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Abstract: There has been a gradual shift over the years towards the use of social networking sites
(SNS) in formal and informal English language learning which was accelerated during the COVID-19
pandemic. Though there is an abundance of articles dedicated to probing into the in-depth use of SNS
in English language learning, a clear correlation between the formal and informal application of SNS
in English language learning is still scarce. Therefore, this systematic review aims to exhaustively
analyse the recent findings regarding the integration of SNS in English language learning in both
formal and informal learning contexts. Two databases were employed, which are the Web of Science
(WoS) and Educational Resources Information Centre (ERIC) and thirty articles were extracted for
further review. These articles were selectively restricted to a five-year (2018–2022) range and have
been screened for any contradiction against the research objectives. As an overview, SNS is favoured
for different kinds of applications in teaching and learning purposes due to observed improvements
in overall language skills, social interactions, motivation and flexibility. It is proposed for future
researchers to focus on a specific target group as well as specific SNS platforms which could help the
researchers to minimize discrepancies.

Keywords: social networking sites (SNS); formal learning; informal learning; English as a second
language (ESL); social media; systematic literature review

1. Introduction

Technology and learning evolution have always gone hand in hand. Incremental
progress in one field most often triggers an equal reaction in the other. Ever since a decade
ago, societies have witnessed a growth spurt in two of the most significantly intertwined
subjects in the fields, social networking sites (SNS) and language education [1]. The
numbers of SNS and their users, which have continued to grow steadily over the last ten
years, have attracted the attention of educators, stakeholders and policymakers alike. The
feasibility of incorporating SNS into the language learning process was studied involving
numerous languages of choice such as indigenous languages [2], Spanish [3], Chinese [4],
Japanese [5], German [5], Dutch [6] and most definitely English [7], as it is the lingua franca
of the modern age.

SNS practicality in language learning is lacking scientific findings to support it [1].
Despite that, the majority of recent international studies have reported mostly positive
outcomes on applying SNS to the current English language learning scheme and more so to
be expected out of it in the foreseeable future. Both students and learners alike have largely
benefitted from this application through the opportunities of acquiring limitless knowledge,
borderless communications, interactive discussions and engagements, community support
and natural language learning as a whole [3,8–10]. Hence, it is considered to acknowledge
SNS as an educational tool to ameliorate the English language learning standards in
Malaysia as well.
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Malaysia being ranked eighth within the Asia and Pacific region for its Network
Readiness Index (NRI) [11] makes it viable to revolutionize the current education system
through the integration of SNS in English language learning. In fact, global researchers
have already begun laying the foundation for this upcoming change through persistent
research. Based on current findings, SNS undoubtedly aided English language learners to
be positively affected in their language acquisition, motivation, confidence, and interest to
engage in learning either formally or informally [8,10,12–14]. It has now become vital to
ensure that SNS in English language learning could be sustained for generations to come in
accordance with the Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4) [15]. Hence, this systematic
review is aimed at interpreting recent verdicts regarding the integration of SNS in English
language learning to unearth the answers to the research questions as follows:

RQ1: What are the types of social networking sites (SNS) platforms used in both
formal and informal English language learning?

RQ2: What are the impacts of social networking sites (SNS) on English language learning?

1.1. Formal and Informal English Language Learning

English language learning can be subdivided into two forms of learning processes,
namely the formal and informal learning stages. Formal learning is a learning process
defined by regulations and predetermined outcomes usually bounded by a physical class
set-up, instructions, a fixed learning path and a specified timeframe [16]. On the other
hand, informal learning itself is the embodiment of limitless learning in which the learning
process is self-initiated, unrestricted by objectives and most notably takes place anywhere
desired by the learner regardless of the topic of interest [16]. Over the years, educational
institutions have been focusing more on standardizing the learning goals based on a fixated
teacher-oriented performance assessment thus in a way renouncing the traditional notion
of education which inspires informal learning through formal guidance [17].

Consequently, the shift in education standards has negatively affected learners’ interest
and drive to indulge in formal learning any longer [18]. This phenomenon has prompted
the majority of learners to direct their attention to informal English language learning
which despite being unguided by professional entities, still offers quality content on par
with what formal learning offers [16]. The rationale behind this transformation might be
due to the fact that informal learning has effectually fulfilled the five distinct sources of
support for language learning, particularly affective support, resource support, capacity
support, technology support and lastly social support [18]. This presence is significantly
pronounced through the widely used SNS among language learners.

