
DOI: 10.4018/IJICTE.2018010103

International Journal of Information and Communication Technology Education
Volume 14 • Issue 1 • January-March 2018


Copyright©2018,IGIGlobal.CopyingordistributinginprintorelectronicformswithoutwrittenpermissionofIGIGlobalisprohibited.



33

Using Social Media to Improve Student-
Instructor Communication in an 
Onlinef Learning Environment
Rong Guo, University of West Georgia, Carrollton, GA, USA

Yide Shen, Rowan University, Glassboro, NJ, USA

Lei Li, Kennesaw State University, Kennesaw, GA, USA

ABSTRACT

Thelackofeffectivefaculty-studentinteractionhasbeenidentifiedasamaincontributortothehigh
dropoutrateinonlineeducation.Forthispaper,theauthorsconductedanempiricalstudyusingasocial
networkingtool,specificallyFacebook,toimprovestudent-instructorcommunicationandstudent
performanceinanonlinelearningenvironment.TheyrecruitedthreesectionsofanintroductoryIT
courseatapublicuniversityanddividedthemintotwogroups:(1)atreatmentgroupwhereFacebook
wasusedasanadditionalcommunicationtooland(2)acontrolgroupwherethecoursesettingwasn’t
changed.Theauthorssurveyedtheparticipants’opinionsontheuseofFacebookinthetreatment
group,andcollectedparticipants’academicperformancedata forboth the treatmentandcontrol
groups.TheirresearchfindingsshowthattheuseofFacebookasasupplementalcommunication
methodcanhelpaninstructorbetterreachouttostudents,reduceacourse’sfailurerate,andimprove
studentcourseperformance.
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1. INTROdUCTION

Onlinelearninghasenjoyedexponentialgrowthinrecentyearsduetotheflexibilityandconvenience
itoffers students (Moore&Kearsley,2011).Notonlyhasonlineenrollmentbeengrowingvery
fast,butmoreandmorecollegesanduniversitiesconsideronlinelearningacriticalaspectoftheir
long-termstrategies(Allen&Seaman,2016).Oneofthegreatestchallengesinonlinelearningisits
highdropoutrate(Clay,Rowland,&Packard,2009),whichreferstostudentfailureinorfailureto
completeacourse(Lee&Choi,2011).Amongthevariousfactorscontributingtothedropoutproblem
isalackofinstructor-studentinteraction(Bocchi,Eastman,&Swift,2004;Ivankova&Stick,2007;
Lee&Choi,2011).Inanattempttoaddressthelackofinstructor-studentinteractionproblem,we
adoptedasocialmediatool,namelyFacebook,toengagestudentsenrolledinanonlineintroductory
ITcourseandinvestigatedtheeffectivenessofsuchanapproach.

Theremainderofthispaperisorganizedasfollows.Insectiontwo,wereviewtheliteratureon
onlinelearninganditschallenges,aswellastheuseofsocialmediaandFacebookforeducational
purposes.Sectionthreeintroducestheresearchhypotheses.Sectionfourdescribestheresearchmethod
forthisstudy.Insectionfive,wepresentourresearchfindingstoillustratetheeffectivenessofusing
Facebooktoimproveinstructor-studentcommunicationandstudentperformance.Last,insection
six,wediscussthecontributionsofthisstudy.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEw

