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Abstract

Digitalization takes up a stronghold across all fields in the world including teaching and
learning. In line with that, an attempt was made to introduce an innovative method in
connecting the younger generations’ reading skill with WhatsApp, the current trend of social
media. Reading skill acts as one of the imperative language skills to ace the English language.
The lower elementary international school students, who originated from non-English
background countries, battle and confront trouble in reading due to their low proficiency in
the language. Therefore, this paper aims to investigate the use of Apptone (voice messages)
to improve students’ reading skill and enhance the students’ motivation towards reading skill.
Apptone learning through WhatsApp was designed and executed among 29 lower elementary
international school students who are from China, Japan, Yemen, Sudan and Jordan. This
attempt has been carried out at an international school situated in Selangor. The teacher sent
short stories to the parents via the WhatsApp group and the stories were read by the
students. Then, the recorded version was sent to the teacher personally via the same
platform. Subsequently, this attempt has successfully increased the students’ interest and
motivation in reading while the findings indicated the improvement of the students’ reading
skill. In conclusion, Apptone learning is an encouraging yet beneficial method for lower
elementary international students in enhancing their reading skill.

Keywords: Apptone Learning, Reading Skill, Whatsapp, International School, Lower
Elementary Students

Introduction

Digitalization takes up a stronghold across all fields in the world including teaching and
learning, especially in the context of language learning (Buck, 2017). As language plays a vital
role in human communication, it becomes a bridge among humans that connects each other.
In fact, globalization has created a need for a common language platform in which the English
language has become one of the languages used internationally by various countries and
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communities to interact and build their businesses, thus, it is needed to face the 21st-century
demands (Paneerselvam & Mohamad, 2019). Therefore, English education is exceptionally
vital to be taught and learned by the students.

Speaking about language, one can never deny the importance of acquiring language skills. In
the context of education, a student needs to know how to read, write, speak and listen.
Particularly, reading is the basic input to process and master the language. Reading skill is also
referred to as an instrument of interaction in literacy via the writing form (Ismail, Syahruza &
Basuki, 2017). Precisely, reading skill acts as one of the imperative language skills to ace the
English language.

The targeted lower elementary international school students are originated from non-English
background countries. These Year 2 and Year 3 students are from an international elementary
school which is located in Selangor, Malaysia. The students are in a battle and confront
trouble in reading due to their low proficiency in the language. This issue needs to be tackled
productively as this may lead the students to stand troubles in their academics as stated by
(Moses and Mohamed, 2019). In line with that, an attempt was made to introduce an
innovative method in connecting the younger generations’ reading skill with Apptone
Learning. The word Apptone was derived from the word “WhatsApp” and the phrase “reading
tone”. WhatsApp was chosen as it is the current trend of social media, hence, it has been used
as a platform to enhance students’ reading skill.

In addition, this innovation serves as a contribution to all three different parties such as the
teachers, students and also the parents. The teachers would find it as a new method to involve
the younger ones while the students certainly feel excited to record their voices and share
with their teachers. On the other hand, the parents would also be able to track their child’s
reading progress effectively which means parents play an important role in the process too.
Therefore, this paper aims to investigate the use of Apptone (voice messages) to improve
students’ reading skill and enhance the students’ motivation towards reading skill. On the
whole, Apptone learning acts as an innovative way of connecting the younger ones with social
media in a healthier, friendlier yet meaningful way.

Literature Review

Reading skill

Reading skill is one of the language skills which is important to be acquired. In other words,
reading skill is also known as literacy. Reading acts as the basic input skill to master the
language as a language mastery will not be successful without reading competency (Cagri,
2012). Furthermore, reading is not just the ability to read something, but also to comprehend
and understand the text as what is being conveyed by the author as mentioned by (Evdokimos
and Eleni, 2014). People at different age group and community have a different level of
reading skill, while the majority of people can read but understanding and comprehension is
still something that is lacking as authors could come from a different background or education
levels which could cause a disparity when it comes to conveying information, emotion or
message via a written form.

Besides, many researchers also claimed that reading competency would contribute to the
development of other language skills as well such as speaking and writing. (Williams, 1984;
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Krashen and Terrell, 1989). Reading helps in building vocabulary knowledge which is useful in
developing speaking competency (Cagri, 2012). Nevertheless, among the other three
language skills such as writing, speaking and listening, reading is the most vital skill for
students especially to those who are from non-English background countries as stated by
(Melor, Nurulhusna and Ashairi, 2020). However, these students find it difficult to excel in
reading the English language as it is a new language which they have less exposure to.
Therefore, it seems to be even more difficult for the students to acquire it and this leads to
many other learning issues such as negative experiences and low motivation which eventually
holds them back from participating in the lessons (Wheeler, 1946; Stanovich, 1986; Cambria
and Guthrie, 2010). According to Mokhtar (2010), the issue of reading skill is caused by the
inefficiency of reading at a young age. Hence, it is very important to tackle the problem at an
early stage in order to provide a solid foundation of the language.

