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Abstract

Small group discussion (SGD) using WhatsApp platform is a student-centred learning
innovation to overcome the problems of lack of optimum preparation and participation by
students when SGD is conducted in the classroom. Nutrition and dietetics undergraduate
students (n=46) who enrolled for Multi-ethnic Cuisine & Etiquette course were given a task to
conduct a group discussion on two topics using WhatsApp as part of their continuous
assessment for this course. The instructor then evaluated group and individual participation
and administered an online survey form to obtain students’ reflection on the task. Survey items
consisted of six clusters and rated on a five-point Likert scale. The results showed that
Participation cluster obtained the highest average score of 4.46+0.62, followed by Learning
(4.16£0.73), Past Experience (4.14+1.05) Attraction (3.99+0.85), Implementation (3.96+0.90)
and Emotion cluster (3.88+0.95). The results suggest that SGD using WhatsApp is a student-
friendly, fun learning style and an easy evaluation tool for instructors to track individual
participation and discussion content. SGD using WhatsApp diminishes the time required in
the classroom conducting an ineffective discussion and inefficient evaluation by instructors.
This innovation could be used as part of teaching and learning in many other courses to
enhance students' learning experience and aid instructors in conducting a better evaluation.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION
Small group discussion (SGD) is one of the student-centred teaching techniques where in its

ideal state will allow students to generate new knowledge and deeper understanding on a
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particular topic through active participation by all group members. It is a good approach in
teaching and learning since learning activities conducted in small groups has been proven
beneficial in the tertiary level education (Curran 2008; de Jong 2010; Ferreri 2013).

SGD is often being incorporated as a course evaluation to enhance participation of this
group activity. However, it is tough if not impossible for the instructors or lecturers to evaluate
individual participation in a classroom full of students during SGD thus giving an opportunity
to some students to be a ‘sleeping partner’. Moreover, when conducted in the classroom, SGD
is often less effective as students are not well prepared with resources on the topic during the

allocated discussion duration.

1.1 Teaching Cultural Foods and Etiquette to Nutrition & Dietetics Students

In order to be a good nutritionist and dietitian, nutrition professionals should know not just
what type of food and the amount that their clients consume but also to be aware and understand
on how food plays role in their culture. A client’s ethnic and cultural background is one of the
important factors that determines their diet. Realizing the importance of producing nutrition
and dietetics graduates that are well versed on dietary intake and food habits across cultures
and ethnic groups, many nutrition and dietetics programs in universities have started to
incorporate food and culture related courses into their curricula. The better a nutrition or
dietetics students’ knowledge about different foods and dietary habits of various ethnic groups,
the more effective nutrition or dietary advice could be given by taking cultural differences into

consideration (Burrowes 2004).

1.2 WhatsApp in Teaching & Learning

WhatsApp is one of the leading messaging applications for smartphones in the world and the
top messaging application used in Malaysia (Hootsuite & We Are Social 2020). It allows
smartphone users to send text messages and other types of media (such as videos, voice
messages and photos) to their contacts. Links to websites and documents sharing are also
possible. It also facilitates the creation of groups which enables multiple users to participate in
and monitor the conversation. Communications using this application are not only restricted to
family members and friends but also include teacher-student interaction and professionals
(Rosenberg and Asterhan 2018; Johnston 2015). In education, its usage can enhance teaching
and learning experiences and achievements (Apiah 2016; Annamalai 2018). Teaching and
learning activities on WhatsApp that are commonly utilised by teachers and educators include

disseminating information to the students in the class WhatsApp group, and also maintaining
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communication with students through both group and private messages.

The objectives of this innovation study were to help students engage in learning using
a platform that is student-friendly, convenient, relaxing yet effective and to assist instructors in

implementing student-centered learning that can also conveniently serve as an evaluation tool.

2.0 MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1 Participants

This innovation study was participated by the second- and third-year nutrition and dietetics
undergraduate students (n=46) who enrolled in the Multi-ethnic Cuisine & Etiquette course.
Students were given a task to conduct a group discussion as part of their continuous

assessment for this course.

WhatsApp application has been chosen as the medium of discussion to be conducted
during weekend for the time limit of 48 hours at students’ convenience instead of the traditional
in-class discussion. A short briefing about the task was delivered by the instructor during class
time. Two topics were selected to be discussed by the students in small groups namely herbs

and spices, and Malay cuisine.

