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Information and computing technologies are now ubiquitous in higher education. 

Academics are using Web 2.0 platforms such as wikis, blogs and social networking sites 

for teaching and learning with varying degrees of success (Cole, 2009; Churchill, 2009; 

Mazman & Usluel, 2010; Trevathan & Myers, 2013). Within this environment, tertiary 

institutions are being pushed to offer online courses in order to survive in the 21
st
 century 

market (Ernst & Young, 2012). This is being pushed with little guidance as to what an 

online course should “look like” and how to ensure deep learning outcomes that challenge 

students at an extended abstract level of thinking. Nevertheless, the reality of 

transitioning from the traditional education model to an online environment, whilst 

ensuring the same quality student learning outcomes, is not so straightforward. 

 

One important aspect of online education is providing a learning environment where the 

students feel comfortable to vent, discuss and resolve their frustrations (Hare, 2013).  

Although there are institution discussion fora available, many students are now turning to 

social networking sites (see Roblyer et al., 2010; Sturgeon & Walker, 2009; Towner & 

Munzo, 2011; Gray, 2013; Hare, 2013; Trevathan & Myers, 2013). Rather than 

prescribing technologies for learning to students, a more proactive approach is to listen to 

what students want to use, adapting to their changing needs. Ring (2012) found “from all 

the social media tools that are currently available, it is very plausible for Facebook (FB) 

to be adopted by higher education” (p. 3). In particular, Facebook
1
 (FB) Groups are 

emerging as one of the most popular choices of discussion fora as students are already 

familiar with it and use it daily (Ring, 2012). While there have been papers supporting the 

use of social media and others highlighting some of the challenges that are confronted by 

both students and academics, this paper provides a lived experience of the challenges of 

being confronted by student engagement and the opportunities that engaging with 

students through social media offer those academics prepared to take up the challenge.  

 

This paper investigates the impact on the development of online courses using student 

engagement in a social networking learning community (i.e., a Facebook Group). The 

results enabled the development of an online environment that engaged students socially, 

which provided constant feedback to the students that could be measured by site changes 

and developments. By being flexible and ‘available’, students found that the changes 

enabled them to achieve greater success, while staff were rewarded with improved 

student experience with the course evaluations. This paper provides learning and teaching 

reflections that can guide those who have tried using social media with or without 

success, as well as those yet to explore this burgeoning facet of educational engagement. 

Successes and failures are shared to benefit both academics and future students.  
 

 

  

                                                
1
 www.facebook.com 
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Learning Community 
 

An online learning community is a group of people that come together for the purpose of learning and 

supporting the learning process related to one or many topics. These learning communities provide a 

space where students and staff can share knowledge, learn concepts and develop collaborative 

understanding of theory, concepts and skills related to a particular course. In online courses these learning 

communities can be created in wikis, blogs or using social media networks such as Facebook. 

Additionally, collaboration tools within these learning communities allow group members to upload 

course-related files and photos to the group, and engage in discussions, and set poll questions to engage 

students on course-related topics.  

 

Why Facebook Groups? 
 

Facebook (FB) is designed to engage its users socially and to “drag” them back to the site repeatedly.  In 

contrast to an institution-hosted forum, FB has done all the hard work in ensuring that students regularly 

check-in with course material and engage in the class community.  Furthermore, a large percentage of 

students already use FB.  Therefore, the user interface is familiar and natural for the students to operate.  

Additionally, as most students are on FB during the day, there is no need to regularly check-in with the 

institution-hosted site.  FB is supported by numerous applications and devices.  This gives FB an almost 

universal reach as it is not burdened by platform compatibility and performance issues. 

 

FB Groups are subsets of the FB community, created for discussion around specific topics of interest to 

community members. Initially, a FB account is required and a user logs in using their FB profile.  The 

core component of the group is the discussion forum consisting of posts and threads or comments in 

response to a post. Finally, the administration tools within FB allow the group administrators to change 

the group settings, group members can adjust notification settings, and to search for information within 

the group. Group administration can be shared between a number of people, spreading the support and 

administration across a teaching/support team rather than a single teacher.  