Innovative Ways of Improving Reading Skill

Since reading skill is important as discussed earlier and motivation plays a vital role here, it is
also equally important to explore the ways to help weak students in not only spiking up their
reading motivation level but also to help them develop their reading skill. Following the
thread, Chen (2011); Klimova and Zamborova (2020) proved that the integration of digital
resources into paper-based reading activities would certainly help in developing reading skill
in terms of comprehension. The scaffolding strategy used here has benefitted the targeted
students of the study in comprehending challenging articles.

On the other hand, text-to-speech software implemented by Robert et al (2012) also proved
the improvement of the reading skill in both their pilot studies involving high school struggling
readers. This intervention has a positive impact on the reading speed of the students as they
can also adjust the speed accordingly, thus, allowing time to think while reading. Imam (2020)
suggested that the implementation of the SQ3R method is effective in improving students’
reading skill. SQ3R literally stands for surveys, questions, read, recite and review. The
researcher proved that this method is a way for the students to build their creativity and
advance themselves to a higher stage of reading by exploring each stage of the process
effectively.

Other than that, the WhatsApp platform was also used by Susanti (2020) to improve reading
skills among school students. The result showed that 76% of students agreed and feel
comfortable in using WhatsApp to improve their reading skill. The researcher has mentioned
that students have improved in their reading skill as they could explore new vocabularies,
hence, they felt motivated to participate actively and they became brave to read as well. From
this research, it shows that WhatsApp has improved the students’ reading skill and it is
recommended to be used to produce fruitful learning. However, there is a very limited study
carried out in this subject area involving the lower elementary students, specifically in an
international school context. Therefore, this study has undertaken an attempt to fill this gap
in the research field.

Impact of Motivation on Reading Skill

Motivation is a way to inspire someone to achieve a goal. Motivation can make changes on
students’ reading skill before and after and it is seen as a precondition and a required element
for students’ participation in learning as it is a necessary element stated by (Sitwat and David,
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2012). Through motivation, students will not only participate in a learning process but there
is a chance for them to achieve good results academically (Picton, 2014). In accordance with
that, Ahmadi et al (2013) have explored the connection between reading skill and motivation
and found that motivation has led the students to put in their effort and interest into practice.
The changes in their motivation level have helped the students to know that they have borne
fruits. He also concluded that students with higher motivation have scored higher marks in
the reading comprehension exam.

Apart from that, there are also researchers who have conducted a study around this area and
proved that motivation, both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, have a positive impact on
students’ reading skill such as Wang and Guthrie (2004); Lepper et al (2005); Logan (2011). As
stated by Logan (2011), motivated students will continue to strive for comprehension
development through their reading habits as motivation plays a strong role in students’
reading improvement especially among the weak students. The impact of motivation in
reading has significantly been associated with reading skill. Based on the past studies
discussed earlier, it is clearly showing that motivation plays a vital role in students’ reading
skill as students with a higher level of motivation will progress even more compared to
students with a lower level of motivation as stated by (Ahmadi, 2017). In fact, Chen et al
(2017) also concluded that low motivation and interest affects the students’ reading
comprehension.

Reading with Metacognition

As mentioned earlier, this study has chosen the lower elementary international students, who
are in Year 2 and Year 3 for the implementation of the innovation of the study which is
Apptone learning. Based on the earlier discussions above, reading is often related to the
understanding of what is read followed by pronunciation, reading speed and vocabulary
respectively. Since this study is involving non-English background students who perceive a
low proficiency of English, it is important to start from the basics.

Therefore, this study has used the metacognition theory by John Flavell (1979), who is
believed to be the 'father of the field' and focuses only on the pronunciation, vocabulary and
spelling, and the reading tone of the students. According to John Flavell (1979), metacognition
refers to “thinking about thinking.” Basically, it is a way to guide and train students in
“learning how to learn.” This strategy typically involves attention, memory, sequencing and
processing skills in learning. In accordance with that, the present study has adopted and
adapted the reading with metacognitive diagrams from Gemm Learning.com as shown in
Diagram 1 below.

