
 

 

 

Abstract—Communication is paramount to education as a major 

technique to expand our awareness by learning new things from 

others. Apart from face to face and postal communication, one of the 

latest communication means is electronically mediated 

communication such as social networks that answers the need for 

students from dispersed environment to feel their peer existence even 

miles away. The students can participate at any time and post 

comments both in real time and asynchronously so that the discussion 

and learning can be sustained. The main aim of this paper is to 

develop and evaluate a prototype for the use of Facebook social 

networks in project-based learning. Methodologies used involve 

survey, and prototyping design of Facebook learning groups. Some 

prototype Facebook learning groups are developed. A survey is used 

to investigate the impact of the use of social networks on learning. 

The respondents are then also required to evaluate the prototype 

Facebook learning groups in order to establish the productivity 

advantages gained by South African institutions in using social 

network in distance learning and to see what improvements can be 

made. 

 

Keywords—Facebook, Social Networks, Communication, 

enhancing learning.  

I. INTRODUCTION 

DUCATIONAL learning can either be accessed through 

open learning or distant learning. Open learning involves 

intimate or direct contact of the learner and educator or 

lecturer. Whereas with distant learning, learner and educator 

communicate through a mailing system that incorporates 

written guide for learning.  Common mailing methods include 

amongst many methods, postage system which involves an 

intermediate (courier) who will transport the necessary 

information.  

Distance learning works well in cases of a learner being 

situated around areas that are easy to access and at distances 

closer to the institution of enrolment. In contrast though, 

learning in instances where the learner or student is located at 

very remote areas which are also at a significant distance from 

the place of enrolment, the accessibility of the learner can 

become a problem. The learner or student can have challenges 

with getting to the courier facilities (if situated in very rural 

areas), the courier can have difficulties locating the address of 
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the recipient of the mail at some instances. Environmental 

factors such as weather can also play a role towards the ease of 

accessing mail on time and on the condition which the mail 

arrives at the recipient’s disposal.    

This system of learning as such also limits the involved 

parties to minimal direct communication which can build a 

mutual understanding and or limit the frequency of 

communication when needed especially in matters such as new 

developments in subjects of interest and also untimely, 

unforeseen and unprecedented changes that are of a matter of 

immediate urgency. 

This system of learning also brings to light issues that would 

bear concern of travelling costs that can be incurred by the 

recipient when or most especially when located in very remote 

areas that involve distance travelling to and or from courier 

facilities. It is as such important to understand why this study 

seeks to answer these following questions: Is there a 

technological infrastructure that could enhance distance 

learning? Would it be flexible enough and adaptable for 

distance learning? Would it improve Knowledge Management 

and transfer of information between students and the lecturer? 

Would it provide quality education in ICT distance learning? 

Would this study provide answers to any of the above 

mentioned questions? 

Open and distance learning is one of the most rapidly 

growing fields of education, and its potential impact on all 

education delivery systems has been greatly highlighted 

through the development of Internet-based information 

technologies, and in particular the World Wide Web. 

Before the development/creation of technologies that are 

used today to enhance communication in learning, educational 

institutions were using face-to-face learning. Most students are 

not comfortable to participate in class because of their shyness. 

Then, since the use of email started, students in institutions 

were able to communicate without one being nervous. Though 

this method of communicating seems better, it also had 

weaknesses. A problem with email is that email does not 

support archiving data [10], so certain users have difficulty to 

catching up with previous contents. In solving this problem, 

the use of learning management systems such as blackboard 

was introduced [8]. However, another problem is that certain 

students are even unsure that a Blackboard system is helpful to 

enhance their academic performance. 
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Moreover, a problem with blackboard’s specific 

implementation at an African university observed is that it 

doesn’t display students’ pictures along with their messages, 

and that will results in students not linking students with 

specific messages. If students can link students with specific 

messages, the discussions can be continued offline when such 

students meet. Lastly with blackboard, once a student is no 

longer in the course, the student loses access to course 

materials that were available during the course. 

There is thus the need to enhance interactions in the 

communications that takes place in teaching and learning, 

especially in learning from dispersed environment where 

verbal or face-to-face communication are limited. This need 

for the improvement of communications in institutions has 

come up since many students could be shy and communicate 

less in class, the use of blackboards is limited to the study 

period and do not convey pictorial image that could enhance 

communications. 

