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ABSTRACT

There is a large body of research suggesting that online students feel disconnected from their academic 
institutions. This sense of detachment may elicit feelings of frustration and isolation, as well as contrib-
ute to academic failure. Students’ success and satisfaction in the online learning environment may be 
contingent upon the type of interaction between the student, faculty member, and their classroom peers. 
Online instructors are challenged with finding the means to bridge the gap of physical space to create 
authentic relationships. Social media, especially social networking, holds much promise for creating a 
space where emotional engagement between the instructor and students can be facilitated beyond the 
virtual classroom. The aim of this chapter is to share best practices in social media to engage the online 
student in a manner that is both productive and efficient.

INTRODUCTION

In 2013, over 7.1 million students in higher education pursued at least one online class (Allen & Seaman, 
2014). Online learning is increasingly popular due to the many benefits associated with it, including: 
significant flexibility in one’s academic schedule, reduced cost, and less commuting time (Clingerman 
& Bernard, 2004; Crowell & McCarragher, 2007; Kim, 2008). Many students also seek online learning 
opportunities due to the increased access to diverse faculty, specialty programs, and the individualized 
support it brings (Crowell & McCarragher, 2007; Kim, 2008). Despite these notable benefits associated 

Utilizing Social Media to Engage 
Students in Online Learning:

Building Relationships Outside of 
the Learning Management System

Sara Bender
Central Washington University, USA

Patricia Dickenson
National University, USA



35

Utilizing Social Media to Engage Students in Online Learning
 

with online learning, this modality of education is often criticized for a myriad of reasons, including 
its potential to perpetuate student isolation; which could have negative implications on one’s academic 
achievement, satisfaction, and self-esteem (Glazer & Wanstreet, 2011). In fact, some estimate that there 
is a 10-20% higher dropout rate amongst online learning courses compared to traditional higher educa-
tion courses (Carr, 2000).

While there are many factors likely to contribute to a student’s decision to drop a course, one must 
consider the impact of learning environment on such a choice, including the student’s interactions with 
others in the class. The close physical proximity between class members within traditional learning 
environments naturally facilitates student-to-student interactions as well as those that occur between 
faculty and students. This tends to lead to the establishment of a positive rapport amongst class mem-
bers. By traditional design, however, many online courses rely on pre-loaded content, which may not 
promote student engagement. With this in mind, online instructors are tasked with the job of expanding 
the traditional faculty role of content expert to educational community facilitator. This new role is met 
by providing students with a virtual learning community in which students are encouraged to engage 
in both formal and informal communications allowing for the opportunity to make connections with 
others in the class, to explore new ideas, and to master course content. One way to promote interactions 
between online students and their faculty and with their peers is to capitalize on the use of social media, 
especially social networking platforms. Interactions via social media may contribute to an increased 
sense of connection thus stimulating the establishment of a positive rapport amongst class members and 
subsequent student success and satisfaction.

Learning management systems typically allow instructors and course designers to embed various 
widgets into their course shells. The use of such tools allows faculty to capitalize on social media sites 
to share information and communicate with their pupils. More than 74% of adults access the Internet 
to patronize social media sites. As such, it may be assumed that most students maintain some sort of 
social media presence (Pew Research, 2014). By engaging students via these channels, instructors may 
increase a sense of community within a class, and promote student interest in course materials while 
simultaneously prompting them to participate in class activities. The goals of this chapter are:

1.  Introduce the reader to various forms of social media typically accessed by students
2.  Explain how each type of social media may be used to connect with students and be leveraged for 

student success
3.  Review strategies to promote the instructor’s online presence and social media activity in a manner 

that is both productive and efficient

BACKGROUND

Social media emerged from the increased popularity of and access to the Internet. Dabbagh and Kitsantas 
(2011) indicate that social media is “a 21st century term used to broadly define a variety of networked 
tools or technologies that emphasize the social aspects of the Internet as a channel for communication, 
collaboration and creative expression” (p. 3). Social media are tools that allow users to share information 
with others in a manner that is expedient, collaborative, and flexible. A majority of Americans maintain 
at least one social media account, if not several, to help them remain in contact with and collaborate with 
others (Pew Center, 2014). One critical aspect of social media is social networking. Social networks 
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