 

Setting up the FB Group as a learning community requires considered thought on the academic’s behalf. 

The group settings can be public, closed or hidden. A public group is a group that is available for anyone 

to join. A closed group is a group that requires permission to join and where only the members names are 

made public, but posts and comments are kept private ‘within the group’. A hidden group cannot be found 

in Facebook searches and only members that have been invited can join these groups. As the purpose of 

the FB Groups was a ‘safe’ learning environment, our courses used closed FB Groups.  

 

Accessing the FB Group can be achieved in two ways: 1) An individual navigates to the desired group 

page, joining the group before discussion can commence. Students can initially find the group by 

searching for it via FB;  2) Alternately, the teaching staff can advertise students of the group by providing 

a direct link. In a closed FB Group, when a student or staff member requests to join the course FB Group, 

the administrators must first approve the request to allow the potential member access to the group.  

 

In terms of administration overhead, engagement with the FB Learning Community has the potential to 

reduce the number or emails sent to the course email address (Gray, 2013).  Furthermore, FB records how 

many, and which group members have viewed a particular discussion thread.  This allows the instructor 

to determine which threads are more popular and therefore require more attention. By knowing which 

students have or have not viewed a particular thread also facilitates progress tracking of students. The 

instructor can see whether a particular student has been engaging with the learning community.  Students 

also can benefit from seeing which threads are trending and can determine how important this information 

may be to them.  Some administration time is required to add students to the groups.  Finally, the 

automated email notifications alerting to trivial or irrelevant comments sent by Facebook can be 

frustrating, therefore, notification settings need to be adjusted to suit.  

 

Administration of the FB group also needs to be considered as far as setting expectations about behaviour 

and content moderation are concerned. In our online course the administrators were not responsible for 

moderating the discussions. Although moderation of posts is common practice in other courses, providing 

a learning community for freedom of expression was an important aspect of the FB Group to explore the 
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validity of the use of FB Groups as a learning community. However, minor moderation relating to 

removing ‘advertising’ was required as advertising is inappropriate for a learning community. Therefore, 

this course allowed students the freedom to self-moderate. As a result of using FB Groups as a learning 

community over the past three years, this paper presents our lived experience and approaches to dealing 

with the Good, the Bad and the Ugly using social networking in online courses. 

 

The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly 
 

Online learning is new to both academics and students as it requires new approaches to self-directed 

learning. Additionally, as staff develop courses and skills in online education, testing pedagogical 

approaches, some students find these challenging their expectations of the online learning experience 

(Vignare, 2009). While some students may have experienced ‘distance learning’ where all course material 

is posted out, so are not aware of the difference with online courses, where all material is available online; 

other students have a greater expectation of what encompases an online course and how much material 

should be provided by the convenor in the online environment. Many students are also challenged by the 

perception of distance between staff and student or perceived lack of personal connection with staff. As a 

result, staff experiences can be varied.  

 

In this section we describe our experiences with using FB learning communities in two different courses 

over a three-year period.  FB was initially used during a first year online course delivered through Open 

University Australia (OUA) that is available to all levels of students.  The majority of the students in this 

course had experienced fully online courses for at least two study periods (up to 8 classes).  The second 

course to adopt FB learning communities was a third year online course.  Students in this course had 

experienced in-person and blended learning courses, but have not experienced fully online courses.  In 

both courses, the course convenors were new to online delivery, and adapted their teaching styles and 

course delivery over the three-year period based on students’ reception to the FB learning community, 

and tough lessons learned along the way. 

 

The Good 

 

As previously outlined, FB Groups have many beneficial qualities that are conducive to creating an online 

learning community.  This section highlights the main positive findings that were common to the 

experiences both courses encountered. 

