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Abstract

Social networks (SN) seem to play a significant role in young adults’ and university students’ lives. Since students
already use them in their daily life, why shouldn’t formal higher education incorporate them? The paper presents
qualitative and quantitative data gathered through one academic term, after using Facebook as a teaching tool in
Higher Education and investigates ways that SN can be used in teaching and learning. Issues of students’
personalities, learning efficiency, motivation, cultural differences, gender differences and patterns of use are

discussed.
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Introduction

Observing the first year students (average age 18
years) before the beginning of lectures, it seemed
that most of them were using their Facebook
accounts, if not solely, at least in parallel to other
activities. Since these were computer science
students, most of their teaching involves the use
of computers in class. Talking to colleagues, it
seems that students do not just use the computers
during class only for their course work, but seem
to be distracted with other activities, too. Use of
Social networks (SN) was among the biggest
issues and students seem to access those sites
either from desktop computers of from their
mobile phones. Since technology is there and
students use it, how can we turn it from a class
distraction to a teaching tool? This question lead
to the development of the present work.

Using the [1] definition, a social network is a
“web-based service that allows individuals to (1)
construct a public or semipublic profile within a
bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users
with whom they share a connection, and (3) view
and traverse their list of connections and those
made by others within the system”.

Previous studies show an extensive use of social
media by teenagers that seem to spend a large
proportion of the day logged on. In the USA
average use per person per day was about 6.5
hours [2]. In addition, college students spend
more time on SN rather than in classes [3]. More

than 95% of British undergraduate students use
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SN regularly [4]. Even in cases where the use of
SN 1s not allowed, a common reaction of formal
educational systems [5], students discover new
ways to overcome the restrictions [6],[7] and
therefore, since they will use them, formal
education might need to consider incorporating
them in teaching and learning, and transform
them in learning tools. However, SNare rarely
used in formal education [8].

From a constructionist point of view, the very
characteristics of SN could directly lead to
learning, since they support easy exchange of
information, communication of learners, social
connections, etc. [9-13]. There have been past
attempts to investigate the role of SN in formal
education [14-15]. For example, researchers at
[16] used SN in a higher education setting to
build better relationships between the university,
students and staff. Another study found that
teachers do not have directly negative attitudes
towards the use of certain social software [17].
However, it is a known phenomenon that teachers
and faculty usually react to the use of new
technologies in class and they rarely adapt new
tools effectively [18]. Especially, regarding SN and
Facebook, they seem to believe that it is not for
educational purposes [19]. On the other hand,
students seem ready to experiment and use new
technologies for learning purposes [18], including
SN and Facebook [19] and in fact, students spend
a large proportion of their time in SN talking

about their education and specific learning
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activities [20], although they do not view SN as a
primarily academic tool [21]. Thus, research is
still limited and there are many issues to be
clarified. For example, student behavior 1is
culturally affected [22-25] but most studies
regarding SN in formal education have been
conducted in English speaking areas [21] and to
our knowledge no such attempt exists in Greece.
Thus, both for issues of possible cultural
differences but also due to knowledge gaps in this
domain, the present study was carried out.

Furthermore, at least on a theoretical level,
SNseem to have some desirable attributes that
could be Dbeneficial to learning [26]. A
constructionist approach to learning emphasizes
the importance of social aspects in the learning
processes and SN seem to be able to support
socialization and communication of users-
potential learners [27-28]. Again at a theoretical
level, the use of technology and social software
can vary from being viewed as means to replace
traditional schooling [29] to simply being
educational tools that add to the traditional
learning. The authors of the present work, view
social software as an educational tool with
considerable potential, that does not simply add to
the traditional learning processes but it can
change the very nature of Ilearning, since
technology is not a neutral medium [30]. In
addition, SN can be a teaching tool in formal
educational settings, without being able to replace
traditional schooling (at least yet).

Moreover, as far as learning styles, cognitive
styles and personality characteristics are
concerned, it is known that any teaching approach
(using technology or not) will benefit some
students more than others [31-33]. Additionally,
introvert students might engage more actively in
mediated communication rather than direct and
SN might provide the tools for that. Past research
has shown clear indications towards this direction
[34]. Using SN as an educational tool and in
parallel to traditional teaching methods, the
chances of benefiting students of different
learning styles and personalities might increase.
The present study also investigated issues of
students’ personality (cognitive style) in relation
to the use of SN. Although cognitive style (to the
knowledge of the authors) has not been used
before to study Facebook’s learning effectiveness,
another tool has been used in the past to study
possible effects on students’ performance, namely
communication style [11]. According to [11]
different communication styles affect learning
performance. In particular, using SN in learning
Furthermore, students also report that the use of
technology in formal education could increase
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processes seems to favour students of particular
communication characteristics and the authors
conclude that considering students’ personal
characteristics is crucial when SN are used in
teaching and learning. For this reason, the
present study included aspects of students’
personalities when Facebook’s efficiency as a
learning tool was evaluated.