Facebook is a social networking site designed to connect 

users. Sites such as MySpace and Friendster are similar, but 

Facebook is generally considered the leading social 

networking site among college students. Facebook allows 

individuals to create profiles that include personal interests, 

affiliations, pictures, and—with some limitations—virtually 

anything else a user wants to post. Information entered in a 

profile links that user to others who have posted similar 

information. For example, all users who list a particular band 

or movie as a favourites or who share the same hometown 

constitute a group. In user profiles, each of these pieces of data 

is a link; clicking on it displays everyone else in the network 

who included that element in their profiles. Other connections 

are more structured, based on user-created groups that 

typically have descriptive titles. To create a profile, users—

current students, alumni, faculty, or staff—must have an e-mail 

address in the domain of an institution that is affiliated with 

Facebook. Once you establish an account, you can update it as 

often as you like, adding or changing information including 

pictures, favourites, and blog-type entries. Users build 

networks of ―friends,‖ people who have agreed to be added as 

friends to users’ profiles. You can browse profiles based on 

criteria such as age, relationship status, or major or search the 

database for people you already know and contact them 

through private messages or public notes on their profiles. You 

can also send group announcements, such as a message about a 

political rally to all users at a particular institution who identify 

themselves as politically liberal. 

The main research question then is how can Facebook be 

the technological infrastructure to enhance distance learning in 

ICT? Other questions are: Can it be used as adaptable forum 

for distance learning between students and respective 

educators? Does it provide quality education when employed 

in ICT under distance learning?  

II.  LITERATURE REVIEW 

A. Introduction 

A number of significant researches have been conducted on 

the role and challenges of social networks for education in ICT 

in but none has made reference to the significant role that 

social networks played in education. ―If you read good 

education-related blogs, watch for any Facebook links on their 

sites. You may want to add them as ―friends‖ to gain more 

insight on their education-based views”. Many universities 

implement Facebook on their structure to make things easier 

for their students who are full time and distance in different 

faculties. It is very rare to find a student who does not have a 

Facebook account. ―Facebook is a network that connects 

students with other students, indirectly creating a learning 

community – a vital component of student education [2]‖. The 

only challenge they come across is the platform that they use 

to access the social network itself which is the internet 

sometimes it is slow sometimes is fast. We will have a look at 

different studies from different researchers about Facebook as 

a tool for education is distance learning.  

B. The Use of Social Networks for Learning 

Everson [3] observes that much so-called social media are 

essentially vehicles for the transmission of messages generated 

by individuals; Sun et. al. [9] explored the effectiveness of 

using wikis as an environment to support peer-assessment in 

higher education settings. The list is endless.  

C. Web 2.0 and Social Networking 

Web 2.0 is defined by Wikipedia as ―a trend in World Wide 

Web technology and web design, a second generation of web-

based communities and hosted services such as social-

networking sites, wikis, blogs, and folksonomies, which aim to 

facilitate creativity, collaboration, and sharing among users‖. 

Social networking has been gaining grounds in current society. 

According to Heyden [5], social networking web sites used for 

creating and maintaining social connections have become an 

important medium for interaction and sharing among 

individuals in the cyber world. Among the commonly used 

social technologies like discussion boards, P2P newsgroups, 

listservs and real time chat. 

    Informal communities of teachers have developed 

communities and networks of practice using the connective 

facets of social media including twitter, Facebook.  

There is a fair amount of professional and popular interest 

in the effects of social media on college student development 

and success [6]. Student seems to be obliged to join social 

media at the  universities in most cases  Facebook is the most 

popular social  network that is used to communicate with their 

friends on campus , and research shows that anywhere between 

85 and 99% of college students use Facebook [8]. 

―Researchers from the Pew Internet and American Life Project 

found that between 67% and 75% of college-aged young 

adults (who may not necessarily be enrolled in college) use 

social networking websites‖ [6]. It makes sense to examine the 
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relationship between Facebook use and student engagement 

for two general reasons: 

1) Today’s college students use Facebook at high rates, as 

illustrated by the statistics presented in the introduction and 

2) ―Facebook intends to be an engaging platform going so far 

as to measure their success in terms of user engagement‖ [6]. 

