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Facebook in the Virtual Classroom

Introduction / Need for innovation or idea
The College of Agriculture and Life Sciences at Virginia Tech offers an online Masters degree in Agriculture and Life Sciences (MALS).  The MALS program is designed for adults who would like to pursue a Master’s degree while continuing to work full-time or fulfill other personal obligations.  The MALS program allows students to work virtually; therefore the student reside around the country. The average age of MALS students is 36 with representation from diverse occupations including teaching, Extension, private industry, and government.  

The courses generally use an online course delivery system such as Blackboard or Scholar to deliver educational content.  In the summer of 2009, the program development and evaluation course added the use of Facebook, a social networking site, as an element of course delivery.  Facebook was used in addition to Blackboard as a means of facilitating required weekly class discussions. The primary motivation for using Facebook was the lack of user-friendly discussion board options on Blackboard.     

According to the Pew Internet & American Life Project, 35% of American adult internet users use social networking sites (Lenhart, 2009).  In 2005, the percentage was 8%, demonstrating the growth in adult usage of social networking sites (SNS).  Facebook accounts for 22% of adult social network users whereas 50% use MySpace, 6% use LinkedIn and another 13% use other sites such as BlackPlanet or Hi5. In addition to increasing numbers of adults using SNS, the frequency of use, as measured by visiting “yesterday”, has increased from 2% in 2005 to 19% in 2008 (Lenhart, 2009). 
Steps
The primary course management tool was Blackboard.  Weekly lectures and assignments were posted on the Blackboard site but required discussion posts (minimum of 2 per week per student) which were conducted via Facebook.  Prior to using Facebook, students were asked how they felt about the use of Facebook.  No students (n=9) expressed objections to using the social networking site for scholarly discussions.  After establishing consensus from students, the instructor took the following steps to introduce Facebook as a class tool:
· The instructor created a Facebook “group” requiring permission to join. 

· Students were asked to establish a Facebook account if they did not have one.

· Students then requested to join the group.  The instructor had to approve each group member. 

· Joining the group did not give students access to other students Facebook pages if they were restricted.  

· The initial post was a short biography with photo of each student and faculty member.

· Each week students were required to make one post on the weekly topic and reply at least once to someone else’s post. 
Implications
A mid-term course evaluation asked students their opinions’ about the Facebook discussion board.  Six students (67%) responded to the anonymous online evaluation survey.  Five of the six respondents (83%) indicated that they liked the use of Facebook for class discussions.  Typical responses include: “Again, I enjoy using Facebook as the discussion board.  It’s very convenient and makes things more personal.  I definitely prefer Facebook to Blackboard.”  The student who did not like using Facebook stated, “I find Facebook to be very distracting and so I’d rather not use it for class discussion.” 
Future plans
Using Facebook as the discussion board platform for this course was overall, successful. The instructor and the majority of students found the discussion platform to be easier to follow than the Blackboard discussion platform. However there are important considerations before incorporating Facebook or other social networking sites into formal online classes.  One important consideration is increased faculty time setting up an additional media for class and walking students through the process. It was assumed that students would have Facebook accounts and this was not, in fact, the case. Several students were new to Facebook but email communications between the student and instructor were sufficient for getting students started. 

A second consideration is privacy. The course’s Facebook group was established so that access to any posted information was available only with approval from the “administrator”, in this case the instructor.  Facebook users are able to set levels of access to their accounts.  Most students set strict access to their accounts so that other students could not view their pages, only their class posts.  Privacy did not become a problem for this relatively small group of graduate students but caution should be used when considering Facebook in other types of courses. 
Costs/resources needed
One of the benefits of using Facebook is that there is no additional cost to incorporate Facebook into the online learning environment.  Some research (Bugeja, 2006) has suggested that Facebook encourages distraction and multitasking rather than engaging students in the learning process. One student did remark that they found Facebook distracting but it did not seem to be a major issue in an asynchronous online environment.   Other research indicates that Facebook can increase a students’ sense of community and connection (Mack et al., 2007) which seemed to be the case in this course.  The ability to see pictures of the instructor and other students and the biographical postings seemed to help increase class connectivity and community. 
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