1.2. SNS Integration in Formal and Informal English Language Learning

In order to comprehend the current situation of SNS-mediated learning in English
language learning, it is noteworthy to entirely assess the benefits and confines of the
SNS platform in both formal and informal English language learning settings. Among
the interesting features of SNS in English language learning are the involvement of both
learners and teachers in an interactive communication that takes place indefinitely [7],
more opportunities to build collaborations with peers and professional individuals [19–21],
easy access to information gathering [19,22], better awareness of language competency
and acquisition based on the six pillars of English language (writing, speaking, reading,
listening, vocabulary and grammar) [5,6,10,12,21,23,24] and likewise advocates for higher
confidence and motivation in exchanging ideas [12,13,21,24]. However, SNS integration
is also not entirely free of flaws as several studies have portrayed a number of unsettling
issues of which some of which are that a percentage of English teachers are still sceptical
about the assimilation of SNS into formal learning [7,25], concern for possible breach of
security [20], lack of information credibility [20], insufficient training and guidance for
implementation [25,26], sources of distraction [13,25], inadequate emphasis on subject
accuracy in a formal context [5], accessibility of service (digital divide) [10,13] and certainly,
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any SNS community should have a substantial amount of competent language practitioners
as its users to even impart a noticeably positive impact on the user base [27].

On a separate matter, certain common behaviours by learners towards the usage of
SNS in informal learning specifically can also be observed based on the previous research.
Learners prefer to isolate their informal learning environment from their teachers and they
would not tolerate inefficient use of SNS in a formal setting just for the sake of complying
with education standards [8,25].

2. Methods

As indicated in Figure 1, the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) is used as a framework and was adapted for the purpose of
reporting this study. It is divided into four stages, known as identification, screening,
eligibility and inclusion. Through the use of PRISMA, the findings of various studies are
gathered and synthesized using systematic ways in order to answer the research questions.
The following is the process for conducting a systematic review.
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Figure 1. PRISMA systematic review adapted from [28].1 Records filtered by a range of publication
years between 2018 and 2022.2 Records filtered by document type other than journal articles (ERIC)
and articles (WOS).3 Records filtered by languages whereby only English-language articles were cho-
sen (WOS).4 Records filtered by research areas other than education educational research, linguistics
and communication were excluded (WOS).

2.1. Identification

The initial process of this systematic review was centralized around database searching.
The two relevant databases that were employed are the Web of Science (WoS) as well as
the Educational Resources Information Centre (ERIC). These two databases were restricted
to a 5-year range (2018–2022) and a set of search strings was applied to each database
that was generated precisely to suit the purpose of this study as depicted in Table 1 below.
Both databases were selectively chosen for their comprehensive and trusted online library
that have been indexing thousands of educational research articles. Most articles are
peer-reviewed by field experts and can be sourced for free.
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Table 1. Search string used for WoS and ERIC.

Database Search String

Web of Science (WoS) TS = ((“social networking sites” OR SNS OR “social media”
OR “social network”)AND(informal OR formal)AND(English

OR language OR “English language” OR learning))
(“social networking sites” OR “social networking services”

OR SNS OR “social media” OR “social network”) AND
(informal OR formal) AND (English OR language)

ERIC

2.2. Screening

Following the identification phase, the outcomes for both databases were evaluated in
a screening phase. During the early stage of the screening phase, the researcher used the
database automation tool to exclude ineligible publications such as books, book chapters,
proceedings, non-peered reviews, non-English articles, journal articles as well as articles
published before 2018. An extra filter was applied to WoS, where only three research
fields of interest were selected: linguistics, communication and education educational
research. This stage also involved the detection and removal of duplicated articles across
both databases. As a result, a total number of 1480 ineligible articles were excluded in the
first stage of the screening phase. A summary of the exclusion and inclusion criteria is
summarized in Table 2 below.

Table 2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion Exclusion

Journal articles Book, book chapters, proceedings, reports,
review articles

Published between 2018 and 2022 Published before the year 2018
Peer-reviewed articles Non-peer-reviewed articles

Articles related to SNS and formal and
informal English language learning

Unrelated articles to SNS and formal and
informal English language learning

The next stage in the screening phase required the 287 articles to be screened based on
their exactitude and accuracy to the focus of this systematic review which is related to the
relationship between SNS, formal and informal learning as well as the English language.
Article titles, abstracts as well as keywords of interest have been further analysed to shortlist
the most relevant articles that suit the aforementioned criteria. This process ended up with
a total of 32 numbers of articles suitable for the last stage of screening. Full-text articles were
then excluded as the focus of some studies deviates from the aims of this systematic review.

