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Writing lessons are often perceived as boring and difficult for the 

young learners. The pupils found words were difficult to be 

comprehended easily. Previous studies showed that young learners 

understand better through the use of visual aids. The wide usage of 

pictographs of faces, objects and symbols known as emojis in 

electronic messages has seemed to gain attention. Instead of using 

emojis to express emotions and ideas, this innovation attempted to 

improvise its use for writing lessons. Therefore, this action research 

aimed to explore the effectiveness of using emojis in improving 

narrative writing among Year 4 pupils. The samples consisted of 35 

pupils with low level of English language proficiency selected from 

three primary schools located in Bekenu, Sarawak; Tenom and 

Sandakan, Sabah in Malaysia. Data was collected and triangulated both 

qualitatively and quantitatively using pre-test and post-test, 

questionnaire and interviews. Then, the interview and questionnaires 

were tabulated while the pre and post-tests results were analyzed using 

inferential statistics. It was found in the results that the pupils enjoyed 

the writing lessons and able to write better sentences. In conclusion, the 

intervention of using emojis in a modular approach found to be 

effective in improving narrative writing for low English language 

proficiency to certain extent. 

 
                 Copy Right, IJAR, 2018. All rights reserved. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………….... 

Introduction:- 
The rise of the usage of technologies in human life today upsurges the needs to be able to communicate through 

writing. According to UNICEF (2017), digital technology has already changed the world and as more and more 

children go online around the world, it is increasingly changing childhood. Hence, this allows digital conversation to 

take place in the world today. Lo (2008, as cited by Tigwell & Flatla, 2016) explained even though the digital 

conversations are governed by the text, non -verbal conversational cues such as emoji help to express emotional 

expressions and determine the senders' meaning to improve the efficiency of the conversation.  

 

Fischer (2003) stated that humans have always needed to communicate, and in particular, communicate their 
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feelings and emotions to one another, either as a protection or sharing device and throughout history have used 

pictures or symbol to achieve this and create visual connections with one another. Emojis are well known in the 

social media such as Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp and so on where children are well exposed and using the 

emojis on daily basis. According to Stark and Crawford (2015), emojis are popular digital pictograms that can 

appear in text messages, emails, and on social media platforms. They added that the characters are generally 

understood and have a rich and complex socioeconomic history. Danesi (2017) described emoji as an English 

adaptation of a Japanese word that means ‘picture’ and ‘letter, character’ and it becomes a necessary for the digital 

messaging. Swiftkey (2015) stated that the use of emoji is to add an affective tone to text messages, or else to 

suggest refinements to the specific parts of the messages' content. 

 

In Malaysian primary schools, pupils are exposed to the early stage of learning English as a second language (ESL) 

in both primary and secondary schools. Nevertheless, learning the language is not an easy task. In order to master it, 

learners have to be adequately exposed to all the four basic skills, namely listening, speaking, reading and writing. 

In writing, pupils started with the word level, moving further to the sentence level and continue to the completion of 

short essays. According to Tindal and Marson (1990), a writer must be able to develop writing towards the needs of 

the target group, thus this requires different skills such as academic writing or narrative writing skill. However, the 

standards of English among Malaysian pupils show not much improvement despite of learning English for several 

years, especially on writing skill. It is found that in Malaysian schools, writing a narrative essay can be challenging 

and difficult.   

 

Several studies on written works of Malaysian ESL learners have shown that their writings are full of mistakes and 

writing lesson is often regarded as difficult. Berkel (2004) discussed English language beginners’ level learners and 

how they lack the necessary prerequisites for a phonological strategy. In a study conducted by Haq (2001) 

evaluating students’ narrative writings in terms of dimensions of ideas, organization, voice, word choice, fluency 

and writing convention, the findings indicated that students did better for ideas and organizations, but they have 

problems in writing conventions. That is supported by Zakaria, Yunus, Nazri, & Shah (2016) mentioned that writing 

is likely to be a challenging task for ESL students who are easily bored with the conventional approach. They added 

that it is also a painstaking process for some pupils that have difficulties in expressing themselves well in writing. 

Therefore, narrative writing tasks can be very difficult and boring for the students.  For a writer to be able to write 

effectively, he or she must be able to develop writing towards the needs of the target group, thus this requires 

different skills such as academic writing or narrative writing skill (Tindal & Marston, 1990). With that, this research 

paper exempted to explore the usage of emojis to improve narrative writing among Year 4 pupils with low level of 

English proficiency.  The research development, methodology, results, findings, implication and suggestions will be 

further discussed in this article. 

