to use material that you have
already had published (which includes in conference proceedings) in a new submission.
You should not use your previously published words and you should not submit about
the same data unless it is used in a completely new way.

2. Meeting the Journal Aims and Scope

Different journals have different aims and scope, and papers submitted should fit the specific
journal. A “scattergun” approach (where you submit anywhere in the hope of being published)
is not sound practice. Like in darts, your article needs to hit the journal’s “bullseye”, it needs
to fit within the journal’s interest area. For example, a submission that is about building bridges,
will not be acceptable in a journal dedicated to education. Ensure that your paper is clearly
about education.

3. Follow the Author Guidelines

Most journals will supply a template to be followed for formatting your paper. Often, there will
also be a list of style requirements on the website (font, word length, title length, page layout,
and referencing style, among other things). There may also be suggestions about the preferred
structure of the paper. For the JAFOR Journal of Education these can all be found here:
https://iafor.org/journal/iafor-journal-of-education/author-guidelines/


https://iafor.org/journal/iafor-journal-of-education/author-guidelines/

4. Use Academic Language

The IAFOR Journal of Education only accepts papers written in correct and fluent English at
a high academic standard. Any use of another language (whether in the paper or the reference
list) requires the inclusion of an English translation.

The style of expression must serve to articulate the complex ideas and concepts being presented,
conveying explicit, coherent, unambiguous meaning to scholarly readers. Moreover,
manuscripts must have a formal tone and quality, employing third-person rather than first-
person standpoint (when feasible), placing emphasis on the research and not on unsubstantiated
subjective impressions.

Contributors whose command of English is not at the level outlined above are responsible for
having their manuscript corrected by a native-level, English-speaking academic prior to
submitting their paper for publication.

5. Literature Reviews

Any paper should have reference to the corpus of scholarly literature on the topic. A review of
the literature should:

e Predominantly be about contemporary literature (the last 5 years) unless you are
discussing a seminal piece of work.

e Make explicit international connections for relevant ideas.

e Analyse published papers in the related field rather than describe them.

e Outline the gaps in the literature.

o Highlight your contribution to the field.

Referencing

Referencing is the main way to avoid allegations of plagiarism. The IAFOR Journal of
Education uses the APA referencing style for both in-text citations and the reference list. If
you are unsure of the correct use of APA please use the Purdue Online Writing Lab (Purdue
OWL), — https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/01/ — which has excellent examples
of all forms of APA referencing. Please note APA is used for referencing not for the general
format of the paper. Your reference list should be alphabetical by author surname and include
DOIs whenever possible.

This short guide to getting published should assist you to move beyond the first editorial review.
Failure to follow the guidelines will result in your paper being immediately rejected.

Good luck in your publishing endeavours,

Dr Yvonne Masters
Executive Editor, IAFOR Journal of Education


https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/01/
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From the Editor

As we complete our second issue of Undergraduate Education for the JAFOR Journal of
Education, I am acutely aware of how much the educational environments have changed over
the last two years. Many of us had expected that 2021 would bring positive changes, leaving
the pandemic behind us. Yet we are still in the clouded midst of a worldwide pandemic, where
colleges and universitas are struggling to think of innovative ways to reach and engage our
students now and into the future. Many questions rise to the forefront: How has technology
helped or hindered our efforts? Will the classroom forever be changed? Or, is COVID-19 a
“blip” in our academic journey that has forced us to reflect more fully on how and what we do
as educators? These questions bring forth real concern and contemplation for teachers,
professors, and students.

During these complicated times, I am reminded of bell hooks pioneering book, Teaching to
Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom' (1994). Here she writes that “the classroom
remains the most radical space of possibility in the academy” (12). When she wrote this
collections of essays, she wanted educators to think about the “renewal and rejuvenation of our
teaching practices” (12). Nearly thirty years later, we hear the echoes of her words as we
confront the challenges before us in our own classrooms today. Everyday educators are
rethinking and reimagining new ways of reaching out to our students who — at the same time —
are experiencing new obstacles to their learning. Whether it is access to reliable internet
connections or insecurities about their own personal well-being or mental health, our students
must confront a new set of paradigms as they embark on their journey of learning. Educators
also must deal with similar complicated issues. In some cases, the proverbial academic bubble
that we once found our Universities and Colleges in has now popped. While remote learning
or web-based teaching does not replace this “radical space of possibility” found in our in-
person learning spaces, I still believe that we continue to do what we have always done: create
spaces, places, and curriculum to meet our students and all of their complexities where they
are so that they can excel in all aspects of their lives.

As a group we build on the work of researchers and academics who came before us and
collaborate current colleagues who work with us now. As such, I hope the information found
in this issue will help us reflect a little more about how and what we do. While we still value
traditional academic spaces, our world now has porous boundaries that reach all areas in this
world. As such, I am pleased to introduce you to five studies that embrace new ideas by
thinking about distinct ways of connecting with students in undergraduate education, linking
ideas from across these borders. The first article, “Gender Discrepancies in Online English
Learning in Vietnam Amidst the COVID-19 Pandemic”, the authors reveal how gender
differently assess (and value) online learning and what are some of the root causes for these
variances. In the second article, “Do Cognitive Dispositions and Gender Matter in Applications
of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy? A Pilot Study at an Iraqi University”, the authors examine
how personal backgrounds shaped academic success in the context of a Cultural Relevant
Pedagogy. Their results demonstrate how this pedagogy benefits from paying close attention
to the individual student, taking into account the cognitive and demographic variables. The
third article, “Exploring the Relationship between Socioemotional Skills and Decision-Making
Styles in Health Students”, the authors explore the correlations between socioemotional skills
and decision-making styles in undergraduate students of health. In the fourth one, the author
study how the use of tablets to improve their motivation and their writing ability among

T hooks, bell. (1994) Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom. Routledge.
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undergraduate students. Finally, in the article, “The code-Switching Phenomenon during Oral
Presentations among the Business Programme Students”, the authors focus on students in
international business and the impact and role of code-switching plays in their business courses
taught in English, seeking answers to why this phenomenon exists among these students.

These five articles represent a plurality found in our global undergraduate education landscape
today. It is my sincere desire that you will find them insightful and useful for you and your
colleagues. As we move forward, we strive to always realize our overriding academic
objectives: creating a positive, intellectual, and fulfilling undergraduate educational experience
for our students.

Joseph (José) McClanahan
Editor, IAFOR Journal of Education: Undergraduate Education
undergrad.editor.joe@iafor.org
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Dao Thi Hong Van is an independent researcher in the Mekong Delta, Vietnam. She graduated
with her Master’s degree in Principles and Methods in English Language Education. Having
more than ten years of teaching experience, she is keen on studying innovative teaching
methods, which helps her bring engaging presentations to many international conferences and
workshops. Her academic interest areas vary from distance education to technology-based
teaching techniques, English teaching methods, teaching career, and professional development.
Email: vandth10@fe.edu

Ha Hoang Quoc Thi is a lecturer in Information Technology at Can Tho University, Vietnam.
He is pursuing his PhD degree at the Technical University of Ostrava, Czech Republic. With
more than fifteen years of teaching experience, he has joined a lot of fields of research,
especially integrating technology into teaching in different subjects. His research interest areas
are not limited to his areas of expertise but technology-based teaching techniques and distance
learning. He is also keen on partaking in international conferences and workshops.
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Abstract

This study was conducted to investigate the impact of gender in learning English online in
Vietnam under the impact of COVID-19 pandemic. 1118 students from nine universities and
twelve high schools in the Mekong Delta joined in the research. The study indicated gender
equality in online education by revealing few discrepancies in the two genders’ perceptions
about barriers to online learning, excepting for problems about technical skills, cost, and access
to the Internet. The results of the mixed-method study which focuses more on quantitative
approach also revealed the impacts of perceived barriers on their future online learning
readiness through Discriminant Analysis and Chi-square Tests, in which gender had no impact
on students’ online learning decisions. Qualitative analysis also revealed the influences of
economic conditions and regions as additional barriers in addition to the six factors being
confirmed from Berge’s framework (2005) including (1) Administrative issues, (2) Social
interaction, (3) Academic skill, (4) Technical skills, (5) Learners’ motivation, and (6) Cost and
access to the Internet.

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic, gender discrepancies, online English learning, online
learning, online learning barriers
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As a primary solution for education worldwide in the early time of the COVID-19 pandemic,
online learning proved its prominent features in supporting the continuity of the human
learning mindset (Anh, 2020; Anh & Duc, 2020). As a report by UNESCO, the pandemic had
imposed the greatest interruption in educational history worldwide, leaving its adverse effects
on 1.6 billion learners (equivalent to 94% learners on Earth) from more than 190 institutions
of different levels (Toshiyuki, 2020). The application of online learning in that era helps to
solve learning needs while ensuring time of training and graduation. Being on the mainstream
of education in the world, Vietnam has an enormous impetus in applying online education
throughout the country during quarantine periods. (Nha, 2020) quotes a compliment of
UNICEF about “efforts by the Vietnamese education sector in prevention and response to
COVID-19 set great examples for many other countries.”

To a large number of city students, accessing online learning becomes the best way for
education in the context of “stay-at-home isolation”, but it is an extreme barrier for the ones
living in remote areas, where the infrastructure and Internet access seem to be limited (Anh,
2020). From another perspective, gender has also caused a lot of challenges for online learning
implementations, especially because females often lack confidence and experience with it
(Grundy & Grundy, 1996). Similarly, a lot of researchers reported women’s disadvantages in
computing classrooms (McSporran & Young, 2001), quoting (Cole et al., 1994), Spender
(1997) said: “males dominate the classrooms and male priorities have shaped the subject’s
image.”

The Mekong Delta, where the three main ethnics Kinh — Chinese — Khmer live together, is one
of the regions which has been affected invasions from China for centuries, and the successive
rules of France, Japan, and the U.S until 1975. Those brought the locals a diversity of cultural
influences in addition to the conserved cultural identity of Vietnamese people. Among them,
Confucianism had imposed a strong impact. Historians recorded the effect of Confucianism
doctrines on women’s restriction, leading them to have an inferior social status and having their
whole lives depended on male family members (Vu & Yamada, 2020). According to Rosenlee
(2006), women were banned from taking imperial examinations (p.129); and therefore, literary
learning was only a reservation for male privilege. Since the famous proclaim of Mao Zedong
in the 1920s: “women hold up half of the sky”, the status of women in the society in Vietnam
and other Confucianism-affected countries had only been improved (Vu & Yamada, 2020).

To deal with the urgent call for switching to online education due to the pandemic, the Mekong
Delta, with those above-mentioned geographical features and demographics, has had to
confront a plethora of challenges to fulfill the educational mission. Questions about which
obstacles, as well as gender issues, provoke our curiosity the most. Based on that foundation,
the research has been done to determine their answers, in addition to bridging the reflection to
the reality between what has been existing in the home country to the present status of women’s
educational rights. To the scope of our research, the only concentration is placed on universities
and high school students in the Mekong Delta of Vietnam, who are learning English as a school
subject during the spreading time of Coronavirus in the early of the year 2020.

Literature Review

Online Learning

Online learning is also well-known as web-based learning, Internet-based learning, virtual
learning, cyber learning, net-based learning, and is also a subset of distance learning (Urdan &
Weggen, 2000). It is an educational system in which the Internet facilitates teaching and
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learning in a new learning condition, where teachers and learners are physically separated
(Newby et al., 2000). According to Allen and Seaman (2007), online learning is defined based
on 80%+ of learning content delivered online. Smart and Cappel (2006) have a similar
definition while considering online learning as instructions distributed to learners
electronically via the Internet, Intranet or multimedia platforms like CD or DVDs. The
concepts of synchronous and asynchronous online learning are used to refer to the two different
types of learning, in which synchronous refers to a must of learning where teachers and students
are asked to work together at the same time, and asynchronous provides online learning
opportunities with no time restriction and teachers and learners are not required to be online
simultaneously (Hrastinski, 2008).

Regarding strengths of online learning, Dabbagh and Bannan-Ritland (2005) reported its
existence with all dynamic, unbound, and the practice of diversity pedagogical active learning
and learner-centered approach in comparison to practices of physical classrooms with fixed
time and face-to-face interactions between teachers and learners (Barker, 2003; Browne, 2005).
Online learning is also highlighted by its flexibilities (Atack, 2003; Fish, 2016; Horspool &
Lange, 2012; Platt et al., 2014; Sargeant et al., 2004; Wyatt, 2005) and convenience for
disadvantaged learners with problems in family and health issues (Dyrbye et al., 2009; Kokko
et al., 2015), and also the proliferation and popularity (Landrum et al., 2020).

While leaving those impressive outstanding perspectives, much research also reports a wide
range of challenges stakeholders face with this virtual learning. Muilenburg and Berge (2005)
pointed out the lack of social interaction as the most decisive student barrier to online learning,
followed by administrative and instructor issues and time and support for the study. Learner
motivation came closely, and the minor impacts belong to technical problems and cost-related
issues. Mullen and Tallent-Runnels (2006), otherwise, found that affective supports —
“communication from instructors to students that the students are important and valued
individuals”, cause the most extreme barriers (p. 258).

Online Learning in Vietham Amidst the COVID-19 Pandemic

Online learning existed in Vietnam since the arrival of the Internet in the 20th century. Its
popularity among students, however, has just become wildly visible in recent years under the
enforcement of Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) in Vietnam about online
education (Ha, 2020). Also under Ha’s statement, many universities and high schools started
deploying this style of learning variously in accordance with their educational purposes. When
Vietnam and the whole world confronted the widespread infection of Coronavirus, the spirit of
“continuing to learn despite school closure” (Nha, 2020) inspired educators and learners to
encounter online learning while simultaneously fighting the COVID-19 pandemic. It can be
considered that the quarantine time during the first quarter of the year 2020 in the South of
Vietnam was the first time all learners in the Mekong Delta have experienced online education.
This is primarily a way to confront the disease; and yet, it opened the new door for Vietnamese
education after all. Employing online learning becomes the more significant since it provides
the practical reasons for all stakeholders to have in-time implementations, especially to foster
online learning in our digital era.

Measurements of Online Learning Difficulties — Berge’s Theoretical Framework (2005)

Inheriting previous studies of Garland (1993), Muilenburg and Berge (2001), and Schilke
(2001), the study of Muilenburg and Berge (2005) was conducted to investigate student barriers
to online learning in the United States. In that study, the authors revealed 45 items being used
in the questionnaire as their research instrument. These were categorized into the seven groups

10
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of barriers, directly causing difficulties for distance learners at different levels and ages. Details

about them will be presented in Figure 1 as below.

Figure 1

Berge’s Review of Literature Framework (2005)

Garland (1993)
e Situational barriers
e Institutional barriers
[ | e Dispositional barriers
® Epistemological barriers
e Technical barriers (added by Schilke, 2001)

6 factors

e Time/ interruption

o Infrastructure/support devices
® Motivation

® Technical == == = =— o — —
o Social factors

Berge’s review of literature for framework’s organization (2005)

Significant differences in learners’ attitude:

¥ Gender (Chen, 2000; Teo & Lim, 2000; Y oung, 2000).

v Age (Rekkedal, 1993)

v Ethnicity (Owens, 1998; Branden & Lambert, 1999; Chen, 1999)

¥ Ability & Confidence in online learning (Koohang, 1989; Hara, 1998)
v Types of institutions (Rekkedal, 1983; Sheets, 1992; Mungania, 2003)
v Learning effectiveness in online environment (Mungania, 2003)

o Prerequisite skills mme wmw w— = w—" " == -
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’—> Research’s findings %—

T

’—> A questionnaire of 45 items

— Berge’s framework (1995)
Muilenburg & Berge Berge & Mrozowski
(2001) (2001)
Pilot study ) Main study
Muilenburg & Berge (2005) Muilenburg & Berge (2005)
A questionnaire of 61 items - A questionnaire of 47 items
15 items dropped
v 1 item added L

8 factors

® Time & support for studies
® Administrative

® Students’ motivation

® Academic skills
® Technical skills
—— o Cost & Access to the Internet

® Technical problems
® Social interaction

Muilenburge & Berge (2005) added :

v learning enjoyment in the classroom

v number of online course completed

+ number of online course dropped

v likelihood of taking a future course

v whether students experienced prejudicial treatment

11 independent variables in Muilenburg & Berge’s study (2005)

Aims of this Study

This study was done in order to find the discrepancies between university male and female
students in Vietnam when learning English as a Foreign Language (EFL) online amidst the
COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, we clarified the differences about online learning obstacles
perceived by the two genders; secondly, efforts were made to point out whether gender makes
differences in students’ readiness to take future online English courses. As a point of departure,
we used previous literature about online education and its discrepancies in terms of gender to
reveal the results of this study which are expected to reflect the reality of online learning and
its gender-related issues in Vietnam.

To address these purposes, the following research questions are:

e What differences are there between male and female EFL learners’ perceptions toward
barriers in learning English online?

e To what extent do these perceived barriers affect male and female EFL students’
readiness of taking future English online courses?

e Does gender matter in students’ readiness of taking future English online courses?
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Research Methodologies

A mixed-method study which focused primarily on a quantitative approach would be applied
in our context. The mixed-method orientation helps provide a more profound and broader
understanding of the phenomenon than the research being done with only a quantitative or
qualitative approach (Hurmerinta-Peltoméki & Nummela, 2006). Additionally, O’Cathain et
al. (2010) believe that integration helps persuade readers to be more confident in the finding
and conclusions researchers draw in the study.

In this study, the first focus would be addressing online learning barriers and how they are
perceived by male and female learners. An adaptation of Berge’s framework (2005) would be
applied to confirm the obstacles that Vietnamese students face when learning online; especially
with their answers from the interviews, extra barriers are hoped to be discovered after
qualitatively analyzing. To raise the appropriateness of Berge’s framework in 2005, an
Exploratory Factor Analysis with Principle Axis Factoring and Promax rotation method would
be run.

The first research question was to evaluate the discrepancies between males’ and females’
perceptions toward online learning barriers. Means for each factor were processed by SPSS.
An independent sample T-test was then run to compare means of each between male and female
learners.

In line with the second research aim, we provided predictions about the readiness of taking
future online courses between male and female learners, under the impact of perceived barriers.
Discriminant analysis, therefore, has been applied twice, separately on each gender. Next, Chi-
square Tests would be employed to provide the first confirmation about the relation between
genders and online learning readiness based on the students’ answers: “Yes” or “No” for the
question: “Are you be ready to take future online courses?” Details about the research model
will be presented in Figure 2.

Figure 2
Research Model of the Quantitative Approach
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Participants

1118 students studying English as a Foreign Language at nine universities and twelve high
schools in the Mekong Delta, participated in the research. While being invited to complete the
questionnaire launched on Google Form from April to July 2020, the students were learning
English as a compulsory subject online synchronically to meet requirements of MOET in
Vietnam due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Among them, there are 683 female
students (61.1%) and 435 male students (38.9%). Proportions of gender and participants
contributed by universities and high schools as well as their ethics would be illustrated in Figure 3.

Figure 3
A Description of Participants According to their Institutions and Ethics (N=1118)

Research Instruments

Berge’s theoretical framework (2005) about student online learning barriers is used as the
research instrument in our study, with some minor adjustments to fit our context. Basically, the
number of 45 items in the questionnaire received the deletion of four issues; in which, three of
them are related to technical issues because they are widely discussed and become predictable
in many research. Therefore, we reserved our concerns on other factors and made efforts in
seeking new ones. Furthermore, when almost participants are at the age of 15 to 22, the item
“fear family life will be disrupted” has been removed due to its inappropriateness. The
remaining 41 items were translated and a Vietnamese version was formed to ease online
learners’ reading and understanding. They were asked to rate all statements in their right
feelings in the 1-5 Likert Scale, ranging from completely agree to completely disagree.

Cronbach Alpha was used to check the reliability of the 41-item questionnaire. Table 1 shows

that all values are over 0.6 and the Correlated Item-Total Correlations are over 0.3. According
to Nunnally and Bernstein (2007), the questionnaire is qualified to be studied in our context.
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Table 1
Cronbach Alpha of Each Cluster in the Questionnaire

Clusters Number of items Cronbach Alpha
Administrative/Instructors’ issues 11 0.89
Social interaction 06 0.86
Academic skills 06 0.91
Technical skills 06 0.92
Learners’ motivation 05 0.76
Time and support for study 04 0.76
Cost and access to the Internet 03 0.80
Findings

This section firstly reported an overview of EFL learners’ perception toward online learning
barriers in terms of gender. Its following sections revealed the results of Discriminant Analysis
as the impact of those perceived barriers on male and female students’ readiness of taking
future English online courses. In search of finding the effect of gender, once again, the
prediction of this matter would be presented through the result of Chi-square Tests. Combining
with content analysis of qualitative data from answers of the interviews, the findings would
provide significance of the whole research.

