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Abstract—Discussion on teacher learning is often limited to 
a focus on formal professional development programmes. 
What and how teachers learn informally through their daily 
experiences is rarely explored. This research attempts to 
investigate how teachers engage in informal learning for 
their professional development when using Social Network-
ing Site (SNS) technology. Data were generated using ethno-
graphic approach whereby Facebook Timelines belonged to 
22 English language teachers were observed for a period of 
six months. The analysis shows that the teachers frequently 
exchanged teaching related knowledge in their Timeline 
conversations and they received rich responses from both 
teaching and non-teaching Friends. This paper thus argues 
that social networking site, such as Facebook is a potential 
platform to engage teachers in informal learning for their 
professional development.  

Index Terms—Teacher professional development, English 
language teaching, Malaysia, Facebook Timelines, teacher 
knowledge  

I. INTRODUCTION 
Teacher learning is an important issue that needs to be 

focused on in this fast changing era. This is to ensure that 
teachers will have knowledge and skills which are up to 
date to meet the current demands of the society. Many 
efforts are taken by the governments across the globe to 
encourage teacher learning so that they develop their pro-
fessionalism. This is mostly done through professional 
development programmes in which specific knowledge 
and skills are introduced to teachers by experts during 
workshops and seminars, and the teachers are expected to 
apply this knowledge and skills in schools. 

Informal learning which is defined by [1, p.5] as ‘the 
activity involving the pursuit of understanding, knowledge 
or skill which occurs without the presences of externally 
imposed curricular criteria’ in teachers’ daily life should 
not be ignored. This is because teachers learn more 
through informal learning in their work place rather than 
in professional initial teacher education programmes [2]. 
Moreover, learning is ‘social, situated in physical and 
social contexts, and distributed across persons, tools and 
activities’ [2, p.5] thus teacher professional development 
needs to go beyond ‘visible’ development activities 
(coursework, workshops, seminars etcetera) and includes 
teachers’ informal social and professional networks. Fur-
thermore, given the affordances of the current technology, 
teachers interact in these networks at anytime and any-
where thus engage in continuous learning process [3], [4]. 
This paper aims to provide insights into the phenomenon 
of Malaysian English language teachers engaging in in-

formal learning for their professional development using 
SNS technology.  

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

A. Collaborative Teacher Development 
Theoretical underpinning of collaborative teacher de-

velopment is that individual development including higher 
mental functioning originates in social sources, which is 
the main tenet in sociocultural theory proposed by [5]. [6] 
argues that: 

Any function in the child’s cultural development ap-
pears twice, or on two planes. First it appears on the 
social plane, and then on the psychological plane. First, it 
appears between people as an interpsychological category 
and then within the child as an intrapsychological catego-
ry 

[5] views learning as situated in social activities. 
Through involvement in these social activities, human 
develops their knowledge and understanding which later 
internalized by them. This is parallel with the notion pro-
posed by [7] that learners who participate in a wide variety 
of joint activities will have the opportunity to synthesize 
several influences into their new modes of understanding 
and participation. 

Collaboration, in the context of teacher development, is 
defined by [8] as the act of teachers working together with 
others for a continued and organized investigation into 
teaching and learning aiming for professional growth. 
Johnston emphasizes that teachers must have or share 
control over the collaborative process and this reflects the 
need to give autonomy to teachers to decide on their par-
ticipation and engagement in the activity.  

Many teacher professional development activities re-
quire some form of collaboration either with peers, re-
searchers or other people. This is mainly based on the 
sociocultural perspective that teachers learn best by inter-
acting with others as it would help them to better under-
stand their own beliefs and knowledge [9]. As argued by 
[8], when involved in collaborative activities, teachers are 
not only the consumers but also the producers of the 
knowledge about teaching. This is true as each teacher 
brings their own unique experiences with them and shares 
those experiences with their collaborative partners [10].  