D. Why Use Facebook in Education? 

Facebook has quickly become the social network site of 

choice by college students and an integral part of the ―behind 

the scenes‖ college experience [8].  Since its inception 2004, 

virtually all colleges in the United States (and growing 

internationally) have designated college networks within the 

site. The adoption rates of Facebook in universities and 

colleges are remarkable; 85% of college students that have a 

college network within Facebook have adopted it [1]. 

Furthermore, Facebook also has a growing audience in 

perspective teachers’ high school and middle school students. 

To illustrate, registration for individuals age 12-17 grew by 

149% between May 2006 and May 2007 [7] and a 2007 Pew 

Internet and American Life Project study found that 55% of 

12-17 were using social networking sites [6]. Not only are 

many teens registered on social networking sites, but they are 

also very active users. The 2007 Pew Internet and American 

Life study found that ―48% of teens visit social networking 

websites daily or more often; 26% visit once a day, and 22% 

visit several times a day‖ [6].  In addition to the incredible 

usage rate among students, there are a number of unique 

features that make it amenable to educational pursuits. For 

example, Facebook is equipped with bulletin boards, instant 

messaging, email, and the ability to post videos and pictures. 

Most notably, anyone can post information and collaborate 

within the system. Recently, Facebook has opened up 

development of downloadable applications, which can further 

supplement the educational functions of Facebook. While 

many of these technological tools mirror those found in 

currently employed courseware programs (e.g. blackboard, 

moodle, etc.), the ability and ease with which an individual 

(instructor or student) can upload photo and videos, the 

frequent and seamless updates and maintenance, the generous 

1024 MB limit on videos, and the compatibility with a wide 

variety of web browsers are superior to some courseware 

options. Beyond high usage rates and some technological 

advantages, social networks, such as Facebook, can provide 

numerous other pedagogical advantages to both teachers and 

students. 

E. Some Subtle Limitations of Social Networks in Education 

Gottschalk [4] indicates that social networks sometimes 

bring out a user’s alter ego as users who are supportive and 

cordial in face-to-face interactions may take on another 

personality of sending aggressive and sometimes abusive 

email. Also, Gottschalk [4] highlights the possibility of using 

email for political purposes in an organizational context such 

as using email to instigate and stage a rebellion. Furthermore, 

Gottschalk [4] cites the abuse of social networks in 

organizations leading to excessive costs and sometimes 

litigation. 

III. METHODOLOGY 

The five-month study took place during the second semester 

of the 2014 academic year at the Information and 

Communication Technology unit at an African university: 

altogether, 342 students, and 1 lecturer. The observation 

period lasted 15 weeks – 105 days – wherein all members 

played different important and interrelated roles in using the 

system. We explained the system usage protocols and 

nominated different users’ clusters to the initial groups 

(Learning Facilitators, Active Participants, Semi-Structured 

Interviews and Survey). 

1) Learning Facilitator (LF) – The instructor attempted to 

guide and facilitate all students to both learn from in-class 

exercises and discussions. We provide students with class 

slides and case studies and usually allow students to share their 

IT-related experiences, 

2) Active Participants (AP) – 340 students used Facebook to 

communicate with each other outside of classroom. They play 

the important role of creating User-Generated Content (UGC) 

through wall posts, commenting on others' content, and posting 

photos and videos. The active participants also constantly 

update the Facebook group by posting IT-related news, as well 

as responding to each other’s comments, answering and 

responding to others' questions, and asking others questions 

through their Facebook wall. 

3) Semi-Structured Interviews – To gain better understanding 

on how users use the system, In addition, the instructor also 

gained user feedback from weekly in-class discussions. 

4) Survey – We also distributed a survey at the end of 

semester. We intended to see if students were able to learn by 

using Facebook as a learning object. 

5) Radio Survey –We also conducted a survey on radio by 

posting a status in a radio station Facebook page called 

Ikwekwezi FM. The group has 10,500 members. 
 

The academics and staff including lecturers and faculty 

administrators in various institutions in South Africa are 

surveyed in order to establish the productivity advantages 

gained by South African institutions in using social network in 

distance learning. The qualitative method was used that 

included open-ended questions, interview and observation. A 

comprehensive survey questionnaire that consists of 11 

questions was used to collect data from various respondents 

which are students and lecturers. The questionnaire was used 

to produce results that were as objective as possible. The use 

of questionnaire was influenced by the lack of data in the 

public domain on this matter. 