Discrepancies between Male and Female Students’ Perceptions Toward Online Learning
Barriers

An Exploratory Factor Analysis with Principal Axis Factoring extraction and Promax rotation
was used in the study. After deleting all items being loaded into more than one item or items
with loadings of 0.5 and greater, the remaining 28 out of 41 items were loaded into six groups
of barriers to online learning (see Figure 4). Noticeably, while the study of Muilenburg and
Berge (2005) admitted the classification of the seven groups of factors, the same framework
applied to the Vietnamese context figured out the existence of six groups and eliminated all
four items in time and support for the study.

Figure 4

A Description of Factors Affecting Online Learning Barriers from Berge’s Framework (2005)
to the Current Study
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To investigate the differences between male and female students’ perceptions about online
learning barriers, independent sample T-tests were run to analyze and compare the means of
each factor between the two genders. At first glance, female learners perceived more extreme
levels of difficulties than their male counterparts. The chart also indicated that both genders
ranked all hindrance factors similarly through their ratings on the questionnaire. Specifically,
Figure 5 shows that cost and access to the Internet caused the most difficulties, where the
highest means of 3.29 and 3.13 for schoolboys and schoolgirls, showed respectively. As can
be seen from the chart, social interaction closely stands for the second position with 3.13 for
females and 3.07 for male learners.

Regarding the two genders’ perception, the results of the Independent Sample T-test pointed
out the two groups of factors, namely, cost and access to the Internet (p=0.003) and technical
issues (p=0.001), had created light discrepancies, but statistically significance between male
and female learners toward online learning barriers. These two factors had caused greater
impacts on females’ virtual learning than that of the counterpart, which figures correspondingly
stood at 3.29 and 2.58 for females: and 3.13 and 2.42 for males.

Figure 5
Mean Scores of Perceived Barriers Between Male and Female EFL Learners
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Table 2
Discrepancies Between Male and Female EFL Learners’ Perception Toward Online Learning
Barriers

t- Sig (2-
Means  SD values tailed) df
. ) Female 2.58 0.78
Technical skills Male > 42 0.77 3.23 0.001 925.7
Administrative and Female 2.67 0.68
instructors’ issues Male 2.63 0.71 0.98 0.331 892.8
Social interaction Female 3.13 081 4 (o79  g745

Male 3.07 0.87

. . Female 2.65 0.77
Academic skills Male 559 0.85 1.19 0.233 1116

Cost & Access to the Female 3.29 0.84

Internet Male 3.13 0.89

Female 2.91 0.83

Learner Motivation Male 5 85 0.88 1.13 0.264 886.028

3.05 0.003 884.8

Qualitative Reports on Males and Females’ Perceptions about Learning English Online
in Connection with Perceived Barriers

Informal interviews were done on the sixty-seven volunteers of the total of 1118 who filled out
the questionnaire. 20/67 of them were male (29.9%) and 47 were female (70.1%). They were
ready to support the research with qualitative questions by chatting online in the average time
of fifteen minutes per student. The whole process took five weeks for collecting data from their
answers. The discussed issues fundamentally were based on students’ insights of their
judgments about online learning barriers, in addition to sharing about their perceptions that a
check on the 1-5 Likert Scale seems to be unable to expose perfectly. Moreover, students were
also invited to state their opinions about online lessons in learning English. To start with the
results, it was relatively surprising with the longer and stronger explanations that most female
students expressed their barriers on the items related to technical issues, cost, and access to the
Internet. Male students voiced lighter attitudes toward similar concerns. It logically supports
the females’ quantitatively high ratings from the questionnaire.

(a) Learning English Online: The Reception from Students

When being asked to describe a process of an online English lesson and present their own
opinions about whether students are experiencing a traditional or modern learning method,
surprisingly, all respondents described a similar motif (Figure 6). They believed to a certain
degree that they were studying in a traditional way, and there were not as many differences
compared to their on-campus lessons. 31/67 participants revealed that this was the first time
they have encountered online learning and so have their teachers. They continually started by
repeating the same phrases: “Can you hear me clearly?” until all students say they are OK with
the Internet connection. Students have carefully revised the previous lessons with teachers’
instructions before moving on to the new ones. Being similar to learning in the physical
classroom, students are guided to practice the new structure with friends and teachers, with
limited time and cyber-space interaction. They also felt it hard to have group and paired works
for free practices like they did at school. The lessons normally end by teachers’ wrapping up
and the saying goodbye time for everybody.
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Figure 6
A typical Online English Lesson in the Mekong Delta in the Context of COVID-19 Pandemic

43/67 students said they were learning traditionally but with a lack of social interaction between
teachers and students as well as among other students. 22/67 respondents said they were not
motivated while learning English online because they could not interact with their teachers or
their friends. Sometimes they could not ask teachers anything which lead them to
misunderstand, and subsequently, they fell behind the others and became lost afterward.
Respondent #891 said:

.1t seems that my teacher uses less spoken English than she teaches in the
classroom. My friends often said they did not understand their teachers and they
needed a lot of translation. Personally, I am not in their favor. I still prefer learning
English by hearing English regularly, especially from my teacher’s instructions...

In contrast, some students claimed that learning English online was a modern learning style
since they had to study with technology, computers, and especially learning from a distance.
16/67 students welcome online learning by stating that technology will be a must in the future,
so getting acquainted with them right now is ideal enough.

(b) Cost and Access to the Internet

The invited 67 volunteers had strong arguments both “for” and “against” online learning under
the effects of cost-related issues and Internet connection in their learning process. Both genders
complained about the interruption or the lag in Wi-Fi as well as money spent on 3G for online
learning. Male students paid attention to the cost of Internet payment as strongly as the female
students. When asked specifically about how much money they spent, only one male
respondent #259 said he had to pay VND 200.000 a month (approximately $10), while there
were seven female students specified the number of VND 30.000 a month, VND 210.000 a
month, and VND 15.000 a day. Similarly, respondent #413 living in the countryside has the
same problem: “My town does not have the Internet. I have to use 3G, and hence, its signal is
not good enough”.

... There were two lessons when there was power outage. My phone did not connect
with 3G and I had to register for the new package. It took VND 40.000 for an online
lesson. My teacher forced us to be present if we did not want to be punished. I was
bored actually. (Female respondent #655)

...l am living in remote area; therefore, the Wi-Fi connection is not strong enough.
Can you pay attention to the lesson well if you have to log in Zoom five times for a
forty-five-minute lesson? I missed at least 10 to 15% the content for each lesson.
(Female respondent #478)
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...Students have to pay a lot, and some students even pay for the new installation fee.
(Female respondent #215)

(c) Technical Problems

Both male and female students who supported online learning believed in the vital existence
of technology, and they awarded their recognitions by accepting all technical challenges. The
male respondent #103 strongly opposed all barriers related to technical issues. He stated that:

... Today, IT comes to secondary students as a compulsory subject. Some are even
professional in the uses of Offices, including some online skills through social
networks like Zalo and Facebook. Assisted functions for searching by voices and
images, which benefits users a lot whenever there are problems. All barriers can be
surpassed easily if everyone gives it a try.

In addition to the expert students in technology, who were keen on learning with the online
system, 15/67 students admitted that they lack understanding in ICT and were totally
technophobic. Being blind with technology was not only the confession of the female students
— as common sense of human bias — but also of male students. They both confessed that they
had a strict limitation in learning new things, especially for technological aspects. However,
the results showed that more females voiced concerns about technical problems than males,
which numbers are 20 and seven respectively.

(d) Academic Skills

When being asked about difficulties in learning English online, a majority of students said they
found it hard to understand their teachers’ instructions; and a lack of confidence in answering
everything in English existed as well. Participant #625 noted:

“I totally agree with I am not good at listening, speaking, and writing. When my
teacher asked me, I was confused a lot and I turn off my camera quickly as a way to
escape; to be honest, I sometimes blamed it on technical problems or the Wi-Fi was
lag.”

Similarly, there are other ten participants said they felt the more convenient with learning
English reading online.

Regarding interactive activities, half of the participants felt it hard to be engaged in a lively
atmosphere of the English class as they experienced in physical classrooms. Some joined live
games such as Quizzez, Kahoot, and Quizlet with less excitement than when they have had
face-to-face competition with other classmates. Problems with interaction also lead to
difficulties in the efficiency of learning English online. The 67 informants of the qualitative
research said they were not able to send their facial expressions to their teachers on time.
Respondent #676 shared:

... When we studied in the classrooms, just by observing our facial expressions, our
teachers would immediately repeat their lessons until we felt happier with it. When
we were in this virtual environment, sometimes any of us could not hear the teachers
due to Internet connection issues; no one dared to ask. We were too shy. And we were
afraid of being laughed by the other.
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Conversely, 17/67 informants said they felt happy with learning English online where they
could hear the teacher clearer because no one turned on the microphones. Moreover, informant
#176 judged there was no discrepancies in terms of learning English offline or online; and their
language skills were enough to accept and respond to the new concepts from their teachers.

It can be concluded that English learning and online instructions has further areas that need to
be researched. The current findings provided certainty of learners’ language proficiency and
learners’ styles affect their “mood” in joining online classrooms. It is also inconvincible to
conclude the preferences between male and female learners in learning English online. Those
who made a great contribution or those who had developed gaps in learning should be studied
in further research.

(e) Other Extra-factors from the Qualitative Approach
By taking the content analysis, the results showed that there was a great repetition of the

following terms: “remote areas”, “countryside”, and “economic condition”. A discovery of
new factors influencing online learning of Vietnamese students, therefore, was recorded.

As regards geographical features, with not many big cities in the Mekong Delta, the region has
a lot of remote areas where Internet has a long way to go to provide reliable service. Many
towns have only just gotten electricity within the last decade, which helps people imagine how
poor the conditions of these students have for learning in this region. Most universities are
located in the city center, with facilities that are almost fully equipped. Therefore, some
students living in the countryside feel a big gap in learning conditions in the urgent call for
online learning throughout the country. 35/67 respondents said not all students have already
possessed smartphones, laptops, and Wi-Fi for their study.

o ...Economic status is different among people. (respondent #398)

o ...Finding a stable network in rural areas is a big challenge. (respondent #634)

e ...Not everyone has enough condition to study online. If the game station does not open
on the day I study, how can I study?” (respondent #1088)

Online Learning Barriers versus Male and Female EFL Students’ Online Learning
Readiness

To clarify the influential degree of perceived barriers to the readiness of taking future distance
courses of male and female learners, Discriminant Analyses were run separately for each
gender. Table 3 provides the number of male and female participants with statistics on the
frequency of “Yes” or “No” answers for the question “Would you like to take future online
courses?”. Due to these two options, there is only a canonical discriminant function being used
in the analysis. In this study, the function of both male and female students accounts for 100%
discriminating ability of the discriminating variables, in which eigenvalues of the male result
is 0.314 with its canonical correlation is 0.489. It helps to explain the 23.9% variance of
dependent variables. Figures for females are presented as 0.268, 0.46, and 21.2%
correspondingly.

Regarding the Wilk’s Lambda of both male and female analyses, figures for males are written

with 0.761 and p = .000, and the ones for females are 0.789 and p =.000. These help to confirm
the statistical significance of these analyses in our context.
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Table 3
Frequencies of “Yes” and “No” answers for online learning readiness (N=1118)

Yes No
Male (n=435) 260 175
Female (n=683) 394 298

It in-line with the impacts found in the hindrance factors between male and female learners
who are ready to continue studying future online courses and those who are unready. As can
be seen from Figure 7, it is obvious to conclude that learner motivation has the most impact on
both males’ and females’ decisions, with Discriminant Scores (DS) presented at 0.61 and 0.56,
respectively. Following this factor, Social Interaction (DS=0.5) becomes the second influential
factor for male students while the counterpart finds it a problem to continue learning online
due to Cost and Access to the Internet (DS=0.45), before admitting the impact of Social
interaction as the third influential factor (DS=0.27). Having the least impact on causing
discrepancies between the two decisions, female students put the influence of Administrative
and instructors’ issues to the back of the list of barriers while males’ readiness does not depend
really much on Academic Skills (DS=0.06)

Figure 7
Standardized Canonical Discriminant Function Coefficients

Regarding 435 male participants, 175 students (40.2%) answered “No” for the questions about
online readiness; and the other 260 (59.8%) said “Yes”. As a result of Classification tables, it
is knowledgeable that:

e Among 175 students who said “No”, 121 of them are predicted unready for future
distance courses.

e Among 260 students who said “Yes”, 197 of them are predicted to be ready for future
distance courses.
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e The percentage of original grouped cases correctly classified is 72.2%.

In terms of female learners, there is a total of 684 participants and 289 “No” answers (42.2%),
and 394 “Yes” answers (57.6%).

e Among 289 females who said “No”, 212 of them are predicted to be unready for future
distance courses.

e Among 394 females who said “Yes”, 280 of them are predicted to be ready for future
distance courses.

e The percentage of original grouped cases correctly classified is 72.0%.

Gender versus Online Learning Readiness

To examine whether gender has an impact on online learning readiness, Chi-square Tests were
run based on statistics of numbers of male and female students and their judges on being ready
or unready to take future online courses. Its details being shown in Table 4 revealed that the
Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) is 0.491, greater than 0.05, so the null hypothesis was
accepted. It means that gender has no influence on EFL students’ online learning readiness.

Table 4
Chi-Square Tests

Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided)
Pearson Chi-Square 475° 1 491
Continuity Correction® 393 1 531
Likelihood Ratio 476 1 490
Fisher's Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear 475 1 491
Association
N of Valid Cases 1118

a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 180.54.
Discussion

Learning online during the COVID-19 pandemic has created a great impetus for students
throughout the nation and worldwide to receive a mainstream of education. Learning English
online on a large scale at this time, with its own distinguished features, had already received
early judgments from their learners. In addition to students’ responses to online learning
obstacles on a range of items of Berge’s framework (2005) regarding cost and access to the
Internet, technical problems, learner motivation, social interaction, administrative or
instructors’ issues, and academic skills; qualitative findings, on the one hand, reveal the impact
of economic condition and geographical features as additional barriers; on the other hand, it
exposes students’ perception toward their teachers’ teaching techniques. Through the
comprehensive reflections of learners both on qualitative and quantitative aspects, it positively
provides for the educator an overview about what and how to do to realize online learning in
Vietnamese context.

Gender Discrepancies in Students’ Perception Toward Online Learning Barriers

The findings provided a comparison between males’ and females’ perceptions toward online
learning barriers. There are two out of six factors remaining after EFA which propose the
discrepancies between the two genders, namely technical problems and cost and access to the
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Internet. For these factors, female students tend to perceive more levels of difficulties than
males. It can be concluded that females in our circumstances have higher evaluations on the
issues related to Internet access, fee, and problems about online learning techniques. A
confirmation of McSporran and Young (2001) is in this study with reports on women’s
disadvantages are present in learning with computers. However, the current study recorded
similarities when a lot of men are given the same statements about ICT lack of knowledge as
the women. It is a discovery that helps strengthen a balanced attitude between the two genders
when learning English online. With regards to the other barriers, namely learner motivation,
administrative or instructors’ issues, academic skills, and social interaction, there are no
discrepancies in perceptions between the two genders. It is quite different from studies of
Ashong et al. (2012), which admitted to a higher level of women’s positive perceptions on
teacher support and student interaction. Yet, it is in agreement with Price (2006) which testified
to the effect of “women’s access to technology and enrolment on the online version of the
course was comparable to men’s” (p.353).

With respects to students’ comments about a model English online lesson, it can be seen that
almost all teachers accidentally performed traditionally when teaching, where students wanted
to welcome innovative teaching methods like they were gaining on campus. By pointing out a
lot of predictable teaching scenarios, students exposed their expectations in more interesting
lessons, where they could acquire language more effectively. For some other students, they felt
it was difficult because they were not proficient enough in the four skills comprising listening,
reading, speaking, and writing, especially with the typing skill included. They believed learning
English online to be much more difficult. These concerns would be a problem that the study
helps to reflect and expect solutions from educators who want to motivate online teaching in
the home country.

Gender Issues and the Readiness of Online English Learning in the Future

Regarding students’ online learning readiness, the results re-confirmed the good promise of
online education in Vietnam (Van & Thi, 2021) by the approval of both genders, though there
are still remarkable numbers of students being in the opposite spectrum. Both males and
females in high school and universities in this study are given the same learning opportunities
in learning, and they all face similar challenges as well as gaining benefits. The number of 46
students’ claims had contributed to enlightening the future of teaching English online in
Vietnam; for instance, 30/67 respondents believed in the necessary of joining online learning
as an adaptation to the development technology and society. “It is just the matter of time, as
well as the matter of earliness or lateness.”, said respondent #889. This is also the reasons why
they expose a wide range of difficulties, sometimes with extreme positions. Yet in the end, they
still would volunteer for online learning in the future.

Gender Equality in Online Learning amidst the COVID-19 Pandemic

Being completely different from the reality of educational rights of women in Vietnam in the
past, the result of the study is the best evidence for the improvement of gender inequality,
especially in the context of the COVID-19 outbreak. It erases the images of women whose
learning rights were restricted by the effect of Confucianism thousand years ago (Vu &
Yamada, 2020), which was testified by the readiness of both males and females students in
learning in the disadvantaged conditions with positive ratings and comments when being asked
about obstacles while learning English online. Moreover, the result of Chi-square tests leading
to a conclusion that gender has no impacts on learners’ future decisions, help to shorten the
bias suspicion of human about women ability in learning with technology (Blum, 1999;
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Bostock et al., 1987; Brosnan & Davidson, 1996; Perry & Greber, 1990; Rosen et al., 1987). It
also opens the door for online learning to be enhanced with the support of both genders.

Pedagogical Implications

To deal with the urgent call for online learning in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the
research contributes to the literature about the readiness of learning English online of students
in Vietnam in terms of gender. It helps to provide insights into males and females’ attitudes
toward accepting online education or not. The reflection of both quantitative and qualitative
results toward learning English online becomes extremely important for all stakeholders,
especially when promoting online learning and other technology-based learning practices into
the region. Additionally, it provides implications for researchers, course providers, and course
designers (Lowes et al., 2016), who become extended stakeholders when creating the programs
that serve the learning needs of female and male students.
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Abstract

The present pilot study examines the extent to which particular individual differences (i.e.,
general self-efficacy, goal orientation, and decision-making styles) may shape academic
success in courses conforming to the principles of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP). End-
of-semester course grades were used as a coarse, institutionally mandated measure of academic
success. Gender differences were observed. For female students, a learning orientation was
related to academic success. However, female students’ academic success was also related to
their reliance on specific decision-making styles (i.e., vigilance and hyper-vigilance). Male
students’ academic success was not significantly related to any of the individual difference
measures. These findings suggest that applications of CRP may benefit from the recognition of
students’ preexisting dispositions and that such dispositions may differ between sexes. A
discussion follows regarding how information regarding students’ preexisting differences may
benefit CRP instruction.

Keywords: academic success, culturally relevant pedagogy, cognitive dispositions, higher
education
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Instruction is situational. Its effectiveness is shaped by the interplay between instructor and
students (Farias et al., 2010). In the present study, we ask whether particular students’
dispositions are related to institutionally mandated performance measures (i.e., end-of-
semester class grades) when the instruction in a college course conforms to the principles of
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP).

CRP is an instructional practice whose overreaching aim is to enable learners to become
informed and engaged intellectually, emotionally, socially, and politically. It rests on three key
objectives for all learners, which are (a) academic success, (b) cultural competence, and (c) and
sociopolitical consciousness, each supported by CRP’s reliance on the nurturing of critical
analysis skills. Academic success refers to the “intellectual growth that students experience as
a result of classroom instruction and learning experiences” (Ladson-Billings, 2014, p. 75).
More practically, it is what “students know and can do as a result of pedagogical interactions
with skilled teachers” (Ladson-Billings, 2006, p. 34). CRP relies on the belief that all learners
are capable of academic success if adequate opportunities and tools are given, high
expectations are set, and students take responsibility for their learning. Cultural competence
entails learning that acknowledges and honors students’ values, experiences, and sense of self
(Howard, 2003) and, by doing so, promotes awareness of cultural diversity. Sociopolitical
consciousness specifically reflects the use of critical thinking skills to examine, deconstruct,
and evaluate existing societal systems and the knowledge upon which they rely, with the
prospect of contributing to the development of alternative theoretical constructs and tools.