2.3. Included

Thirty articles were shortlisted after going through a rigorous selection process via
PRISMA. The findings of the selected articles are described in Table 3 below.

Table 3. Summary of findings for each study.

Author Database Findings Visiting
Frequency

Formal
Learning

Informal
Learning

[29] WoS

English language proficiency in the areas of listening,
speaking, reading and writing and vocabulary were
affected by various types of informal exposure to the
English language. SNS is a highly significant predictor
of overall language proficiency.

- 68% of participants use SNS
between 0 and 1 h daily.

- 11% of participants use it
for more than 2 h daily.

/

[30] WoS

Informal use of WhatsApp for communication has
improved the speaking competency of participants.
Participants have positive perceptions of WhatsApp as
a medium to improve speaking skills.

N/A /
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Table 3. Cont.

Author Database Findings Visiting
Frequency

Formal
Learning

Informal
Learning

[31] WoS

SNS (i.e., WhatsApp, Imo, Facebook) was used
informally as a technology-based strategy to improve
English language proficiency primarily on listening,
speaking, and reading whereas academic or formal
writing was the least focused language competence to
be improved through SNS.

N/A /

[32] WoS

Participants expressed positive perceptions toward
Twitter as an informal medium to enhance their
English language proficiency through the continuous
use, modification, and forwarding of figurative
expressions in English as part of their communication.

N/A /

[33] WoS
Participants perceived informal use of SNS (i.e.,
Facebook, Zalo) as being useful in improving
vocabulary and listening competency.

N/A /

[34] WoS

The formal use of Telegram promotes better
communication by allowing teachers and students to
exchange dialogues, express ideas and work on tasks
collaboratively without prejudice. Telegram use
encourages active roles in English language teaching
and learning.

N/A /

[35] WoS/
ERIC

Students habitually applied coinages and improper
shortened forms of English words to communicate on
SNS informally. They did the same for their formal or
academic writing which has negatively affected their
writing competency.

N/A /

[36] WoS/
ERIC

Participants perceived that formal use of Facebook
under proper guidance and monitoring would be
beneficial in improving writing competency.
Participants positively accepted Facebook as a
communication platform that inspires them to improve
their English language learning.

- 40.63% of participants use
SNS daily. /

[37] WoS/
ERIC

Participants claimed to have improved their reading
competency by engaging with interest-driven English
resources through the informal use of SNS.

N/A /

[38] WoS
Facebook was used as a formal communication space
that would encourage genuine communication to
improve vocabulary, grammar and writing.

N/A /

[39] WoS

Participants perceived informal use of SNS to be most
helpful in improving their English language
proficiency, in the order of writing, communication,
vocabulary, and reading competency. Participants also
considered SNS to be the least helpful for improving
grammar, listening and speaking competency.

N/A /

[40] ERIC

Participants perceived informal use of SNS as more
beneficial for improving their receptive skills (listening
and reading competency) than their productive skills
(speaking and writing competency) in the English
language. SNS was also perceived as helpful in the
development of vocabulary but less so for grammar.

N/A /

[41] ERIC

Participants perceived the high potential for Facebook
as an alternative formal learning management system.
Facebook is a favourable platform to engage in both
interpersonal communication and specific English
language learning activities but the former is more
preferred by participants.

- 53.57% of participants used
SNS 3–4 times daily.

- 76% of participants used
SNS 1–4 times weekly.

/

[42] ERIC

Facebook is perceived as highly effective as a formal
learning tool for the English language as it negates any
spatial and temporal limitations for communications,
improves learners’ confidence, mediated learning
through social interactions and encourages
collaborative learning.

- 46% of participants used
SNS daily.

- 24% of participants used
SNS every few days.

/
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Table 3. Cont.

Author Database Findings Visiting
Frequency

Formal
Learning

Informal
Learning

[43] ERIC

Instagram as an informal learning platform offers
ample opportunities to practice English, acquire new
vocabularies, enjoy new language learning experiences,
form interactive relationships with native speakers and
motivate learners to continue engaging in English
learning materials to improve language proficiency.

- 81% of participants used
SNS daily. /

[44] ERIC

YouTube as an informal English language learning
platform offers learning resources tailored to learners’
interests and emotional affections. Learning through
YouTube was less intimidating and motivated learners
to engage with continuous English language learning.
Participants perceived YouTube as highly beneficial
and suitable for complementing classroom learning.