Moreover, college students seem to prefer
Facebook to other networks [21] and they also use
it extensively. The faculty of the University of
Westminster created and tested a specialized
social network named “Connect” [35] to use by
students and staff. Even when new innovative
SNwere tried, Facebook was still students’ first
preference. In another recent study, average time
spent on Facebook by college students was around
half an hour for the weekdays (active use), use
was more common during evening hours and
students reported that Facebook was a part of
their lives, meaning that they would use it
regardless of workload [8]. Particularly, Facebook
was very popular with college students even more
than any other social network [1].

However, SN and Facebook are not made for
education. There are many other educational
systems developed only for education with many
desirable features, like forums, file sharing, video
conferences, shared whiteboards, wikis, etc. [36].
Although, past studies have reported problems
with the use of educational software, like learning
style issues and software that does not match
every preference, confusion from the use of certain
features, like wikis, etc. [28], these systems are
widely used.

Although SN and especially Facebook design
evolved around purely communication concepts,
they still seem to contain characteristics of
effective learning platforms, as described in the
literature [37]. For example, Facebook supports
sharing, networking, community building,
socialization, integration of newcomers, etc. In
addition, past research shows that students are
using SN more and more for educational purposes
[6], among other purposes that remain primary,
like socialization. Researchers [38] explored some
tendencies of presentation and communication
between Virtual Learning Environments and SN
comparing 73 courses' platforms. The authors
observed that the designers of typically learning
platforms do not seem to take into account the
significance of recreational internet services and
the possible benefits of informal communication.

Using the Learning
learning does not

learning motivation [39].
Ecology paradigm [40],
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necessarily occur only in formal educational
setting and in school or college classrooms, but
can be everywhere, anytime.Social networking
can provide a link between formal and informal
learning [41]. Therefore, any space, physical or
virtual, that can provide learning opportunities is
important. In addition, young people seem to be
simultaneously involved in many different
(learning) settings and learning spans contextual
boundaries. In this light, SN can provide valuable
opportunities for additional learning and as such
they could be incorporated in formal education.
According to different guidelines for necessary
competencies for the 215t century learners, certain
social network features like computer literacy,
communication, effective information retrieval,
are among the most important skills to be learnt
[6],[41]. Moreover, previous studies have found
that the use of SN can increase the quality of
engagement and learning [42] and they provide
opportunities for pedagogical mentoring [19].
Furthermore, students report positive perceptions
for faculty use of Facebook and it seems that
instructor engagement increases learning
motivation through a relaxed learning
atmosphere [43].

Yet, uses of Facebook in traditional educational
settings are more challenging to adopt due to
cultural factors [44]. Alike in Greek higher
education, students and teachers expect certain
behaviors and seem to prefer traditional
situations. Therefore, the present work seeks to
study different patterns of using Facebook among
Greek university students. Together with possible
cultural differences, students’ personality traits,

Method

Facebook was used as an additional teaching tool
in the 1%t year undergraduate module, Research
Methodology in English for the students of the
department of Informatics and
Telecommunications, University of Peloponnese.
There were 66 students registered in the course,
13 of which were females and 53 males. All
students were between 18 and 19 years of age.
Only first year students were used, since past
research showed that especially first year
students use SN to ease the transition from their
homes to the new environment [45].

use in the course, a new Facebook account was
created, only for that particular purpose. Based
on previous research findings, it seemed better to
use a physical person identity, rather than create
a special group, since many students report never
to use groups and only to interact with
individuals [8]. It was explained that all course
necessary information would be posted also in the
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such as cognitive style are also considered.
Students’ opinions were recorded as well as
instructor’s notes and suggestions. In addition,
the department of Informatics and
Telecommunications, University of Peloponnese,
uses a Virtual Learning Environment, widely
used both by students and instructors which
includes all the above characteristics (eclass).
Since such specialized systems are primarily
designed for educational purposes they should be
superior to Facebook, but from their adoption in
higher education, it has become clear that they
are seldom used creatively [38]. Yet, students’
behavior shows that Facebook has grown into an
important learning platform for education [41].
Facebook provides the opportunities for
immediate and quick communication between
teachers and learners [41]. In addition, at Greek
universities there is a common problem of low
class attendance and using Facebook could work
as a motivation for increased class turnouts, since
it is a part of students’ everyday life and they do
not have to be actively involved with the course in
order to get information. Based on these findings,
it was decided to test the use of Facebook for
educational purposes.

