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Using Facebook as an Educational Tool in an Agricultural Communications Course
Introduction


Traditional approaches to teaching and learning are quickly losing their ability to challenge, motivate, and engage students in ways that are compatible with their digital lives in a techno-centric society (Roth, 2009).  The current student generation has grown up in a technologically rich world, using mobile phones, chat rooms, email, computer games, listening to music and watching television and videos, often simultaneously as part of their social engagement (McMahon and Pospisil, 2005).  Students today spend a majority of their time accessing social networking sites (SNS) that they use to connect with friends all over the world.  
Facebook is a SNS that has more than 500 million active users and 50% of active users log on to Facebook everyday (Facebook, 2011).  Facebook is one of the most popular SNS for college students and was by far the one website that helped “tip” SNS into the mainstream culture (Roblyer, McDaniel, Webb, Herman, & Witty, 2010).  With the increased interest held by students, some educational experts have begun looking into introducing Facebook into their curriculum as an educational tool. Reuben (2008) argued that there is great potential in education for Facebook. This innovative idea examined the impact of Facebook as an educational tool on student performance in an agricultural communications course. 
How it Works
At the beginning of the semester, every student in the course is encouraged to join the Facebook group that is created by the instructor for the course. Students were notified that there was no penalty or incentive for joining the group and that they can join at any time during the semester. Throughout the course of the semester, the Facebook group page was used as a vehicle to provide students with instant feedback on course work and presentation grades (sent through private messaging). The group page also was used to post course reminders (e.g., chapter readings), dues dates (e.g., peer evaluation form due dates), and allowed students to post links to additional resources. The group page also served as a communication tool that was used to address student questions about topics that were discussed in class. The syllabus for the class and other documents such as rubrics were accessible to the students through the document uploading feature. Additionally, a video library was uploaded to provide students with examples of presentations that they would have to perform in class. Students were given the option to leave the group at any time (with no penalty). The instructor and teaching assistant (if available) served as administrators for the group. Students were informed that any vulgar language or inappropriate pictures posted to the group site would not be tolerated. Other features of the Facebook group were the poll/survey option in which the instructor could post questions for quick student response. Online chats can also be arranged with all group members.
Results to Date
There were a total of 37 students enrolled in the course. The researchers discovered that a majority (20) of the students did join the Facebook group.  The researchers did observe that those students who were members of the Facebook group had better classroom relationships among other group members. It was also observed that, because of the increase use of smartphones and other Internet-ready devices (e.g., I-Pads, eReaders, computer tablets, etc.), course information was available at any time. Students indicated that they were more successful in the course because of their ability to stay updated on the course information while being on a website (Facebook) that they enthusiastically use as compared to other instructional-dedicated sites such as WebCT and eCampus. The Facebook platform also allowed larger files to be uploaded as compared to eCampus. This was a crucial consideration for the video library. 
Future Plans
Participants of the study suggested that this tool should be used as an educational tool in the future for the course. Participants also agreed that having a similar Facebook group for other courses would have been beneficial for their success. Overall, the students felt that the use of the Facebook group as an educational tool was beneficial. Due to the student response to the integration of Facebook as an educational tool and their academic performance, the Facebook group will be used again during the next course. Future research plans include developing an instrument to assess the impact that the Facebook membership had on test scores, attendance, and in class presentations.  

Resources Needed
· Internet access (provided by the university). 

· Facebook account (free)

· A Facebook group (created once the user has created an account). Allow only members of the course (through invitation) and teaching assistants to have access to the group.

· Minimal knowledge of creating special groups within social networking sites.
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