N/A /

[45] ERIC

Students of age groups 14 and 16, both males and
females utilized SNS for informal English language
learning. Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram, WeChat
and Twitter are the most popular among these
students. Less preference towards learning alone and
teachers’ involvement in SNS informal learning.

- 61.8% (age 14) and 67.7%
(age 16) of participants
used SNS for less than
5 h daily.

/

[46] ERIC

Participants prefer informal English language learning
through SNS due to the more engaging and mentally
stimulative nature of SNS as compared to classroom
learning. Participants who exhibited higher English
language proficiency or the motivation to improve it
were more attracted to informal English
language learning.

N/A /

[47] ERIC

Participants perceived Instagram as a highly effective
informal English language learning platform that has
improved their language proficiency through authentic
communication and increased confidence to practice
the language. Students exposed to guided and
personalized Instagram content and tasks performed
better than classroom-bound students in post-test
assessments. Participants experienced an
improvement in listening, reading, writing and
speaking competencies after engaging in
Instagram-mediated learning activities.

- 50% of participants used
SNS for 3–5 h daily.

- 11.9% of participants used
SNS for more than 7 h daily.

- 7.7 % of participants used
SNS for 0–1 h daily.

/

[48] ERIC

Primary school students were adept at using SNS
informally for communication, especially through
YouTube, WhatsApp, Instagram and TikTok. SNS
provided social support and motivation that
encouraged participants to practice and improve their
overall English language writing competency.

N/A /

[49] ERIC

Pre-service teachers were motivated to use Facebook
as part of their formal teaching practices though they
claimed that the means to employ it were not formally
taught in their current studies. Participants exhibited
adequate proficiency to use Facebook as a teaching
tool for the English language.

N/A /

[50] ERIC

The formal use of Facebook allowed participants to
practice English with less worry over the language’s
technical structure and encouraged them to
communicate openly without prejudice. Collaborative
interactions among teachers and peers have motivated
students to confidently improve their
speaking competency.

N/A /
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Table 3. Cont.

Author Database Findings Visiting
Frequency

Formal
Learning

Informal
Learning

[51] ERIC

Participants perceived informal use of SNS
could improve their listening, reading, speaking
and vocabulary competencies along with
enhancing their overall communication skills.
Participants also agreed that informal use of SNS
was less effective in promoting grammar and
writing competencies as teachers’ physical
assistance was still required. SNS was also
found to reinforce students’ confidence to
practice English.

- 75% of participants used SNS
between 1 and 3 h daily. /

[52] ERIC

SNS allowed participants to actively engage in
informal social interactions which developed
their English language proficiency through
effective communication.

All participants used SNS for an
average of 3 h daily. /

[53] ERIC

Students that engage in more informal use of
SNS out of self-initiative exhibited better overall
English language proficiency in both receptive
(listening and reading) and productive (writing
and speaking) skills. Participants perceived SNS
as an entertaining platform which can be easily
accessed and operated to practice English.

- 70.9% (more autonomously
engaged) and 84% (less
autonomously engaged) of
participants used SNS min.
1–2 h daily.

/

[54] ERIC

The LINE platform was used informally to
create a social space that encouraged active
interactions among teachers and participants.
These interactions led to better students’
engagement in tasks and better interpersonal
relationships between teachers and learners.
Participants produced better test scores in
English language proficiency after using LINE to
supplement classroom learning.

N/A /

[55] ERIC/
WoS

Participants actively engaged in social
interactions and expression of ideas through
informal use of Twitter and perceived it as
beneficial mostly towards improving vocabulary
skills while also enhancing grammar, reading,
speaking and writing competencies.

N/A /

[56] ERIC/
WoS

Informal use of Whatsapp and Telegram
facilitated constructive discussions, encouraged
sharing of knowledge and feedback, established
interpersonal relationships, motivated teaching
and learning and offered better accessibility to
teaching and learning contents. Participants
perceived SNS as highly capable to be an English
language teaching tool that could improve
students’ critical thinking skills which allow for
better engagement and self-initiative in learning.

N/A /

[57] WoS

Participants who were more experienced with
SNS had a better perceived usefulness of SNS for
language learning especially for improving
language proficiency. Participants developed
more receptive skills (listening and reading) as
compared to productive skills (speaking and
writing) through informal use of SNS.
Participants also improved more on vocabulary
than grammar competency through SNS.