[8] puts forth four commonly adopted approaches and 
practices in collaborative teacher development. The first 
one is action research in which teachers engage in a small-
scale, systematic and publicly reported research to change 
or understand their own classrooms and contexts. Second, 
is the narrative inquiry which involves teachers sharing 
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stories of teaching experience that requires reflection and 
analysis. Third, is cooperative development in which peer 
teachers investigate their own work through carefully 
designed forms of non-judgmental discourse. Last but not 
least is exploratory practice which requires teachers to 
investigate problems in their classroom by integrating 
research procedure (i.e collecting data) into regular class-
room work.  

English language teacher collaborative partners usually 
involve fellow teachers (peers), subject teachers, universi-
ty-based researchers, students, and others such as parents, 
administrators and material developers [8]. However, [8] 
points out that the collaboration does not always run 
smoothly especially when it involves university-based 
researchers due to inequities of power and status. Another 
challenge pointed by [8] is that this collaboration often 
receives lack of institutional supports and this could dis-
appoint the teachers who have to invest time and energy to 
ensure the effectiveness of this collaboration. 

B. Teacher Knowledge 
Teachers’ knowledge and teacher learning is complex 

in nature. Teachers need to learn constantly so that they 
acquire both the procedural (know how) and declarative 
(know what) knowledge that are relevant to the current 
demands in their work place. [11] puts forth a clear cate-
gorization of knowledge that teachers need to acquire for 
them to be fully developed. These are knowledge of sub-
ject matter (content knowledge), pedagogical content 
knowledge (the ways of representing subject knowledge 
appropriately for learners), knowledge of curriculum 
(grasp of the materials, resources and ‘tools of the trade’), 
general pedagogical knowledge (broad understanding of 
management and organisation), knowledge of learners and 
their characteristics, knowledge of educational contexts 
(ranging from groupings, classrooms, schools, education 
authorities, national policies to wider communities and 
cultures), and knowledge of educational aims, purposes 
and values. 

To acquire the knowledge, teachers need to be ‘ready 
(possessing vision), willing (having motivation), able 
(both knowing and being able to do), reflective (learning 
from experience), and communal (acting as a member of a 
professional community)’ [12, p.259]. However, optimum 
learning will only take place when the teachers are in-
volved in activities that are sustained and continuous ra-
ther than episodic, and able to provide opportunities for 
teachers to collaborate with colleagues inside and outside 
the school [13, p.9]. 

The perspectives put forth by [12] and [13] affirm that 
effective teacher learning occurs when teachers learn 
about something meaningful to them which often takes 
place in their everyday life through interactions with peo-
ple around them. 

III. METHODOLOGY 
This study employed ethnographic approach as its 

methodology. It examined participants’ activities in a 
natural setting, which is their engagement in informal 
learning on Facebook Timeline as part of their daily rou-
tines. This is in contrast to the previous studies which 
examined teachers learning in Facebook Group created for 
the purpose of the research.  

The participants were purposively sampled. They were 
22 Malaysian English language teachers who actively post 

teaching-related postings on their Timelines. Participant 
observation was used as the main data generation method 
whereby the Facebook Timelines were observed over six 
months, from December 2012 to May 2013. This period 
covered one full academic semester and was long enough 
to capture the different kinds of experiences and challeng-
es encountered in the teachers’ professional lives. In addi-
tion to the participant observation, informal conversations 
took place occasionally to get further explanation from the 
participants regarding their discursive behavior on the 
Timelines. 

Altogether, 178 teaching related Status updates were 
posted in the six month period which had attracted 1226 
comments. The teaching related Status updates and Com-
ments were analyzed using content analysis approach in 
order to identify the knowledge enquired by the teachers. 