The questions were structured as follows: 

Use of technology in class – this question was asked to 

get a sense of what are the challenges were encountered 

when using Facebook for academically purposes. 

Frequency of use of Face book. This to test if the use of a 

particular technology adds value to the quality of 

teaching. 
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 Facebook for academically purposes. This  to check the 

importance of a tool in education 

Technological infrastructure. – This question was asked 

to check the technological challenged when accessing the 

internet which is the platform of the social network. 

Method of communication with students when off 

campus. The use of email, social networks and other 

forms of communication has grown significantly in 

universities. 

    The study essentially used Facebook groups. It was difficult 

to find the academically groups for students who are doing 

distance learning under ICT most of the students were not 

familiar in using Facebook for learning. The study will put 

more light to students to use Facebook for learning in higher 

education especially for those who are in distance learning 

under ICT. Although it was difficult to collect enough data 

using one Facebook group, information was obtained from 

another web based survey using the Facebook group from a 

certain radio station that contains 1.6 million listeners and over 

10 000 members on their Facebook group page. 

 Survey questionnaires were issued to the students and 

lecturer who volunteered to take part in the study. These were 

the students of the University who are in Information 

Communication Technology faculty the group is called 

It_Skills_2014. It can be accessible via Facebook, you need to 

join the group and the lecturer will approve your request. Out 

of 75 surveys distributed, 58 were returned. The results show 

that 18 of the students think it’s useful to use Facebook as a 

supplemental learning tool for their class. However, only 35 

think that Facebook helped them in learning. The features they 

deemed as most useful for learning purposes were Discussion 

and Photo. The Wall, comments, and private messages were 

used as communication and collaboration tools more than for 

learning purpose. The rest of the features (Video, Quizzes, and 

Tagging) were deemed as fun activities. 

 Ikwekwezi fm has 1.6 million listeners is part of SABC 

radio stations which broadcast in isiNdebele. An 

announcement was sent out about the survey. Then the status 

was posted on the station’s Facebook page called 

IKWEKWEZI FM. The listeners were enjoined and implored 

to participate on the survey. The e-mail was also sent to 

participants, and it contains a link that will direct them to 

Ikwekwezi FM Facebook page. Out of 10 500 members on the 

group 52 responded. 

IV. FACEBOOK GROUPS DEVELOPMENT AND RESULTS 

A. Facebook Group Called IT_Skills_2014  

The group started in February 2014. All posts were 

categorized it includes the posts by instructors, students and 

teacher assistant. This content included mainly class 

announcements and home work inquiries (Wall). It includes 

the weekly assignment posts where lecturer and students hold a 

discussion   about IT-related issues. It includes student’s 

presentation, group work and whiteboard photos taken by 

students. Also, students posts current IT news that are directly 

link to in-class discussions (Photo).It includes instructors’ 

class introduction and assignment example  comments from 

both lecturers, students. The comments were counted from the 

wall, photo. It include the quizzes generated by students 

mostly are related to different programming languages. 

The lecturer updates student on the marks or predicates 

when it time for exams. Most of the comments were students’ 

responses to different sections, such as IT news, as well as 

their back-and-forth conversation amongst themselves. 

Discussion also had a high amount of activity, however all of 

the activity in this section was mandatory, as most discussion 

were based on the weekly assignment that students have to 

answer the IT related questions. Posting photos was also a 

popular activity, where students used this feature to post 

pictures related to IT news. 

General survey: A questionnaire was used as the main data 

analysis tool. As illustrated in figure 1, below are the details on 

preferred method of communication: 

30% indicated in interest in using Blackboard software; 

10% indicated an interest in Email; 

50% preferred Facebook and 

10% like Twitter. 
 

    Figure 2 relates to the interest in using educational tool. 

90% of the respondents indicated that they would like to have 

access to internet, 60% indicated an interest in using an online 

assessment system, 50% indicated that they would like to use a 

learner management system, 87% expressed interest in using 

email, 95 % indicated that they would like to use a personal 

computer, 60% indicated that they want to use a laser pointer 

and, 90% expressed interest in using a projector. 
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Fig. 1 Preferred Communication tools 
 

 
Fig. 2 Interests in using ICT tools 
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Interviews: Parts of the interview responses are given below. 