READING WITH
METACOGNITION

Diagram 1: Reading with metacognition
(Adapted and adopted from Gemm Learning.com)
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According to the diagram above, the students will be focusing on cognitive skills while
practicing their reading. It helps them to pay attention, think and recall the lessons taught by
the teacher in terms of the vocabularies and the pronunciations. This would eventually
proceed them to the next level, which is the reading fluency by giving more close attention to
the structure, vocabulary and spelling, which contributes to the end product, the targeted
language. As the students are exposed to this theory, undoubtedly they are also being trained
to self-monitor and self-reflect their learning process.

Methodology

Research Design

This paper has employed an action research mode, specifically upholding the individual
research design, whereby a new innovation has been tested among the targeted students in
order to enhance their reading skill. Apptone learning has been implemented to increase their
motivation and participation in the reading activity in a new meaningful way. Therefore, the
pre-reading and post-reading status of the students have been observed.

Participants

In this study, purposive sampling was used. 29 lower elementary international school
students who are from China, Japan, Yemen, Sudan and Jordan have been chosen for this
study. These Year 2 and Year 3 students (aged from 6 to 10) consist of 11 boys and 18 girls
and they are from an international elementary school which is located in Selangor, Malaysia.
These students have low proficiency in the English language and they struggle in reading.
Therefore, the students are finding it hard to understand and read any materials such as a
passage, a story or an instruction and this results in low achievement academically. At the
same time, the students feel demotivated and less interested to participate in reading
activities in the class, thus, they feel left out in the lessons.

Research Instrument

As this study implements an innovative approach in language teaching, the instrument used
refers to the platform used for the implementation process. WhatsApp, being the current
trend of social media, has been chosen as the platform for the study. It is a new approach to
connect the lower elementary students with social media with the help of their parents.
Besides, observation, being the second instrument used in the study, has been opted to
record the outcome of the study.

Research Procedure

Knowing that the lower elementary students are facing difficulty in reading, the
implementation of Apptone learning has been carried out with the help of the students. The
process began with lesson delivery as per the content and vocabulary of the topic taught. This
includes the explanation of meanings, definitions, synonyms and giving some examples during
the lesson delivery period. Then, a short story was sent to the parents via the WhatsApp
parents’ group with the announcement and time frame by the teacher at the end of each
topic. Then, the students practiced their reading at home by following the metacognitive
theory. Once they are prepared, they seek help from their parents to record their reading and
send back the recording to the teacher personally via the same platform. At the end of the
process, the teacher conducted a feedback and rewards session to encourage and motivate
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the students for their next attempts. This process has been carried out for three months
(comprises 4 topics) to observe the students’ reading skill.

Data Collection and Analyses

The improvement of 29 lower primary students have been observed and recorded in terms
of students’ participation, reading improvement, students’ interest and motivation, and
parents’ satisfaction. All data collected using the same platform which is WhatsApp and has
been presented in a bar graph for a clearer view. The responses have been screenshot for
further analysis to be done.

Results and Discussion

This action research was carried out successfully among the international elementary school
students who arein Year 2 and Year 3. The overall students’ reading skill progress and parents’
feedback were observed and recorded through WhatsApp. The data has been converted into
a bar graph as shown in Figure 1 below. Following the thread, the screenshots have also been
attached as follows.

Students’ Participation

Apptone Learning

E I

Students’
Participants

[=T"; |

B Before Apptonelearning After Apptonelearning

Figure 1: Pre and post impacts of Apptone implementation towards students’ reading skill

Figure 1 above shows the data collected through observation on the implementation of
Apptone learning. It can be seen that the 29 lower primary students have participated actively
compared to the reading activities that have been done in class before the implementation
of Apptone learning. The number of students who sent in their recording spikes up from 16
to 29 where it shows their active participation. As said by Ahmadi et al, (2013), motivation
towards reading skill has helped the students to have more interest in reading skill with
students’ active participation. Students were less active in reading activity may be due to the
normal way of teaching and practicing reading in the class. At the same time, the teachers
were also pushed to complete the syllabus on time and therefore, less attention was given to
those students’ reading skill. Apptone learning allows preparation time for the students to
practice their reading and simultaneously, the teacher too has ample time to check on the
students’ reading and tackle their problems accordingly. Therefore, a stress-free environment
is created through the implementation of Apptone learning. According to many researchers,
a stress-free environment is key for students to succeed in their learning.
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Students’ Reading Improvement