- 31.5% of participants used SNS
for less than 5 h weekly.

- 26.2% of participants used SNS
between 5 and 9 h weekly.

- 16.8% of participants used SNS
between 10 and 14 h weekly.

- 13.3% of participants used SNS
between 15 and 19 h weekly.

- 12.2% of participants used SNS
for more than 20 h weekly.

/
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Table 3. Cont.

Author Database Findings Visiting
Frequency

Formal
Learning

Informal
Learning

[58] ERIC/
WoS

Instagram provided participants with the
opportunity to communicate collaboratively
with their peers in a formal yet comfortable
setting. Participants perceived language
learning through Instagram was highly feasible
due to the high accessibility, motivating and
supportive community, ability to improve
English language proficiency and promoting
confidence to practice English.

N/A /

The selected articles have met the criteria of this systematic review. These thirty articles
revealed that there are five groups of targeted subjects that are of interest to researchers.
A significant sum of studies was performed on the tertiary education level learners with
19 articles contributing to the list [30,31,35,36,38–40,43,45,46,48–55,58]. Five articles were
directed towards the response from educators [33,34,42,56,57]. Meanwhile, the primary
education level [29,47] secondary education level [37,44] and the general public [32,41]
each have registered two articles investigating their feedback on SNS.

2.4. Data Analysis Procedure

The selected articles were transferred to Mendeley, a citation management application.
The articles were analysed according to the main themes to address the research questions:

(1) What are the types of social networking sites (SNS) platforms used in both formal
and informal English language learning?

(2) What are the impacts of social networking sites (SNS) on formal and informal
English language learning?

To address the first research question, the SNS platforms were divided into two
categories based on the articles’ main focus: formal and informal English language learning.
The analysis regarding the second research question will provide the readers with a general
overview of the benefits and challenges highlighted by all the articles according to the
different types of SNS. The following section will discuss the findings of the articles.

3. Results
3.1. RQ 1: What Are the Types of Social Networking Sites (SNS) Platforms Used in Both Formal
and Informal English Language Learning?

SNS are subdivided into Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, Telegram, LINE, Twitter
and YouTube, which was determined after reviewing all of the articles. Some articles
utilized several types of SNS, whereas others did not specify the type of SNS they used in
their study. This systematic study is intended to determine the frequency of SNS research
done on both formal and informal English language learning, with the goal of determining
whether SNS is preferred more in formal or informal English language learning situations
as well as the platform that is favoured the most.

Based on Table 4 below, it can be deduced that Facebook has received the most at-
tention as a single SNS platform to determine the efficacy of SNS in English language
learning. Five articles [36,38,41,49,50] have researched the assimilation of Facebook in for-
mal English learning whereas only one article [42] employed Facebook for informal English
learning. About a third of the total articles reviewed [29,35,37,39,40,45,46,48,51–53,57] have
not specified any SNS platform in the research, indicating that a lot of studies were done to
investigate the influence of SNS as a whole on learning rather than just a single platform.
Instagram may be regarded as the second most popular medium for informal learning, with
two articles [43,47] devoted to the topic, but just one article [58] focused on its application
in formal learning.
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Table 4. Types of SNS used in formal and informal English language learning.

SNS Formal Learning Informal Learning

Facebook [36,38,41,49,50] [42]

Instagram [58] [43,47]

Whatsapp [30,31]

Telegram [34]

LINE [54]

Twitter [32,55]

YouTube [44]

More than one platform [33,56]

Not specified (SNS in general) [29,35,37,39,40,45,46,48,51–53,57]

In addition, WhatsApp [30,31] and Twitter [32,55] alike attracted less attention from
researchers for their usage in informal learning with each one possessing only two ar-
ticles highlighting its features. Telegram [34], LINE [54] and YouTube [44] are the plat-
forms with the least number of articles documenting their versatility in either formal
or informal learning. Only two articles integrated more than one platform into single
research [33,56]. As a comparison between formal and informal learning, it can be de-
duced that researchers emphasized more on the relationship between SNS and informal
learning [29–33,35,37,39,40,42–48,51–57] (23 articles) rather than considering SNS as inte-
gration in formal learning [34,36,38,41,49,50,58] (7 articles).