 

Firstly, we found that a FB Group can build a sense of community that supports and engages students 

during a course.  The learning community serves as a central source of information.  FB enables the 

learner the freedom to share, learn, support and feel supported in a learning community that is available 

anytime and anywhere. The discussion format allows the instructor time to review and reflect on posts 

before responding, thereby enabling a considered response.  Ongoing studies are indicating that 

engagement in the FB learning community can have a positive impact on a student’s overall grade (Gray, 

2013). 

 

Secondly, a lecturer can see which students have been viewing which comments/postings and can 

therefore decide which areas require priority.  When a student has correctly answered a query posted by 

another student, the teaching staff can “Like” the comment.  This removes the need for the teaching staff 

to repeat the information and students can see that the response has been endorsed.  This approach can 

empower students by making them become more proactive about their learning experience and the 

welfare of other students. 

 

The Bad 

 

While social networking has many positive characteristics, it is often in the media for all the wrong 

reasons (Sarachan and Reinson, 2011; Trevathan & Myers, 2012).  As such, using FB in a classroom 

setting also comes with many risks. The following are the main issues that arise with regard to the 

learning community. 
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Firstly, there is no control over undesirable personal profile pictures or misleading information.  For 

example, a profile picture may feature the student doing an obscene gesture or engaging in something that 

may offend certain groups of people.  In one instance, a student referred to another student as being “gay” 

as they did not understand concepts in the course they were trying to learn. Addressing this unethical 

behaviour was used as an example for the whole class. The comments were open to all the class to see 

and read, so needed to be addressed in a similar fashion. Therefore, without going to the student directly 

and to ensure that the learning community was self-moderated. I started the following lecture with a 

refresher comment about ‘netiquette’ and the ethical issues surrounding comments that are posted within 

the ‘protection’ of a learning community. I then made it clear that ‘an inappropriate post (without stating 

the wording of the post) had been placed in the learning community’ and that the student had ‘24 hours to 

remove the inappropriate post or be removed from the learning community all together.’ Although I had 

never seen the original post, I was informed that the offending student had been approached by other 

students and had removed the offending post within the stipulated time. No other incidents were 

identified for the rest of the semester. 

 

By providing guidelines, such as netiquette, for behavior in the learning community at the 

commencement of the course, the students have a reference point if their behaviour is identified as 

stepping outside the boundaries of being socially acceptable. Additionally, I ask all students to treat the 

learning community as a professional support environment where students are free to ask for, and be 

supported, no matter what their learning background is. By doing this we have seen that students are more 

comfortable to take control of the learning space and support each others’ learning, with limited 

interaction from the staff. 

 

Secondly, some students do not understand the concept of a FB Group and do not join through fear that 

all of their personal profile information will be revealed to the group members.  There have been students 

with a moral or ethical objection to using Facebook primarily due to Facebook’s dubious terms-of-

service, targeted marketing, and/or lax privacy policy.  This largely stems from FB’s terms of service, 

which state that any information placed on FB becomes the property of FB.  FB and its third party 

application providers have a reputation for using personal information for targeted marketing of FB users.  

There are also the risks of personal information being leaked or sold by third party companies associated 

with FB.  Therefore, it is likely that not all students will want to engage with FB, and it is impossible for 

instructors to “require” or “force” students to join a Learning Community. 

 

To support the students’ ethical concerns we suggested that they create a profile specifically for the 

course. For example, this meant that they could create a Facebook profile called ‘Bambi’ with no personal 

information attached. Thereby being able to engage with the learning community, while also keeping 

their ‘private’ information ‘private’ or only use Facebook for this course. Students in this situation were 

asked to email the convenor identifying their Facebook profile, so that they could be legitimately included 

in the learning community. 

  

The third issue concerns the professionalism of the teaching staff/administration.  Using social media in a 

teaching setting starts to blur the boundaries between what is a professional forum, and what is “social”.  