 

Literature Review:- 

Visual aids 

Past studies attempt to prove visual aids able to assist in the learning of writing skill in ESL classroom. Through the 

emojis module, it allows pupils to develop their understanding without restriction. The meaning can be varying, as 

long as it is relevance. Thus, picture series of emojis form wide possibility for pupils to improve their writing and 

their creativity to write a narrative story. According to Piaget (1963, 1983, as cited in Noriati, Boon & Wong, 2010), 

experience of the children will help in constructing knowledge for them. The picture is the one that can give 

experience and help children to construct knowledge from their prior experience. This supported that the use of 

emojis able to assist knowledge acquisition among them. 

 

An emojis’ module was developed to provide multimedia visual for the pupils that mostly have lower chances to 

have access to internet. This module granted opportunities for these pupils to familiarize themselves with emojis and 

equip themselves with necessary skill in 21st century where digital communication not mereley just text but also 

emojis to help to express emotional expressions and determine the senders' meaning to improve the efficiency of the 

conversation (Lo, 2008 as cited by Tigwell & Flatla, 2016).  

 

Yunus et al (2012) agreed that digital comics enable teachers to help low achieving language learners to write in 

English. However, there were limitation that held the research respondents to apply ICT in the classroom. The 

respondents perceived the use of digital comics in the classroom requires a lot of time and impractical to schools that 

have zero access to the necessary facilities. With regard to the research, the emojis module were created in such a 

way that teachers may using it if there are necessary facilities such as internet and the computer lab in their school 
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and also for schools that situated in rural areas. This production of the module is in line with the vision to provide 

equal education right to all pupils regardless their race, age and location.  

 

Emojis from Social Networking Services (SNS) in ESL classroom 

The learning of language has gone beyond the boundaries of classroom. This is proven through previous studies 

which revealed the usage of SNS in ESL classroom befitted learners in various ways. Nur Ehsan et. Al (2013) found 

that that the participants have positive perceptions and attitude in using blog to improve English writing skills. This 

is supported by Yunus, Salehi & Chenzi (2012) that disclosed that integrating social networking services in ESL 

writing classroom could help to broaden students’ knowledge, increase their motivation and build confidence in 

learning ESL writing. One similarity from these SNS is that all have emojis features.  

 

As for that, emojis modules were produced by taking these into consideration. It is widely known that emojis exist in 

SNS. Rather than by just using emojis as a communication tools, teachers are able to access to emojis module to 

guide them on how to use emojis to help the low proficiency pupils to improve their narrative writing skill. Through 

the module, teachers may use in online or as realia in class where it permits pupils to interact with real-life situation 

where emojis are widely use among the society today. 

 

The usage of SNS in helping teaching and learning is limitless. For example, Yunus and Salehi (2012) figured that 

about two thirds of the respondents agreed that Tumblr, as one of the social networks, can be used as an effective 

medium in teaching writing skills. However, some limitations might prevent teachers from using Tumblr as an 

effective tool in teaching and learning. Another research by Yunus and Salehi (2012) showed that ‘Facebook 

groups’ is an effective tool in improving the students’ writing skills, especially in the brainstorming of ideas before 

the actual writing. The emojis module guide not only pupils but also the teachers to develop understanding to suit 

the low proficiency pupils where the module started with the word level towards sentences and paragraph level. For 

the low proficiency pupils, this prevent their withdrawal in a writing lesson as less people know their errors as it is 

not posted online for everyone to see. 

 

Methodology:- 
Research Design 

The study is an action research as it allows getting insiders’ viewpoint on the learning issues and the pupils’ writing 

progresses (Abraham, 2015). The Kemmis and McTaggart Model for action research is used that comprises the steps 

plan, act, observe and reflect (Kemmis, McTaggart & Retallick, 2004). This is depicted by looking into whether 

emojis has helped in the narrative writing. In the planning step, the intervention was chosen along with the right 

instruments to measure. Then, the intervention was conducted as the step in acting. Next, in the observing step, the 

results of the pupils were observed. Lastly, the results were analyzed to see if the results have reflected 

improvements or not. The research employed triangulation of data where both qualitative and quantitative data can 

be combined and compared from questionnaires, semi-structured interviews and pre and post-test.  

 

Respondents 

A total of 35 Year 4 low English language proficiency pupils were elected from three primary schools located in 

Bekenu, Sarawak (10 pupils); Tenom (10 pupils) and Sandakan (15 pupils), Sabah. The respondents were 20 males 

(57.14 %) and 15 females (42.86%). All the respondents were 10 years old.  