In essence, CRP does not merely rest on good intentions, but on instructors who translate
intentions into actions, and who are aware of how their identity, life experience, knowledge,
and institutional role may limit and bias their instruction as well as impact teaching and learning
in their courses (Brown-Jeftfy & Cooper, 2011). It also relies heavily on active learning, which
entails instructional methods that engage students in the learning process. In short, CRP
requires learners to do meaningful activities and reflect on what they are doing. For example,
Lee (2006) suggests the development of instruction that links students’ everyday knowledge
(including cultural scripts and experiences) to traditional academic subject matters. Her work
specifically focuses on teaching strategies for literary analysis that rely on students’ cultural
frames of reference so that students can easily transfer the acquired skills to unfamiliar texts.
Similarly, Camp & Oesterreich (2010) report on the value of drawing on life experiences of
injustice as a means to promote and practice inquiry-based learning among one’s students.

Although it is a challenging proposition to implement, CRP is believed to be an effective
pedagogy for facilitating learning inside and outside the classroom, providing students with
diverse opportunities to acquire and demonstrate knowledge, helping students to appreciate
their culture in relation to dominant cultural frames, and enhancing engagement and classroom
management (Howard & Rodriguez-Scheel, 2017; Pilotti & Al Mubarak, 2021; Siwatu, 2007,
Walker, 2019). CRP has attracted strong advocates among instructors who are looking for
alternatives to traditional teaching methods, while skeptical instructors regard CRP as just
another educational fad (Royal & Gibson, 2017). However, most of the research on the
effectiveness of CRP tends to rely on interviews and observations, and to focus on the logistics
and challenges of the implementation of such pedagogy, thereby resulting in largely descriptive
studies (Morrison et al., 2008; Young, 2010) where instructors’ experiences take the spotlight.
Action research methodologies have had limited use at best (Lee, 1998; Pilotti & Al Mubarak,
2021; Sheets, 1995).
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Although the effectiveness of CRP is intended to be measured through the lenses of its three
objectives (i.e, academic success, cultural competence, and sociopolitical consciousness),
students’ academic success is generally the objective that takes the center stage for both
detractors and proponents of CRP (Royal & Gibson, 2017; Schmeichel, 2012). In the current
educational environment, academic decision-making practices are largely structured around
grades (Kohn, 1993), which epitomize easily accessible, and widespread measures of
performance. Grades are used as scorecards of students’ abilities and knowledge that can
qualify or disqualify them as holders of a degree, a scholarship, financial aid, and so on.
Namely, irrespective of the broad definition that CRP gives to academic success, grades still
matter as performance indices of the extent to which students have achieved the predefined
standards mandated by the institution of higher learning in which they are enrolled. Thus, it is
not unlikely for research on CRP to rely on grades as coarse measures of academic success
(Dee & Penner, 2017; Gao, 2014; Parker & Rosenthal, 2011). Yet, the extent to which the
effectiveness of CRP (as narrowly measured by grades) is modulated by specific students’
cognitive dispositions remains unclear, especially among students from historically
marginalized communities. Preexisting differences (if related to performance) may facilitate or
weaken the application of CRP to a college course. As such, an educator’s awareness of
students’ cognitive dispositions and their relevance to academic success can inform his/her
teaching and dictate remedial adjustments. In the case study described below, we examine three
kinds of cognitive dispositions: self-efficacy, goal orientation, and decision-making styles. The
rationale for their selection is their purported relationship with academic performance as
measured by grades.

Self-efficacy is generally defined as an individual’s level of confidence in his/her ability to
execute actions or attain particular performance outcomes (Bandura, 1977; Bandura & Schunk,
1981). Self-efficacy is born of prior experiences of success and is assumed to influence the
initiation of intentional actions, the amount of effort applied to attain desired outcomes, and
the persistence with which actions are performed in the face of challenges and obstacles
(Bandura, 1977; Pajares, 1996). Its relationship with performance has been reported to be either
positive (Bouffard-Bouchard, 1990; Lane & Lane, 2001) or negative (Vancouver et al., 2002),
depending on whether it fosters effort and persistence or over-confidence (Moores & Chang,
2009).

The term goal orientation refers to the ways students may approach a course in which they are
enrolled and its demands. The course may be seen as an opportunity to acquire knowledge and
skills (i.e., learning or mastery orientation) or as an opportunity to acquire a good grade that
bolsters students” GPA, which is judged as a valid reason, in and of itself, for enrolling in the
course (i.e., grade or performance orientation). Evidence regarding the relationship between
goal orientation and academic performance is mixed. Studies have reported a positive
relationship with learning orientation (Coutinho, 2007; D’Lima et al.. 2014; Eison, 1982;
Schraw et al., 1995; VandeWalle et al.,, 2001), and a negative relationship with grade
orientation (Beck et al., 1991), but mixed or contradictory findings have also surfaced (Beck
et al., 1991; Elliot & Church, 1997; Harju & Eppler, 1997; Harris & Harris, 1987; Page &
Alexitch, 2003).

Decision-making styles are patterns used to make decisions, usually under conditions of
uncertainty (Janis & Mann, 1977). According to Mann et al. (1997), they include vigilance,
hyper-vigilance, buck-passing, and procrastination. Vigilance reflects a disposition to gather
all relevant information, as well as examine and evaluate the available alternatives carefully
and without prejudice before making a choice. Vigilance is considered ideal for generating
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sound and rational decisions. Hyper-vigilance refers to a disposition to choose a course of
action frantically and hastily without considering all information available about options and
their likely consequences. Defensive avoidance, which involves trying to escape the perceived
burden of choosing something over something else, characterizes the remaining types. It may
entail either procrastinating or transferring the responsibility for making decisions to someone
else (i.e., buck-passing). Studies have reported performance to be positively related to vigilance
(Kornilova et al., 2018) and negatively related to procrastination (Sagone & Indiana, 2021;
Steel, 2007), but its relationship with the other decision-making styles remains undetermined.

Too often, the evidence concerning the relationship between learners’ performance and
dispositional differences does not situate such differences within any particular instructional
model. In CRP-related research, a few exceptions exist though, but they are limited to
addressing some particular objective or aspect of CRP. For instance, Ballen et al. (2017)
reported that self-efficacy accounted for performance gains in the context of instruction
encouraging active learning, which is a key aspect of CRP. Folk (2018) found that students
who exhibited a learning orientation were the only students who displayed critical, analytical,
and reflective modes of thinking, which represent the cornerstone of academic success for
CRP. Evidence may also illustrate the undesirable outcomes of instructional approaches that
negate core principles of CRP. For example, Taggart (2017) found that cultural discontinuity,
which CRP opposes, was inversely related to students’ grade point average (GPA). Cultural
discontinuity is “a school-based behavioral process where the cultural value-based learning
preferences and practices of many ethnic minority students—those typically originating from
home or parental socialization activities—are discontinued at school” (Tyler et al., 2008, p.
281).

In light of the scant evidence regarding the role of cognitive dispositions in applications of
CRP, it is reasonable to ask whether there is indeed a relationship between particular cognitive
dispositions and performance (as measured by class grades) in CRP-compliant courses.
Hypotheses may be informed by the extent to which cognitive dispositions are assumed to
match the principles that define and structure CRP instruction in the classroom. For instance,
based on the notion that CRP is a pedagogy of empowerment and engagement (Ladson-
Billings, 1994), it is reasonable to expect that, in CRP-compliant courses, class grades would
be positively related to self-efficacy as well as learning orientation. Because CRP emphasizes
learners’ strengths in critical thinking, offers students intellectual challenges within a
cooperative and supportive learning environment that minimizes stress and anxiety, it is also
reasonable to expect that class grades would be positively related to vigilance, but negatively
related to hypervigilance and defensive avoidance modes.

To offer an adequate test of CRP, the present pilot study targets college students of the
Kurdistan Region of Iraq, who are an under-represented population in educational research.
Their society is shaped by patriarchal and collectivistic values defined along ethnic and
religious lines. In such a society, gender is an unavoidably relevant demographic dimension,
even among young college students. Across Iraq, including the Kurdistan region, access to
university education by women has steadily improved (Al-Ali, 2008; Masika et al., 2014).
Structural barriers, however, are embedded in cultural practices that define gender roles,
thereby continuing to curtail women’s educational and professional opportunities (Metcalfe
2008; Soltanpanah et al., 2018). Thus, the present pilot study also examines whether gender
differences exist in the relationship between particular cognitive dispositions of students who
are enrolled in CRP-compliant courses and class grades. The scant extant evidence does not
provide clear guidance as to how the position of dominance given to males in Iraqi society
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might shape self-efficacy, goal orientation, and decision-making styles. Evidence from the
Kurdistan Region exists though that test anxiety is higher in female students than male students
(Fage et al., 2016), leading to the prediction that females might display lower self-efficacy than
males, adopt a performance orientation according to which grades are paramount, and rely
more often on hyper-vigilance styles in decision making. Whether purported cognitive
differences in dispositions might relate differently to the academic performance of females and
males is a matter to be investigated.

In sum, the present study is guided by two key interrelated questions: What are the dispositions
that characterize this sample of female and male students (e.g., general self-efficacy, goal
orientation, and decision-making styles)? Do individual differences in the selected dimensions
contribute to female and male students’ class performance (as measured by end-of-semester
grades) differently?

Method

Sample

The sample consisted of 166 students (104 males and 62 females) enrolled in one of three
undergraduate courses (History of the Modern World, Comparative Political Systems, and
International Relations) offered by a university in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. The university
relies on a US curriculum and requires instructors to follow a student-centered approach to
instruction. The uneven number of males and females reflects the university's enrollment rates,
thereby underscoring the barriers that women encounter in entering higher education within a
patriarchal system that favors men for intellectual and professional pursuits. Participation
complied with the guidelines of the Office for Human Research Protections of the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services and with the American Psychological Association’s
ethical standards in the treatment of research participants. Twenty-four additional students
were excluded for early withdrawal or for failing to complete one or more of the surveys upon
which the study relied.

Procedure and Materials

The present pilot study was conducted in the field. As a result, the participants were students
enrolled in actual courses. Students qualified for participation by virtue of being enrolled in
one of the courses selected for the study. They were assessed on actual tests and homework
assignments, thereby making performance assessment relevant to them. Within the timeframe
of a semester, students completed the assignments and tests on which class grades, used as
indices of academic performance, were based. No student in the sample was enrolled in more
than one of the selected classes. Convenience sampling was used to select 3 courses taught by
the same 2 instructors: History of the Modern World (5 sections), Comparative Political
Systems (1 section), and International Relations (1 section). Courses were selected to include
students from across the university (History of the Modern World) as well as to ensure adequate
representation of the political science major, one of the main constituents of the curriculum of
the university (Comparative Political Systems and International Relations). The curriculum of
each course was intended to emphasize the acquisition and practice of basic academic skills
(e.g., writing, speaking, reasoning, etc.) within a specific domain of knowledge, and the
acquisition of knowledge within that domain. Course selection also ensured uniformity of the
measurement of performance across the entire semester. Each course consisted of a midterm
and a final test as well as an assignment before and an assignment after the midterm. Test
questions and assignments embraced all of the six types of information acquisition and
processing highlighted by Bloom’s taxonomy of human thinking (Anderson & Krathwohl,
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2001; Bloom, 1956, 1976; Krathwohl, 2002). Namely, assessment required remembering,
understanding, application, analysis, evaluation, and synthesis/creation of work. In addition to
content, these courses were selected for their adequate enrollment, the consent of the
instructors, the adoption of CRP instruction, and the unlikely overlap of students.

The instructors were recognized by their colleagues and students as thoughtful, student-
centered educators of Middle Eastern descent. Peer observations and evaluations qualified
them as learning-oriented educators (Farias et al., 2010) whose instruction was CRP-compliant.
That is to say, the instructors were described as emphasizing collaboration and mutual support
among students, offering plentiful developmental feedback, setting high standards, making an
effort to include in their instruction local knowledge and facts, and using grades as
opportunities to further learning. Their responses to the LOGO F scale of Eison et al. (1993)
supported peer observations and evaluations. The scale assessed their attitudes towards grade
and learning on a 5-point Likert scale from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5), as well
as their behaviors towards learning and grades on a five-point scale from never (1) to always
(5). Instructors reported engaging in behaviors consistent with a learning orientation more often
than behaviors consistent with a grade orientation. Similarly, they advocated more strongly
learning-oriented attitudes than grade-oriented ones.

After students had the opportunity to acclimate to the course in which they enrolled and to
understand its requirements, they were asked to complete three questionnaires as part of a self-
assessment protocol: The New General Self-Efficacy (NVGSE) questionnaire (Chen et al., 2001;
Chen et al., 2000), the attitude portion of the LOGO II questionnaire (Eison & Pollio, 1985;
1989; Eison et al. 1983) and the Melbourne Decision-Making (DM) questionnaire (Mann et
al., 1997; see Appendix A). Students were assured that the data from the questionnaires would
be used to understand learning and teaching in the class and that their responses would remain
confidential.

The NGSE questionnaire was used to measure students’ general confidence in their ability to
deal with a broad range of challenges (Bandura, 1989). For each of the eight statements of
confidence that the questionnaire contained, students indicated the extent of their agreement or
disagreement on a scale from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5) with 3 serving as the
neutral point (Cronbach's Alpha = .82). The attitude portion of the LOGO II questionnaire
comprised 8§ statements expressing a learning orientation and 8 statements expressing a grade
orientation to be rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale from “strongly agree” (4) to “strongly
disagree” (0) with the neutral point set at 2 (Cronbach's Alpha = .76; Eison et al., 1983). The
Melbourne Decision-Making questionnaire was intended to measure decision-making styles,
including vigilance (6 items), hyper-vigilance (5 items), procrastination (5 items), and buck-
passing (6 items). In the questionnaire, each item described a particular way people approach
decision making. Students were asked to indicate the extent to which each statement applied
to them on a 3-point Likert-type scale, including “true for me” (2), “sometimes true” (1), and
“not true for me” (0; Cronbach's Alpha = .81).

Results
The analyses described in this section answer two key interrelated questions: What are the
dispositions that characterize this sample of female and male students (e.g., general self-

efficacy, goal orientation, and decision-making styles)? Do individual differences in the
selected dimensions contribute to female and male students’ class performance (as measured
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by end-of-semester grades) differently? All the results of inferential statistics discussed below
are considered significant at the .05 level.

Assessment of Individual Differences

Students’ ratings of the 8 items of the NGSE scale were averaged. The mean was treated as an
index of general self-efficacy. Students’ ratings of the items of the LOGO II scale endorsing
grades were subtracted from those endorsing learning to create a preference score. Thus, a
positive (+) score signified a preference for learning whereas a negative (-) score signified a
preference for grades. A zero indicated no inclination for either orientation. Students’ ratings
of the DM questionnaire were organized into clusters illustrating four distinct styles (as per
Mann et al., 1997): vigilance, hyper-vigilance, procrastination, and buck-passing. Each style
was the average of the students’ ratings of the items that pertained to it. Descriptive statistics
are displayed in Table 1.

Table 1
Mean and Standard Error of the Mean (SEM) of Class Performance and Ratings of Self-
Efficacy, Goal Orientation, and Decision-Marking Styles

Female Male
Mean SEM Mean SEM Mean

Performance (potential range: 0-100) 72.85 | 2.087 74.88 1.363 | 74.12
Self-Efficacy (potential range: 1-5) 2.01 | 0.068 1.98 | 0.051 1.99
Goal Orientation (potential range: 0-
4)
Preference for Learning 0.35] 0.091 0.40 | 0.068 0.38
Decision-Making (potential range: 0-
2)

Vigilance 1.65 | 0.041 1.66 | 0.033 1.66

Hyper-vigilance 1.15] 0.050 1.03 | 0.039 1.09

Procrastination 0.84 | 0.062 0.75 0.046 0.78

Buck-Passing 0.63 | 0.065 0.69 | 0.046 0.66

Separate one-way ANOVAs were performed on end-of-semester class grades (serving as a
measure of academic success), self-efficacy beliefs, and learning preferences with gender as
the independent variable to determine the presence or absence of gender differences in the
sample of participants. The type of undergraduate course was not included in the analyses as a
variable because it failed to differentiate students.

Female and male students did not differ in academic success, F < 1, ns. End-of-semester class
grades were distributed almost evenly across all performance levels: A (i.e., 90-100) = 15.67%,
B (i.e., 80-89) = 25.30%, C (i.e., 70-79) = 22.89%, D (i.e., 60-69) = 21.08%, and F (i.e., below
60) =15.06%. There were no gender differences in self-efficacy beliefs, ' < 1, ns. Important to
note is that 97.59% of the self-efficacy ratings were below or equal to the neutral point of 3,
suggesting that students’ self-efficacy beliefs were low overall. There were also no gender
differences in preference for learning, F'< 1, ns. Interestingly, 66.87% of the students expressed
a preference for learning over grades, 25.90% expressed the opposite preference, and 7.23%
had no preference at all.
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A 4 (decision-making style) X 2 (gender) mixed factorial ANOVA was conducted on the
ratings of the DM questionnaire. A main effect of decision-making style was observed, F(3,
492) = 232.13, MSE = .130, p < .001, np*= .586, but without a main effect of gender or a
significant interaction, Fs < 1.96, ns. Pair-wise comparisons, adjusted for experiment-wise
alpha through the Bonferroni correction, illustrated the extent of students’ reliance on decision-
making styles. Overall, vigilance was the most likely used style, s > 14.45, p <.001. Hyper-
vigilance was favored over buck-passing and procrastination, and buck-passing was the least
used style, ts > 3.24, p <.001.

Assessment of the Contribution of Individual Differences to Performance

Linear regression analyses were conducted between end-of-semester class grades as the
outcome variable and individual difference measures to understand the extent to which each
measure made an independent contribution to female and male students’ grades. Table 2
illustrates the results of these analyses. For female students, class performance increased with
the endorsement of a learning orientation over a grade orientation, and with the adoption of
vigilance and hyper-vigilance as decision-making styles. For male students, class performance
was not significantly related to any cognitive dimension.

Table 2
Linear Regression Analyses Between Performance and Self-Efficacy, Preference for Learning,
and Decision-Making Styles

B Std. Error | Beta t Sign.

Female Students
Constant 20.765 15.921
Self-Efficacy 6.003 4.353 197 1.379 ns
Preference for Learning * 7.040 2.806 308 2.509 015
Vigilance * 15.267 6.483 299 2.355 022
Hyper-Vigilance * 13.265 6.279 315 2.112 .039
Procrastination -1.443 5.164 -.043 -.280 ns
Buck-Passing -2.585 5.199 -.080 -.497 ns
Male Students
Constant 63.337 9.526
Self-Efficacy 1.607 2.803 .060 573 ns
Preference for Learning 2.632 2.191 131 1.201 ns
Vigilance 3.530 4.379 .086 .806 ns
Hyper-Vigilance 2.517 4.393 071 573 ns
Procrastination -7.259 3.797 -.246 -1.912 ns
Buck-Passing 6.270 3.492 211 1.796 ns

Discussion

The findings of the current study can be summarized in three main points. First, there were no
gender differences in the selected cognitive dimensions and academic success (as measured by
end-of-semester class grades). Most students exhibited overall low self-efficacy beliefs and a
preference for learning. Students also expressed a preference for a vigilant decision-making
style over the other styles, suggesting the use of a practice that CRP nurtures. Yet, other less
ideal decision-making practices were not entirely discounted.
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Second, there were gender differences in the contribution of cognitive dimensions to academic
success. Females’ performance benefited from a learning orientation and the adoption of
vigilance and hyper-vigilance in making decisions. Earlier studies had also reported a positive
relationship between academic performance and vigilance (Kornilova et al., 2018), as well as
academic performance and learning orientation (Coutinho, 2007; D’Lima et al.. 2014; Eison,
1982; Schraw et al., 1995; VandeWalle et al., 2001). However, the positive relationship
between academic success and hyper-vigilance was unexpected since this type of decision-
making style is thought to embody a disposition to choose a course of action frantically and
hastily without considering all information available, thereby potentially disrupting
performance (Filippello, 2013; Pilotti, 2021). Yet, it is important to note that the female
students of our sample have faced trauma and hardship arising from war, ethnic conflict, and
traditional gender-role stereotypes, whose toll adds to the multiple demanding, and often
conflicting obligations in their quotidian life (i.e., attending to their studies, families’ household
needs and business, etc.). Thus, hyper-vigilance may become an unavoidable way to approach
daily obligations, an approach that mirrors a multi-tasking skill under time constraints. In this
regard, Johnston et al. (1997) has argued that hyper-vigilance is an adaptive decision-making
strategy in many real-life demanding situations that do not offer decision-makers the luxury of
implementing the more elaborate and time-consuming analytical practices characteristic of
vigilance. Under such conditions, it is an adaptive strategy that reflects an attempt by decision-
makers to preserve effective performance as well as to moderate effort (Payne et al., 1992).