Teaching staff need to specify that students should not attempt to “friend” staff, and that any “friend” 

requests will be rejected.  Furthermore, teaching staff should not use the FB email system to engage in 

dialogue with students.  All emails to students should come from official institution email systems.  This 

is largely due to the informal and social nature of FB.  Students will tend to use less formal language and 

engage with FB emails socially (and more often in an unconsidered way) as compared to an official email 

from the teaching staff.  An institution-hosted email system will be stronger evidence in terms of record 

keeping of dialogue exchange.  Additionally, staff should avoid browsing students’ profiles (even though 

the information is publicly available).  This could be taken the wrong way by other staff or students, even 

when it is innocent.  Teaching staff also need to ensure that any public profile information (including 

photos) that students can view is of a professional standard.  Therefore, use tight profile privacy settings 

to enable strict control over what was publicly accessible. 
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The Ugly 

 

In this section we provide two examples of the ‘uglies’ that we experienced, how we managed these and 

what we have learned from the experience. The first example is from personal student abuse of the 

teaching staff, the second example is from the group being used as a platform to criticise the subject. 

 

Example 1 (Author 1) 

 

Students come into online courses from many and varied backgrounds, which are unknown to the 

teaching team, which influence the perspective of the student. In this example a student’s life and prior 

course experiences were expressed as frustration toward the course overall, but in particular the convenor 

and the pedagogical approaches being used. The student openly suggested that the course was a waste of 

time and that there was no structured pedagogical approach that could benefit any of the students in the 

course.  

 

On first receipt of the message I felt like I had been ‘kicked in the guts’. Although it was addressed 

openly, the personal nature of the message ‘hurt’. It was unpleasant, making me first angry then 

depressed, as so much extra time and effort had gone into the development of the course and up until that 

point the FB Group had been ‘happy’ (or at least seemed to be). Once one negative post was delivered 

‘the mob’ latched on and contributed to this with further agreements, while some others were less so. 

While the message was long, detailed and had the impact of a personal attack on me, managing the 

response had a significant positive impact on the learning community, students and staff members in the 

end. However, this was after considerable dialogue between myself and the student responsible for the 

original post. 

 

Managing “the uglies” means stepping away from the post or message that is perceived as an attack, 

changing the thought processes about the post, identifying the underlying message, then addressing that 

message. In this instance my first response was to reply with a short message that this would be 

responded to ‘off group’, meaning in a private message or email. As the learning community was in 

Facebook, the Facebook private message system was used to communicate. I then broke the message 

down into parts, thinking carefully about how to explain the pedagogical approach that would support the 

students learning, while making it clear that this was important for all students to understand. It was not 

easy, as each time I reviewed the post the hurt was repeated. However, by providing prompts at each 

iteration that this was to ‘support’, ‘instruct’ and engage the student I was able to provide a clearer 

explanation of why the course was set up the way it was, and the importance of this students interaction 

with other students and the learning community. Responding to this message (before I sent the response 

message to the student) took several iterations and more than 3 hours to compose. After my first response, 

the student’s next private response was less threatening, but still contained frustrations, so was easier to 

respond to. The dialogue continued over a three day period, until the student was comfortable and clear 

about the pedagogical approaches even though this was much different from their previous online 

learning experiences. 

 

On reflection I learned that stepping away from the message and the hurt, breaking the message into or 

interpreting it in ‘non-threatening’ ways helped me focus on the students needs and how to turn the 

expressed frustration into a supportive learning response. As a result the student went back to their 

original public post, announcing that there was no-longer an issue with the pedagogical approach of the 

course, becoming a foundational supporter for other students in the learning community. This is hard 

work, which requires the ability to be patient, compassionate and supportive of all students, including 

those that are negative, aggressive or identified as ‘bullies’. While I am still learning and applying these 

learned lessons this does not mean that I can ‘handle’ the Uglies. Each Ugly, needs the same patience, 

compassion, but still delivers the same ‘hurt’.   