 

Procedure 
Before the intervention was conducted, a pre-test on writing were held. Then, all 35 pupils were asked to answer a 

questionnaire form. The intervention was conducted in 3 weeks using an emoji module which contained exercises 

for the pupils to complete. In week 1, Module 1; WordTube was introduced. In this module, pupils were introduced 

to emojis and the vocabularies the emojis depicted. The pupils learnt to classify words into verbs, nouns and 

adjectives. After that, Module 2 which called as WordStagram were conducted in Week 2. This module helped the 

pupils to learn the sentence structures and learn to construct sentences using emojis. Using one emoji to represent 

each of the sentence structures of Subject + Verb + Object (SVO), pupils tried to understand and write the sentences 

correctly. Then, in the third week, WordsApp of Module 3 was conducted. This phase allowed pupils to use emojis 

in order to represent their words and write a narrative writing. Finally, a post-test on writing were given to all 35 

pupils in three schools. A total of 9 pupils were interviewed; three pupils respectively from each school. A set of 

questionnaires was given to all 35 pupils to answer to gain their opinions on the intervention conducted in this 

research. 
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Data Analysis 
The pre-test and post-test results were analyzed using inferential statistics while the interviews and questionnaires 

were analyzed thematically. All respondents were coded A1, A2 and so on for School A. For School B, respondents 

were coded as B1, B2 and so on. Respondents from School C were coded as C1, C2 and so on. Pseudonyms were 

used for the interviewees. 

 

Results and Discussions:- 
This section presents the data collected related to the usage of Emojis Module to improve narrative writing skill 

among Year 4 pupils with low proficiency level. The data collected suggested that using emojis in teaching narrative 

writing is very helpful for the pupils. Results collected from the pre and post-tests, questionnaires and interviews 

showed that there is an improvement in pupils’ narrative writing when teacher use the emojis modules. 

 

Test 

Fig 1:-Analysis of Achievement Levels for Pre-test and Post-test 

 
 

A comparison was done based on five categories of grading. The categories are as the following: Distinction (grade 

A), Good (grade B), Satisfactory (grade C), Weak (grade D) and Very Weak (grade E). This grading was adapted 

from the School Examination Analysis System (SAPS), Malaysian grading system. The analysis is tabulated in 

Figure 1. The graph in Figure 1 shows a significant increment in the number of pupils that received distinction. 

From Figure 1, there were only 6 pupils (17.1%) who obtained a distinction in pre-test while 20 pupils (57.1%) 

managed to score distinction in post-test. Apart from that, the number of pupils decreased in the Grade D and Grade 

E level of achievements where the differences of percentage were 14.3% and 28.6% respectively while the mean for 

both pre-test and post-test were 4.5 and 7.02 respectively. Moreover, the data was counted using inferential statistics 

and it showed that there were significant difference between the pre-test and post-test of the pupils before and after 

the use of the pupils’ module. It was found that the scores in post-test (M =7.05) were higher than the scores on pre-

test (M=4.5). 

 

Results showed that there was an increase seen in the difference between the mean score from pre and the post-tests. 

This proved that with the help of visual aids, pupils were able to understand how to create sentences with the correct 

sentence structures. After learning by words for each emoji in Module 1, they were able to learn to combine two to 

four pictures to create a correct sentence where the subjects and verbs agree. This showed that pupils were learning 

to differentiate the difference between the verbs, adjectives and adverbs in a sentence and arrange them in a 

grammatically correct structure.  

Pre-test Post-test

Grade A (80 -100) 6 20

Grade B (65 - 79) 3 2

Grade C (50-64) 7 9

Grade D (40 -49 ) 7 2

Grade E (0 -  39) 12 2
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However, from the works of the pupils there were a few things to be put into consideration. First, teachers should 

expect variance in the writings produced by the pupils. As they interpreted the emojis according to their own 

understanding, the answers for the writing exercises by one pupil might be different from another pupil. This is 

because these emojis can mean anything as long as the pupils can understand easily. A study conducted to 

investigate 210 undergraduates’ interpretations of 75 smiley (face-like) meanings in WhatsApp Messenger found 

that even though the students interpreted the smiley correctly, they did not know the intended meaning of most of 

the smileys correctly (Subashini & Sobihatun, 2017). A severe misinterpretation of messages and visual cues due to 

the difference in understanding of emojis could lead to communication breakdown (Tigwell & Flatla, 2016) and in 

this case, the narrative writing. Therefore, it is best for the teacher to emphasize to the pupils that one emoji does not 

have to be fixed to one meaning. Second, they must be exposed to the Subject Verb Agreement in Module 2 clearly 

for them to be able to write sentences using the correct sentence structure later on. If not, only the structure of the 

sentence will be correct but it will not grammatically.  