Interestingly, although males displayed a pattern somewhat similar to that of females, no
significant contribution of any of the selected cognitive dimensions was obtained. The more
opaque predictors of males’ academic success may be accounted for by their limited
willingness to share their attitudes in a culture where men are expected to be in control.

Third, only 63.86% received a C grade or higher. In higher education, academic success is
ordinarily expressed as A, B, or C grades, while D and F grades are interpreted as indices of
failing since they are below the minimum grade point average (the equivalent of a C grade)
required for graduation. Thus, if the institutionally mandated cumulative index of academic
success (i.e., end-of-semester class grades) is considered, CRP failed to promote the
performance of 36.14% of the enrollees. However, the broader impact of CRP on students’
learning might not have been captured by this index, as time constraints due to family and work
obligations might be the primary culprit of unsuccessful performance. Its broader impact was
reflected in students’ evaluations at the end of the semester, which illustrated an overall and
consistent appreciation for the mode and content of the instruction received. In their
evaluations, students considered several criteria, including engagement, learning, and
instruction (e.g., content coverage, organization, guidance, assessment, and human rapport).
Both personalized comments and ratings, by and large, reflected students’ confidence in the
quality of the learning acquired. Increased interest in the subject matter they studied was also
reported. Most students admitted to having been challenged by the course materials and the
depth of the assessment protocols implemented. Yet, students recognized the high standards
set by the course in which they were enrolled and expressed the belief that effort was key in
meeting these standards and overcome the challenges that they might present. Some noted that
challenges were not perceived as impossibilities, but rather as obstacles to overcome or novel
problems to solve because support was deemed to be available from the instructor and
classmates. Students’ largely positive evaluations could be interpreted as the byproduct of the
constructive and collaborative interpersonal atmosphere created by the instructors’ reliance on
CRP. Because evaluations were anonymous, their link to performance remained unassessed.
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Recommendations

Although the uncovered pattern of contributions to performance may not generalize to other
under-represented student populations, they contain two key messages for instructors who rely
on CRPs or who may consider the adoption of CRP: (a) Applications of CRP, albeit well-
executed, do not entail academic success (as measured by grades) for all students, especially
when most of them possess low self-efficacy. Failures, although painful, can be powerful
motivators for both educators and students to initiate a critical self-examination of the
instruction that was available inside and outside the classroom to determine the sources of any
mismatch between course demands and students’ performance. A review of students’ academic
history and focus groups with selected students can offer valuable information to educators.
Corrective actions can then be undertaken in future offerings of a course to target students at
risk. For instance, among the remedial actions contemplated for the sample of participants of
our pilot study, more flexible time constraints for course completion would need to be
considered. (b) Knowing students’ cognitive dispositions at the early stages of a course can, to
a certain extent, inform teaching. For instance, awareness of a student’s low self-efficacy
allows instructors to structure their feedback by emphasizing the things that the student has
accomplished while highlighting remedies for the things that he/she has not accomplished. The
latter includes assuring the student that he/she is capable of reaching the expected standards
and that capability is indeed malleable and subject to improvement through effortful action
(Cohen et al., 1999). Bandura (1997) noted that one’s self-efficacy beliefs are developed from
four sources, each one a potential target of intervention: mastery experiences (i.e., experiences
of successful performance), vicarious experiences (i.e., the observation of examples of the
successful completion of a task, such as a test or an assignment), social persuasions (i.e.,
feedback, including judgment and appraisal from instructors or other significant others), and
emotional arousal (i.e., emotions and physical sensations experienced during task completion).
Similarly, knowledge of a student’s orientation prioritizing grades over learning can be
addressed by instructors at the start of the semester and reinforced with additional feedback
focused on providing detailed and helpful comments. Feedback is intended to clarify what to
improve and how to do it, must contain a reminder of the high standards to be reached, as well
as the assurance that the student is fully capable of achieving them (Anding, 2005). Lastly,
decision-making training may be considered for students at risk of academic failure under the
assumption that optimal decision-making habits can be taught (Baron & Brown, 2012). Yet, it
is necessary to recognize that although vigilance is a desirable strategy, hyper-vigilance is not
symptomatic of a general breakdown in performance. Instead, it may be viewed by students as
an adaptive response to the challenging demands of college life. Thus, understanding when and
where hyper-vigilance instead of vigilance is used may offer useful insights into the features
of the academic conditions that trigger it (Ding et al., 2020), which educators can utilize to
introduce changes to class activities meant to reduce stress and anxiety.

Conclusion

CRP offers instructors and students opportunities to make teaching and learning meaningful,
empowering, and engaging (Gay, 2018). Although a compelling case can be made for the
importance of CRP as a way to rethink instruction to improve the educational performance of
diverse student populations, gaps in educational outcomes of underserved populations remain
(Howard & Rodriguez-Scheel, 2017). Furthermore, there may be limitations to applications of
CRP (e.g., to what extent individual dispositions shape the effectiveness of CRP?), which need
to be recognized and addressed through action research. The latter is a disciplined process of
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inquiry conducted by instructors who desire to improve and/or refine their instructional actions
(Manfra, 2019). Our study demonstrates that attention to individual differences, involving
cognitive and demographic variables, may be a fruitful area of inquiry for action research.
Although institutions of higher learning are faced with larger systemic challenges arising from
the socio-political context in which they exist (O’Connor, 2020), the classroom is an excellent
place to start restructuring academia to ensure an equitable and sustainable education for all
(Focht & Bell, 2018).
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Appendix A
NGSE Questionnaire (Chen et al., 2021, p. 79)

I will be able to achieve most of the goals that I have set for myself.
When facing difficult tasks, I am certain that I will accomplish them.
In general, I think that I can obtain outcomes that are important to me.
I believe I can succeed at most any endeavor to which I set my mind.
I will be able to successfully overcome many challenges.

I am confident that I can perform effectively on many different tasks.
Compared to other people, I can do most tasks very well.

Even when things are tough, I can perform quite well.

The Attitude Portion of the LOGO II Questionnaire

Easy classes that are not pertinent to my educational goals generally bore me.

I get annoyed when lectures or class presentations are only rehashes of easy reading
assignments. I enjoy classes in which the instructor attempts to relate material to concerns
beyond the classroom.

I appreciate the instructor who provides honest and detailed evaluation of my work though
such evaluation is sometimes unpleasant.

I am more concerned about seeing which questions I missed than I am with finding out my
test grade.

I find the process of learning new material fun.

An instructor's comments on an essay test mean more to me than my actual test score.

I prefer to write a term paper on interesting material than to take a test on the same general
topic.

I dislike courses in which a lot of material is presented in class, or in readings, that does not
appear on exams.

I do not find studying at home to be interesting or pleasant.

Instructors expect too much out-of-class reading and study by students.

I think that without regularly scheduled exams I would not learn and remember very much.
Written assignments (i.e., homework, projects, etc.) that are not graded are a waste of a
student's time.

I think it is unfair to test students on material not covered in class lectures and discussions,
even if it is in reading assignments.

I dislike courses which require ungraded out-of-class activities.

I think grades provide me a good goal to work toward.

Note: The term “teacher” in the original scale was changed to “instructor”

DM Questionnaire (Mann et al., 1997, p.12) with items organized by patterns

Vigilance

I like to consider all of the alternatives.

I try to find out the disadvantages of all alternatives.

I consider how best to carry out a decision.

When making decisions, I like to collect a lot of information.
I try to be clear about my objectives before choosing.

I take a lot of care before choosing.
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Buck-passing

I avoid making decisions.

I do not make decisions unless I really have to.

I prefer to leave decisions to others.

I do not like to take responsibility for making decisions.

If a decision can be made by me or another person, I let the other person make it.
I prefer that people who are better informed decide for me.

Procrastination

I waste a lot of time on trivial matters before getting to the final decision.

Even after I have made a decision, I delay acting upon it.

When I have to make a decision, I wait a long time before starting to think about it.
I delay making decisions until it is too late.

I put off making decisions.

Hypervigilance

Whenever I face a difficult decision, I feel pessimistic about finding a good solution.

I feel as if I am under tremendous time pressure when making decisions.

The possibility that some small thing might go wrong causes me to swing abruptly in my
preference.

I cannot think straight if I have to make a decision in a hurry.

After a decision is made, I spend a lot of time convincing myself it was correct.
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Abstract

Higher education in health study programs is particularly focused on the development of
technical skills, despite there being a consensus on the importance of training students
regarding socioemotional and life skills. The aim of this study was to characterize and explore
correlations between socioemotional skills and decision-making styles in undergraduate health
students. Undergraduate students (18-25 years old) were recruited at a School of Health
Sciences in Portugal. Participants were characterized in terms of sociodemographic data,
socioemotional skills (Study on Social and Emotional Skills questionnaire) and decision-
making styles (Melbourne Decision Making questionnaire). Descriptive statistics and
correlations between questionnaires” subscales were calculated. Students presented higher
scores in tolerance (34.8+£3.4), cooperation (34.7+£2.4), empathy (31.1£3.2), vigilance
(16.0£1.9), and procrastination (9.942.1). Assertiveness presented negative correlations with
buck-passing (rho=-0.43, p<0.01) and procrastination (r#0=-0.38, p<0.01) and positive
correlation with vigilance (rh0=0.22, p=0.03). Students demonstrated higher values in
empathy, cooperation, and tolerance skills, meaning they tend to be kind and care for others’
well-being. Vigilance style is related to assertiveness characterizing hard working leaders able
to pay attention to others’ needs. Training that involves socioemotional skills might be crucial
for the style of decision-making in future health professionals.

Keywords: decision-making styles, health students, interdisciplinary study programs,
socioemotional skills
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Introduction

Higher education in health study programs is particularly focused on technical skills
development, despite there being a consensus on the importance of training students in regard
to socioemotional and life skills (Ribeiro, Severo, & Ferreira, 2016; Rodriguez-Nogueira,
Moreno-Poyato, Alvarez-Alvarez, & Pinto-Carral, 2020). In this context, it is crucial to include
the training of transversal skills in the academic curriculum of health students, as these skills
can facilitate interpersonal relationships, accountability, and decision-making in a clinical
setting (Cinar, Dinler, & Yakut, 2019). The quality of interpersonal relationships in health
professionals relies on socioemotional skills, and it is reflected in ineffective or effective
communication. Ineffective communication can make patients feel anxious, uncertain, and
generally unsatisfied with their care, while it is also linked to increased stress, lack of job
satisfaction, and emotional burnout amongst health professionals (Moore, Rivera, Bravo-Soto,
Olivares, & Lawrie, 2018).

The care, respect, and tolerance that occur while a health professional is taking care of someone
are strong indicators of quality in health practices (Gazarian et al., 2021). For example, the
ability to establish an empathic relationship between health professionals and patients is a key
transversal skill that might be crucial not only to encourage patients’ adherence to treatments
but also to promote patients’ outcomes (Moudatsou, Stavropoulou, Philalithis, & Koukouli,
2020). In fact, for attaining high standards in patients’ care, it is essential to include social skills
training for stimulating the inter-professional working performance (Singh & Salisbury, 2019;
Wang, Shi, Bai, Zheng, & Zhao, 2015). In addition, when a health professional uses non-
assertive communication, this might happen because of low self-image and confidence, which
consequently can hamper shared decision-making and decrease patients’ empowerment
(Pakarinen, Parisod, Smed, & Salanterd, 2017). Another important social skill for health
professionals is cooperation, which characterizes the ability to coordinate decisions and actions
through constructive dialogue. This skill is one of the most important elements for
interprofessional and multidisciplinary efficient work in health teams (Molleman, Broekhuis,
Stoftels, & Jaspers, 2008). Interestingly, the higher the complexity of the health care is, the
more important is cooperation (Jiinger, Pestinger, Elsner, Krumm, & Radbruch, 2007).

Training adaptable and innovative health professionals was identified as an urgent need in
biomedical fields (Rodriguez, Diez, Pérez, Banos, & Carrio, 2019; Royce, Hayes, &
Schwartzstein, 2019; Scott, Leritz, & Mumford, 2004). To reach this profile, health
professionals should develop skills such as creativity, critical thinking, and problem solving
and be specially trained in flexible and open environments (Rodriguez et al., 2019; Royce et
al., 2019; Scott et al., 2004). These skills are major contributors for decision-making by health
care professionals, which is particularly characterized by low level of structuredness (Brock et
al., 2013; Morley & Cashell, 2017; O’Daniel & Rosenstein, 2008; Pitel & Mentel, 2017). Poor
decision-making abilities may prejudice team collaboration between health professionals,
having impact in the quality of care (Brock et al., 2013; Morley & Cashell, 2017; O’Daniel &
Rosenstein, 2008). Therefore, further understanding of the major coping patterns in decision-
making in this field, including their associated risks and advantages, should be recommended
earlier in undergraduate study programs (Pitel & Mentel, 2017).

Previous studies already discussed the importance of socioemotional skills and decision-
making styles for high quality practices in health care. Most of these studies focused on real
clinical settings, such as palliative care and chronic diseases (Bloomer et al., 2018;
Kryworuchko, Strachan, Nouvet, Downar, & You, 2016). Fewer studies focused on analysing
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these skills in undergraduate health students, mainly characterising these abilities in the context
of a specific study program (e.g., nursing) (K. L. Brooks & Shepherd, 1990; Exposito, Jiménez-
Rodriguez, Agea, Izquierdo, & Costa, 2019; Mauriz, Caloca-Amber, Cérdoba-Murga, &
Véazquez-Casares, 2021; Noohi, Karimi-Noghondar, & Haghdoost, 2012). However,
socioemotional and decision-making skills are particularly relevant in multi-disciplinary
scenarios (Chong, Aslani, & Chen, 2013; Hofstede et al., 2013; Soukup et al., 2018;
Uitdewilligen & Waller, 2018), providing crucial abilities, for example in the registration and
management of interprofessional clinical information. As such, before starting to think about
interdisciplinary educational programs for health students, it would be important to
characterize students’ socioemotional and decision-making profiles (Gordon, Hill, Stojan, &
Daniel, 2018). Therefore, this study aimed to characterize socioemotional skills and decision-
making styles in undergraduate health students at a Portuguese health school with
interdisciplinary health programs. As a secondary objective, this study explored possible
correlations between students’ decision-making styles and socioemotional skills.

Methodology

A descriptive quantitative cross-sectional study was conducted using self-report high-quality
instruments, allowing the characterization of students’ socioemotional skills and decision-
making styles, and establishing relationships between them.

Participants and Setting

Data were collected between October and November 2020 at the School of Health Sciences of
the Polytechnic Institute of Leiria. A call for participation was posted in the school’s
community website targeting undergraduate students. Students interested in participating were
invited to provide informed consent through an electronic form. Respondents under 18 and
over 25 years old were excluded. Eligible students received an online link providing access to
the questionnaires used for data collection. All electronic data collection procedures were
delivered using Google Forms.

Sociodemographic Questionnaire

Sociodemographic characterization of the recruited students was based on the following
variables: age (years), sex (female; male), study program, and academic year of the study
program (1st year; 2nd year; 3rd year, 4th year).

Study on Social and Emotional Skills

The Study on Social and Emotional Skills (SSES) instrument was developed to assess social
and emotional skills in children and young people and how they interact with their life contexts,
namely regarding family, at school, and in the community (Kankara$§ & Suarez-Alvarez, 2019).
For this purpose, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
proposed the development of an instrument that assesses these skills to characterize the
socioemotional domain of children and young people around the world.

In its original version, the SSES evaluated 15 social and emotional competences. After the
literature review process, 14 of the competencies assessed by the instrument were added to
contribute to the assessment of the program's target competencies. Thus, the SSES instrument
was organized into subdomains or dimensions of the target competencies (Chernyshenko,
Kankaras, & Drasgow, 2018; Kankaras, Feron, & Renbarger, 2019).
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Each subdomain consists of eight items, corresponding to eight questions, which are randomly
reorganized. The final full version of SSES has 12 sets of eight items each, making a total of
96 items. Each item is evaluated on a 5-point Likert scale: 1 corresponds to “Strongly disagree”
and 5 corresponds to “Strongly agree”. For this study, seven subdomains were selected,
(assertiveness (ASS), cooperation (COO), creativity (CRE), empathy (EMP), sociability
(SOC), tolerance (TOL), and trust (TRU)). For each of subdomains selected, a final score was
calculated as the sum of the corresponding items after inverting the values associated with
items ASS5, COO4, CRE3, CRE7, CRE8, EMPS, SOC4, TOL6, and TRUS. The final score of
each subdomain ranged between 8 and 40 points. Higher values represent a higher degree on
the domain being evaluated.

This instrument was designed to allow the triangulation of information between parents and
children/young people, with a version for parents/guardians and another for children/young
people. However, given that the participants were students of a higher education institution,
the parents’ version of the instrument was not used. The SSES instrument is applicable to
students between the ages of 8 and 25 years, approximately. The response time limit for this
instrument is expected to be a maximum of thirty minutes.

Melbourne Decision Making Questionnaire

The Melbourne Decision Making Questionnaire (MDMQ) (Mann, Burnett, Radford, & Ford,
1997) is an improvement of the Flinders Decision Making Questionnaire (FDMQ) developed
by Mann (1982), which intended to identify the decision-making styles based on several
patterns of coping behavior. MDMQ showed itself to be applicable to different ages and
genders and can be easily and quickly applied. MDMQ is available in European Portuguese to
evaluate stress-related patterns while making decisions, enabling comparison within and
between different subjects, which is not only useful for training purposes but also for other
studies of decision-making (Filipe, Alvarez, Roberto, & Ferreira, 2020). MDMQ characterizes
attitudes, behaviors, or thoughts of individuals concerning decision-making by evaluating the
respondent’s rating to 22 statements using a 3-points Likert scale (1—not true about me; 2—
sometimes true; 3—true about me). These 22 statements are organized in four subscales:
vigilance (six statements), buck-passing (six statements), hypervigilance (five statements), and
procrastination (five statements). Vigilance reflects a careful and well-planned approach to
decision-making, while hypervigilance is associated with impulsive and unplanned actions in
the face of the decision-making situation (Cotrena, Branco, & Fonseca, 2017). On the other
hand, procrastination and buck-passing are linked with defensive and evasive attitudes toward
decision-making.

For each MDMQ subscale, a final score was calculated as the sum of the corresponding
statements. For vigilance and buck-passing, the final score value ranged between six and 18
points; for hypervigilance and procrastination, the final score value ranged between five and
15 points. Higher values represent a higher degree on the subscale being evaluated.

Statistical analysis

Descriptive statistics of sociodemographic and academic data, social emotional skills (SSES),
and decision-making styles (MDMQ) are presented as absolute and relative frequencies or as
mean and standard deviation (SD) as appropriate. To explore the relationship between SSES
subdomains and MDMQ decision-making subscales, Spearman’s correlation coefficients (740)
were calculated. Correlations values were interpreted as follows: 0-0.09 negligible correlation;
0.1-0.29 weak correlation; 0.3-0.49 moderate correlation; 0.7-0.89 strong correlation; 0.9-1
very strong correlation (Cohen, 1988).
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All statistical analysis were performed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences
(SPSS©) software Version 27.0 (IBM, Armonk, New York, USA). The level of statistical
significance was set to p<0.05.

Results

Sociodemographic Characterization

In total, 97 (n=97) students volunteered for the study; from these, two did not provide complete
information and were excluded from the sample. Therefore, the final sample consisted of 95
students enrolled in undergraduate health study programs (bachelor; four-year study programs)
and higher technical courses (CTeSP; two-year study program). Table 1 presents students’
sociodemographic and academic information. Students had a mean (+standard deviation (SD))
age of 20.28 (£2.90) years old and were mostly women (n=83, 87.4%). Most students were
enrolled in undergraduate study programs (n=89; 93.7%), with only six (6.3%) students
enrolled in the Assistive Health Products higher technical course. Distribution by
undergraduate study program was as follows: physical therapy (n=28, 29.5%), dietetics and
nutrition (n=24, 25.3%), nursing (n=18, 18.9%), occupational therapy (n=18, 18.9%), and
speech therapy (n=1, 1.1%). Thirty-three (n=33, 34.7%) students were registered in the first
year of the study program; 26.6% (n=25) were registered in the second year, 29.5% (n=28) in
the third year, and 9.5% of the students (n=9) were registered in the fourth year.