The present work is an observational study,
wishing to reveal tendencies of social networks'
use in higher education in a specific educational
and cultural environment. The following sections
describe the method used for data selection (both
qualitative and quantitative data), the results
found and the implication of those results for
teaching and learning in higher education.

educational platform officially used by the
university. Students that did not have a Facebook
account were not expected to make one simply for
the course. Students were free to choose whether
they would participate or not, without any
consequences on their course performance. From
the 66 students registered, 14 students decided
not to send a friend request, either because they
were not using Facebook at all or because they did
not want to participate, although they had a
Facebook account. Students were also given a
diary of use, in which they had to keep some notes
and provide at least 5 logs describing a session of
use. In each session they should record the time
they spent, the medium (i.e. smartphone, pc, etc.),
if they were alone or in a group, the aim (i.e. to
communicate, to seek course information, etc.),
their actions, possible problems they faced,
possible solutions to these problems and other
comments. At the end of the course (13 teaching
weeks), students were given a questionnaire to
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provide both quantitative and qualitative data.
Although past research showed that social
network users are not always aware of their own
behavior online and thus, it is not easy to collect
reliable data from questionnaires [6], in the
present work, questionnaires were used in
addition to qualitative methods for time efficiency
and also because the questions did not ask
students’ perception on their patterns of use but
only asked their opinion about the wuse of
Facebook in class. Thus, the questions did not
only ask for the estimates of use, but also about
their opinion on different issues regarding SN,
like feeling awkward communicating with the
course instructor, etc. In addition, involving
young adults might provide more reliable answers
than having younger students. The questionnaire
mainly consisted of open-ended questions.

Data were also collected from the instructor, by
keeping a diary of use together with student
reactions to different posts and actions.
Screenshots were kept of interesting interactions.
From the instructor’s diaries the following
observations were made:

The instructor’s posts were divided in 6 main

categories

e Procedural information about the course (i.e.
marks now available on eclass)

e Reminders (i.e. please, bring your course books)

¢ Social postings (i.e. birthday wishes)

e General interest information (i.e. art
installations, new paths in computer science)

¢ Evaluations and feedback aspects (i.e. questions
like what do you expect from this course)

e Other notifications (i.e. information about
university events, like free lectures, etc.)

Students’ activities while interacting with the
instructor were divided in 6 main categories:

e Asking questions

Asking for clarifications

Replying to instructor’s requests

Replying to instructor’s comments

Sending course work to instructor and other
students

Results

Popularity of Facebook

From the questionnaire data, Facebook was
indeed the most popular social network students
used, since 51 out of 66 students reported using it
(77.2%). Other networks used were Skype (22.7%),
MSN (12.1%), Youtube (6%), from 4.5% networks
like Twitter, Google+, Yahoo and ooVoo, and from
1.5% networks like Myspace, Gmail, X box live,
Hi5, Livejasmine, Last.fm and Academia.edu.
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e Sending personal thoughts on social, political
issues to the instructor

In order to study possible effects from the use of
Facebook in students’ learning performance and
how that practice might be influenced by
students’ personalities, cognitive style was used.
Cognitive style is a person’s preference and
habitual approach to the organization and
representation of information [46]. Different
researchers have described different aspects of
cognitive style. The most common are field
dependent-field independent [47], impulsive-
reflective [48], divergers-convergers [49], holist-
serialists[50] and verbalizers-imagers [51].
Cognitive style is a research construct assisting
the study of cognitive issues related to learning. It
has a strong relation to the individual’s
personality and remains relatively constant over
situation and time, or at least it is not that easily
influenced by the different learning situations. A
widely used assessment tool for cognitive style is
the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator. The MBTI is
based on Jung’s theory of psychological types and
it describes learners on four dimensions based on
self-reported questionnaires. The dimensions are
extraversion-introversion, sensing-intuition,
thinking-feeling and judging-perceiving. The
combination of the above dimensions provides 16
possible personality types, with different cognitive
preferences and learning needs. MBTI has a
strong validity and reliability, provided that the
participants give honest answers. At the end of
the course students were asked to complete a
short version of the MBTI questionnaire.

Cognitive style was compared to students’ final
course marks. We used final course marks as an
indication of students’ learning. The issue is open
to many  interpretations and  different
methodological approaches, since other measures
could be also used like skill building, added
knowledge, etc. However, final marks have been
successfully used in the past to study the learning
effectiveness of different applications

[52],[11],[53-56].