2.2 Instructions

The instructor then randomly divided the students into eight groups using the automatic group
generator function that is available on the university’s e-learning system. The maximum
number of students was set to be six students per group. Next, the instructor created the

groups and sent an invitation links for the students to join their respective groups.

After all the students had joined the created groups, the instructor posted the
instructions on how the group discussion should be conducted. In detail, instructor posted few
questions to be discussed by the students on each topic (Figure 1). Students were given
freedom to naturally conduct the discussion using semiformal tone of language both in English
and Bahasa Melayu, and use emoticons or emojis. They were also encouraged to share
photos, videos, articles, files and links during the discussion (Figure 2). Throughout the entire

discussion time, the instructor did not interfere or involve in the process.
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Figure 1: Screenshots of the instructions posted by the instructor in the WhatsApp group.
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Figure 2: Screenshots of students’ interactions in the WhatsApp group during discussion.

Students conducted the discussion in a semiformal way using both English and Bahasa

Melayu, and were encouraged to share information from various kinds of media.

2.3 Assesment

Assessment was conducted by the instructor on participation and the contents discussed

during the 48-hour period, followed by students’ reflection of the SGD using WhatsApp which

were submitted online using Google Form.
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The survey consisted of a series of 26 statements related to their experience using
WhatsApp to conduct the group discussion to be rated on a five-point scale (1- strongly
disagree, 2- disagree, 3- neutral, 4- agree, 5- strongly agree). The statements surveyed are
characterised and grouped into six clusters — Past experience, Participation, Implementation,
Learning, Attraction and Emotion (Table 1). In addition, students were also given the chance

to provide their personal comments on the task given.

Table 1: Survey statements characterized into clusters.

Cluster Item Survey Statements

Code
Past experience PE1 This is my first experience having small group discussion (SGD)
(PE) using WhatsApp.

PE2 For my undergraduate studies, this is the first time the lecturer u

sed WhatsApp platform to conduct SGD.

Participation (P) P1  SGD using WhatsApp platform has allowed me to be actively inv
olved in the discussion.
P2 SGD using WhatsApp platform enabled me to share the informat
ion from my individual reading on the topic.
P3 SGD using WhatsApp platform enabled me to share my persona

| experiences on the topic.

Implementation (1) 1 1 suggest SGD using WhatsApp platform to be implemented thro
ughout this course.
12 | suggest SGD using WhatsApp platform to be implemented in ot
her courses during my undergraduate studies.
I3 | can discuss without any interruption from the lecturer in SGD u
sing WhatsApp platform.
4  The lecturer has given me enough time for the discussion.

I5 The number of students per group is suitable.

Learning (L) L1 SGD using WhatsApp platform gave me chance to search for ex
tra materials related to the topic.
L2 SGD using WhatsApp platform led me to read journal articles to
understand and deepen my knowledge on the topic.
L3 SGD using WhatsApp platform led me to search for additional inf
ormation (besides journal articles) to understand and deepen my
knowledge on the topic.

L4 SGD using WhatsApp platform has given me opportunity to do in
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dividual reading on the topic.

L5 | have better understanding on the topic after the SGD using Wh
atsApp platform session.

L6 SGD using WhatsApp platform is effective for me to understand t
he topic.

Attraction (A) A1 If the discussion session is conducted in class, | have no time to
do additional reading or reference compared to SGD using What
sApp platform.

A2 | have problem to highlight myself if the discussion is done in cla
ss compared to SGD using WhatsApp platform.

A3  SGD using WhatsApp platform increased my curiosity on this to
pic.

A4 | could still learn about the topic even though the medium used i
s chatting through WhatsApp (on the topic) with my classmates.

Emotion (E) E1 SGD using WhatsApp platform attracted me to take part in the di
scussion.

E2 SGD using WhatsApp platform attracted me to learn about the to
pic.

E3 | prefer to use SGD using WhatsApp as part of learning method.

E4 | prefer SGD using WhatsApp to be included as part of course a
ssessment.

E5 |feelless confident if the discussion is done in class compared t
0 SGD using WhatsApp platform.

E6 SGD using WhatsApp outside the class does not burden me.