Table 1
Sociodemographic and academic characterization (n=95)
Students
Age (years), Mean+SD 20.28+2.90
Sex, n (%)
Female 83 (87.4)
Male 12 (12.6)
Study Program, n (%)
Dietetics and nutrition 24 (25.3)
Nursing 18 (18.9)
Occupational therapy 18 (18.9)
Physical therapy 28 (29.5)
Speech therapy 1 (1.1)
Assistive health products 6 (6.3)
Academic Year, n (%)
Ist year 33 (34.7)
2nd year 25(26.3)
3rd year 28 (29.5)
4th year 9(9.5)

Abbreviations: SD, standard deviation

Social and emotional skills characterization. Table 2 summarizes the responses in the
individual items and the total score in the selected subdomains of SSES. Health students
presented higher total scores in tolerance (34.8+3.4), cooperation (34.7+2.4), and empathy
(31.1£3.2), followed by creativity (29.1£4.7), trust (28.1+4.1), sociability (28.0+2.9), and
assertiveness (22.7+5.9).

54



IAFOR Journal of Education: Undergraduate Education

Volume 9 — Issue 5 — 2021

Table 2
Social and emotional skills characterization (n=95)
Item ASS CO0 CRE EMP SOC TOL TRU
1 3.1£09 | 4.840.4 | 4.0£0.6 | 4.2+0.5 | 3.6+0.8 | 4.840.4 | 3.6+0.7
2 2.7£1.0 | 4.3+0.5 | 3.5+0.8 | 4.840.4 | 3.2+0.8 | 4.0+0.7 | 3.5+0.9
3 3.1£0.8 | 4.1£0.5 | 2.1+0.9 | 3.840.8 | 4.7+0.5 | 3.7+0.8 | 3.9+0.6
4 29+09 | 2.3+09 | 3.5+0.7 | 3.6+0.8 | 3.6+1.1 | 4.840.5 | 3.3+0.9
5 2.8£1.0 | 4.7+0.5 | 3.4+1.0 | 3.4+0.7 | 4.0+0.7 | 4.5+0.6 | 3.1+0.9
6 2.5£1.0 | 4.4+0.6 | 3.740.9 | 3.6+0.6 | 4.2+0.7 | 1.5+1.0 | 4.2+0.7
7 29+1.0 | 4.3+0.6 | 2.4+0.9 | 3.8+0.7 | 3.4+1.0 | 42+0.7 | 3.2+0.9
8 2.3+0.9 | 4.5+0.5 | 2.540.9 | 2.240.9 | 2.5+1.0 | 4.5+0.6 | 3.5+0.7
TOTAL | 22.745.9 | 34.742.4 | 29.1+4.7 | 31.1£3.2 | 28.0+£2.9 | 34.843.4 | 28.1+4.1

Data are represented as mean + standard deviation. ASS—assertiveness; COO—cooperation; CRE—creativity;
EMP-empathy; SOC—sociability; TOL—tolerance; TRU—trust. ASS1-I am a leader; ASS2-I want to command;
ASS3-1 know how to convince others to do what I want; ASS4-1 like to lead others; ASS5-I do not like to lead
a team; ASS6-I like to be leader in my class; ASS7-I like to be the leader of a group; ASS8-I am dominant, and
I act as a leader. COO1-I like to help others.; COO2-I get along well with others; COO3-I work well with other
people; COO4-1 start arguments with others; COOS5-1 treat others with respect; COO6-1 am always willing to
help my classmates; COO7—-I am ready to help anybody; COO8-I am polite and courteous to others. CRE1-I find
new ways of doing things; CRE2-I am original, and new ideas always come up; CRE3-I have a hard time
imagining things; CRE4—I sometimes find a solution that other people do not see; CRES-I like to invent things;
CRE6-I have a good imagination; CRE7-I find it difficult to imagine new things; CRE8—I am not very creative.
EMPI1-I am helpful and unselfish with others; EMP2-It is important to me that my friends are okay; EMP3—I can
sense how others feel; EMP4—I know how to comfort others; EMP5-I predict the needs of others; EMP6-I
understand what others want; EMP7—I am warm toward others; EMP8—I rarely ask others how they are feeling.
SOC1-I am outgoing and sociable; SOC2—-I have many friends; SOC3—I like being with my friends; SOC4-I like
to be alone; SOC5-1 like to talk to many different people; SOC6-I like to spend my free time with others; SOC7—
I make friends easily; SOC8-I have a hard time making friends. TOL1-I am interested in being friends with
people from other cultures; TOL2-I ask questions about other cultures; TOL3-I feel comfortable in new cultural
environments; TOL4-I want to travel to other countries; TOLS5-I like to hear about other cultures and religions;
TOL6-1 am not interested in other countries and cultures; TOL7-I learn a lot from people of different beliefs;
TOLS-I like to learn about other countries and cultures. TRUI-I think that most of my colleagues keep their
promises; TRU2-I believe that my friends will never betray me; TRU3-I believe that my friends keep my secrets;
TRUA4-I believe that most people are kind; TRUS5—I mistrust people; TRU6-I believe that other people will be
able to help me; TRU7-I believe that most people are honest; TRUS-I trust others.

Responses to the items in subdomain tolerance showed that health students were inclusive
(TOL1: 4.8+0.4) and open to knowing other countries and cultures (TOL4: 4.8+0.5; TOL6:
1.5£1,0). Cooperation outcomes revealed that health students like to help (COO1: 4.8+0.4) and
respect others (COOS: 4.7+0.5) while tending to avoid conflicts and arguments with others
(COO04: 2.3+0.9). Empathy outcomes showed that the health students strongly agree that it is
important to know that their friends are doing well (EMP2: 4.84+0.4) and assume themselves as
generous (EMP1: 4.2+0.5) and empathetic (EMP3: 3.8+0.8) to others. However, students
revealed difficulty in knowing how to comfort others (EMP4: 3.64+0.8) and in predicting what
others feel (EMPS5: 3.4+0.7). In the responses to the items in the creativity subdomain, health
students were shown to enjoy finding new solutions (CRE1: 4.0+0.6) and to have a good
imagination (CRE6: 3.7+0.9) and creativity (CRES8: 2.5+£0.9). Trust results showed that
students stated clearly that they can count on others to help them (TRU6: 4.2+0.7) and believe
in their friends (TRU3: 3.9+0.6). However, lower scores were observed in items about kindness
(TRU4: 3.3+0.9), honesty (TRU7: 3.2+0.9), or trustfulness (TRUS5: 3.1+0.9) of others.
Sociability outcomes indicated that health students enjoy spending time with their friends
(SOC3: 4.740.5; SOC6: 4.24+0.7), and that they have no difficulty in making new friends
(SOC8: 2.5+1.0). However, it seems to be difficult for them to assume they have many friends
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(SOC2: 3.2+0.8). Finally, responses to the items in the assertiveness subdomain seemed to be
more diverse. Health students have difficulty in assuming a leader position (ASS1: 3.1+0.9)
and consider themselves not to have the persuasive ability to convince others (ASS3: 3.1+0.8).
Results also showed that participants do not like to be leaders of their class (ASS6: 2.5+1.0)
and do not consider themselves to be dominant (ASSS8: 2.3+0.9).

Decision-Making Styles Characterization

The characterization of decision-making styles based on MDMQ can be found in Table 3.
Results obtained revealed that health students present higher scores in vigilance (16.0+1.9) and
procrastination (9.9£2.1) styles, followed by buck-passing (10.84+2.8) and hypervigilance
styles (8.4+1.9).

Table 3
Decision-making styles characterization based on MDMQ (Mann et al., 1997) (n=95)

MDMQ Statements MeanSD
Vigilance 16.0+1.9
2. I like to consider all the alternatives. 2.8+0.4
4.1 try to find out the disadvantages of all alternatives. 2.6+0.6
6. I consider how best to carry out the decision. 2.7£0.5
8. When making decisions I like to collect lots of information. 2.5+0.6
12. I try to be clear about my objectives before choosing. 2.840.5
16. I take a lot of care before choosing. 2.7+0.5
Buck-passing 10.8+2.8
3. I prefer to leave decisions to others. 1.7+0.6
9. I avoid making decisions. 1.8+0.6
11. I do not like to take responsibility for making decisions. 1.8+0.6

14. If a decision can be made by me or another person, I let the other person

. 1.8+0.6
make it.
17. 1 do not make decisions unless I really must have to. 1.5+0.7
19. I prefer that people who are better informed decide for me. 2.1+£0.7
Hypervigilance 8.4+1.9
5. I waste a lot of time on trivial matters before getting to the final decision. 2.0+0.7
7. Even after I have made a decision, I delay acting upon it. 1.9+0.7
10. When I have to make a decision, I wait a long time before starting to think 1440 6
about it. T
18. I delay making decisions until it is too late. 1.4+0.5
21. I put off making decisions. 1.7+0.6
Procrastination 9.9+2.1
1. I feel as if I’'m under tremendous time pressure when making decisions. 2.3+0.5
13. The possibility that small things might go wrong causes-me to swing 1.840 6
abruptly in my preferences. T
15. Whenever I face a difficult decision, I feel pessimistic about finding a good 1.940.7
solution. T
20. After making a decision, I spend a lot of time convincing myself it was the 1,940 7

right decision.

22. 1 cannot think straight if I have to make decisions in a hurry. 2.0£0.7
Abbreviation: SD, standard deviation
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In the vigilance style, health students were shown to consider several alternatives and
disadvantages (statement 2, 2.84+0.4) and to be clear about their objectives (statement 12,
2.8+0.5) before making a decision. Regarding the buck-passing style, data showed that students
prefer to let other people decide when they are better-informed (statement 19, 2.1+0.7). Results
on the procrastination style indicated that students feel tremendous pressure when they need to
make decisions (statement 13, 2.3+0.5) and do not feel comfortable when they must make rush
decisions (statement 22, 2.040.7). Finally, the results on the hypervigilance style revealed that
students waste significant time before making a decision (statement 5, 2.0+£0.7), and even after
deciding, they take time to put it into practice (statement 7, 1.9+0.7).

Correlations Between Socio-Emotional Skills and Decision-Making Style

Table 4 presents the Spearman correlation coefficients (r40) between the total scores of socio-
emotional skills and decision-making styles. Statistically significant weak and moderate
correlations can be observed between socio-emotional skills and decision-making styles.

Table 4
Correlations between socio-emotional skills (SSES) and decision-making styles (MDMQ)

Vigilance Buck-passing | Hypervigilance | Procrastination
Assertiveness 0.22* -0.43** -0.19 -0.38**
p-value 0.03 <0.01 0.06 <0.01
Cooperation 0.18 0.01 -0.14 -0.02
p-value 0.09 0.93 0.18 0.89
Creativity 0.15 -0.31%** -0.12 -0.16
p-value 0.14 <0.01 0.27 0.12
Empathy 0.24* -0.20 -0.14 -0.11
p-value 0.02 0.06 0.17 0.29
Sociability 0.16 -0.15 0.01 0.02
p-value 0.12 0.14 090 0.88
Tolerance 0.19 -0.21* -0.12 0.05
p-value 0.06 0.04 0.23 0.64
Trust 0.13 -0.11 -0.30** -0.17
p-value 0.20 0.28 <0.01 0.09

* Correlation is significant at the p-value<0.05. ** Correlation is significant at the p-value<0.01.

Assertiveness showed negative moderate correlations with buck-passing (rh0=-0.43, p<0.01)
and procrastination (rh0=-0.38, p<0.01) and a positive weak correlation with vigilance
(rho=0.22, p=0.03). These results indicated that more assertive students tend to be less prone
to buck-passing and procrastination but more prone to vigilance in their decision-making style.
Creativity presented a negative moderate correlation with buck-passing (7h0=-0.31, p<0.01).
Thus, students with higher creativity scores seem to be less willing to adhere to buck-passing
in the process of making a decision.

A positive weak correlation was found between empathy and vigilance (7h0=0.24, p=0.02),
that is, when empathy scores increased, vigilance scores also tended to increase. On the other
hand, tolerance showed a weak negative correlation with buck-passing (rho=-0.21, p=0.04),
meaning that students with higher scores in tolerance exhibited lower scores of buck-passing.
The negative moderate correlation between trust and hypervigilance (720=-0.30, p<0.01)
indicated that students who trust others (higher scores in trust) seem to adopt a less
hypervigilant style (lower scores in hypervigilance) when making a decision.
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No significant correlation was found between skills cooperation and sociability and MDMQ
decision-making styles.

Discussion

The main objective of this study was to characterize socioemotional skills and decision-making
styles in undergraduate health students at a Portuguese Health School with interdisciplinary
health programs. This study is a first step for the critical overview of Portuguese health
students’ profiles in terms of transversal competences. This critical overview is determinant
for guiding the experimentation of innovative learning methodologies to increase the students’
performance as health care providers in collaborative and multidisciplinary scenarios.

The students involved in this study demonstrated higher values in empathy, cooperation, and
tolerance skills. The strong evidence of these socioemotional skills demonstrates that students
are kind and care for others’ well-being. Gustin (2017) explained that empathy relates to
compassion, which is a core concept in caring science. The author stated that health
professionals need compassion for promoting high quality care but also to guarantee
professionals' well-being (Gustin, 2017). Furthermore, participants included in this study
valued the interconnection as well as the importance of teamwork and mutual help items in the
cooperation domain of the SSES instrument. In fact, the constant changes in the health care
system and the complex health needs of patients require effective communication, teamwork,
and interprofessional cooperation. According to Homeyer et al. (2018), health professionals
that demonstrate effective cooperation can understand roles and responsibilities to efficiently
communicate with peers and are most likely to feel increased job satisfaction. Finally, students
demonstrated that they are open to different points of view and value foreign people and
cultures. In future health professionals, tolerance was associated with originality, higher mental
flexibility, openness to new ideas, and ethnic respect (Homeyer et al., 2018). Globally,
empathy, cooperation, and tolerance are extremely important skills in a clinical context, as they
are crucial for multidisciplinary teamwork, avoiding conflicts and fostering shared decisions.

Additionally, data from the present study demonstrated that one of the most evident decision-
making styles was the vigilance style. This shows that health students can set high standards
for themselves, work hard, and focus their attention on the current tasks to achieve personal
goals (Cotrena et al., 2017). The results obtained also showed that vigilance is related to
empathy and assertiveness, which means that leaders that can pay attention to the needs of
others tend to make decisions using a vigilance style. In fact, empathy is related to cognitive
functioning that affects decision-making, as empathetic people are kind and compassionate,
which leads to the ability to listen to others’ needs, studying various alternatives and
establishing pros and cons before choosing without being domineering (Moore et al., 2018).
Ioannidou & Konstantikaki (2008) stated that vigilance associated with empathy is a
characteristic of emotional intelligence, describing it as a concept that involves skill and ability,
which allows one to better manage the emotions of oneself, others, and groups. Success in
different aspects of human life requires more than a significant intelligence quotient, since we
all know people who are academically brilliant but are socially and interpersonally unfit
(Ioannidou & Konstantikaki, 2008). Emotional intelligence is something that can be learned,
thus it is important that young students in the health field exercise these skills, with the role of
teachers being extremely relevant, since much of the learning in these professions is also done
by modeling by experts (Goleman, 2001).
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Students who participated in the present study used procrastination as a decision style, which
indicates that they tend to feel pressure in decision-making and worry about being wrong
because they want to make the right decision (Cotrena et al., 2017). Procrastination is related
to assertiveness. In fact, being able to make the right decisions at the right time is a crucial part
of leadership. Nevertheless, the lack of a proactive attitude can cause not only decisions getting
delayed but leaders failing to effectively make decisions about key challenges in health care.
Making decisions under pressure is a challenge in healthcare, thus assertiveness must be
worked on to avoid stressful situations that can lead to anxiety and burnout (Zavala, Day,
Plummer, & Bamford-Wade, 2018).

Studies on self-regulation theory versus externally regulated learning (de la Fuente-Arias,
2015, 2017) raised the hypothesis that a higher level of self-regulation is associated with a
lower level of procrastination and, consequently, a higher level of procrastination is related to
a lower level of performance. Steel (2007) showed that procrastinating students tend to have a
higher number of negative results and lower average grades. In a study that involved 363
university students from two Colombian universities, Garzén-Umerenkova et al. (2018)
pointed out that low levels of self-regulation are commonly observed among students who
procrastinate. On the other hand, a negative association was found between procrastination and
academic performance, which highlights the impact of procrastination on students'
achievements (Garzon-Umerenkova & Flores, 2017).

Although buck-passing was not a dominant decision-making style for students that participated
in this study, significant and negative correlations with assertiveness, creativity, and tolerance
skills were observed. Previous studies observed that extraversion and openness to experience
negatives predict buck-passing (Foti & Hauenstein, 2007; Rahaman, 2014). Buck-passing is a
style that avoids decisions and responsibilities by delegating them to others. Delegation can
result in a better decision when someone is more knowledgeable, which allows people to feel
some relief and less responsible for negative outcomes (Brooks et al., 2015; Palmeira et al.,
2015). Specifically, in health care contexts, it is important to be open to different points of
view, developing leadership and creative thinking, since these socioemotional skills predict
higher levels of job performance, adequate job attitudes, and an efficient team performance
(Judge, Heller, & Mount, 2002).

In general, the results presented suggest that critical improvements are required on training
decision-making in future health professionals. In fact, designing interprofessional programs
to foster emergent and structured decision-making might be crucial in health students’ training.
In this context, innovative strategies have been proposed. For example, serious games were
experienced for training decision making in students from biomedical courses, by involving
students and educators in the cocreation of game-based scenarios and decision-tree game flow
(Kaczmarczyk, Davidson, Bryden, Haselden, & Vivekananda-Schmidt, 2016). Also, virtual
reality has been explored for training teamwork, communication, and situation awareness, by
simulating scenarios of critical medical decisions that must be taken in a team context, with
time constraints and immediate feedback (Bracq, Michinov, & Jannin, 2019). Although, these
methodologies can potentially advance clinical decision training in health students, this topic
has only been scarcely explored, and needs further investigation.

Although this study describes a relevant socioemotional and decision-making profile of health
students, which might contribute for designing education training programs, there are
limitations in methodology that need to be considered. First, the sample of students involved
in this study is small and provides an inadequate representation of the school’s students both
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in terms of distribution by program study and academic year of attendance. Second, data were
collected using self-reported instruments which may subject to several biases such as
exaggeration. Furthermore, SSES transcultural adaptation and validation into Portuguese are
ongoing tasks. Finally, some subdomains of SSES may not be the most suitable for the
population studied and the intended characterization. In particular, the subdomain tolerance
mainly focuses on interest and respect for other countries, cultures, and religions rather than
on essential competence for health professionals such as acceptance of the other, of a different
point of view, or of a behavior. In future studies, it would be interesting to include non-clinical
healthcare students, as they have also an important role in planning health care programs, and
they are rarely considered in research studies. In addition, future research in this field could be
particularly focused on the importance of socioemotional and decision-making skills in health
care provision during the COVID-19 crisis.

Conclusion

Socioemotional skills and decision-making styles were studied in undergraduate health
students at a Portuguese health school with interdisciplinary health programs. Students
demonstrated higher values in empathy, cooperation, and tolerance skills, which means that
they tend to be kind and care for others’ well-being. The most evident decision-making style
was vigilance style, which is related to empathy and assertiveness, characterizing hard-working
leaders able to pay attention to others’ needs. The students also demonstrated use of
procrastination as a decision style, which might be a risk factor for academic negative results
and for lower response to health care challenges. Interestingly, negative correlations between
buck-passing and assertiveness, creativity, and tolerance skills highlight the importance of
training these emotional skills to avoid this decision-making style in future health
professionals. Understanding socioemotional and decision-making students’ profile is a
relevant information for guiding the experimentation of innovative learning methodologies, in
order to increase the students’ performance as health care providers in collaborative and
multidisciplinary scenarios.
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Abstract

Despite the increasing support for the use of e-portfolios, research on its utility is just
beginning to emerge. In terms of the current study, 200 students were asked to create digital
portfolios with Padlet, share their e-portfolios via their Virtual Learning Platform (VLE), and
ask for peer and lecturer feedback every time they completed a written task. Using a diagnostic
test and their final assignment, students had to write a reflective report at the beginning and
the end of an academic term. They also interacted every week using a forum created by their
lecturer to enhance collaboration and peer support. At the end of each interactive feedback
session, they had to reflect on their work and the feedback they received and post their self-
reflections on the forum. Findings indicated that students managed to improve their writing
performance significantly and enhance their motivation towards writing and learning in
general due to this innovative alternative assessment method. This was evident from their final
reflective reports, their focus group discussions, and the anonymous feedback they provided
through Mentimeter. Students reported that they enjoyed this interactive experience which
was both engaging and rewarding. However, students expressed their wish for more support
when using IT tools and e-portfolios and asked to be guided to develop their writing and
reflective skills and engage even more with their e-portfolios.