Moreover, for students that used multiple SN
87.2% reported that they used Facebook more
than the others. Finally, only 3 students (4.5%)
reported that they did not use SN. The reasons
that they provided for their choice were: 1. “SN
are not necessary”’, 2. “I am not interested in SN”,
3. “They trivialize social interactions”.

Privacy

Although students sometimes have some privacy
concerns, especially in regards to having a course
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instructor as their Facebook friend, it seems that
their actions did not follow their verbal concerns.
This finding is consistent in different social media
studies with youth, across cultures and media, to
the point that some researchers call it the privacy
paradox [57],[58], [1]. As also found previously [8],
students in this study provided free access to their
personal lives and did not seem to restrict the
instructor’s access. In the questionnaire, one
question asked whether they mind other students
seeing details from their personal lives and only
19% of students either stated that they do mind
(either all the times or sometimes). As shown at
Fig. 1, from the remaining 81%, only 21.5%
mentioned that they do not mind since they never
post personal details. Thus, almost 60% of
students do not seem to mind for issues of privacy.

Do you mind other students seeing
details of your personal life?

11% 8%

H Yes
Mo

M Sometimes

Fig. 1: Privacy I

Results seem to change a little when students are
asked about lecturers seeing their personal lives.
The following Fig. 2 summarizes their answers.

Do you mind your lecturers seeing details
of your personal life?

E Yes H No uwSometimes H N/A

159% 4% 14%

67%
Fig. 2: Privacy 11

In addition, in the question “Did the instructor’s
presence in Facebook alter your behavior online”,
76.5% of students stated that they did not change
their behavior. From the remaining 23.4% of
students that did change their behavior, it is
interesting to see some of their answers:

¢ “I was more polite”

¢ “I wrote comments in English, instead of Greek
with Latin characters, but I expressed the same
opinions”

e “...sometimes we were more discrete”

¢ “...now I pay more attention in blog articles and
user comments”.
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Furthermore, students that decided not to send
friend requests were asked at the end of the
course for the reasons for this choice. Their
answers can be classified in two themes. Most of
those students mentioned that they had privacy
concerns (46.1%) and some others that they are
not frequent users of Facebook (15.3%). Privacy
1ssues seem to have mainly affected their decision.

New Friendships

Previous research shows that college students
using SN rarely make new friends online [45] and
SN are used to support communication between
people that know each other in the physical world.
Other studies found that Facebook played an
important role in the formation on new
friendships for first year students and to make
them feel settled at the university, since they use
it both to keep in touch with their home friends
but also to make new, at the new environment
[21]. In the present study students reported that
the module's Facebook page helped in making
new friendships, since 48% of students answered
positively in the relevant question.

Nature of Posts

Although students in previous studies reported
that they wanted instructors only to post specific
information [43], in this study a variety of posts
were used, spanning from simple course
instructions and procedural information to
humoristic videos and birthday wishes (using the
Facebook feature for birthday wishes). Moreover,
48.9% of students liked the humoristic videos
posted by the instructor and 22.4 % likes the
course related announcements. The following Fig.
3 shows students’ preferences on instructor’s
posts.

Which instructor posts did you like the

N

W Humoaristic videaos
B Cource Announcements
m Articles

u Mews

H Songvideos

B Course Evaluation

Fig. 3: Nature of posts

Gender Differences

Gender differences in the use of SN have been
found before [59]. The instructor also observed
significant differences in the use of Facebook
between girls and boys. Not only the post topics
were different, with boys talking about sports,
motorcycles, etc. and girls talking more about
feelings, relationships, fashion, etc. but also more
girls than boys posted personal information. In
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particular, it was mostly girls that informed their
wall with details of their personal lives or used
offensive phrases, whereas boys seem to be more
careful. In addition, in the questionnaire
students were asked to identify female and male
inappropriate behaviors on Facebook. Their
answers show that not only different genders
have different behavior on SN but they are also
expected to have different behavior. The following
Fig. 4 shows their answers.

M Indecent Photos

50
40 E Indecent/Obsceneg
Comments
30 B Personal Life Details
20 _
E Same as Real Life
10
B Mothin
0 g
Females Males & Other

Fig. 4: Gender differences

Academic and Real life Gap

One of the main hypotheses of the present work
was that  Facebook could bridge the
communication gap between students (especially
first year students) and course instructors, a
common problem also acknowledged in the
literature [36]. In the questionnaire there were
three relevant questions. In one question, 59.5%
of students stated that Facebook helped them feel
closer to the instructor. Two more questions were
used, one asking them if the course’s Facebook
page made them feel closer to the University and
the Department and the second if Facebook could
be used to bridge private and university life. In
the first question, the majority of students
reported that the use of Facebook did help them
feel closer to the University. The following Fig. 5
summarizes their answers.