Additional findings that could be extracted from Table 3 are related to the frequency of
SNS usage by English language learners which varies in each study. A total of eleven studies
have highlighted the learners’ periodic access to SNS in their English language learning pro-
cess. The most recorded time of SNS usage ranges between 0 and 5 h daily [29,45,47,51–53].
Several other studies measured SNS usage with no specifics of total login time but rather
accepted the visiting frequency of SNS as a daily trend for these English learners [36,41–43]
with an exception for one study which recorded SNS usage according to log-in hours per
week with less than 5 h of SNS usage per week as the least while more than 20 h per week
is the maximum amount of SNS usage [57].

It was also discovered that females actually tend to engage in more SNS-related
activities though the basis for this claim is not strong with only three articles supporting
it [45,46,51]. In fact, the opposite trend was exposed for English language learners in Yemen
for which males recorded longer SNS usage than females due to customary beliefs [31].

3.2. RQ 2: What Are the Impacts of Social Networking Sites (SNS) on Formal and Informal
English Language Learning?

To address RQ 2, the impacts of SNS are classified into two; benefits and challenges,
which were found after reviewing the articles. The benefits were further categorized into
five major themes: (1) Development of Language Skills, (2) Enjoyment and Motivation,
(3) Facilitate Social Interaction, (4) Enhance Teaching and Learning Experience as well as
(5) Flexibility. To sustain formal and informal language learning, the systematic review
addressed the challenges raised in the articles: (1) Accessibility Issues, (2) Competency
Problems, (3) Language Obstruction and (4) Negative Interaction, allowing them to be
rectified sooner for future reference. Table 5 below summarizes the benefits and challenges
of all the articles according to SNS platforms.
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Table 5. Impact of SNS on formal and informal English language learning.

Impact Theme

SNS

Facebook Instagram Whatsapp Telegram LINE Twitter YouTube SNS
(In General)

Benefits

Development of
Language Skills

[33,36,38,41,42,
49,50] [43,47,58] [30,31,56] [34,56] [54] [32,55] [44] [29,37,39,40,45,46,48,

51–53,57]

Enjoyment and
Motivation [36,42,50] [43,47,58] [56] [56] [54] [55] [45,46,48,51–53,57]

Facilitate Social
Interaction [33,36,38,41,42] [43,47,58] [30,31,56] [56] [54] [32,55] [44] [39,45,51–53,57]

Enhance Teaching and
Learning

Experience
[33,38,49,50] [43,47] [56] [34] [55] [48,51]

Flexibility [33,42,50] [47]

Challenges

Accessibility Issues [42] [34]

Competency
Problems [33,36,49] [31] [51]

Language
Obstruction [35]

Negative
Interaction [32]

Following this review of the articles, there are numerous advantages to be uncovered.
The advantages must be addressed since they constitute the foundation for the SNS’s
ongoing use in formal and informal English language learning. SNS has been shown to be
effective in enhancing language skills including listening, speaking, reading, writing, gram-
mar and vocabulary in 29 out of 30 articles [29–34,36–58]. Out of these articles, the majority
of them [32,33,36,37,39–42,45–47,49–51,55–58] recorded the language skills development as
perceptions of participants engaging in activities like listening to interactive videos or voice
notes, reading online contents either for vocabulary learning or entertainment, writing for-
mal responses or texting their friends, exchanging voice recordings as well as calling their
friends as part of speaking activities. Several other articles gathered their data by observing
the participants’ level of English language proficiency as they participate in SNS-mediated
activities which form the basis of their claims [29,31,34,38,43,44,48,52,53]. Only a handful
of researchers have conducted actual tests to verify the extent of how the extensive use of
SNS in learning has affected the participants’ English language skills development [30,54].
Looking into the usefulness of SNS platforms, Facebook as the most researched platform
offers various accessible content such as videos and music of native English speakers [33].
Instagram exposes learners to the authentic use of English when interacting with global
society [47]. Whatsapp and Telegram prioritized interpersonal relationships through the ex-
change of dialogues [56]. Other benefits that correlate to the usage of SNS are the facilitation
of social interaction among participants and other users [30–33,36,38,39,41–45,47,51–58]
and the promotion of enjoyment and motivation in learning [36,42,43,45–48,50–58]. It is
apparent from these studies that the use of SNS has improved the teaching and learning
experience [33,34,38,43,47–51,55,56]. Another intriguing feature of SNS is its flexibility in
its application as highlighted by four articles [33,42,47,50].