 

Example 2 (Author 2) 

 

My course uses a combination of blogging and FB to promote engagement.  As the course is about 

content management systems, blogs are an ideal way to present assessment as blogging engines are 

scaled-back content management systems. 
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During 2013, a problem arose early in the course when one particular student blogged about being forced 

by the university to undertake additional courses to complete the student’s degree.  The student knew 

better, and this course was clearly in the road.  The student soon manifested anger towards the course by 

criticising other students’ blogs openly on the FB group.  My initial reaction was anger that this student 

was not using the FB Group in a way that was conducive to supportive learning.  Unlike Author 1, I 

swiftly reprimanded the student in a personal email.  The student quickly pulled himself up, and behaved 

in a better manner during the remainder of the course.  However, it is likely that the student retaliated 

against me in the course evaluation survey. 

 

A further issue with the course during 2013, was that we were experimenting with an ill-fated teaching 

methodology outlined in (Myers et al, 2014).  The teaching methodology involves structured group work 

and placed heavy emphasis on the use of the FB Group.  The conclusions of Myers et al and related 

documentation are not supported by Author 2, as they have deduced without any regard or understanding 

of the course context.  Needless to say, the trial was not overly successful and caused some angst amongst 

students when teamwork broke down.  Excessive notifications from the FB Group and difficulties with 

searching and navigating content on the group also caused problems.  

 

Towards the end of the course in the week leading up to the exam, the students started to vent frustrations 

with the course.  Similar to Author 1’s experience, mob mentality takes hold and perpetuates negativity.  

As social media is not formal, students seem to feel that it gives them the right and a platform to act in 

any manner they might otherwise do if it were normal FB.  Despair soon set in with what was transpiring, 

and the decision was made to disallow new posts to the group without administrator approval.  Luckily 

for me, I could call Author 1 to seek counsel about the situation.  Interestingly, several students realised 

the situation and posted positive comments about the course to counter-balance the others. 

 

During the 2014 offering of the course, we decided to moderate all comments.  Only three comments 

were blocked throughout the entire course.  Less emphasis was placed on the FB group (i.e., it became a 

supplemental tool, rather than the focus of the course).  Group work still persisted, which caused some 

problems.  Although we have now learned our lesson that the (Myers et al, 2014) approach does not work 

for online teaching. 

 

In conclusion, my middle ground is to use FB Groups as a supplemental environment to engage students 

(i.e., don’t try to run the course through FB), fully explain the rationale (and expected behaviours) for 

why you are using social media, avoid group work in online teaching, and to moderate comments (even 

though it requires some administrative overhead).  Furthermore, try to get support from peers that are 

experimenting with these tools so that they can comfort you during your lows, and likewise celebrate your 

successes! 

 

Conclusions 
 

This paper described our experiences with using social media to establish a learning community in two 

online courses.  Over a three-year period we have learned many lessons regarding what is good and bad, 

and really ugly about using FB for engagement in online teaching.  In summary, the good aspects are that 

FB can create a supportive learning community, which empowers students to be responsible for their own 

studies.  Furthermore, the learning community adds a degree of personalisation to the detached nature of 

online studies.  However, online communities can result in poor or impulsive behaviour by students that 

slander others or post offensive content.  Teaching staff also need to exhibit discipline and 

professionalism in their dealings with social media to ensure that they are not harmed. 

 

We also outlined some really “ugly” experiences we encountered through the use of FB for learning and 

teaching.  These revolve around using social media as a platform to criticise the course.  If not managed 

properly, sinister comments can quickly perpetuate causing harm to the course and emotional distress to 

the course convenor.  Students can also verbally attack the teaching staff.  As FB is not an institution-

hosted forum, some students might be under the impression that it is acceptable to use abusive and 

derogatory language. 
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Online teaching is difficult, and using social media to provide support and online engagement is not for 

the feint-hearted.  Our intention for this paper is to outline what we feel is good about this approach, but 

to also mention potential pitfalls.  With a considered approach, academics can be successful when using 

online learning communities.  However, you will need to be patient, flexible, and willing to try new 

teaching methods. 
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