Detailed discussion on the methodological and ethical 
issues that arose in this study has been presented in [14]. 
In brief, the methodological issues were related to the 
observation as data generation method where being a 
participant observant was found to be more useful than 
being a non-participant observant even though it may 
influence the participants’ behavior on the Timeline. The 
ethical issues were related to informed consent, which is 
whether the consent needs to be obtained from the partici-
pants as Timeline is a semi-public space. In this study, the 
informed consent was obtained as it was evaluated as the 
most ethical conduct in this context.  

The data generation process can be divided into two 
phases. Phase 1 involved the observations of participants’ 
Timelines and Phase 2 involved informal conversations 
with the participants. Even though the two phases are 
mentioned in sequence, it was a recursive process 
throughout the entire data generation period. For instance, 
some of the informal conversations were conducted in the 
same period during which the Timelines were observed. 

IV. ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION  
From the 178 Status updates gathered, 59% (n=105) in-

volve the seeking and sharing of teacher knowledge and 
the remaining 41% (n=3) are about other teaching related 
issues. In other words, more than half of the Status up-
dates are used by the teachers to enhance their profession-
al knowledge and this suggests the potential of Facebook 
as an informal platform for teacher professional develop-
ment.  

Further analysis shows that the teachers mainly ex-
change five types of teacher knowledge, which are content 
knowledge, knowledge of curriculum, general pedagogical 
knowledge, knowledge of learners and their characteris-
tics, and knowledge of educational contexts. This is in 
contrast to Caribbean teachers, as revealed by [15], who 
only exchange general pedagogical knowledge when in-
teracting on SNS. 

Pedagogical content knowledge and knowledge of edu-
cational aims, purposes and values are not discussed on 
the teachers’ Timelines, which suggests that they already 
have a good grasp of these types of knowledge. Another 
possible reason is that it is hard to discuss the pedagogical 
content knowledge through written communication on the 
site as it involves procedural explanation.  

Examples of Status updates and Comments for each 
type of knowledge inquired by the teachers are shown in 
Table 1. 
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TABLE I.   
EXAMPLES OF STATUS UPDATES AND COMMENTS OF TEACHER KNOWLEDGE  

Type of Teacher Knowledge Example of Status Updates Example of Comments 

Content knowledge 
(33%, n=35) 

To all the grammar nazi on my wall…help me to explain this: 
a) Don’t be hesitant to see the teacher on duty 
b) Don’t be hesitated to see the teacher on duty 
Which one is correct?? I feel a is correct but I need explana-
tion. Thanx! 

(Wafi/SU2) 

Don’t hesitate or don’t be hesitant. Hesitate 
is a verb so you don’t have to add be in front 

(Wafi/SU2/C2) 

Knowledge of curriculum 
(25%, n=26) 

Need briefing!!! 
School Based Assessment for English…all this while was 
teaching upper secondary school. Now have to teach lower 
secondary. SBA expert Cheng Chong Hung can you please 
help me…? How to go about this whole thing?? 

(Jaya/SU1) 

Try coordinating with other teachers teach-
ing English in the same form. Else coming 
out with your own SBA sheets is very tax-
ing. Cannot use published materials. Cause 
students can get the answers by buying and it 
becomes invalid. 

(Jaya/SU1/C3) 

General pedagogical knowledge 
(16%, n=17) 

Guys, how do you teach a big class? Do you divide them into 
groups? What is the optimum number of students in a group? 

(Hafiz/SU1) 

Yes, need to divide them into groups. Make 
sure it should not exceed 5 members in the 
group. Or else you will have the free rider.  

(Hafiz/SU1/C3) 

Knowledge of learners and their 
characteristics 
(14%, n=15) 

My students are to shy to speak in English… do you guys face 
a similar experience? How do you tackle them?  

(Liza/SU3) 

Give them fun activities! You can use songs 
that they like as your teaching material. They 
will forget their shyness when they enjoy the 
song.  

(Liza/SU3/C2) 

Knowledge of educational contexts 
(11%, n=12)  

Malaysian English language teachers need to improve English 
up to BBC standard, but MOE is importing English language 
teachers from USA??? So confusing… 

(Ifa/SU8) 

Yep, we need to follow British English. 
They are just here to support us with peda-
gogy.  