Keywords: e-portfolios, inclusive assessment, motivation, Padlet, undergraduate students,
writing performance
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The use of computer-assisted learning is undeniably helpful in making the learning process
more effective and meaningful among undergraduate learners in terms of developing their
writing and professional skills (Jawaid & Tariq, 2018; Kongsuebchart, & Suppasetseree, 2018).
The increasing interest in the use of portfolio assessment emanates from the understanding that
it enhances students’ learning, facilitates lecturers, improves the assessment process (Yang et
al., 2016), promotes self-regulated learning (Tur et al., 2019), improves student motivation
(Beckers et al., 2016), and fosters reflection and metacognition (Weber & Myrick, 2018).
Barrett (2011) defines an e-portfolio as a collection of evidence of students’ learning journey
over time which may comprise text, pictures, videos, and students’ personal reflections. E-
portfolios have been widely adopted as a learning and assessment tool in Europe, the United
Kingdom, and the United States (Barrot, 2021). Various studies report that the use of e-
portfolios promote reflection and even language learning. In terms of writing pedagogy,
researchers claim that e-portfolios facilitate the exchange of peer feedback (Hall & Townsend,
2017). Despite the increasing support and interest for experimentation with e-portfolios,
research on its utility is just beginning to emerge (Mapundu & Musara, 2019) especially amidst
the COVID-19 crisis.

This article aims to explore whether e-portfolios can be used to improve undergraduate
students’ writing performance and motivation in Higher Education Institutions (HEI) since
research in the use of Padlets as e-portfolios with undergraduate students is scarce in that
context. The study intends to address the following research questions:

1. What is the impact of Padlets, when used as e-portfolios, on undergraduate students’
writing performance?

2. What are undergraduate students’ perceptions of the impact of Padlets, when used as e-
portfolios, on their writing performance?

3. What are undergraduate students’ perceptions of the impact of Padlets, when used as e-
portfolios, on their motivation?

First, the recent literature regarding the use of e-portfolios to enhance undergraduate students’
writing proficiency and motivation will be presented to identify potential gaps in the literature.
Then, the methodology of the study and its outcomes will be thoroughly explored and
discussed. Eventually, conclusions will be presented, the limitations of the study will be
examined and suggestions for future research as well as recommendations for the successful
implementation of e-portfolios in undergraduate education will be proposed.

Literature Review

The Impact of Padlets on Students’ Writing Skills

Padlet is a valuable device-agnostic tool for interaction on virtual wall that allows students to
express their views on a specific topic more easily (Jaganathan, 2016). It can be used as an
online paper sheet on which learners can post any kind of content (e.g., pictures, videos, and
text) anywhere on this page and can be accessed by many users form various devices, such as,
laptop, desktop, tablet, or smartphone. Padlets enhance students’ motivation and creativity as
they allow them to take part in various collaborative activities safely (Fuchs, 2014). However,
some researchers report that it can lead to cheating and may seem monotonous for some
learners (Wulandari, 2018).

There are several studies that have used e-portfolios in HEI but only one that has used Padlets
to enhance undergraduate students’ learning. Song (2021) used Padlets as e-portfolios in terms
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of a module in a Polytechnic in Singapore to evaluate its effectiveness through 226 students’
perceptions using a survey. Findings indicated that Padlets could enhance learners’
autonomous learning if students were carefully scaffolded and supported throughout the
implementation. This quantitative study highlights the need for qualitative studies which could
present the benefits and challenges of using e-portfolios with undergraduate students. The
current study intends to examine students’ perceived ease of use and usefulness, their
inclinations to use this technological tool as well as their perspectives while experimenting
with it.

Kongsuebchart and Suppasetseree (2018), who investigated the effects of a Weblog-based e-
portfolio on the English writing skills of forty-five Thai EFL undergraduate students reported
significant improvement of students’ writing skills and participants’ positive opinions towards
e-portfolios. However, they stressed that a prerequisite for the successful use of e-portfolios is
for all students to have a reliable Internet connection and suitable technology for learning. The
current study intends to explore the challenges of using e-portfolios with undergraduate
students in a European country as a means of improving their writing skills to compare
findings.

Furthermore, Ngui et al. (2020) explored the impact of implementing e-portfolios at a public
university in Malaysia and concluded that it contributed to the successful enhancement of
undergraduate students' writing skills. Students confessed that they improved their writing
skills considerably, but the researchers admitted that further research was necessary across
other HEI for comparison. They claimed that a comparison of different case studies might
additionally reveal more development, strengths and challenges related to e-portfolio use.

Barrot (2019) also examined the effects of Facebook-based e-portfolios on 89 L2 English
students’ writing performance. The study emphasized the beneficial effects of e-portfolios due
to Facebook’s interactive features, flexibility, accessibility as well as its ability to expose
students to social pressure and increase their audience awareness. However, the researcher
highlighted the need for more qualitative data that would explore students’ experience in using
various online platforms as e-portfolios. These studies could also examine students’
psychological dimensions, such as attitudes towards writing or e-portfolios and motivation.
Barrot encourages researchers to use interviews or focus group discussions and adds that the
use of technology for educational purposes provides a rich area for future investigations.
Consequently, it should be treated as one of the core foci of any research agenda on technology-
enhanced pedagogy. The current study will further explore some of the areas that Barrot has
highlighted in his study.

Finally, Karami et al. (2019) explored Iranian students’ perceptions of e-portfolios and their
impact on students’ writing performance and revealed that e-portfolios had a significant effect
on undergraduate students' writing achievement. They highlighted learners' positive attitude
towards the use of e-portfolios because of its accessibility, convenience, and the feedback they
could receive through it.

The Impact of Padlets on Students’ Motivation

The current study also intended to examine whether the use of Padlets as e-portfolios with
undergraduate students could enhance their motivation and autonomy as learners. The use of
Padlets as e-portfolios have never been explored before, to the knowledge of the present
researcher.
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E-portfolio is an “alternative” form of assessment which helps learners develop their autonomy
and self-confidence as writers through interaction among each other especially when used in
combination with an online learning platform (Marin, 2020; Meihami et al., 2018; Nicholson,
2018). As Chaudhuri and Cabau (2017) point out, helping people become aware of each other’s
and one’s own learning fosters increased autonomous life-long learning. Undergraduate
students’ willingness to engage with e-portfolios and online learning platforms is going to be
explored as very little research has been conducted to examine their attitudes to date (Aygiin
& Aydin, 2016). A key feature of e-portfolios is that learners interact with each other as they
create their e-portfolios, provide feedback to each other, and gain considerable benefits (Oh et
al., 2020).

In the constructivist theory, learners should be conscious of their own learning process and
develop their metacognitive skills so that they can control and evaluate their learning process
on their own. The social constructivist perspective on learning puts the learner at the centre of
the teaching, learning and assessment process, and the metacognitive functions are deemed as
crucial as learners should be able to build accorded new knowledge on their own (Hussain &
Al Saadi, 2019). Nicol and Milligan (2006) propose principles for effective formative feedback
through alternative assessment methods such as e-portfolios which aim to enhance learning.
They claim that formative feedback should focus on self-regulation as learners need to set goals
and plan strategies to achieve them, manage their resources, and try to achieve their goals. They
also focus on learners’ critical appraisal (Nicol et al., 2014) and problem-solving skills (Hwang
et al., 2014). In terms of the present research study, undergraduate students’ perceptions of the
ways in which e-portfolios may enhance their learning will be explored to supplement the
existing literature.

E-portfolio, one of the most prominent forms of formative assessment, helps learners develop
various learning strategies by fostering co-operative learning and self-management which is a
hidden benefit of engaging the learner in his/her learning process (Cabau, 2017). Through self-
and other-regulation which are fostered as students engage in e-portfolios, certain learning
processes which were in a state of development may have had an opportunity to mature and
consolidate, and new knowledge may have been generated (Segaran & Hasim, 2021; Lei &
Chan, 2017).

Rokhsareh et al. (2015) investigated motivational factors of using e-portfolios from
undergraduate learners’ perspective. After interviewing 15 students from the chemical
engineering, civil engineering, and computing programs, the researchers identified a eight
motivational factors, that is, information quality, system quality, consequences of use, learner
competence, social norms, positive feedbacks, ownership, and service quality. Since only 15
learners participated in the study, the researcher highlighted the need for future research studies
with larger sample size. Addressing that need for studies with more participants, the current
study explored 100 undergraduate students’ perceptions of e-portfolios.

In sum, there are several gaps in the literature regarding undergraduate students’ perceptions
of the impact of e-portfolios on students’ writing performance and their motivation as learners
(Ifinedo, 2017; Yang et al., 2016). Although the use of e-portfolios is associated with numerous
benefits in relation to student writing performance (Aygiin & Aydin, 2016) and motivation
(Ciesielkiewicz, 2019), more research is needed to provide insights on undergraduate students’
attitudes towards e-portfolios. The current study aimed at addressing various literature gaps
using a semi-experimental design, a focus group discussion, and a survey. There is still little
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research on how to adapt this approach (e-portfolios) to address the needs of undergraduate
students worldwide (Hall & Townsend, 2017).

Consequently, the current study explored the use of e-portfolios as an innovative learning and
assessment method with undergraduate students in HEIL. The aim was to examine
undergraduate students’ perceptions of the usefulness of e-portfolios in terms of enhancing
students’ writing performance and motivation towards learning.

Methodology

Participants

The current study engaged 200 students, aged 19-35, in using Padlets to create e-portfolios and
interact with each other with the aim of improving their writing skills and motivation as learners
for approximately four months (13 weeks in total) in terms of a general Academic Writing
Skills Module at the University of Nicosia, Cyprus. The participants formed six mixed-ability
groups of local and international students (Table 1). This was their first year at the university
and students found writing a rather challenging task. Students had to develop their academic
skills in terms of a module which asked them to produce a variety of written tasks and include
them in their e-portfolios. Students attended two 60-minute classes per week, used the same
material and were taught by the same lecturer who was also the researcher of this study. These
students had to present English language qualifications as a pre-requisite to start their degree
which classified them as upper intermediate stage (B2) EFL learners according to the Common
European Framework of Reference (CEFR) (Council of Europe, 2001). The lecturer asked
students to provide anonymous feedback every two to three weeks using Mentimeter. The
lecturer also conducted regular group discussions to identify any challenges that the students
may have been facing and provide the necessary support. Participation in the discussions and
the provision of feedback was optional. The lecturer asked for the students’ permission to use
their feedback and marks. The students provided their oral consent since the lecturer ensured
confidentiality and anonymity of their responses. The lecturer also informed the University and
was granted their approval.

Table 1
Demographic Details and Characteristics of Participating Students
Students Frequency
Male 76
Gender
Female 124
Class rank High-achievers 14
Medium-achievers 118
Low-achievers 68

Instruments and Procedure
Students had to write a pre-test which was a reflective report (Figure 1). In that report, they had
to reflect on their experiences in terms of writing and assessment so far and discuss those that
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had a significant impact on their lives. Students then received training in how to use Padlets as
e-portfolios and were given several samples to understand what they should do. They first
created a free account and started building their portfolios choosing the background, headings,
texts, videos, or pictures they wanted to include which were relevant to the topics and were
asked to upload their texts on their portfolios and share the link with their lecturer and peers
asking for feedback. In terms of this module, students had to develop their writing skills.
Students received instruction regarding report writing and were asked to prepare a report
choosing one topic from the five provided by the lecturer i.e., the importance of diversity and
inclusion. Students uploaded their work on their Padlet and used a forum on their VLE to
exchange ideas and share the links of their e-portfolios on Padlet. The module tutor played the
role of e-portfolio moderator facilitating students’ interaction and engagement, providing input
when students made mistakes as they discussed various concepts or deviated from the topic of
the main discussion. She even had to play the role of a judge resolving conflicts or
misunderstandings.

Figure 1
Implementation Cycle

Pre-test (Reflective
report)

Reflective report Training (e-portfolios)

Argumentative
essay

Article

Students received their final mark by the lecturer who provided a mark for all written texts, an
argumentative essay, an article and two reflective reports. Students received instruction
regarding the different genres (article, essay, report). They also had to write a self-reflective
report at the end of the implementation explaining what they have gained from the whole
experience and whether they liked it or not and why. Students were also encouraged to offer
suggestions for improvement of the e-portfolio implementation. This report served as a post-
test and both tests (pre- and post-test) were evaluated taking into consideration the same
marking scheme which was prescribed and approved by the University after negotiation of
minor elements with the students.

Students invited their peers to provide either written or oral feedback in the form of a short
video taking into consideration the marking rubric that was used in terms of this module. The
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lecturer negotiated the marking scheme with the students and made some minor changes to
allow students to engage even more in the intervention since they felt they owned the
assessment criteria as they were able to change them even slightly. They were asked to provide
up to five suggestions for improvement and indicate up to five strengths of their peers’ texts
for two of their peers. To make sure that all students received the same amount of feedback,
students could provide feedback on their peers’ Padlets on a first comes first served basis.
Therefore, once 2 students had provided feedback on one draft, no additional feedback could
be provided by other students. They just had to pick another student.

Students explored these topics in the face-to-face setting and online, and based on their
conversations, they were asked to provide anonymous feedback addressing three main
questions regarding each topic (one topic was covered in two-three weeks) in the form of
assignment. The specific questions were: (1) What have you learnt of the topics that we
explored? (2) What are your personal perceptions of the issues examined? and, (3) How does
the above learning contribute to your development and growth as undergraduate learners? It
was determined that the assignments should be between 600 and 700 words. All these data
were utilized to answer all research questions. Students had also to post their views (50 words)
related to discussions during the lectures and tutorials.

Students were promised to get 10% of the overall marks as a kind of reward if they provided
kind, honest, detailed, thoughtful and helpful feedback. The lecturer and the author of the text
indicated whether they thought the student had really read the text, reflected on it, and provided
valuable feedback. Students were provided the same kind of feedback from their peers and
lecturer and were then asked to reflect on the feedback and make revisions. They were
encouraged to take into consideration only the suggestions that they thought would really help
them improve their work.

In terms of exploring students’ attitudes, data were collected from students’ final reflection
essays, the lecturer’s field notes from observations and focus group discussions, and students’
anonymous feedback through Mentimeter as students were asked to provide feedback
regarding the process of the implementation every two to three weeks. The overall aim was to
triangulate the data, identify and determine the themes, and establish reliability of the data
collected (Nowell et al., 2017). The researcher analysed all data using thematic analysis. (Terry
et al., 2017). Data analysis included specifying the units of analysis coding data, sorting codes,
and generating themes (Deterding & Waters, 2021). She also had an assistant who analysed
20% of the data which were chosen randomly to enhance the reliability of the analysis. The
researcher and the assistant went through 20% of the data and identified recurring themes. They
then used a small phrase to describe the theme. They found themes in four categories which
will be presented below.

Findings and Discussion

Impact on Students’ Writing Performance

The current study explored the impact of e-portfolio assessment on students’ writing
performance by comparing students post- versus pre-tests. The students had to write a reflective
report before and after the implementation. The researcher scored all reports and a second
assessor with a PhD in Applied Linguistics, blindly scored 20% of all pre- and post-test reports
using the same marking rubric after receiving training on how to rate other students by the
researcher. The interrater agreement was 95% and any disagreements were discussed and
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resolved between the coders (Belotto, 2018). The outcomes of students’ writing pre- and post-
tests can be seen in Table 2.

Table 2
Students’ Writing Pre- and Post-Test Scores
M SD
Experimental groups | Pre-test 29.88 14.99
Post-test 54.54 9.95
Control groups Pre-test 22.88 15.05
Post-test 25.01 14.79

A paired t-test was conducted to explore experimental groups students’ progress and showed
that there was a statistically significant difference between students' pre-test (M =29.88, SD =
14.99, n = 100) and post-test (M = 54.54, SD = 9.95, n = 100) on writing performance (t (99)
=23.02, p <.05) (Cohen's d: 1.93). A similar test was performed for the control groups, and it
showed that the difference between students’ pre-test (M=22.88, SD=15.05, n=100) and post-
test (M=25.01, SD=14.79, n=100) and post-test was not statistically significant (t (99) = 1.8,
p<.05) (Cohen's d: 0.14). Cohen’s effect size value (d = 1.93) suggested a “large” effect size
and high practical significance for the experimental groups and a rather “low” effect size (d =
0.14) for the control groups.

An independent samples t-test was performed which indicated that students who were involved
in the e-portfolio assessment scored higher than student who submitted their work as separate
assignments and that this difference in performance was statistically significant t (198) = 8.064,
p=0.004<.05. Then, a Levene’s test was performed in Excel and the p value was .004<.05
which indicates a violation of the assumption that the variance is equal across the control and
experimental groups and indicates that the difference between the variances is statistically
significant.

Perceived Impact on Students’ Writing Skills

Our study indicated that students appreciated the fact that they could easily store their work
and add various elements to make it more attractive to potential readers, i.e., add podcasts.
They were able to identify their strengths and weaknesses more easily and check whether they
were able to improve their work as one student reports:

I love the fact that I can always look back at my work and see the progress [
have made. I can also have a look at peers’ and my lecturers’ comments and
keep them into consideration when I am writing something new. I also enjoy
adding mew elements to my e-portfolio i.e., my own podcasts. The whole
experience is so engaging and interactive.

Since peer feedback was used as part of this alternative assessment method that promotes
assessment for learning, students were able to engage in a productive dialogue by providing
comments and suggestions for improvement to their peers. Students also thought that they were
able to develop their linguistic abilities as they were looking for material and ideas, were
monitoring their work and engaging with each other’s texts. They were also able to develop
content knowledge in a variety of fields which would be valuable for the rest of their modules.
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Moreover, they seemed more engaged with developing ways in which they could learn more
effectively rather than accumulating information and memorizing it as is often the norm at this
level. They were able to change their mindsets (Kabilan & Khan, 2012) and become more
actively involved in their own learning.

I was so bored when I was asked to write an assignment and submit it. Several
module lecturers ask me to write similar assignments. This is demotivating
really. With e-portfolios, I can decide what I want to do and how to do it and
add images and videos. I love sharing my work with others and having a look
at their work as I can get new ideas which help me improve my writing skills.

Students were able to produce better and longer texts and improve various aspects of writing,
that is, mechanics and grammar. They felt that they could produce more complex sentences
and use new vocabulary since they were able to explore various texts and their peers’ work as
well. One of the students claimed:

Exams are so boring. We have to memorise a lot of information and just use
them during the exam. Nobody remembers anything afterwards. Assignments
are also boring as we do not use any creative skills and we do not interact with
our peers. In portfolios, students can also include their reflections and allow
the lecturer to take them into consideration when he/she marks our assignment.
Our lecturer can also detect how he/she can improve his/her teaching practices,
what we like and what we hate. As a result, he/she may improve the whole
learning procedure.

Students felt that they could easily monitor their work and gradually improve their academic
performance. They could also include aspects of their personality in their portfolios as they
were able to combine text with, for example, infographics. As a result, they could engage others
to read their texts and they could also re-read and reflect on their work with the aim to increase
their writing proficiency through peer and self-assessment (Yang et al., 2016).

Finally, in terms of e-portfolios, the lecturer also stressed the significance of process writing
and encouraged students to revise their work reflecting on the feedback they received. Each
time, they received feedback on their work, they were asked to check older versions of their
work, organise their thoughts and make all necessary changes as they focused on improving
different aspects in their writing. As they enhanced their writing skills, students also developed
various other professional skills such as reflection and critical thinking.

Benefits Related to Students’ Motivation

According to students’ feedback, e-portfolios seemed to boost students’ motivation as they
allowed students’ complete development. Students had to combine a variety of skills, for
example, creativity, autonomous critical thinking, good judgement, sensitivity, and aesthetic
appreciation at the same time as they allow students to use a variety of resources and combine
them in unique ways according to their own personality and taste.

We are bored to death. We either sleep on our desks or play video games during
the lectures. We are demotivated as everything is so repetitive. Same
assignments for all modules. No possibility of choosing our topic or of doing
something more creative. Portfolios are so much more inclusive. Every student
has an opportunity to succeed rather than fail. So, no student is left behind.
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Students found e-portfolios extremely interesting and motivating as assessment and learning
tools as they seemed to engage more actively and deeply in their own learning, understand
what is expected from them and set their own short and long-term goals. Affective assessment
provided by peers also enhanced their writing performance and provided additional insights
into their own challenges indicating solutions that the lecturer may never have thought of. One
of the participants reports:

I don’t mind devoting time while I work on my e-portfolio as I am free to do
whatever I want. I love this sense of freedom and personal responsibility as
well. I am also flattered when my peers are impressed by my work and ask for
suggestions to improve their own e-portfolios.

