The Facebook Factor:  Social Media in a Graduate Course
Quisto Settle

Ricky Telg

Tracy Irani

PO Box 110540

Gainesville, Fl 32611-0540

(352) 392-0502

qsettle@ufl.edu

rwtelg@ufl.edu

irani@ufl.edu

The Facebook Factor:  Social Media in a Graduate Course
Introduction
Social media, which is Web content that is viewed and changed by its users (Comm, 2009), has exploded over the past five years. One of the more well-known social networking sites, Facebook, has over 350 million members worldwide (Press Room, n.d.). It can only be expected that social media will dip its toes into the educational waters. But how are students going to react to a change in class norms?
Theoretical framework

Expectancy Violations Theory (EVT) is the guiding concept of this study. EVT is relevant any time individuals are interacting with each other and Individual A deviates from what Individual B is expecting (West & Turner, 2007). Individual B interprets the violation as good or bad depending on what the actual violation was, the characteristics of the violating individual, and the context of the violation. In the case of social media in class, this new media has typically been for personal use, so there is a risk that students might not be receptive to changing the way things are done to accommodate this new and probably personal media.
Methodology

The purpose of this study was to assess students’ opinions of the integration of Facebook into required course work for a graduate course in leadership. It was required for students in the class to post discussion questions related to the weekly lectures on Facebook before each class. Students were asked what their overall impression of using Facebook, how they felt it changed discussions, how it changed their overall learning, and how using Facebook compared to using the university’s official course management system that could have accomplished the same task. There were 12 participants in this study. They ranged in age from 22 to 44, with all but two being 26 or younger. Nine participants were master’s students and three were PhD students, and all were full-time students. The instructor was asked questions related to why Facebook was used to facilitate online discussions instead of the official course management system. This was the instructor’s third time to teach the course.
Results
The instructor made the switch based on the perspective of the students and the instructor. The instructor had not had good experiences with the university’s official course management system. The university also had a lot of turnover in course management systems. The current system had only been in place for two years at the time of the study and was going to be replaced the next year. The instructor also liked the ease of access that Facebook provided. The majority of students have Facebook accounts and can be accessed from any computer with Internet access. One of the other benefits related to open access was for outside presenters to see students’ discussion questions, which would be more difficult with the university’s course management system. Aside from a slight problem in the first week, the instructor felt the implementation of Facebook had gone well and they would use it again.
Most participants liked using Facebook for class discussion, but there were negatives relating to getting distracted one the site. A couple of respondents didn’t like using what they felt was a personal Web site for class. The participants were pretty split on whether discussions were made better or worse by Facebook, though responses tended to relate more to how the discussions were executed by other students, good or bad. None of the participants felt that using Facebook had hurt their overall learning in the class, but less than half felt their learning was enhanced because of it. Most felt Facebook was better than E-learning would have been, typically because Facebook was seen as more user-friendly.
Conclusions/Recommendations
Overall, the implementation of Facebook as a means of discussion for the course went well. This could be due to students not being expected to go beyond the most basic Facebook function of being able to post on a discussion board. While the participants held a generally positive view of Facebook for the class, there were some issues, but many of these issues dealt more with how students, including themselves, were using Facebook for discussions. These issues could have just as easily occurred on any online medium for class discussion. There also appeared to be violations that occurred in regard to using what a couple of participants felt was a personal medium in education.
As with any tool or activity used for class, there were mixed results. While the majority saw this use of Facebook in a good light, there were still issues involved. In the end, the reaction to anything new being introduced to a class of students is going to depend on the students’ expectations and how the teacher implements it. In this case, the teacher implementing Facebook had a personal account and was aware of how to use the site. Based on this research, when considering what tool to use for class, instructors should understand how they and their students will use it. In this instance, the instructor was aware of both the instructor’s and students’ involvement with Facebook and believed the transition of using Facebook as an interactive tool would be easy for students. Future research should look at different social media and different students to see if similar results occur.
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