Did the course’s Facebook page helped
you feel closer to the
Department/University?

HYes ENMO A Little
29% 4:’;5
67%

Fig. 5: Academic and real life gap I

In the second question asking if Facebook could
bridge the private and university life, 61.2% of
students gave a positive answer. Thefollowing
Fig. 6 summarizes their answers.
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Could Facebook bridge private and
University life?

B Yes H Mo Frobably not

W Do not know

4%
. 49%
31%

Fig. 6: Academic and real life gap 11

W Possibly
12%

4%

Motivation

Another main hypothesis regarded student
motivation. This was split into two questions: the
first question asked whether the use of Facebook
increase their lecture attendance motivation,
since this is a serious issue at the department and
often classes show low turnout rates. In this
question about half the students (42.8%) stated
that their class attendance motivation increased
due to Facebook. However, the instructor
observed a significant increase in class attendance
(that of course could be due to other factors as
well), but the class average absence rate was
about 1.6 absences per student for a 13 lectures
course. For this particular issue, two student
comments are notable:

¢ “SN m ust be used in classes not because they
only help in the better functionality of the
lesson, but because they work as class
attendance motivators”

¢ “One general comment about the module: in my
opinion if this course was done differently (for
example traditional lectures) the class
attendance would be minimum.”

Both comments show that students also recognize
the motivating power of SN in learning processes.
The second question on this issue, asked directly
on students’ perception of Facebook increasing
their learning motivation overall. Only 38% of
students provided a positive answer to this
question.

Course Evaluation

Both in class and in Facebook, the course
instructor asked students to provide their
midterm  evaluation, together with their
suggestions for the improvement of the course as
a whole. All the students that sent their
evaluations did it through Facebook. In a relevant
question at the end of the term in the
questionnaire, students reported that Facebook
can help course evaluation processes. The

following Fig. 7 demonstrates their answers.
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Does Facebook help course evaluation?

Don't know

HYes ®MNo
2%

Fig. 7: Course evaluation

File/Information Exchange

Facebook was used frequently for the exchange of
course related files and information, since 56 %
reported that they wused it often for these
purposes, 30% rarely and only 14% never used it
in such ways.

Communication Preferences

Effective group communication relies both on
public and private conversations [60] and
Facebook 1s good at providing both. In fact,
students used both in contacting the course
instructor. Students preferred using Facebook for
their communication with the course instructor,
more than mail and face-to-face interaction.
Unlike previous findings that indicate that the
use of communication technologies traditionally
used in colleges is similar to the use of Facebook
for academic communication purposes[19], in this
study students by far preferred to use Facebook
and the messaging option to emails. In addition,
in the questionnaire answers students reported
that this kind of communication is beneficial
especially for introvert students, or as they put it
“shy” students. This is a similar finding to
previous research [61].

Student Diaries

Although students were instructed to complete
diaries of use, only 8 students returned their
diaries and only 4 were fully completed. Thus,
data from these diaries are very restricting and
cannot be used. The limited completion of diaries
was probably due to the fact that students had to
complete them at home while using Facebook. A
different methodology will be used in a future
study to collect rich qualitative data (i.e. possibly
photo-diaries during class, etc.).

Course Structure and Cognitive Style

In an attempt to study the effect of the use of
alternative teaching methods through SN in class,
students’ personality characteristics were
compared to their final course marks. Knowing
that different teaching methods might positively
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affect students of certain personalities, students’
cognitive styles were compared to their final
course marks. Although, using course marks for
this comparison might not be a good indicator of
actual learning, in a quantitative methodology
(used on this case) it is difficult to collect different
data. Therefore, a course mark is treated here as
an indicator not as an absolute learning factor.
Data from 49 students were used to perform the
statistical analysis. Since the number was small,
the cognitive styles were deconstructed to their
initial dimensions. MBTI can provide 16 possible
personality types, reflecting 2 ends of 4
dimensions. In the present analysis we used the 4
dimensions giving different values for the 2
options. Similarly, marks were given in a scale of
4 categories (fail, pass, second, first). Since all
data were categorical, a Pearson’s Chi Square test
was performed. When marks were compared to
the Extraversion-Introversion dimension the
value of x*(3) =1.549, p.05. For the Sensing-
Intuition dimension and marks, x2(6) =4.207,
p.05. For the Thinking-Feeling dimension and
marks, x*(3) =7.283, p.05. For the Judging-
Perceiving dimension and marks, x*(3) =1.014,
p.05. Therefore, no statistical significance was
found in any of the tests performed.