Regarding the challenges in implementing SNS in formal and informal English lan-
guage learning, competency issues appear to be the most significant challenge in adopting
SNS, as evidenced by [31,33,36,49,51]. Students from lower socio-economic backgrounds
where there is a lack of facilities, which might not favour SNS for their English language
learning [31]. Teachers who received inadequate training in optimizing the educational
use of Facebook in their teaching also have significantly lower competencies [49]. The next
common issue that popped up in some studies [34,42] is the accessibility of SNS among
the participants. Unequal opportunities in education that stem from unequal access to the
Internet among students can also disrupt the teaching and learning process [34]. Language
obstruction issues such as the use of coinages in formal writing that appeared in [35], as
well as negative interaction in [32], are the least encountered issues in the overall review.
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4. Discussion
4.1. Utilization of SNS Platforms in Formal and Informal English Language Learning

Since SNS is already an integral part of English language learners’ lives, SNS integra-
tion into formal and informal English language teaching and learning is highly feasible.
To successfully execute the idea of including SNS in formal English language learning,
teachers play an important part in this effort as they possess the expertise to properly
implement the notion. With proper guidance and monitoring by the teachers, the existing
features of SNS such as Instagram, Twitter and YouTube could be manipulated to improve
the efficiency of lesson delivery, especially in the dissemination of learning resources [36].
The availability of supplementary resources on SNS which are readily accessible to the
learners can support the ongoing learning processes provided by the teachers [50,51,55,57].
Young teachers are already technologically competent and entirely familiar with the social
features of SNS which would ease the process of incorporating SNS into the formal teaching
and learning of English [49]. Nevertheless, they would definitely need assistance in terms
of adapting these features to the educational needs of the learners. The opposite is true for
senior educators who are more familiar with the traditional teaching and learning system.
They encountered difficulties in mediating their content through SNS which resulted in
learners losing interest in pursuing formal English language learning through SNS [25]. It
can be deduced that this technological gap between the younger and older generations has
created a disagreement between them regarding SNS in English language teaching and
learning [51]. The former highly appreciate the integration of SNS into their lives whether
in learning or socializing while the latter are still indecisive about whether SNS will offer
them the extra hand that they need.

Meanwhile, for informal English language learning, there is an equal interest in utiliz-
ing WhatsApp, Instagram and Twitter to supplement formal English language learning. It
might be because such platforms have become an indispensable part of their lives and offer
learners a real-life learning context [57]. This conforms to the feature of SNS in informal
English language learning aforementioned earlier in Ref. [16]. As a matter of fact, these
stand-alone platforms may encourage learners to pursue self-directed learning. Ref. [55] for
instance, claimed that Twitter has benefitted the learners by increasing their dictionary skills
as they search for new vocabularies to make their tweets more representable or to better
explain their views. Considering Twitter is a platform where they are actively engaged with
their peers, learners will surely make an effort to be presentable in public, thus, motivating
them to do their best. Indirectly, they will develop communicative competency and better
social interaction as a way to engage with other platform users [55].

4.2. Impacts of SNS on Formal and Informal English Language Learning

Multiple studies were dedicated to investigating the impact of overall SNS on for-
mal and informal English language learning. The use of SNS in formal learning where
fixated objectives, proper guidance, and constant monitoring are exercised in place by
educators [51] is proven to be beneficial for English language skills development. The
exact result of such practice could be observed from the previous articles that emphasized
the integration of Facebook into formal English language learning [36,38,41,49,50]. All
participants experienced the direct benefits of SNS on their learning progress whether in
language skills or other complementing aptitudes [5–8,10,12,13,19,20,22,24]. Unfortunately,
there also exists a negative consequence of using SNS in informal English language learn-
ing. Students tend to abbreviate or utilize acronymic phrases while chatting on social
networking sites [35]. This is most probably due to the unguided use of SNS in informal
English language learning which tends to leave the learners baffled by the actual purpose
of the informal activity. Generally, it is fairly easy for learners to leisurely wander off into
the simplified and unrestricted domain of SNS if left unattended which might also be
a contributing factor to overlooking the formality and structure of language hence, the
deterioration in language competency.
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Another noteworthy feature of SNS in formal and informal English language learning
is that it has offered learners a sense of motivation and pure enjoyment [12,13,21,24]. The
source of motivation and positive behavioural change toward English language learning
came from teachers’ and peers’ feedback [36,51], engagement with content that aligns with
the learners’ interests [44,58], a supportive social community consisting of teachers, peers
and other SNS users that encourages sustained English language learning [48,50], and
meaningful interactions [38]. As students get better with their language proficiency, they
shall also develop a better interest in continuing to learn English [46]. This is because
learners have grown and improved self-confidence as a result of their extensive exposure
to the nature of SNS, as mentioned in Refs. [19–21].