3.0 Results and Discussion

3.1 Average Cluster Score

The average scores of students’ responses based on the five clusters surveyed are shown in

Figure 3. Overall, students responded positively to this learning activity. Participation cluster

obtained the highest average score of 4.46, followed by Learning (4.16), Past Experience

(4.14) Attraction (3.99), Implementation (3.96) while Emotion cluster has the lowest average

score of 3.88. As could be seen in Figure 3, all clusters have a relatively high scores with none

of the clusters scored below the average of three. These positive results suggest a beneficial

use of SGD using WhatsApp as a learning and evaluation tool for undergraduate nutrition and

dietetics students.
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Responses to the SGD using WhatsApp

Average Cluster Score

1.00
Past experience  Participation mplementaion Learning Attraction Emotion

Response Cluster

Figure 3: Average cluster score to the SGD using WhatsApp.

3.2 Detail Score of Each Cluster

Table 2 shows the detail average score for each item of each cluster. For item PE2 of Past
Experience cluster, most students agreed and strongly agreed (91.30%, n=42) that
undergoing this task of conducting a small group discussion using WhatsApp was their first
encounter in their current undergraduate studies although they are native users of the

smartphone application.

The result also indicated that WhatsApp is not a popular method for conducting a small
group discussion as a course task in the studied university although students might have used
WhatsApp as a means to conduct SGD for other purposes as indicated by item PE1 (65.22%,
n=30). All items in Participation cluster (P1-3) have more than 86% of students rated 4 and 5
on all the surveyed statements. This implies that the use of WhatsApp as a discussion platform
has encouraged maximum students’ engagement in the task leading to better ability to share

information and personal experience related to the topic.

In contrast to the high percentage of responding scores 4 and 5 of the above cluster,
for Implementation cluster, students’ responses on the suggestion to implement SGD using
WhatsApp in other undergraduate courses (item 12) were divided between highly supporting
this suggestion by rating 4 and 5 to the item (43.48%, n=20) and being neutral by rating the
item as 3 (43.48%, n=20). However, more than half of the students agreed and strongly agreed

on item I1 for SGD using WhatsApp to be implemented throughout this studied course
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(65.22%, n=30). This points out that SGD using WhatsApp is favoured by students depending
on the nature of the course they enrolled. The studied course has the learning objective to
introduce the students to different cuisines and food habits of various ethnic groups hence a
non-traditional way of conducting a small group discussion using WhatsApp is an interesting
way of learning through exchanging ideas, information and experiences. Students might prefer
other ways of learning for a more technical and challenging courses. In addition, students were
happy with the way this task was being executed in terms of no instructor interference during
the task, 13 (78.26%, n=36); suitable duration, 14 (80.43%, n=37) and number of students per
group, 15 (91.30%, n=42).

Compared to the unlimited information provided by the internet, it is impossible for the
instructors or lecturers to satisfy students’ thirst for knowledge during limited class time
(Yamamoto, 2016). As depicted by the results from Learning cluster, conducting SGD using
WhatsApp has enabled students to learn and enhance their digital skills which is vital for their
future career growth (Van Laar et al. 2019). Most students (80-95%) agreed and strongly
agreed that this task has provided them the opportunity to read journal articles (L2) and do
individually reading (L4), search for extra materials (L1) or information during the discussion
(L3) which resulted in better understanding of the topic (L5). This task was rated as effective

by 71.74% (n=33) of the students in gaining understanding of the given topic (L6).

Item A1 in Attraction cluster shows that by undergoing this task, students had time to
do additional reading compared to traditional in-class group discussion (80.43%, n=37).
Furthermore, students responded positively on item A4 that they could learn on the topic while
chatting with their classmates through this task which was implemented using WhatsApp
(91.30%, n=42). Other features of SGD using WhatsApp that received positive responses from
students include the ease of highlighting themselves during discussion (A2), and the ability of

WhatsApp platform to increase their curiosity in learning about the topic (A3).

For Emotion cluster, SGD using WhatsApp has attracted students to take part (E1) and
learn about the topic (E2) as 89.13% (n=41) and 80.43% (n=37) responded agree and strongly
agree to these two items. More than half of the students prefer for this task to be part of
learning method (E3, 69.57%, n=32) and course assessment (E4, 58.70%, n=27). On the
other hand, one-third of the students were being neutral by rating score 3 on these two items
(E3, 28.26%; E4, 34.78%). Similarly, more than 50% of the students agreed and strongly
agreed that they would be less confident in the traditional way of conducting small group

discussion in classroom (E5) while the non-traditional way of conducting the task using
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WhatsApp did not burden them (E6). Students might have different views and individual
preferences in the idea of incorporating SGD using WhatsApp as a course assessment,
however, for instructors, integrating this as part of course assessment will allow students to
take the task more seriously and enhance their participation. Moreover, assessment on
individual participation and discussion content is feasible and easy due to the features of
WhatsApp group which enable every member of the group to monitor the conversation carried

out in the group.

