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Using Social Media to Improve Student-
Instructor Communication in an 
Onlinef Learning Environment
Rong Guo, University of West Georgia, Carrollton, GA, USA

Yide Shen, Rowan University, Glassboro, NJ, USA

Lei Li, Kennesaw State University, Kennesaw, GA, USA

ABSTRACT

Thelackofeffectivefaculty-studentinteractionhasbeenidentifiedasamaincontributortothehigh
dropoutrateinonlineeducation.Forthispaper,theauthorsconductedanempiricalstudyusingasocial
networkingtool,specificallyFacebook,toimprovestudent-instructorcommunicationandstudent
performanceinanonlinelearningenvironment.TheyrecruitedthreesectionsofanintroductoryIT
courseatapublicuniversityanddividedthemintotwogroups:(1)atreatmentgroupwhereFacebook
wasusedasanadditionalcommunicationtooland(2)acontrolgroupwherethecoursesettingwasn’t
changed.Theauthorssurveyedtheparticipants’opinionsontheuseofFacebookinthetreatment
group,andcollectedparticipants’academicperformancedata forboth the treatmentandcontrol
groups.TheirresearchfindingsshowthattheuseofFacebookasasupplementalcommunication
methodcanhelpaninstructorbetterreachouttostudents,reduceacourse’sfailurerate,andimprove
studentcourseperformance.

KEywORdS
Distance Learning, Facebook, Higher Education, Social Media, Student-Instructor Communication

1. INTROdUCTION

Onlinelearninghasenjoyedexponentialgrowthinrecentyearsduetotheflexibilityandconvenience
itoffers students (Moore&Kearsley,2011).Notonlyhasonlineenrollmentbeengrowingvery
fast,butmoreandmorecollegesanduniversitiesconsideronlinelearningacriticalaspectoftheir
long-termstrategies(Allen&Seaman,2016).Oneofthegreatestchallengesinonlinelearningisits
highdropoutrate(Clay,Rowland,&Packard,2009),whichreferstostudentfailureinorfailureto
completeacourse(Lee&Choi,2011).Amongthevariousfactorscontributingtothedropoutproblem
isalackofinstructor-studentinteraction(Bocchi,Eastman,&Swift,2004;Ivankova&Stick,2007;
Lee&Choi,2011).Inanattempttoaddressthelackofinstructor-studentinteractionproblem,we
adoptedasocialmediatool,namelyFacebook,toengagestudentsenrolledinanonlineintroductory
ITcourseandinvestigatedtheeffectivenessofsuchanapproach.

Theremainderofthispaperisorganizedasfollows.Insectiontwo,wereviewtheliteratureon
onlinelearninganditschallenges,aswellastheuseofsocialmediaandFacebookforeducational
purposes.Sectionthreeintroducestheresearchhypotheses.Sectionfourdescribestheresearchmethod
forthisstudy.Insectionfive,wepresentourresearchfindingstoillustratetheeffectivenessofusing
Facebooktoimproveinstructor-studentcommunicationandstudentperformance.Last,insection
six,wediscussthecontributionsofthisstudy.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEw

2.1. Online Learning and Its Challenges
Anexcitingfieldinhighereducationthathasrecentlyenjoyedexponentialgrowthisonlinelearning
(Moore&Kearsley,2011).Educatorshavenotedthat“onlinelearninghasbeenpromotedasbeing
morecosteffectiveandconvenientthantraditionaleducationalenvironmentsaswellasproviding
opportunitiesformorelearnerstocontinuetheireducations”(RichardsonandSwan,2003,p.69).
Studentsappreciate theconvenienceandflexibilityofonlineclasses,whichallowthemtostudy
fromanywhere,attheirownpaceandintheirowntime.Duetothesebenefits,onlineenrollmenthas
beengrowingsubstantially.Accordingtoa2015surveyofonlineeducationintheUnitedStates,in
fall2014,morethan5.8millionstudentstookatleastoneonlinecourse–accountingformorethan
onefourth(28percent)ofallenrolledstudents–andover2.8millionstudentswerecurrentlytaking
coursesexclusivelyonline(Allen&Seaman,2016).Onlinelearninghasalsobecomestrategically
importanttomanyacademicinstitutions.Thesame2015surveyrevealedthatamongmorethan2,800
collegesanduniversitiesparticipatinginthesurvey,63.3percentreportedonlinelearningascritical
totheirinstitution’slong-termstrategy.