Discussion and Conclusions
Popularity of Facebook

Facebook at present seems indeed the most
popular social network used by university
students and particularly in the present case
study. However, SN follow fashion. Facebook is
fashionable and popular for now, but it will not be
forever. Instructors that decide to use SN should
often verify the actual use and popularity of the
tool they are using. Since, one of the main
arguments for the use of SN is their popularity
among students, it is desirable to maintain this
advantage.

Privacy

The privacy paradox was observed in this case
study as well as previous studies. Young students
do not seem to mind other, including instructors
to know details of their private lives. From our
observations is also seemed that male students
were more protective to their personal lives than
female students. Female students were more
likely to wupload dating photographs, discuss
openly about their romantic involvements and so
on. It seems that the use of SN opens a new study
field in anthropology and results from future
anthropological research could further inform the
educational potentials of such systems. The
following Fig. 8 shows such examples.
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Fig. 8: Privacy examples

New Friendships

Previous research has shown conflicting evidence
in relation to the issue of making new friends on
SN. There might be cultural differences
concerning this matter and it is worth further
future study. According to the participants of this
study, the course’s Facebook account did help
them make new friends. The following Fig. 9 from
the instructor’s diary of use provides an example,
showing two students of the course connecting on
Facebook.

:Eﬂ, Dimitra and Kupiokn ©. are now friends.

Fig. 9: New friendships

Nature of Vposts

The present study attempted to bridge formal and
informal learning, by posts of varying themes,
since there is limited research in informal
learning and the use of modern technology [5]. As
explained above, previous studies showed that
students wanted specific and directly course
related information to be posted by instructors
[43]. Various posts were used in this study
spanning from formal learning material to
birthday wishes and humoristic videos. Students
reported liking the different natures of the posts,
mostly favoring humoristic videos. The following
Fig. 10 shows students reaction to an art video.
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. A00MKE C3tuop amazng &
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Fig. 10: Reaction to art video
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Fig. 11 shows student response to Birthday
wishes.

Aapplib A U sbuiog
& Hapspry Batidaet® ol (e feet
i

~
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Fig. 11: Reaction to birthday wishes

And the following Fig. 12 shows reaction to
humoristic photos.

Fig. 12: Reaction to humoristic photos

The student data showed that not only students

enjoyed the different posts, but they also viewed

them as motivators for further engagement:

e “Yes, for example, student responses to the
module’s status, attracted our interests and
provided motivation for further engagement”

Even some of the humoristic posts engaged
students in a richer dialogue, involving political
views and historical facts. For example, due to an
upcoming football match between Greece and
Germany the instructor posted a humoristic
video. However, this triggered a serious
conversation about human morals and ethical
values, starting from a historical event from
World War II and Ukraine’s national team
defeating the Nazis and as a consequence loosing
their lives. Facebook in this case allowed for a
very interesting conversation to develop that due
to time restrictions would be almost impossible to
happen in a physical lecture theater. In a way,
there was a clearer connection between formal
and informal learning in this case, that effectively
used an informal medium (such as Facebook) to
engage people usually interacting in a formal
learning setting (students and instructor) in an
informal learning conversation (human moral
values). The following Fig. 13 andFig. 14 show the
students’ initial responses to the humoristic video
and the next story that followed.
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Fig. 14: Further reaction to humoristic video

Knowing that it is more difficult to maintain
relationships online and it takes significantly
more effort [62], means that instructors using
social media need to be very active, since they
have weak ties with the students. The use of
social media in class, changes the very nature of
learning and teaching, implying that teachers
need to practice new ways of approaching
students, allocating tasks, distributing
information, etc. In addition, using SN implies
that students have access to a wide range of
resources. In this course, the instructor tried to
use different sources and material, not simply
course instructions or only course directly related
material. However, using SN the instructor runs
the risk of harming her credibility with the
students but if the networks are used
appropriately the instructor can signify that she
understands student culture [43]. Finding the
balance between the two is not always straight
forward and the instructor needs to remain aware
of the potential risks and also the benefits [21].
For example, in this particular study, a way to
tackle the problem and also to adopt a less
intrusive profile, the instructor chose not to
comment on students’ posts, but only to comment
under her posts and student reactions to those.
The students seem to acknowledge the effort
made by the instructor to follow a similar style of
Anastasios Theodoropoulos et. al.| March 2014 | Vol.2 | Issue 3|43-56

use of Facebook as their own. One female student
mentioned: “..you tried to follow the way we use
Facebook”. The nature of posts used in Facebook
for educational purposes is another big area
opening that requires future study and since the
present study found different results compared to
previous works, cultural differences might be also
interfering.