3.3 Intra- and Inter-cluster Score Correlations

Further, bivariate Spearman correlation test was performed to identify significant, strong
positive correlations among statement scores within and between clusters (Table 3).
Correlation coefficient values, r larger than 0.7 were considered as strong correlations in this
study as recommended by Dancey and Reidy (2007).

No strong positive correlations were found either inter- or intra-cluster for Past
Experience and Attraction clusters. For Participation cluster, a strong positive correlation was
present between empowerment to share information from individual reading (P2) with the
opportunity to look for additional materials regarding topics (L1) from the Learning cluster (r=
0.712, p<0.01). The promotion of information seeking and sharing by the students when
WhatsApp is being used to conduct SGD could enhance students’ academic performance as
suggested by Mills, Knezek and Khaddage (2014) who stated that information seeking,
information sharing, and access to mobile technologies are important complimentary
components in the move along the formal to casual learning continuum leading to improved

achievement.

For Implementation cluster, both inter- and intra-cluster correlations were found. A
strong positive correlation was observed between the recommendation to execute SGD using
WhatsApp throughout this studied course (I11) with the recommendation to implement it in other
undergraduate courses (12) (r= 0.756, p<0.01). In addition, the recommendation to execute
SGD using WhatsApp throughout this studied course (11) also had a strong positive correlation
with students' preferences for SGD using WhatsApp to be incorporated as part of course
assessment (E4) (r= 0.767, p<0.01). Furthermore, the recommendation to implement SGD
using WhatsApp in other undergraduate courses (12) was also found to have a strong positive
correlation with students’ preferences for it to be incorporated as part of course assessment
(E4) (r= 0.835, p<0.01) and the fact that it did not impose any burden to students when
conducted outside the classroom (E6) (r= 0.738, p<0.01). In other words, students welcomed

the use of a text messaging application for conducting an online learning and assessment.
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This is due to the flexibility that SGD using WhatsApp offers to the students as opposed to the
traditional way of having to be present in the classroom for teaching and learning activities to

be conducted.

Apart from the aforementioned intra-cluster correlation between L1 and P2, a strong
positive inter-cluster correlation was also observed in the Learning cluster between increased
comprehension on the topic (L5) and the effectiveness of online platform used for this learning
activity (L6) (r= 0.791, p<0.01). Students have different ways of learning and some students
are not able to handle the pressure in the traditional classroom setup. When using online
platform for learning, students can have interactions with classmates in a more relaxed, less
pressured environment where they can take their own time exploring ways to achieve
individual comprehension on the topic discussed through extra reading and information
seeking and sharing without having to compete with others. Reddy, Menon and Thattil (2018)
revealed that academic stress is still an overwhelming issue affecting students’ psychological
well-being. The ‘blended learning’ approach through the introduction of SGD using WhatsApp

might be able to reduce the high academic stress experienced by students.

Lastly, for the Emotion cluster, in addition to inter-cluster correlation between 11 and
E4, 12 and E4, and 12 and E6 mentioned above, an intra-cluster correlation was also observed
between students' preferences for SGD using WhatsApp to be incorporated as part of course
assessment (E4) and the fact that it does impose any burden to students when conducted
outside the classroom (E6) (r= 0.706, p<0.01). The fact that students perceived this innovation
as not burdening them and preferred it to be included as part of course assessment allows
instructors to anticipate that SGD using WhatsApp would be an effective way for students to

enjoy learning on a particular topic.

Table 2: Detail average score for each item of each cluster.
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Cluster Item Item score Total item Total item Total item Cluster
Code Mean £ SD responses of sc responses of s responses of score
ores 1 (strongly core 3 (neutra scores4 (agr Mean £ SD
disagree) and 2 ) ee) and 5 (str
(disagree) ongly agree)
(n=46), n(%)

Q PE1 3.87+1.22 9(19.57) 7(15.22) 30(65.22) 4.14+1.05
E’ PE2 4.4110.78 2(4.35) 2(4.35) 42(91.30)
o w
S
;
c P1 4.24+0.74 1(2.17) 5(10.87) 40(86.96) 4.46+0.62
% . P2 4.52+0.55 0(0.00) 1(2.17) 45(97.83)
jct% = P3 4.63+0.49 0(0.00) 0(0.00) 46(100.00)
&