Despitetheexponentialgrowthofonlinelearninganditsstrategicimportance,challengesstill
exist.Thehighdropoutrateinonlinecourses(ascomparedtotraditionalcourses)isoneofthegreatest
problemsfacingeducators(Clayetal.,2009).Dropoutreferstoeitherastudent’sfailureinorfailure
tocompleteacourse(Lee&Choi,2011).Researchershaveidentifiedvariousfactorsthatcontribute
tothedropoutproblem,withalackofinstructor-studentinteractionbeingoneofthemaincontributors
(Bocchietal.,2004;Ivankova&Stick,2007;Lee&Choi,2011).Toencouragestudentstopersist
inonlinecourses,instructorsshouldgiveappropriatefeedbackinatimelymanner,providesupport
tostudents,andinvolvestudentsininteractiveactivities(Ivankova&Stick,2007).

Toaddressthelackofinstructor-studentinteractionissue,researchersofferedmultiplesuggestions,
includingusingcommunicationtechnologytools(Poellhuber,Chomienne,&Karsenti,2008).We
chosetouseasocialmediatool,Facebook,toimproveinstructor-studentcommunicationinanonline
learningenvironment.Beforewedescribeourapproach,areviewoftheuseofsocialmediaingeneral,
andFacebookinparticular,foreducationalpurposesisdiscussed.

2.2. Using Social Media for Educational Purposes
Inabroadsense, socialmedia refers toanymedia thathelps integrate technology into the lives
ofpeopleforthepurposeofcommunication(Olofsson,Lindberg,&Stodberg,2011).Theuseof
socialmediahasgrownexponentiallyoverthepastdecade-sohastheuseofsocialmediainhigher
education.Moreandmoreuniversitiesareusingsocialmediatoolssuchassocialnetworkingsites,
wikis,orblogstointeractwithandengagestudents.Accordingtoasurveyofnearly1000university
facultymembers,52percentusesocialmediatoolssuchaswikis,blogs,andpodcastsintheirclasses
andmorethan30percentusesocialnetworkstocommunicatewithstudents(Parry,2010).

There iscompellingevidence that socialmedia isavaluable tool toengagestudents inand
outsideoftheclassroom,therebyimprovingtheiracademicperformance.Manyrecentstudieshave
shownthatsocialmediaplayacentralroleinonlineeducation(Wilson,2013).BarczykandDuncan
(2013)identifiedthewayssocialmediahavebeenusedinclassroomteaching,fromreplacingemail
toincreasingaccesstoonlineclassroominteractionfor“shy”students.Researchersalsofoundthat
theuseofsocialmediatoolscanpromoteinteractionbetweeninstructorsandstudents,thusimproving
teachingqualityinlargeonlineclasses(Nagel&Kotzé,2010).

2.3. Using Facebook for Educational Purposes
Facebookisoneofthemostpopularsocialmediatoolsusedinthefieldofeducation,duetotwomain
reasons.First,Facebookisverypopularamongstudents,whoarealreadyfamiliarwithitsfeatures;
thisreducestheriskofuserresistancetoadoptFacebookforlearning(LaRue,2012;McCarthy,2010;
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Shih,2011).Second,Facebookmeetsthelearningexpectationsofthemillennialgeneration,who
needanewchanneltoexpressthemselvesandshareinformationbeyondtraditionalcommunication
tools(Bahneretal.,2012;C.-M.Wang,2011).Whenusedforeducationalpurposes,arecentliterature
reviewaboutFacebookfoundthatthemostcommonlyusedFacebookfeaturesaretheprivategroup
andtheFacebookpage(Manca&Ranieri,2013).Privategroupsareusedasalearningmanagement
systemtoshareresources,postcommentsandholddiscussions(Chou&Pi,2015;Dougherty&
Andercheck,2014;Q.Wang,Woo,Quek,Yang,&Liu,2012),whiletheFacebookpagefeatureis
usedtodelivercoursecontentandresources(Bahneretal.,2012;DiVall&Kirwin,2012;Lim&
Ismail,2010).Thesameliteraturereviewidentifiedvariousaspectsofteachingandlearningtowhich
Facebookcanpositivelycontribute(Manca&Ranieri,2013),includingdeliveringextra-curricular
resources(Bahneretal.,2012;Pilgrim&Bledsoe,2011),facilitatingcommunitybuilding(Buzzetto-
More,2012),engagingstudentsinacademicconversations(LaRue,2012;Lim&Ismail,2010),and
encouraginginformationexchangeamongstudents(DiVall&Kirwin,2012).