(Ifa/SU8/C4) 

As can be seen in Table 1, content knowledge is the 
most frequently exchanged knowledge on the teachers’ 
Timelines (33%, n=35). This is followed by knowledge of 
curriculum (25%, n=26), general pedagogical knowledge 
(16%, n=17), knowledge of learners and their characteris-
tics (14%, n=15), and knowledge of educational contexts 
(11%, n=12). As revealed during the informal conversa-
tions with the participants, they feel that Timeline is an 
appropriate space to exchange teacher knowledge, espe-
cially the content knowledge as it will also be beneficial to 
the non-teaching Friends. For instance, Wafi reported that 
she purposefully asked about the adjective hesitant on the 
Timeline as she wants to engage her Friends in vicarious 
learning. More importantly, the participants believe that 
their teaching Friends who are geographically distributed 
are able to respond to their enquiries at their own conven-
ience.  

The knowledge of educational contexts which range 
from groupings, classrooms, schools, education authori-
ties, national policies to wider communities and cultures, 
is the least frequently sought on Facebook Timelines. This 
is perhaps because education authorities and national 
policies are sensitive issues in this country. In one of its 
recent circulation, Malaysian government forbids all the 
government servants to comment on government policies 
on a public space, such as social media. By avoiding from 
talking about sensitive issues on Timelines when engaging 
in informal learning, the teachers show that they are fully 
aware of how to strategically use SNS for their develop-
ment without tarnishing their professional image. This 
finding resonates with [16] and [17] who reveal that 
teachers are being strategic when presenting themselves 
on SNS so that they are being perceived positively by 
other users. 

Another characteristic of the teachers’ informal learning 
on the Timelines is that they receive rich feedback from 

Friends. The average number of Comment for teaching-
related Status updates is seven to eight. None of the Status 
update fails to attract Comments from other users. This 
suggests that the teachers were very supportive to one 
another when it comes to the enquiry of teacher 
knowledge. Interestingly, it was observed that the Com-
ments came from both the teaching and non-teaching 
Friends thus enabling the teachers to receive multiple 
perspectives on the issues raised. In other words, Face-
book serves as an ‘affinity space’ where the teachers in-
teract with users from various background for their pro-
fessional development [18], [19]. These non-teaching 
Friends mostly responded based on their experiences 
being a student or parents to schooling children.  

V. CONCLUSION  
It is evident that social networking sites serve as a po-

tential platform to engage teachers in informal learning 
process. Given the affordances of the networking technol-
ogy which allow quick and rich responses, the teachers 
prefer to seek teaching-related knowledge by asking their 
Facebook Friends rather than meeting their colleagues 
face-to-face. The teachers are also being selective in the 
types of teacher knowledge asked online so that they do 
not bring sensitive issues to the public site which might 
cause unintended consequences. By interacting on the 
networking site, the teachers attempt to expand teaching-
related knowledge for their professional development.  

VI. RECOMMENDATION FOR FUTURE RESEARCH  
Future research may build on the finding that non-

teaching Friends also contribute to the informal learning 
process engaged by the teachers. This is the finding that 
has not been anticipated from the start, thus it is not well-
developed in this study. The informal conversations were 
only carried out with the teachers who frequently posted 
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teaching-related issues on Timelines thus the views of the 
non-teaching Friends regarding the informal learning 
process are not scrutinized. It is recommended that future 
research explores the views of non-teaching Friends as 
they are individuals that play important roles in the teach-
ers’ informal learning on Timelines.  

In addition, future studies could also take a longitudinal 
approach, for instance, monitoring the interactions in the 
informal learning process over a two-year period. Such 
longitudinal research would be useful for providing in-
sights into the development of teachers’ discursive prac-
tices and whether the teachers still grapple with similar 
sources of difficulty over time.  
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