5. Limitations and Recommendations

There are certain limitations that came equipped with the results. The limitations are
due to either independent variables concerning the participants and the existing environ-
ment, or the nature of the research methodology itself. In this particular case, both factors
imposed a significant impact on the systematic review conducted.

As mentioned in several research articles before, there were mentions of the diverse
educational and socio-economic backgrounds of the participants. It is clear that each partic-
ipant possessed a different level of language proficiency prior to engaging in the research
regardless of the research focus, leading to inconsistent outcomes as the heterogeneity of
participants is unmanageable. Hence, the majority of studies have applied the general-
ization approach to obtain an intelligible result to be interpreted for real-life application.
Likewise, the learning environment comprising of technology accessibility and exposure
also played a huge role in influencing the participants’ reactions towards SNS. Naturally,
the research on SNS was usually localized to a certain area or a target group in society in
order to minimize the effect of the technological gap.

Referring to the current systematic review at hand, the methodology employed was
more of a general approach to identify the role of SNS in both formal and informal English
language learning communities. Two concurrent issues were identified during the review
process, the first of which is the strict exclusion criteria that were dedicated to exploring all
of the existing research articles resulting in only a humble interpretation of thirty shortlisted
articles. Secondly, corresponding to the title of the review, the articles selected embraced a
substantial part of society as well as the readily available SNS platforms. With no specific
target group and SNS platform of choice, the review has generated only an overview of the
association between SNS and English language learning within the formal and informal
context serving as groundwork for future detailed studies.

Based on the review conducted, there are two suggestions that could be offered for
future studies. It is deemed essential to specify the SNS platform(s) of interest as well as
the target group to be researched at an early stage of the study in order to accumulate
substantially better outcomes with valid and efficacious claims. This in fact is crucial to
eliminate as many variables as possible especially those that are unmanageable in research
to minimize any discrepancy in the results. Secondly, future research could employ focus on
identifying the extent to which SNS could contribute to each formal and informal English
language learning setting to then further compartmentalize the specific application of SNS
to reap the best possible outcomes for both learning settings.

6. Conclusions

Summing up the systematic review, even though the research into the feasibility of
SNS in supporting English language learning is progressing towards its maturity stage, it
is still miles away from achieving a saturated pool of solutions to be able to construct solid
guidelines for learners, educators, stakeholders and policymakers altogether. However, this
systematic review did manage to furnish all the necessary findings on SNS implementation
in formal and informal English language learning to assist with deciding the focus for
future studies.
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A general outlook on this review has established that SNS from a perspective is
completely beneficial for both learners and educators. Improved language acquisition
and efficacy, motivation to learn, social interaction and collaboration whether casually or
professionally, confidence in practising language and even more in sharing and obtain-
ing information, in general, are among the most common findings of previous studies.
Nevertheless, it is compulsory to also recognize the prerequisites for such achievement
to be sustainable. These prerequisites can only be deduced once the challenges of SNS in
formal and informal English language learning have been analysed constructively and
positively. These past studies have revealed that properly guided training, seamless net-
work and technology accessibility, provision of creative content making and especially
endless encouragement are among the most evident necessities to be fulfilled for the sake
of sustaining the SNS-mediated language learning process.

Based on the thirty articles reviewed, there are risks associated with unguided use
of SNS in informal English language learning related to listening, speaking, reading and
writing skills. These crucial skills in English language learners depend on the competencies
and experiences of English language educators in ensuring the credibility of the knowledge
transfer. This quality is necessary for every informal language learning session through
SNS in which participations of legitimate educators are usually limited. Clearly, this argu-
ment denotes that SNS is more suited to formal learning settings, particularly for English
language skills development. However, it does not entirely dismiss the feasibility of SNS
in informal English language learning wherein SNS is still preferred as a supplementary
source for English language competency.

Even though English language learning primarily articulates around the four basic
language skills, sustaining the learning process confides in the supporting factors such as
motivation, interest and sense of belonging. The use of SNS in informal learning thrives
on a social support system, full access to knowledge, self-discovery and unity which are
undoubtedly scarce in a formal learning environment. These are essentially the rationale
for learners’ dependability on SNS in informal English language learning. Accordingly,
formal learning alone would not be able to mould a community enriched with English
language appreciation without the assistance of informal learning. Both forms of language
learning should exist in codependency to improve English language proficiency in society.
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