Research also identified student and teacher concerns about using Facebook for academic
purposes.Ontheonehand,studentsfeel thatFacebookmixesstudywithentertainment(Çoklar,
2012);itdoesnotprovidesufficientprivacyprotection(Wangetal.,2012);andstudentsarereluctant
touseitforacademicwork(Madge,Meek,Wellens,&Hooley,2009).Infact,severalresearchers
discoveredthatstudentsresistformaluseofFacebookforlearningpurposes(Madgeetal.,2009;
Selwyn,2009).Ontheotherhand,educatorsseeFacebookgroupsand/orFacebookpagesforteaching
asan increase in theirworkloadandareconcernedwith theprofessionalconsequencesofusing
Facebook(DiVall&Kirwin,2012).

Due to the inconsistent results of Facebook’s educational value, researchers advocate for
additionalempiricalresearchontheuseofFacebookforeducationalpurposes,especiallyresearch
thatlooksbeyondtheopinions/attitudesthateducatorsandlearnershavetowardsFacebookusageand
focusesonevaluatinglearningresults(Manca&Ranieri,2013).Giventheimportanceofeffective
communicationforonline learningand thepotentialofsocialmedia tools, suchasFacebook, in
facilitatingcommunicationwithstudentsoutsideoftraditionalcoursedeliverysystems,weinvestigated
whetheraninnovativewayofcommunicatingwithstudents–usingFacebooktoreachouttostudents
withcourseupdates–canimproveinstructor-studentcommunicationandstudentperformance.

3. RESEARCH HyPOTHESES

Forthispaper,weproposedtoinvestigatetheuseofasocialmediatool,namelyFacebook,toimprove
instructor-studentcommunicationinanonlinelearningenvironment.Wespecificallyfocusedonan
introductoryITcoursethathistoricallyhasahighstudentfailurerate.Inourexperienceteaching
thiscourse,wefoundmanystudentsfailednotbecausetheyhaddifficultieswiththesubjectmatter,
butbecausetheyoftenforgottocompletetherequiredassignments,whichconstituteasignificant
portionofthecoursegrade.Whenastudentcompletedanassignment,he/shewouldusuallydoa
fairlygoodjobonit.Thus,morestudentscouldpassthecourseiftheywerebetterinformedabout
upcoming assignments, which required effective student-instructor communication. There were
sufficienteffortsinsidethecoursemanagementsitetopushoutinformationtothestudentsusing
toolssuchasacoursecalendar,announcements,andemail.However,itseemedthatthosetraditional
typesofcommunicationfellondeaf’earstomanystudents.Webelievethattheproblemwasn’tthe
frequency,butthechannelofcommunication.Inordertobebetterheard,theinstructorsneedto
speakthestudents’languageusingthestudents’communicationchannels.

Asoneof themostpopular socialnetworkingsites,Facebook iscollegestudents’preferred
communicationtoolandhasproveneffectiveinengagingstudentsinhighereducation(LaRue,2012;
Lim&Ismail,2010).GiventheintroductoryITcourse,wearguethatFacebookcanhelpinstructors
moreeffectivelygettheirmessagesouttostudents.Subsequently,studentsinthisclasswouldbe
lesslikelytomissassignments,andmorelikelytosucceedintheclass.Ourresearchhypothesesare:
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H1.ForanonlineintroductoryITclass,usingFacebookasasupplementalcommunicationtoolwill
helptheinstructorreachstudentsmoreeffectivelythannotusingFacebook

H2. For an online introductory IT class, students who are offered Facebook as an additional
communicationtoolwillperformbetteracademicallythanstudentswhoaren’tofferedFacebook

4. RESEARCH METHOd

Forthisresearch,weconductedanempiricalstudytotestourresearchhypotheses.First,wecarefully
chosetheresearchsubjectsanddividedthemintoacontrolgroupandatreatmentgroup.Thena
socialmediatoolwasselectedandusedamongthetreatmentgroupanditsusagewasrecorded.At
theendofstudy,theperformancedataofboththecontrolgroupandtreatmentgroupwerecollected
andcompared.Aweb-basedsurveywasdesignedandadministeredtothetreatmentgrouptomeasure
theirperceptionsoftheeffectivenessofthesocialmediatooltoengageandcompletethecourse.