11 3.831+0.82 2(4.35) 14(30.43) 30(65.22) 3.96+0.90
-(,% 12 3.48+1.07 6(13.04) 20(43.48) 20(43.48)
T = 13 3.98+0.80 1(2.17) 9(19.57) 36(78.26)
é 14 4.09+0.86 3(6.52) 6(13.04) 37(80.43)
£ 15 4.43+0.65 0(0.00) 4(8.70) 42(91.30)

L1 4.33+0.63 0(0.00) 4(8.70) 42(91.30) 4.16+0.73

L2 4.07+0.74 1(2.17) 8(17.39) 37(80.43)
2 N L3 4.28+0.78 2(4.35) 3(6.52) 41(89.13)
% = L4 4.33+0.63 1(2.17) 1(2.17) 44(95.65)
— L5 4.04+0.70 1(2.17) 7(15.22) 38(82.61)

L6 3.89+0.82 1(2.17) 12(26.09) 33(71.74)

A1 4.11+0.88 3(6.52) 6(13.04) 37(80.43) 3.99+0.85
é _ A2 3.59+0.98 7(15.22) 11(23.91) 28(60.87)
§ < A3 4.02:071 0(0.00) 11(23.91) 35(76.09)
< A4 4.24+0.67 1(2.17) 3(6.52) 42(91.30)

E1 4.35+0.79 2(4.35) 3(6.52) 41(89.13) 3.88+0.95
c E2 4.00£0.70 1(2.17) 8(17.39) 37(80.43)
% @ E3 3.9840.83 1(2.17) 13(28.26) 32(69.57)
L,EJ E4 3.76+1.04 3(6.52) 16(34.78) 27(58.70)

E5 3.48+1.03 9(19.57) 12(26.09) 25(54.35)
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E6

3.72+1.07

6(13.04)

13(28.26)

27(58.70)
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Table 3: Selected intra- and inter-cluster score correlations.

Survey

Iltem Code

L1

L5
L6
E4

E6

11 L6
r p r p r p r p r p r p r p r p

value value value value value value value value
1.000 N/A 0.382" 0.009 0.225 0.133 0.712" 0.000 0.232 0.121 0.373" 0.011 0.218 0.145 0.328" 0.026
0.382" 0.009 1.000 N/A  0.756" 0.000 0.322° 0.029 0.578" 0.000 0.559" 0.000 0.767" 0.000 0.622" 0.000
0.225 0.133 0.756™ 0.000 1.000 N/A 0.279 0.060 0.504" 0.000 0.583" 0.000 0.835" 0.000 0.738" 0.000
0.712"  0.000 0.322° 0.029 0.279 0.060 1.000 N/A 0.321" 0.030 0.410" 0.005 0.356" 0.015 0.330" 0.025
0.232 0.121 0.578™ 0.000 0.504" 0.000 0.321" 0.030 1.000 N/A 0.791" 0.000 0.541™ 0.000 0.509" 0.000
0.373"  0.011 0.559" 0.000 0.583" 0.000 0.410" 0.005 0.791" 0.000 1.000 N/A 0.617" 0.000 0.645" 0.000
0.218 0.145 0.767" 0.000 0.835" 0.000 0.356° 0.015 0.541" 0.000 0.617" 0.000 1.000 N/A 0.706™ 0.000

0.328" 0.026  0.622" 0.000 0.738" 0.000 0.330° 0.025 0.509" 0.000 0.645" 0.000 0.706™ 0.000 1.000 N/A

Analysed using Spearman correlation test

N/A: Not applicable
* significant at p<0.05
** significant at p<0.01
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4.0 CONCLUSION

In conclusion, SGD using WhatsApp could be used as a better alternative to in-class group
discussion among undergraduate students as it increases students’ participation, let students
discuss, search for information and share them at their own pace and convenience, compared
to traditional in-class discussion group which students often take part without proper

preparation, thus decreasing their participation in the discussion.

SGD using WhatsApp could also serve as an evaluation tool for university courses
especially those involve with the learning of different cultures, religions and life backgrounds.
It allows instructors to better monitor students on their individual participation and discussion
content for evaluation purpose. For nutrition and dietetics students worldwide, the application
of SGD using WhatsApp will enable them to engage in more diverse cultural experiences
which will widen their horizon on different foods and cultures. This innovation study is very
relevant to Education 4.0 learning trends, in which learning can take place anytime anywhere

with the use of technology.
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