Students appreciated the fact that their lecturers could evaluate both the process and the final
product and give them credit for their efforts. Lecturers could also intervene, provide additional
support and guidance, and praise learners for their efforts. Students believed that e-portfolios
were more comprehensive and meaningful since they allowed students to show their efforts
and add their personal touch (Jawaid & Tariq, 2018). Finally, e-portfolios allowed students to
familiarise themselves with the assessment criteria helping them reflect on their work after
receiving multiple feedback.

Perceived Challenges Relevant to Students’ Writing Skills

Students claimed that their lecturer had to check peer feedback to make sure students assess
each other’s work correctly as students expressed some complaints. They reported that the
lecturer might also be influenced when students used other interactive material such as videos
and pictures in their e-portfolios. Consequently, lectures might provide more marks than they
would have if they had assessed the written text only. A student complained that:

1 think my lecturer is unfair. I do not have time to find material to make my e-
portfolio more interactive. I think that has an impact on my grade. This is
unfair.

The literature also claims that e-portfolios are often invalid and unreliable (Dune et al., 2018).
Students in the current study also detected that some of their peers had a tendency to repeat
themselves and paraphrase or even plagiarise as they did not have enough time to spend when
working on their portfolios (also in Yang et al., 2016).

Perceived Challenges Related to Students’ Motivation

Significant challenges are reported in the literature regarding the reliability of e-portfolios. The
assessment criteria should be clear, and e-portfolios should be used in combination with some
final examination as students feel that is fairer. Some students have negative attitudes towards
this approach as it requires higher involvement, more time spent to improve digital skills
(Kongsuebchart & Suppasetseree, 2018) and facing various challenges, i.e., problems with
internet connection, facilities, and resources to prepare the material to include in the e-
portfolios etc. Time constraints that students have is also an issue as well as workload
constraints from other modules as a participant indicates:

I really find it hard to understand the rules of the game and the assessment
criteria. Thank God, we also have the final exams. I also find it hard to use e-
portfolios without proper guidance and support. I am not proud of my digital
skills. I need help.
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Unreliable internet connection or software issues may hinder students as they try to engage in
online discussion in the fora and they might lose unsaved work or be unable to post their
contributions to online discussions. This is a very frustrating experience for students, but the
recent COVID-19pandemic has taught people to be more patient and resourceful. Few mature
students also described their own challenges:

“I am not good with computers. I do not have the time to develop both my digital
and writing skills, not in just 12 weeks. I also find it difficult to understand how
Padlets work. They are not that user-friendly.

Implications

The current study confirms what was reported in the literature but also indicates several useful
implications. For instance, when using e-portfolios, lecturers must ensure that the assessment
criteria used are crystal clear to enhance the reliability of the e-portfolio approach (Barrot,
2021). This should be used in conjunction with other summative forms of assessment.
However, it should count for at least 50% of the overall final grade to be meaningful for
students to engage in it as it is demanding in terms of time and overall effort. Lecturers and
module leaders should carefully check the timing of submitting the e-portfolio, arrange sessions
for students about paraphrasing and plagiarism providing acceptable and unacceptable example
with reasons and strategies to avoid them (Barrett, 2011). They should also train students to
work independently and reward them for their efforts. Students should understand why it is
important to be able to create an e-portfolio. This can be used for e-branding purposes as they
will be looking for a job after their graduation. Lecturers should also allow students to work on
a variety of topics to avoid repetition, make sure they engage all learners, provide meaningful
feedback and clear suggestions for improvement.

There are also implications for researchers who wish to explore alternative assessment methods
even further. The current study has several limitations as it explored the use of e-portfolios
with a small number of students in a specific context for only one semester. Future research
should be more thorough and explore the use of e-portfolios at a large scale in undergraduate
education for a longer time frame. It could also examine its impact on other skills, i.e., oral,
and professional skills.

Universities should also make sure that all students are provided with access to the internet,
laptops, and any other resources necessary to design and complete their e-portfolios and grant
extensions if there are unexpected problems, i.e., inability to join a specific network (Lei et al.,
2017). They must provide professional development courses to train their staff in using
alternative assessment methods, such as e-portfolios, to help students take responsibility for
their own learning and develop various skills necessary to thrive in the current highly
competitive world.

There are also implications for undergraduate students who should be less timid and willing to
make their e-portfolios available to other people such as family, friends, and employers as they
can show the range of skills people may possess, how creative and/or reflective they are and
ask for feedback as there is always room for improvement. Another suggestion for
improvement would be to try to increase the ways in which students engage in collaboration
by designing group e-portfolios and fostering ongoing interaction by using additional resources
for example, a group on Facebook or twitter. This would enable more people to get involved
in discussions around various topics and contribute their ideas and experiences. In the long
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term, these exchanges could help students enrich their e-portfolios, improve their writing skills,
increase their motivation as learners and expand their network (Cabau, 2017).

Moreover, taking into consideration the findings of the current study, the implementation of e-
portfolios should be more structured so that students could easily understand the rules and
follow them (Barrot, 2019). To address ethical issues, there should be frequent supervision of
the procedure and open communication as well as severe penalties for academic offenders. E-
portfolios allow students to have a voice and express their feelings, ideas, and concerns. These
can then be taken into consideration to enhance students’ overall experience. A brilliant idea
would be to decrease students’ burden by allowing them to produce one portfolio for all
modules they have every semester or one portfolio for the whole duration of their BA studies.
This would allow students to improve their work by interacting with one another and decrease
the number of exams and assignments they have focusing on the process as well as the final
product.

In sum, the aim of this study was to explore undergraduate learners’ perceptions of Padlets
when used as e-portfolios and their learning benefits especially in terms of enhancing students’
writing skills and attitudes towards learning. Understanding their perspectives can lead to
improvements in the implementation of e-portfolios, further the HEI’s mission, and ultimately
benefit all stakeholders.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The current study explored the use of Padlets as e-portfolios with undergraduate students.
Students insisted that they should have clear assessment system (well-developed rubrics with
identifiable criteria) explaining expected contribution and participation and that the emphasis
should be on the quality rather than quantity of contributions and interaction as e-portfolios
need to be directly aligned with their intended purpose. Validity should also be reflected in the
focus of evaluation for any decision to be fair and accurate. To increase the reliability of the
whole procedure, the focus should be on the process rather than the product by observing
students’ contribution and overall performance.

Writers’ rapid growth was discernible in their e-portfolios, their engagement with the forum
and the quality of feedback they provided. However, lecturers should help their students
develop a deeper understanding of their expectations as writers, enhance their critical thinking
and assessment skills and challenge their existing beliefs about learning. Students should be
encouraged to check their peers’ e-portfolios and contribute in terms of interactive activities
by negotiating meaning and form, identifying problems, and providing solutions and
suggestions for improvement of their peers’ e-portfolios. They should also exchange points of
view in a civilised and constructive way and share ideas which will help their peers grow as
writers. Using e-portfolios has helped these learners gradually improve their writing skills in
so many ways, that is, by increasing understanding of ways in which they can improve their
writing efficacy; enhancing linguistic abilities and improving their so called “soft skills”;
improving their content knowledge as regards various topics; developing their digital skills,
autonomy and interpersonal skills, and managing to move from a fixed to a growth mindset.

Educators encounter various challenges when implementing e-portfolios as they must train
students to develop their critical thinking, reflective and digital skills and develop an openness
towards other people’s ideas and perceptions. Course leaders should be knowledgeable and
experienced when using e-portfolios. They should supervise the whole procedure closely and
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intervene to make sure all students reap their benefits. Experienced lecturers can engage
learners in interaction, encourage peer learning and promote learning how to learn taking into
consideration students’ unique character. Students should be trained systematically for a long
period and supported by peers and their lecturers. Students gradually learn how to fill their own
gaps, organise their ideas and never give up.

The present study has also indicated that other types of assessment can also help in triangulating
data from the e-portfolios as continuous assessment is necessary. Lecturers should motivate
learners to increase both quality and quantity of their e-portfolios and help them realise their
own reasons why they should try to improve their writing skills by engaging actively in the e-
portfolio experience. Students should engage in continuous learning and show flexibility in
various socio-cultural contexts as they will need to continuously add knowledge and skills to
become competitive in the employment market and find a career-enhancing position.

The current study stressed that as students often get confused, each e-portfolio should have a
specific aim and help students set their own goals, refine their skills, and reflect on how they
can improve. Students can then engage in a variety of ways to improve their work, observe
others, critically reflect on their work, try out new things, fail, adapt and be flexible but most
of all think critically and grow within a community of learners who help each other to reach
their own personal learning goals.

Currently, the advantages and disadvantages of developing e-portfolios from the student
perspective have been largely ignored (Aygiin & Aydin, 2016). Educators need to understand
what aspects of e-portfolios promote learning especially in terms of students’ writing skills and
enhance their motivation (Ciesielkiewicz, 2019). Therefore, more research and educational
projects that utilize e-portfolios as a learning tool are needed to help practitioners have a clearer
picture of its benefits in the long run as an alternative assessment method that promotes
inclusive learning.
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Abstract

In Malaysia, English as a second language is used as a medium of instruction in most
institutions of higher learning. Although it is compulsory to use English as a medium of
instruction for all academic programmes, code-switching is still prevalent in the classroom
for instance during an oral presentation. This phenomenon is also common among the students
in the bachelor’s degree in International Business (BIB) at a private university in Selangor,
Malaysia that became the context of this study. Hence, this research aimed to explore the BIB
students’ perceptions on the utilisation of code-switching during oral presentations, and to
identify the frequency of its usage in their speech. The participants of this study were 203
students from the Faculty of Business Management and Professional Studies (FBMP) of a
private university in Selangor, Malaysia, who are currently doing their bachelor’s degree in
International Business. The research instrument employed was a questionnaire that was
accessible through a google form link by all the 203 students. Descriptive statistics were run
to analyse the data collected. The findings of this study revealed that the students perceived
positively the use of code-switching during oral presentations. Majority of them agreed that
they code-switched to overcome their lack of proficiency in English such as limited
vocabulary, and to ease their oral presentations. Most of the students admitted they frequently
code-switched during oral presentations. From these findings, important implications and
recommendations for future research were elucidated.

Keywords: code, code-switching, language alternation, oral presentation, second language
acquisition
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A code denotes a language or a variation of language or rather any kind of system applied for
communication (Wardhaugh, 2006). When people choose to communicate, he believes that a
specific code (a particular language, dialect, register, style, or variety) must be opted. In speech,
more than one code may be used, especially by individuals who have expertise or skills in more
than one language. People can and will change from one code to another, as the need arises.
This practice is known as code switching. Meyerhoff (2006, p. 116) simplifies the definition
by claiming that “code switching is the alteration across sentences or clause boundaries
between varieties or codes.” Rodman (2011, p. 461) notes that “code switching is a bilingual-
like speech style in which fluent speakers switch languages between or within phrases. As
quoted by Alang and Idris (2018), in classrooms around the world, code-switching is still
widely practised, particularly where a second language such as English is used as a medium of
instruction in the classroom. Similarly, it is a common phenomenon in multilingual
communities including Malaysia, which extends from everyday life and work environments to
classrooms where a particular language has been developed as the language of instruction
(Ting, 2002). Malay, Mandarin, Tamil, and a variety of languages spoken by indigenous groups
are among the native languages spoken in Malaysia. Code switching is typical among teachers
and learners in the Malaysian ESL classroom because of its usefulness in resolving the potential
communication and understanding issues that may arise from the limited language abilities of
the learner and the linguistic context of the individual learner (e.g., Auerbach, 1993; Cook,
2001; Carless, 2007; Ellis & Shintani, 2013; Macaro, 2005). Although it works for several
purposes in the language classroom, when students use L1 or the native language some teachers
or lecturers also feel uneasy or guilty (Butzkamm, 2003).

In higher education institutions, communication in the classroom usually takes place through
an oral presentation, which is either between students and students or between a lecturer and
students. Educators or lecturers utilise almost entirely oral presentations when giving their
lessons in front of the class. An oral presentation has also become a part of the assessment for
students as they are required to present their work. In oral presentations, the students
occasionally switch their language when delivering information about their assignments and
projects. Past research showed that code-switching is perceived as a natural learning process
especially in a bilingual academic setting (Cook, 2001). He also recognises that “bilingual or
trilingual learners prefer this mode of discussion as they are at ease as they code-switch as they
need”.

The role of code-switching in education has been discussed in a growing number of research
papers. Nevertheless, students’ and educators’ perceptions towards code-switching are
important factors that must be thoroughly considered before using code-switching as a medium
of communication as well as an instructional tool. Recently, Alang and Idris (2018) claim that
there is a lack of studies looking at university students’ perceptions towards their lecturers’
code-switching practice, particularly in institutions where English is used as the medium of
instruction. Moreover, in the current literature, these perceptions are not adequately discussed
especially during oral presentation (Selamat, 2014). In the context of the present study, code-
switching is also practised among the Faculty of Business Management and Professional
Studies (FBMP) students especially during oral presentation. Most subjects at the FBMP
require the students to do oral presentation as part of the class learning activities and one
important component of their assignment and project. Karimah (2019) denotes that oral
presentation in tertiary level education could not be separated from the students. The oral
presentations can either be individual or group presentations and the students are expected to
clarify the subject-matter during the presentation. This activity is usually followed by a
question and answer (Q&A) session. No studies on code-switching related to oral presentations

87



IAFOR Journal of Education: Undergraduate Education Volume 9 — Issue 5 — 2021

involving students from a business programme have been conducted so far in Malaysia.
Therefore, this present study aims at exploring the Bachelor in International Business (BIB)
students’ perceptions on the use of code-switching during oral presentations. There are two
research questions in this study: (1) What are the perceptions of BIB students on using code-
switching during oral presentations? and (2) How frequently do BIB students code-switch in
their speech?

Literature Review

Code-switching is a common phenomenon in the classroom especially in Malaysia
educational setting. Both students and lecturers typically switch from English to their first
language (L.1) when the needs arise for them to do so. According to Mokhtar (2015), one of
the beliefs is that the use of code-switching in a classroom serves as a method for teaching
and learning. He also contends that since 2008, the medium of instruction for Mathematics,
Science and technical subjects in university level has changed from Malay to English. In terms
of writing, these university lecturers, especially those who are non-English major, may be
proficient in English, however they are not used to teaching in English. Thus, they may be
less proficient in speaking skill. Therefore, they prefer to code-switch between Malay and
English most of the time to solve this problem. However, students are also having a hard time
to speak fully in English, hence, they code-switch as well. As this study focuses on Malaysian
higher education institution students, it is best to use the word code-switching to refer to the
shift and transition, between two languages of English and Malay or Bahasa Melayu as
mentioned by Mokhtar (2015).

The phenomenon of language alternation is very much debatable and can be seen based on its
pros and cons. According to Ustunel (2016), from affirmatives’ point of view, it is agreeable
that code-switching helps to integrate the teaching and learning process. Therefore, the notion
is viewed as a chance to integrate the right purpose of code-switching rather than the barrier
it gives. This is supported by Enama (2016) where she believes that the presence of L1 should
be there during language learning as in one framework to avoid problem in utilising L1
because it acts as the right purpose in classroom to students. Moreover, some researchers
believe that by having language alternation in interaction would give a great impact to the
students in terms of self-efficacy such as their confidence level as well as motivation. As
explained by Peregoy and Boyle (2013), confidence, security, motivation, and friendship are
all aided by L1 in the teaching and learning process. L1 use in the EFL classroom finally
allows students to be in a relaxed environment where they are free to share their minds without
having to adhere to a rigid policy of only speaking English. This environment has prompted
the affirmative to have confidence that code-switching is very beneficial for both ends,
teachers and students in the classroom.

On the contrary, Sridhar (1996) states that the negative views in the use of code-switching as
an act of laziness, sloppiness as well as any other weaknesses during the process of teaching
and learning or as mentioned by Brown (2006), lack competency. This conception appears
due to the lack of confidence on the use of L1 as the cost it may take. The presence of the L1
would, sadly, shade the goal of language teaching. When compared to a class that utilises
English most of the time, the misuse of code-switching will eventually have an impact on
students’ ability to optimise their use of the English language (Jingxia, 2010). Long-term
language alternation often allows errors to be mistaken for normal types of language without
the person understanding it. There are always two sides of the coin, and past studies revealed
disparities in their findings depending on the contexts and participants of their studies. Hence,
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more research especially in the Malaysian educational contexts are beneficial to clear doubts
on the need to utilise code-switching in the classroom.

In Malaysia, past literature on code-switching revealed that researchers employed various
research designs in their studies — quantitative (e.g., Nordin, Ali, Zubir & Sadjirin, 2013;
Alang & Idris, 2018)), qualitative (e.g., Arumugam, Kaur, Supramaniam, & Thayalan, 2017),
and mixed method (Mokhtar, 2015; Sardar, Ali Mahdi & Subakir Mohd, 2015; Ariffin &
Husin, 2011). Apparently, regardless of the research contexts and participants involved, most
of these studies showed that educators and learners have positive attitudes and perceptions on
the use of code-switching in the classroom although they may have different motives. Ariffin
and Husin (2011) who conducted a study in Malaysian public university where English is
used as the medium of instruction for all courses taught, discovered that the presence of code-
switching phenomena was connected to the linguistic skills of the educators as well as the
students’ own, and with the aim of fostering positive learning environment. On the other hand,
Sardar, Ali Mahdi, and Subakir Mohd (2015) who utilised questionnaire survey and audio
tape recording in their case study, disclosed that Iraqi students in Malaysia primarily used
different types of code-switching to claim the identity of the group and because of a lack of
English vocabulary. On the other hand, Mokhtar (2015) conducted a study among lecturers
and students from an engineering department of polytechnic to discover whether the lecturers’
beliefs align with their practices in their daily teaching. He discovered that reiteration and
message qualification mechanisms were often used by the lecturers when code-switching and
intended mainly to increase their students’ comprehension and save time from a long
explanation whenever the students are doubtful. The students also viewed that the use of code-
switching helped them to understand the lesson better.

Further research that employs quantitative design also supports earlier findings that students
have positive attitudes towards the utilization of code-switching in the classroom. For
example, Nordin, Ali, Zubir and Sadjirin (2013) performed a survey to identify ESL learner’s
attitudes on the use of code-switching by English language educators at the university level.
The researchers discovered that majority ESL learners have positive attitude towards code-
switching, and they also claimed that codeswitching helps them to understand the target
language. This is apparently useful for students who do not take English as their major and
some of them are prone to code-switching due to their lack of English language (L2) fluency.
When they communicate, they tend to alternate from L2 to L1 to convey messages
understandably. Nordin et al. (2013) also quoted that when the situation needs the use of the
first language in the classroom to encourage students to feel more secure in mastering English,
the use of code-switching is appropriate.

Similarly, studies also ascertain students have positive attitudes towards the utilisation of
code-switching by their lecturers. A survey conducted by Alang and Idris (2018) involving
45 respondents consisting of diploma students from three different faculties found that
lecturers occasionally code-switched for several academic purposes particularly involving
difficult words, struggling students, assessment matters and class assignments. The students
also perceived positively their lecturers’ code-switching practice as they like the class better,
they feel more relaxed, and they believe that they obtain more input regarding the subject and
improve their achievement. Moreover, the students believe code-switching is necessary to
ensure their comprehension of the lesson and to clarify explanation. Hence, they have never
misjudged their lecturers’ code-switching practice as a sign of language incompetence.

This sense of upstanding feeling towards their lecturers’ code-switching practice supports
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Krashen’s (1982) claim that educators presume students’ level of anxiety is lowered if they
are allowed to switch to their native language throughout the learning process which indirectly
produce stress-free environment. This finding is also supported by Argellan’s, Mohammed’s
and Krishnansamy’s (2019) study that involved both 40 international and local students in a
class. The results showed that code switching is employed by both teachers and students to
function various purposes in ESL classroom. It was found that code exchanging is normally
utilised by the educators to encourage and enhance learners’ understanding of the target
language and to create a more relaxed learning environment. Similarly, code exchanging is
utilised by learners as a learning technique to gain clarity of the information conveyed by their
lecturers.