4.1. Research Context
Weconductedthisresearchinanonlineskill-basedintroductoryITcourseinapublicuniversity
locatedinthesoutheastU.S.Thiscourseisrequiredforallbusinessstudents.Thecoursewaswell
designedandmetrigorousQualityMatterTMstandards.Thecourseincludesawell-establishedcourse
managementwebsiteforcommunication(aDesire2Learnproduct):studentemailsareguaranteed
toberepliedtowithin12hours;abulletinboardissetupforcourseupdates;dueitemsareclearly
listedinboththelearningmoduleoverviewsandthecoursecalendar.Theinstructoralsoprovided
acellphonenumbertowhichstudentscouldtexttheirquestions.Perthecoursesyllabus,students
wererequiredtoemailtheinstructorthroughthecoursemanagementsite,butstudentscouldusethe
school’semailforemergencypurposes.Insummary,thereweresufficienteffortswithinandoutside
thecoursemanagementsiteforeffectivestudent-instructorinteraction.

Thiscoursehastenweeklyhands-onexercisesthataccountfor50percentofthetotalcourse
grade.Inotherwords,ifastudentcannotearngoodgradesontheassignments,he/shewillbevery
likelyfailthecourse.

Themajorityofstudentsenrolledinthiscourseweresophomoresorjuniorsfromawiderange
of majors. We invited students from three online sections to participate in our study. All three
sectionsweretaughtbythesameinstructorusingthesameteachingmaterial.Thisreducedpotential
confoundingfactors.Enrollmentineachsectionrangedfrom30to50students,whichgaveourstudy
arelativelylargesamplesize.

4.2. Selection of Social Media Tool
Therearemanypopularsocialmediatoolsonthemarket,suchasTwitter,FacebookandInstagram.
ThePewResearchCenter(Duggan,Ellison,Lampe,Lenhart,&Madden,2015)foundthatFacebook
isthemostpopularsocialmediasiteoverthepastseveralyears.Wealsoconductedaninformalin-
classsurveyandfoundthatFacebookwasthemostfrequentlyusedsocialnetworkingsitebystudents.
Thus,Facebookwasselectedasthesocialmediatoolforthisstudy.

4.3. Research design
Onehundredtwenty-ninestudentsfromthreeonlinesectionsoftheskill-basedintroductoryITcourse
participatedinourstudy.Onesectionwasselectedasthetreatmentgroupandtheothertwosections
wereusedasthecontrolgroup.ThecoursesettingsforbothgroupswerethesameexceptthatFacebook
wasofferedasanadditionalcommunicationtoolforthetreatmentgroup.AcourseFacebookpagewas
createdforthetreatmentgroup.Studentsinthetreatmentgroupwereencouraged,butnotrequired,to
jointhecourseFacebookpage.Theinstructorpostedcourseupdates,suchasassignmentreminders,
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onthecourseFacebookpageusingthesamefrequencyasonthecoursemanagementsite.Students
couldalsousethecourseFacebookpagetoaskquestions.

ThefrequencyandcontentofthecourseFacebookactivitieswererecorded.Attheendofthe
study,aquestionnairewasadministratedtothetreatmentgrouptocollecttheiropinionsontheuseof
Facebookasanadditionalcoursecommunicationmethod.Studentcourseperformancedataforthe
bothcontrolgroupandtreatmentgroupwerecollectedandanalyzedtotesttheresearchhypotheses.

4.4. Questionnaire
Aweb-basedquestionnairewasdesignedanddistributedtothetreatmentgrouponly.Thesurvey
instrumenthadthreesections:sectiononecollectedparticipants’demographicinformation;section
twogatheredparticipants’preferredmethodofcommunicatingwiththeirinstructor;sectionthree
investigated theusage andperceivedeffectivenessofFacebook.Thedisplay logicwas carefully
addedtothequestionnaire.Forexample,ifastudentdidn’thaveaFacebookaccount,allquestions
relatedtotheusageofFacebookweren’tmadeavailabletohim/her.Participationinthesurveywas
voluntaryandanonymoustoensurethevalidityofthesurvey.

5. RESEARCH FINdINGS

Thequestionnairewasdistributedtothetreatmentgroup,whichhad35participants.Wereceived32
entriesandoneentrywasremovedbecauseofincompleteness.Theresponseratewas89percent.For
thisgroupofparticipants,over90percentweresophomoresorjuniors;51.6percentweremalestudents;
and67.7percentwerebetween18and24yearsold.Thedemographicinformationisconsistentwith
thegeneralstudentpopulationoftheparticipatinguniversityexceptforgender.Ingeneral,thereare
slightlymorefemalestudentsinthegeneralstudentpopulation,butthedifferencewasn’tsignificant.