2.1. Online Learning and Its Challenges
Anexcitingfieldinhighereducationthathasrecentlyenjoyedexponentialgrowthisonlinelearning
(Moore&Kearsley,2011).Educatorshavenotedthat“onlinelearninghasbeenpromotedasbeing
morecosteffectiveandconvenientthantraditionaleducationalenvironmentsaswellasproviding
opportunitiesformorelearnerstocontinuetheireducations”(RichardsonandSwan,2003,p.69).
Studentsappreciate theconvenienceandflexibilityofonlineclasses,whichallowthemtostudy
fromanywhere,attheirownpaceandintheirowntime.Duetothesebenefits,onlineenrollmenthas
beengrowingsubstantially.Accordingtoa2015surveyofonlineeducationintheUnitedStates,in
fall2014,morethan5.8millionstudentstookatleastoneonlinecourse–accountingformorethan
onefourth(28percent)ofallenrolledstudents–andover2.8millionstudentswerecurrentlytaking
coursesexclusivelyonline(Allen&Seaman,2016).Onlinelearninghasalsobecomestrategically
importanttomanyacademicinstitutions.Thesame2015surveyrevealedthatamongmorethan2,800
collegesanduniversitiesparticipatinginthesurvey,63.3percentreportedonlinelearningascritical
totheirinstitution’slong-termstrategy.

Despitetheexponentialgrowthofonlinelearninganditsstrategicimportance,challengesstill
exist.Thehighdropoutrateinonlinecourses(ascomparedtotraditionalcourses)isoneofthegreatest
problemsfacingeducators(Clayetal.,2009).Dropoutreferstoeitherastudent’sfailureinorfailure
tocompleteacourse(Lee&Choi,2011).Researchershaveidentifiedvariousfactorsthatcontribute
tothedropoutproblem,withalackofinstructor-studentinteractionbeingoneofthemaincontributors
(Bocchietal.,2004;Ivankova&Stick,2007;Lee&Choi,2011).Toencouragestudentstopersist
inonlinecourses,instructorsshouldgiveappropriatefeedbackinatimelymanner,providesupport
tostudents,andinvolvestudentsininteractiveactivities(Ivankova&Stick,2007).

Toaddressthelackofinstructor-studentinteractionissue,researchersofferedmultiplesuggestions,
includingusingcommunicationtechnologytools(Poellhuber,Chomienne,&Karsenti,2008).We
chosetouseasocialmediatool,Facebook,toimproveinstructor-studentcommunicationinanonline
learningenvironment.Beforewedescribeourapproach,areviewoftheuseofsocialmediaingeneral,
andFacebookinparticular,foreducationalpurposesisdiscussed.

2.2. Using Social Media for Educational Purposes
Inabroadsense, socialmedia refers toanymedia thathelps integrate technology into the lives
ofpeopleforthepurposeofcommunication(Olofsson,Lindberg,&Stodberg,2011).Theuseof
socialmediahasgrownexponentiallyoverthepastdecade-sohastheuseofsocialmediainhigher
education.Moreandmoreuniversitiesareusingsocialmediatoolssuchassocialnetworkingsites,
wikis,orblogstointeractwithandengagestudents.Accordingtoasurveyofnearly1000university
facultymembers,52percentusesocialmediatoolssuchaswikis,blogs,andpodcastsintheirclasses
andmorethan30percentusesocialnetworkstocommunicatewithstudents(Parry,2010).

There iscompellingevidence that socialmedia isavaluable tool toengagestudents inand
outsideoftheclassroom,therebyimprovingtheiracademicperformance.Manyrecentstudieshave
shownthatsocialmediaplayacentralroleinonlineeducation(Wilson,2013).BarczykandDuncan
(2013)identifiedthewayssocialmediahavebeenusedinclassroomteaching,fromreplacingemail
toincreasingaccesstoonlineclassroominteractionfor“shy”students.Researchersalsofoundthat
theuseofsocialmediatoolscanpromoteinteractionbetweeninstructorsandstudents,thusimproving
teachingqualityinlargeonlineclasses(Nagel&Kotzé,2010).

2.3. Using Facebook for Educational Purposes
Facebookisoneofthemostpopularsocialmediatoolsusedinthefieldofeducation,duetotwomain
reasons.First,Facebookisverypopularamongstudents,whoarealreadyfamiliarwithitsfeatures;
thisreducestheriskofuserresistancetoadoptFacebookforlearning(LaRue,2012;McCarthy,2010;
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