Gender Differences

Similarly, gender differences also require further
study. It seems that there are strong stereotypes
and expectations about female and male use of
SN. It seems more unacceptable for girls to post
indecent photos and obscene comments than boys.
Men are more allowed to express themselves
freely than women. On the other hand, different
genders seem to be interested in different topics
and women, at least in this study, were more
likely to post details of their personal lives.

Academic and Real life Gap

It is also interesting to note some of the students’
further comments in the question about Facebook
bridging University and private life, although
most students agree that it can be used to bring
the University closer to their everyday lives and
bridge the gap. One student mentioned that
“Facebook can be a bridge but not a very solid
one”. This is a very good point that could be
further extended to learning. SN can be social,
learning, communication and other tools but they
need to be used in specific frameworks. On their
own they cannot provide very solid basis for
substantial interactions. Keeping that in mind,
using SN in learning requires a very different and
active role from the instructors. Learning does not
stop in class but it follows us in our homes and
private lives, where students can contact us any
time and require diverse information and
interaction.

Motivation

Concerning learning motivation, although 58% of
students provided a negative answer, it 1is
interesting to look at some qualitative data from
their comments:

¢ “Yes (Facebook increased learning motivation),
because it was easier to communicate with my
fellow students — exchange of information”

e “Yes, because it motivated me to look for new
knowledge”

eYes, because when I saw something (in
Facebook), I always googled it immediately”

e “... to a certain degree, it provided daily contact
with the module”

e “Yes, because you tried to use Facebook the
same way we do”
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¢ “Yes, because the course was more pleasant and
active”

¢ “Yes, because there was communication through
Facebook”

¢ “Yes, because we could follow the progress of
other students, too”

¢ “It was helpful, because even by chance I was
involved with the module more than twice per
week”

It seems that Facebook has some learning
motivating powers, although students do not
always recognize them. Student comments reveal
that Facebook can address a number of learning
issues, like comparison of one’s work to the rest of
the class, easy communication with instructors
and fellow students, connection between formal
and informal learning, constant engagement with
the course, etc. However, the methodology used in
the present work did not allow further study of
this issue, since it could only rely on students’
perception of learning motivation and indirect
measures, like absence rates. To study the matter
deeper, we would probably need to repeat the
course next year (keeping the learning material
consistent) with new students but the same
instructor (eliminating instructor personality
differences) without using Facebook and compare
class average marks.

Moreover, according to [21] using Facebook not
only motivates students but also instructors.
From our observations throughout the duration of
the course, this seemed to be very true. As far as
the instructor is concerned, the motivation level of
engagement with the course increased. Facebook
provided an insight into students’ lives, problems,
concerns and interests. It thus provided an
excellent source of material for the instructor,
since it could be used in class for teaching
purposes. For example, after observing in
Facebook that students communicated by posting
music videos, music was used in the class for
different activities (i.e. translate your favorite
English song, during English lessons). Students
were very enthusiastic with activities that
incorporated their interests.

Course Evaluation

Facebook allowed direct and constant course
evaluation, either by students’ answering direct
questions or by the instructor observing their
reactions on Facebook during class. In addition,
the evaluation processes go both ways, since
students can also be quickly informed about their
performance, as well. The informal nature of
Facebook allowed for imaginative ways to provide
evaluation to the instructor and to the students.
For example, the students responded with song
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videos to the course midterm evaluation request
and the instructor provided marks for best course
work in the form of Oscars. Using the Oscars
metaphor, two needs were covered to praise good
course work but also to provide public recognition.
The next Fig. 15 shows the number of students’
reactions, together with posts of various song
videos.

B gy Cutacp Tomien ~ 2611~ Hghighis ~ B | gtk Crtip et = 2013+ Mehlgbts - B gha Gy Tomine = 202+ Vgt -
=- [l
| = == a { : .
“ of B ssnan . -
A g -
u = -
| | e s iy

Fig. 1755. Cburse work evaluation in the form of

oscars

File/Information Exchange

Students were using Facebook to exchange
information and course related files with their
classmates. They reported seeing it as a good tool
for that purpose. In addition, using Facebook after
teaching and office hours gave students more
freedom in their communication with the
instructor. From our teaching experience,
students rarely send uncompleted course work to
be checked by the instructor using other means.
In previous years when we were not using
Facebook this was the case. This seemed to
change when Facebook was introduced. Students
were sending more questions (especially when
they could see the instructor online by using chat)
and uncompleted course work. The following Fig.
16 shows a student asking for feedback while
working on his assignment.