The above past studies have revealed that code-switching is an effective classroom
instructional and learning approach. This is also supported by Manty and Shah (2017) who
conducted a study among 85 TESL undergraduate students, discovered that students have
mixed perception towards the use of L1 in English classroom settings. While TESL students
tended to use English in English classes, they also realised the value of L1 as a facilitative
method to clarify new points, to verify the meanings of words or definitions, and to complete
their tasks faster. In addition, due to the belief that the English language is a predominantly
educational endeavour, they also recognised the inclination to use L1 as a way of socialising
in the English classrooms. Using different participants, Arumugam et. al, (2017) conducted a
study among 33 Diploma in Engineering major students. The study employed a qualitative
method by conducting a group interview and they discovered that code-switching increased
academic discussion in group conversation and provided room for restricted proficient
students to achieve a greater understanding of the L2 discussion. Structured interview
responses also indicated that their academic discussion and speaking skills were sharpened by
the leeway to use L1 in the ESL classroom.

Although many research of code-switching phenomenon share many features, the frequency
of code switching is remarkably different (Bakaeva, 2010). This is most likely due to the
different contexts where the studies are conducted, and the participants involved.
Surprisingly, limited studies have been conducted on the frequency of code-switching among
university students especially in the Malaysian context. Some studies anticipate that code-
switching is frequently utilised by bilingual speakers in a conversation with other speakers
for certain interactional purposes (Shin, 2010; Eldin, 2014; Toribio & Bullock, 2012). In
Malaysia, code-switching is also frequently practised by both educators and learners. Ariffin
and Husin. (2011) state that the language policy (English as a medium of instruction) at
tertiary level was not completely adhered to as code-switching and code-mixing of Bahasa
Melayu (L1) and English (L2) are frequently practised by both the educators and learners in
the classroom. However, Yazdi and Bakar (2014) who conducted a comparative study on
code-switching and willingness to communicate among four pairs of female Iranian and
Malaysian students at a private university in Kuala Lumpur found that the Iranians had higher
tendency to code-switch to their own language. Thus, there are variations in the code-
switching frequency depending on the research contexts and the participants involved.

Evidently, code-switching phenomenon frequently happens among educators and students at
both private and public universities. Argellan, Mohammed & Krishnansamy (2019) who
conducted a study on code switching phenomenon in English Language classrooms at a
private university found that most of their respondents strongly agreed and preferred frequent
code switching for communicating knowledge. A qualitative study by Ariffin and Husin
(2011) at a public university in Malaysia also revealed that the mixture of Malay (Bahasa
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Melayu) and English was a very common practice in most of the lectures. Quite a recent
finding by Arumugam, Kaur, Supramaniam and Thayalan’s (2017) qualitative study on code
switching in ESL speaking class of a public university found that code switching from L2 to
L1 was very frequent among the learners and less with the instructor although they have
similar L1. Apparently, codeswitching occurs frequently because the learners are not fluent
in the target language especially when they feel incompetent or lack confidence in conveying
information in the target language (Liebscher & Dailey-O’Cain, 2005). The findings by
Barbu, Gillet and Poncelet (2020) indicated that the language-switching frequency is directly
linked to interlocutors’ cognitive flexibility skills.

Although there are many advantages of code-switching as revealed in past studies, there are
also some conflicting views on the need to code-switch. For example, Fareed et al. (2016)
claim that some students lamented that the educators’ code-switching limits their exposure to
English. Regardless of its pros and cons, it is proven by Sardar et al. (2015) that the lack of
English vocabulary can lead to code-switching. There are no definite findings on learners’
attitudes and perceptions towards the employment of code-switching in the classroom. There
is still a lack of research in this field of research (Alang & Idris, 2018) especially in Malaysian
contexts. In view of this gap and the urge to find answers for why the BIB students utilise
code-switching in the classroom especially during oral presentations even though English is
implemented as the medium of instruction, have led to this present research. Therefore,
identifying the BIB students’ perceptions on code-switching during oral presentations could
provide answers for why they code switch; is it due to their lack of English proficiency? Or
is it due to their low self-confidence, high anxiety level, and so on?

Research Methods

Research Design

This is a descriptive research design that employs the quantitative research method to gather
data and generate analyses of results. The main rationale of employing this design is a large
and representative number of samples can be employed to participate in the study. Furthermore,
the quantitative research approach applies statistics for the precise measurement of the numeric
data (Marczyk, DeMatto, & Festinger, 2005, p. 17) that can positively determine the validity
and reliability of the data obtained.

Participants

This study employed convenience sampling method. There were two main justifications for
employing this type of non-probability sampling method in this study. First, it was convenient
to use during the current Covid-19 pandemic as it enabled the sample to be taken from a group
of people who were easy to contact or to reach. Hence, any participants of the targeted
population who were available could participate in the study voluntarily. Secondly, this study
did not take the respondents’ demographic information as its variables, therefore any
respondents could participate in the study. The population of this research study comprised of
425 Bachelor in International Business (BIB) students from the Faculty of Business
Management and Professional Studies (FBMP) of a private university in Selangor, Malaysia.
By applying the precise procedures of Solvin’s formula, at 95% of confidence level and
considering the margin of error of 5%, the calculation resulted in 203 students were required
as the participants for the actual study.
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Research Instrument

This study utilised a questionnaire as instrument which was adapted from Al-Qaysi (2016).
The questionnaire consisted of three parts: Section A is a demographic of the respondents’
details such as gender, age and years of study, Section B (9 items) is about the respondents’
perceptions on the use of code-switching during oral presentations and Section C (6 items) is
focusing on the frequency of respondents’ usage of code-switching in their speech. The 15
items were in Likert-scale format. For Section B, the participants were required to specify their
best option from the scale of 1 - 5 (1- Strongly Disagree, 5- Strongly Agree) based on their
perceptions regarding code-switching usage in oral presentations and Section C, they were
required to state from a scale of 1 - 5 (1- Never, 5- always) for how frequent they code-switch
in their speech. A pilot study was conducted using 30 respondents of the actual sample of the
study. The result of pilot study revealed that the instrument acquired a good reliability with the
Cronbach Alpha of 0.86. Therefore, instrument is reckoned reliable and valid to be employed
for the main study’s research instrument.

Data Collection and Analysis Procedures

Due to the implementation of Movement Control Order (MCO) by the Malaysian government
during the current pandemic, the questionnaire was generated using Google Form and its online
link was distributed to the participants through WhatsApp, Instagram, Facebook, and
Telegram. This was to ensure that the students could gain access to it. As part of the research
ethics, the participants were also required to sign the consent letter that was created together
with the questionnaire on google form. The data obtained from the questionnaire was analysed
using SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences) version 22.0 software, and the descriptive
statistics namely frequency and percentage were employed to identify the perceptions of the
BIB students as well as their frequency of code-switching usage during oral presentations in
the classroom.

Findings

Students’ Perceptions towards Code-switching during Oral Presentations

All the 203 BIB students responded to the questionnaire. There are 9 items in section B that
were meant to identify the respondents’ perceptions on the use of code-switching during oral
presentations. The data was computed using SPSS version 22.0 and analysed using descriptive
statistics (frequency and percentage) to generate the results of the study. Table 1 shows the
frequency and percentage of the BIB students’ perceptions on the use of code-switching during
oral presentations.
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Table 1
Students’ Perceptions Towards Code-Switching During Oral Presentations

[tems SD D N A SA

Venbances my communioation. L, 243 & 52
skills in oral presentations. (3.4%)  (11.8%)  (18.7%)  (404%)  (25.6%)

2) I believe code-switching helps
me to develop my language skills
in oral presentations.

3) I believe that using code- 41
switching shows that I'm well- 58 30 50 24

5 21 41 81 55
(2.5%) (10.3%) (20.2%) (39.9%) (27.1%)

0
educated especially in oral (20.2% (28.6%) (14.8%) (24.6%) (11.8%)
presentations. )
4) I code-switch because I do not 8 16 30 63 86
know the word in English (L2) (3.9%) (7.9%) (14.8%)  (31%) (42.4%)
5) I found code-switching helps me 5 21 35 93 49
to convey new words easily. (2.5%) (10.3%) (17.2%) (45.8%) (24.1%)
6) I believe that code-switching
makes me feel more comfortable 7 23 33 89 51
and confident in oral (3.4%) (11.3%) (16.3%) (43.8%) (25.1%)
presentations.
7) I found that code-switching
allows me to express the ideas 4 17 24 68 90
that I can’t express in other (2%) (8.4%) (11.8%) (33.5%) (44.3%)
language.
8) I believe code-switching from
the mother tongue (L1) in oral 4 25 43 83 48

presentations helps me practise (2%) (12.3%) (21.2%) (40.9%) (23.6%)
the second language that I use.
9) I believe code-switching allows
me to understand better of the

content I am presenting.

8 19 44 82 50
(3.9%)  (9.4%)  (21.7%)  (40.4%)  (24.6%)

Based on the results of the analysis above, majority of the BIB students had positive
perceptions towards code-switching during oral presentations. A majority agreed that code-
switching helped them to convey new words easily (93/45.8%), made them feel more
comfortable and confident (89/43.8%), helped them to practise the second language
(83/40.9%), allowed them to understand better the content they were presenting (82/40.4%),
enhanced their communication skills (82/40.4%), and helped them to develop their language
skills in oral presentations (81/39.9%). In addition, a majority strongly agreed that code-
switching allowed them to express the ideas that they could not express in other language (90
/44.3%), and they code-switched because they did not know the word in English (86/42.4%).
However, 41 students (20.2%) strongly disagreed and 58 (28.6%) disagreed that code-
switching showed that they were well-educated especially in oral presentations.

Students’ Frequency Rate of Code-switching in a Speech

There are only six items in section C that concerned students’ frequency rate of code-switching
in a speech. They were required to rate their frequency use of code-switching based 5 scales:
1- Never, 5- Always. The data was computed using SPSS version 22.0 and analysed using

93



IAFOR Journal of Education: Undergraduate Education Volume 9 — Issue 5 — 2021

descriptive statistics (frequency and percentage) to generate the results of the study. Table 2
shows the frequency and percentage of the BIB students’ frequency rate of code-switching
during oral presentations.

Table 2
Students’ Frequency Rate of Code-switching in a Speech

Items Never  Rarely Sometimes  Often Always
1) I use code-switching in my 3 22 o 90 0
daily conversation. (1.5%) (10.8%) 28 (13.8%) (44.3%) 60 (29.6%)
2) I code-switch from English
(L2) to my mother tongue (L1) 9 21 0 88 o
in oral presentations to 44%)  (103%) “HUAOTR) gz 50 S1(23.1%)
simplify a theory or concept.
3) I prefer to use more L1 in oral 12 13 63
presentations when I do not 0 0 28 (13.8%) 0 87 (42.9%)
know the word in English (5.9%)  (6.4%) (31%)
4) I use my mother tongue (L1) 6 75 93
3 o o0
more in a speech.to ensure a (3%) (12.3%) 32 (15.8%) (45.8%) 47 (23.2%)
smooth presentation.
5) I code-switch when I am 8 19 o 59 0
around my friends. 3.9%) (94%) FUAITR) g 1oy TT(37.9%)
6) I tend to code-switch when I ] 28 73
3 o o0
am nervous during oral (3.9%)  (13.8%) 42 (20.7%) (38.4%) 47 (23.2%)

presentations.

The result of the analysis above shows that majority of the BIB students frequently code-
switched during oral presentations. They often code-switched to their mother tongue (L1) in a
speech to ensure a smooth presentation (93/45.8%), in their daily conversation (90/44.3%), to
simplify a theory or concept (88/43.3%), and when they were feeling nervous or anxious during
oral presentations (78/38.4%). Besides that, majority of them always code-switched to L1
during oral presentations when they did not know the word in English (87/42.9%) and when
they were around their friends (77/37.9%). Only a small number of between 3 (1.5%) to 12
(5.9%) and between 19 (9.4%) to 28 (13.8%) BIB students had never and rarely code-switched
respectively in all the 6 items.

Discussion

The present study’s findings validate the findings of some past studies. Majority of the BIB
students perceived positively towards the practice of code-switching during oral presentations.
These perceptions can be classified into two categories in terms of the benefits gained when
employing code-switching during oral presentations. First, code-switching can overcome
students’ second language limitations. They approved that code-switching helped them to
convey new words easily. Furthermore, majority of the participants strongly agreed that code-
switching allowed them to express their ideas that they could not express in other language.
These findings align with Argellan et al. (2019) that the absence of at least one word in either
dialect can trigger code-switching in a variety of contexts. Thus, the inability to express
themselves in English has triggered the students to revert to their L1 during their oral
presentation. The inability to express themselves is also associated with the learners’ lack of
academic vocabulary. This is expressed by Sardar, et. al. (2015) that code-switching often
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occurs among students due to having limited vocabulary range. Hence, code-switching has
eliminated the learners’ language flaws in their oral presentations. They agreed that code-
switching from the mother tongue (L1) in oral presentations helped them to practise the second
language. Therefore, it helped them to develop their language skills, enabled them to
understand better the content they were presenting. It can be concluded from the present study
that students can gain many positive benefits from code-switching during oral presentations.
Among others, code-switching practice can assist them in developing new vocabulary (Yana
& Nugraha, 2019).

Second, utilising code-switching can boost learners’ self-esteem. A majority of the students
agreed that it made them feel more comfortable and confident in oral presentations and
enhanced their communication skills. This reaffirms the finding by Hakim, Arflida, & Satriani,
(2019) that code-switching boosts the learners’ confidence. Using the first language aids both
processes, teaching and learning such as confidence, security, motivation, and friendship
(Peregoy & Boyle, 2013). Thus, L1 use in the classroom especially during oral presentations
eventually allows students to be in a more relaxed environment (e.g., Ariffin & Husin, 2011;
Argellan, Mohammed & Krishnansamy, 2019) where they are free to share their thoughts
without having to adhere to a rigid rule of only-speaking-English. In other words, language
alternation can intervene in the process of speaking English during oral presentations with
conscious intention to ease communication. This finding has led to the affirmative belief that
code-switching is beneficial to students especially during oral presentations because of the
many advantageous it offered.

This present study’s findings also reveal that a majority of the participants frequently code-
switched during oral presentations. They always code-switched to L1 i.e., Bahasa Melayu when
they did not know the word in English. In addition, they frequently used it to simplify a theory
or concept. It can be deduced from these findings that the students resorted to their L1 when
they encountered problems in expressing their ideas in English. For example, students may be
unable to recall relevant phrases or sentences in the target language, and talk in the target
language incorrectly, resulting in communication misunderstandings. Thus, to avoid these
mistakes, students frequently code-switch when they do not know certain words when they are
doing oral presentations. Hence, this is clear evidence for their deficiency in the second
language as Tabassum, Rafique, Akram and Khan (2020) also found that majority of students
alter their language code to overcome their incompetency in English language. As explained
by Eldridge (1996:305-307), students often have difficulty communicating due to a lack of
proficiency in the target language. Besides, according to him, the students switch languages
because they feel that they are more comfortable to use one language than the other, thus, they
usually shift into the language that they are more proficient in especially when they are anxious.
This statement supports the present finding that the respondents frequently code-switched
when they were nervous during oral presentations.

A majority of the respondents utilised their first language in a speech most of the time to ensure
a smooth presentation. According to Mokhtar (2015), students often take a long time to think
about the things they want to say, hence code-switching could save time in oral presentations
as well. This denotes that student code-switch to ensure an effective presentation and avoid
stuttering in in a speech. It enables them to understand the material provided, expand their
vocabulary, and make them more interested in interaction in the classroom (Harmilawati,
2018). Although English is the medium of the instruction in the university, the respondents
would feel more at ease if they could code-switch when doing a presentation in front of an
audience and, at the same time deliver a better presentation without stuttering in a speech due

95



IAFOR Journal of Education: Undergraduate Education Volume 9 — Issue 5 — 2021

to limited vocabulary. This is because the way in which one expresses something is equally
important although not more essential than the content of one’s speech. For instance, if one
presented a topic with enthusiasm and clarity, the audience would be more likely to like it than
if someone covered more topics but murmured monotonously without clarity from their notes.
Thus, the respondents could have frequently code-switched to avoid such circumstances.

However, the high frequency rate of code-switching phenomenon among the respondents is
not only prevalent in oral presentations but also in their daily routine. This implies that code-
switching has become a habitual phenomenon among these respondents as they also frequently
code-switched in their daily conversation and when they were around their friends. This raises
a dilemma on whether this strategy should be approved, stopped, or ignored completely by
educators in the classroom? The findings of this present study have evoked important
implications especially for educators and students in higher learning institutions.

Educators and students alike must be aware of the advantages and disadvantages of employing
code-switching in the classroom. It is a beneficial strategy that can be employed in the
classroom to ease the learning process. Instead of seeing code-switching as an interfering factor
in acquiring a second or perhaps any foreign language, Skiba (1997) proposed that educators
regard it as “a system of interconnected languages that students are acquiring.” It is a vital
approach for an educational setting as well as for the “communicative competence strategy”
(Van Dulm, 2007, p. 15) especially for interpersonal interactions (Faltis, 1989, as quoted by
Brice & Roseberry-McKibbin, 2001). Whereas the researcher has noted with this assertion to
a large extent, it does not apply to those in other second language classrooms. The present
research study had used BIB students who are bilingual and able to speak both languages,
Bahasa Melayu (Malay), and English comprehensively. Nevertheless, considering that English
will be the most important language in their future field of employment once they graduate,
there would be a significant expectation that they should be able to speak fluently in English.
Most of this sample will certainly be venturing into professional business-related fields. They
will be most likely to face and engage in meetings with more experienced professionals in their
workplace and sometimes will be dealing with international clients. Thus, it is imperative that
they need to improve their English as well as participate in any related professional
development programmes to boost their confidence and communication skills in English.

Another important implication of the present findings is the need for educators and students to
practise moderation when employing code-switching in the classroom. The present study
indicates that the respondents practised code-switching frequently during formal oral
presentations in the classroom. If this habit is not corrected, they may become worse and an
irreversible phenomenon. The process of self-correction will be impeded if they continue to
seek shortcuts by shifting the second language to the first language rather than making positive
efforts to mastering proper English grammar and enhancing their vocabulary. This has raised
concern on whether code-switching is really a useful communication technique that students
should use in the classroom. This also raises the question of whether permitting the students to
freely alternate between their second language and targeted language especially in oral
presentation will improve their learning process” (Tiemer, 2004, p. 69). This entails the need
for future studies to explore more into this phenomenon. Although there are disadvantages in
employing this strategy in the classroom at times, the present study has revealed that it could
help the students to ease their communication and boost their self-esteem to convey their
message successfully so that the audience could comprehend the contents of their presentations
clearly. Besides, code-switching practice can be beneficial to the student’s learning and should
be employed in the classroom when teaching students with low proficiency in a second
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language. However, educators and students must exercise control and it must not be permitted
to overwhelm the importance of using the target language especially during oral presentations.
Without any form of restrains, this code-switching phenomenon can become an ingrained habit
among students that will be difficult to get rid of in the long run.

Limitations

Like any other studies, the present study also has its own limitations. The main limitation is it
only involved students from one programme of study that is, the bachelor’s in International
Business. Thus, the findings may not be generalised to students of other programmes and
discourse contexts. Secondly, it only explores about students’ perceptions on the use of code-
switching in oral presentations in classroom context. Nevertheless, it is envisaged that the
findings of the current study would give a meaningful foundation for future researchers to
investigate more in-depth studies, perhaps on other aspects of code-switching in other fields
too.

Recommendations

Future researchers are recommended to employ a mixed methods research design so that
qualitative data can be used to support quantitative data. For example, interviews can be
conducted to obtain rich and authentic data from the respondents. Besides, they also can
explore into the employment of code-switching in other non-English programmes in their
universities with different demographic backgrounds. Apart from exploring code-switching in
classroom contexts, we are also passionate to investigate about the utilisation of code-switching
in text messages and postings on platforms like WhatsApp, Telegram, Facebook, Instagram,
etc. There are many exciting research areas related to code-switching that future research can
execute to conduct a more in-depth investigation particularly in the scope of Malaysian
contexts.

Conclusions

In conclusion, the participants of the present study perceive positively towards the use of code-
switching during oral presentations. They strongly approve that employing code-switching
enhances their oral presentations. However, the high frequency of use in code-switching among
these bachelor’s degree in Internal Business students is mainly due to their second language
deficiencies. This has raised a cause of concern on the long-term impact of this phenomenon
on their English proficiency. Hence, it is implicated that educators and students alike need to
be aware of the advantages and disadvantages of this strategy and it is imperative for them to
exercise control and moderation when employing this strategy in the classroom. Even though
Malaysians are required to study English for at least eleven years as a part of their formal
education, language alternation or code-switching still occurs among tertiary students in the
classroom especially during oral presentations. On that note, future researchers in the same
discourse community are encouraged to use the findings obtained as a guideline for more
impactful future studies.
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