“I like using Facebook in IS201; it gives me the chance to 

interact with my classmates and the 

Teachers outside of classroom. Since I already use Facebook 

on the daily basis so it‟s nice for me to just browse on 

Facebook and then visit the IT-skills_2014 group to see what 

others are up to.” 

“Facebook provides a good tool that integrates existing 

web technology such as Discussion board, chat, blog and 

YouTube. The tool provides more of the „community-based‟ 

feeling where I feel comfortable sharing knowledge with the 

people I network with from my class.” 

“I like the ability to ask questions on the Facebook Wall 

where I can some answers from both my classmates and our 

instructors 
 

TABLE I 

FACEBOOK FEATURES AND THEIR IMPORTANT ROLES 

Facebook 

Features 

Description 

Wall Instructors and students use the Wall to Communicate 

with each other. Oftentimes, students help each other in 

Answering each other's questions. 

Discussion Students shared knowledge with one another by sharing 

their answers to the Discussion assignments. In 

addition, many returned to the discussion thread to 

response to other posters 

Photo Students scanned and posted IT news on Facebook and 

gave summaries of the posted news. Many students 

oftentimes made interesting comments and responded 

to each other in this section 

Comments Students made constructive comments on each other's 

posts, sometimes helping other class members to 

answer some simple questions. 

Quiz Students created educational quizzes and shared them 

with the rest of the participants. 

Private 

Message 

Students mainly used this feature as a private 

communication tool between themselves and the 

instructors or teacher assistant. 

 

Along with the combination of descriptive data discussed in 

Table 1 and the qualitative data obtained from the survey and 

interviews, this information shows strong evidence of a high 

number of communicative and joint activities amongst all 

students. Students were able to use different sets of Facebook 

features to achieve collaboration and help each other. 

B. Facebook Group Called Ikwekwezi_FM 

Ikwekwezi fm has 1.6 million listeners is part of SABC 

radio stations which broadcast in isiNdebele. I sent an 

announcement on air about the survey I want to conduct, then 

the status was posted the presenter directed the listeners to 

participate on the survey. Out of 10 500 members on the group 

52 participated on the survey and below are some of the 

comments from listeners about Facebook to enhance distance 

learning: 

1.” Some of us we are at college studying by correspondence 

we have to ensure that students do not get bored we create 

some pages for certain modules where lectures post 

assignments, test dates and the module content, it is easy for 

students to comment because they are enjoying face book.” 

2.” I‟m 100% addicted to Facebook since high school I 

socialize with students from other institutions we used to share 

modules about a certain faculty” 

3. “Facebook was basically introduced by Mark and his 

friends for academically purposes so why not let‟s give a try 

to enhance our educational system.” 

4.” Our minds now focused on social networks we spent 30% 

focusing on our books and concentrate most on social 

networks” 

5. “Social networks have became the way and the easiest 

access to connect to the outside world and people around us 

either at school or tertiary levels we are bound to use them 

instead of having to call, or SMS. We need to updates on 

media, government education, and current affairs”. 

V.  CONCLUSION 

This study is aimed at bridging the gap in communication 

that could support learning with the use of Facebook Social 

networks. Both the review of the literature and the collected 

data clearly reveal that ICT and social networks play important 

role in education. However there are still challenges that 

policy makers in ICT need to take into considerations. The use 

of ICT in education is growing gradually, even though this 

penetration levels vary across different countries. The use of 

social networks on mobile devices continues to grow among 

the youths and so would assist the youths in enhancing 

learning. It is therefore recommended that institution of higher 

learning put more funds into ICT implementation. The 

following recommendations are made: 

- The use of social networks in universities and institution 

of higher learning should be increased. 

- Challenges facing ICT implementation need to be 

resolved. 

- Students and teachers need to be trained on the use of 

various ICT technologies in class like social networks. 

- Communication methods between students and teacher 

when on and off campus need to be improved. 
 

Future researches could look at the business and 

technological challenges facing educational institutions. Data 

communication devices and telecommunication landscape 

have been subjected to many changes. The future study should 

take a look at Web 2.0 as the network platform for social 

network and try to go deeper into utilizing mobile learning 

technologies.  
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