'

@ lagihots § Addtocation

Fig. 16: Evaluation on work in progress

Course Structure and Cognitive Style

No statistical significance was found when
different personality dimensions were compared
to the students’ final marks. These results might
be due to various reasons. One reason might be
that the final course marks used might not reflect
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the actual learning. In any case, the current
results show that the specific course structure and
teaching style do not seem to favor particular
cognitive styles. Although these findings have not
been crosschecked with classes that students did
not use Facebook or other alternative teaching
methods, the present results could imply that
using Facebook as an additional teaching tool to
the traditional lectures might be an inclusive
factor to students’ different cognitive styles.
Knowing that using a particular teaching method
favors certain students more than others
depending on their personalities, using
alternative teaching tools, such as SN might
increase the number of cognitive styles favored.
The present results are by no means conclusive
but they rather indicate that further research is
required in this direction.

Other Points

Using Facebook to interact with students as a
physical person and not as a group, although
increased the level of interaction between the
instructor and the students, also runs the risk of
the expression of inappropriate behaviour or the
level of perceived closeness to the instructor.
Having used a group for that purpose would have
been a safer option, since students are aware that
everything they post is visible to the rest of the
group. However, in this particular study and for
reasons mentioned above (students rarely interact
with groups) the physical person approach was
applied.

SN can be used for university marketing
campaigns, since they are highly effective [61]
and also help students to fulfil their necessity of
belonging to a community out of the class [38]. In
the present study, for example, Facebook was
used to advertise free lectures, as show at Fig. 17
below, by using different options (i.e. posts and
events planner option).

Agglika Cstuop
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i?ig. 17: Announcing events

Students spend more time reading than directly
acting [8],[63]. In our study, students reported
that they watched most of the videos posted by
the instructor, although they rarely wrote any
comments. In particular, 37.5% of students stated
that they watch the different videos posted by the
instructor but they did not post any comments.
Therefore, the instructors that decide to use
Facebook as a teaching tool, should not be
discouraged if students do not seem to respond to
posts.
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Moreover, identity formation is an essential part
of youth and young adults seem to use SN
towards that end [8]. For example, students
customize backgrounds, post favorite music
videos, personal thoughts, etc. Previous studies
have shown the importance of social media in
expressing personal identities and the finding is
robust across media and geographical areas[6]. In
particular, music seems to play a very important
role in the expression of identities and different
studies support this argument [6], [8]. This
feature of social media that allows students’
identity formation could be used for educational
purposes (i.e. involve music in different
assignments).

Students were also asked to describe their
feelings from the experience. Many students
mentioned that it was a positive experience, that
they felt comfortable, or that they handled the
instructors’ Facebook presence as any other
friend. No student provided any negative feedback
in regards to their feelings, although a couple
mentioned that they felt a little strange at the
beginning but not in a negative way. It was
interesting to read that some students mentioned
that they felt special having a course instructor as
their Facebook friend and as one of them put it: “I
felt special, because this does not happen in many
Universities”. Another student said that he felt
proud and another one that “I felt that this broke
the established old fashioned rules for the
relationship between students and instructors”.
Another similar point is: “...through their actions
(instructors’), you see them as friends and not as
professors/dictators”. Two more students started
that they felt closer to the instructor and
motivated to learn. Finally, a girl mentioned that
although she did not feel anything different, this
process made her realize that the instructor
wanted to approach the students. All the above
comments are very interesting and show the need
for affective learning in Higher Education.
Although this need in recognized by educators, it
1s often neglected [64],[65],[66].Therefore, a future
study could focus on the possible connection
between SN and affective learning.

In a final question, students were asked to make
suggestions for the use of SN in their department.
Only one student thought that the use of SN can
have distracting powers and should not be used in
formal learning. All other students were positive
and here are some of the most interesting
answers:

o “...they provide (i.e. chat option) an easier and
direct contact between students and staff
compared to email”.
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e “I would like more students to participate
actively”
e “It could be improved with more humoristic

videos, photos from class and more
announcements in general”

e “..you could record the lectures and upload
lecture videos on Facebook”.

Thisparticularideawassuggestedbyafewstudent
S.

e “ ..iInstructors become more active and they
motivate us to engage more”. There were
similar comments from a few students.

e “...there are specialized educational networks
to use in the department and they could be
linked to Facebook”

e “..the (course) announcements saved as from
checking our webmail. In addition, from the
songs and videos the students form a different
opinion for the instructor”

e “I wished more instructors used Facebook...”

e “They (SN) improve the cooperation between
students and staff and thus improve the
quality of work”

e “They should have a discussions forum only
visible to students”

e “It was a good way to compare opinions and to
exchange files and reports”

Finally, for the development of this work,
students were asked to participate in the data
analysis and writing of the report through
Facebook (asked for volunteers). The third author
of the present work is one of the first year
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