 

Questionnaire 

 

Table 1:-Comparison of item means between the Before and After using Emojis Modules 

No. Items Mean 

Before After 

1 I know the sentence structure  2.8 3.7 

2 The method used by the teacher today help me to write 
sentences better. 

3.8 4.0 

3 I am confident in writing sentences. 4.3 4.7 

4 Writing is hard.  2.5 2.0 

5 It is difficult to write narrative story 2.7 3.0 
 

The data obtained from the questionnaire showed in Table 1. The mean for Item 1 structure’ showed an increment of 

90%. The percentage of improvement after the emojis module from Item 2 and 3 were 20% and 40% respectively. 

There was a decrease of 50% for the item 4. A 30% increment of mean between before and after the intervention 

was shown in item 5. 

 

From the findings, the use of writing modules has helped the pupils to narrate stories better. This is shown from the 

data collected where there is an increasing understanding shown by the pupils in constructing sentences when emojis 

is used by the teacher. This suggested that the Emojis Modules had helped the pupils to construct correct sentence 

structures and narrate stories better. The data also indicated that pupils seemed to have higher confidence level in 

writing sentences when they were aided by emojis. As supported by Staden (2011), visual aids and multimedia are 

usually used as scaffolding for the pupils with different ways in different levels. 

 

However, the findings also showed that pupils seemed to have showed an increment in the level of difficulty of 

writing narrative story. The result indicated that pupils still view writing narrative story as something that is difficult 

for them to do. This perhaps can be explained through the inadequate writing exercises provided in Module 3 for 

them to practice writing their narrative story. Hence, more narrative writing exercises should be added to Module 3 

as a way to expand their imagination to creatively narrate their stories. Clay (2001) emphasized the importance of 

practice in writing because when the pupils were provided with sufficient vocabulary and experience in language 

use, they will have lower level of writing apprehension and perform better in their writing tasks. 

 

Interview 

 

Table 2:-Thematic coding from the post-intervention interview data 

No. Categories of factors % 

1 Teaching method facilitates writing stories 29.2 

2 Constructing sentences is easy 20.8 

3 Construct sentences is confusing 16.7 

4 Writing story is fun 33.3 



ISSN: 2320-5407                                                                                      Int. J. Adv. Res. 7(1), 220-226 

225 

 

Total 100 
 

The 4
th

 Factor had 33.3% of emergence while 1
st
 Factor and 2

nd
 Factor had percentage of 29.2% and the later one 

was 20.8%. The percentage that claimed constructing sentences is confusing was 16.7%. There are 16.6% of 

differences between the lowest and highest emerging theme. 

 

In the interviews, one of the pupils mentioned that through the use of the emojis helped him to improve his writing 

skills. Before the intervention was conducted, most pupils perceived writing lessons as boring and dull. However, 

pupils started to change their opinions after they had completed the three writing modules. With the aids of the 

emojis to help them to construct sentences and narrate stories, they are now having more fun during writing lessons. 

They get excited seeing pictures of emojis with colours which could be the reason why they found writing more fun 

compared to the traditional method. As pupils were very familiar with WhatsApp emojis, this could be the reasons 

why they became more motivated and confident in learning ESL writing. This statement was supported by Yunus, 

Salehi and Chen (2012), in a study conducted to explore the strengths and weaknesses of integrating social 

networking tools into ESL classroom. The findings revealed that integrating social networking tools (WhatsApp 

emojis) in ESL classroom could help to broaden pupils’ knowledge, increase their motivation and build confidence 

in learning ESL writing. One of the pupils also mentioned how she felt more confident and less anxious during when 

writing narrative stories.    

 

Conclusion:- 
In conclusion, the intervention of using emojis in a modular approach found to be effective in improving narrative 

writing for low English language proficiency to certain extent. The use of the emojis module can be the extra 

teaching tool for teachers to teach and encourage pupils to engage in writing task thus enhancing their proficiency 

level. It is hoped that this innovation can assist pupils to ‘visualize’ the correct language structures of English and 

positive reinforcement in English writing lesson. At the same time, the knowledge can be practiced anywhere and at 

any time via any social network or online classes. It can even be done outside of the teaching and learning sessions. 

Hence, teachers should make use of this module in order to make writing lessons easier and effective, especially in 

narrative writing activities not only for Year 4 pupils but also for pupils of all range of age. The modules offer great 

flexibility as it not only be used in urban area schools but also in rural areas as there is a module being developed for 

this innovation. In the next cycle, teacher can choose either to use the module or simply use the social applications 

for pupils to learn writing. 
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