Apptone learning has proven its effectiveness in terms of the students’ reading improvement.
Not only in terms of participation, but the students reading has also improved through
Apptone learning. In a research carried out by Chen (2011); Koronina et al (2016), it was found
that students’ reading skill has improved by using digital resources. This is where exactly the
theory of the study comes in whereby the students remember and recall the lesson delivered
by the teacher in order to read the text given effectively. Some students also recorded the
same story a few times to get it right as shown below in Figure 2 and 3. In this way, it is clear
that the students have also practiced self-reflection strategy to improve their reading skill,
thus, they are not afraid of making mistakes.

z P
> P

Figure 2 Figure 3

Students’ Interest and Motivation

On the other hand, the students were so interested in the reading activity when they began
to use Apptone learning. This is because technology changed the lives of students inside and
outside the classroom to the degree that they use technology to boost their learning
experiences in the classroom as said by Hashim et al, (2017). At the same time, students were
also excited during the feedback and rewards session. They felt excited when the teacher
chose and shared their recording with the others in the class as the best for the week. At the
same time, the session also spiked up the students’ motivation to do better in their next
attempts which also contributed to the participation level mentioned earlier. Moreover, this
is what Krashen (1985) mentioned as once the students' affective filter is lowered, the
students can perform better. Figure 4, 5 and 6 below show that the students were interested
in the activity which they have expressed through WhatsApp.

| feel exited and happy &
Hi teacher this is .

| read the story it was very nice.
| liked it.
It was very interesting to read it and
record it.
Thank you
Byebye &I ¥
Thank you teacher ¢*

Thank you your sharing ¥ &

Figure 4 Figure 5 Figure 6
The students shared their interest by saying “I liked it”, “I feel excited and happy” and “It was
very interesting to read and record it.” This certainly shows that Apptone learning has
certainly boosted students’ reading interest and motivation as they continuously strive to
improve their reading skill and this finding is similar to the findings of (Chen et al., 2017;
Ahmadi, 2017).

Parents’ Satisfaction
Since Apptone learning requires parents’ involvement in the teaching and learning process, it
was found that parents have a high satisfaction on their child’s learning especially on their
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reading improvement. The parents have expressed their satisfaction via WhatsApp when they
were requested to give some feedback on the implementation. Figure 7, 8 and 9 below shows
that the parents support the teacher’s idea of using social media in teaching as it is improving
the students’ level of reading. Some parents’ mentioned that Apptone learning is a “good
initiative” while a parent responded as “... am busy but | try to help and record for her
because she gets excited about it.” Apparently, it is clear that this innovation not only allows
the parents to track their child's reading progress but it also helps to create a lovable strong
bond between the busy parents and their child. In fact, parents’ involvement in their child’s
learning process is proven to be effective in resulting in a good academic improvement as
proven by (Xu et al., 2010; Emerson et al., 2012; Wilder, 2014).

Hello | am busy but | try to help and
record for her because she gets excited
of it. Good and thanks for teaching

Hi, teacher. It is a good initiative.
really likes it!

Hi Sir,
Thank you for the feedback @ @

Hello Sir,
Thank you for your feedback... Hope
she enjoys reading more through this
way of learning ¥ &

Figure 7 Figure 8

Hello teacher.. | really like the way you
teach..can see . improve..good job
teacher..thank you iur teaching him!

Hello Ms.. Thank you for your
feedback.. @ 4&

Figure 9

Conclusion and Recommendation

In an attempt to introduce an innovative method in connecting the younger generations’
reading skill with WhatsApp, Apptone learning was designed to tackle the lower elementary
international school students’ reading difficulty. The targeted students who are from non-
English background countries face difficulties in reading due to their low proficiency in the
language. Therefore, this paper aims to investigate the use of Apptone (voice messages) to
improve students’ reading skill and enhance the students’ motivation towards reading skill.
The students’ improvement in reading skill has been recorded with regard to four aspects
such as students’ participation, reading improvement, interest and motivation, and parents’
satisfaction. Subsequently, this attempt has successfully increased the students’ interest and
motivation in reading while the findings indicated the improvement of the students’ reading
skill. However, this study only focused on the lower elementary students who are in Year 2
and Year 3. Therefore, future researchers can use WhatsApp as a platform to teach or improve
the different levels of students from a different school context. The future study can also be
done on examining the level of improvement with regard to gender and other elements of
reading such as reading comprehension. In conclusion, Apptone learning is an encouraging
yet beneficial method for lower elementary international students in enhancing their reading
skill.
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