5.1. Preference of Communication Methods
Inthesurvey,participantswereaskedtoselect(a)theirpreferredmethodsforcommunicationwhen
theyhadaquestionaboutthecourseand(b)theactualmethodtheyusedintheclasstoaskquestions.As
showninTable1,emailwasthemostpreferredandmostusedmethod,followedbytexting.Facebook
wasparticipants’thirdpreferredmethodforinteractingwiththeinstructor,althoughthepercentage
wasfairlylow.Weweren’tsurprisedbythefindingssinceourmainpurposeinusingFacebookwas
topushoutinformationtothestudents.Anotherinterestingfindingisthatnostudentusedtraditional
communicationmethodssuchascallingtheinstructorordroppingbyduringofficehours.

Our survey results also showed that participants checked the course management site and
accessedtheirschoolemailsfairlyfrequently,asillustratedinTable2.However,only10percent
of theparticipants accessed thecoursemanagement sitedaily.Bycomparison,48.39percentof
participantscheckedtheirFacebookpageseveryday.AllparticipantshadFacebookaccountsand
94percentwereawareofthecourseFacebookpage.Seventy-onepercentoftheparticipantsliked
thecourseFacebookpage.ThosenumbersshowedthatFacebookwasaverygoodcandidatetobe
anadditionalchannelforreachingouttostudents.

Insummary,oursurveyresultsshowedthattraditionalinstructor-studentinteractionmethods,
suchasaphonecallandofficehours,havelosttractionamongthecurrentgenerationofcollege
students.Emails, includingemail in thecoursemanagement siteandofficial schoolemail,have
becomesapreferredcommunicationmethodforquestionsandanswers.Socialmediasites,suchas
Facebook,couldbeasupplementalcommunicationmethodtopushoutinformationtostudentssince
studentsuseitfrequently.

5.2. Effectiveness of Facebook
Inadditiontoothercommunicationmethods,Facebookwasusedfairlyextensivelyinthetreatment
group:theinstructorpublished20postsonthecourseFacebookpage,pushingoutinformationabout
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upcomingassignments,examsandothercourserelatedupdates;thirty-ninepercentofthestudents
reportedthattheycheckedthecourseFacebookpageforupdates.Therewerealsosevenquestion-
and-answersessionsinitiatedbythestudentsthroughtheFacebookmessagesystem.

Wesurveyedthetreatmentgroupparticipants’perceptionsaboutusingFacebookinthecourse.
Theirresponseswerequitepositive.AsshowninTable3,35.48percentoftheparticipantsthought
Facebookwas“veryhelpful”and“quitehelpful”ingettingcourseupdatesandonly6.45percent
reportedtheuseofFacebookas“nothelpful”.Eventhough58.06percentoftherespondentsratedthe
helpfulnessofFacebookasneutral,Facebookindeedenabledtheinstructortoeffectivelyreachmore
thanonethirdoftheclass.Basedonthisresult,webelieveFacebook,asanadditionalcommunication
tool,helpedtheinstructorcommunicatemoreeffectivelywithhis/herstudents.Hypothesisoneis
supported.

5.3. Student Course Performance
ToinvestigatetheimpactofofferingFacebookasanadditionalcommunicationmethodonstudent
courseperformance,wecollectedparticipants’courseperformancedataforboththecontrolgroup
andthetreatmentgroup.Studentperformanceinthecoursewasevaluatedusingthreemetrics.

Table 1. Participants’ preferred communication methods

Communication Method to Ask a Question Most Preferred Method Methods Used

Emailtheinstructor 74.19% 70.97%

Texttheinstructor 12.90% 25.80%

PostquestiononFacebookpage 9.68% 3.23%

Calltheinstructor 3.23% 0.00%

Askonlineduringvirtualofficehours 0.00% 0.00%

Dropbyinstructor’sofficeduringofficehours 0.00% 0.00%

Makeanappointmentwiththeinstructor 0.00% 0.00%

Table 2. Usage frequency of communication tools

Usage Course Management Site Email Facebook

Daily 10% 58.06% 48.39%

2-3TimesaWeek 73% 12.90% 25.81%

OnceaWeek 15% 22.58% 6.45%

Table 3. Participants’ perceptions of facebook’s effectiveness

Helpfulness of Facebook Percentage

Veryhelpful 12.90%

Quitehelpful 22.58%

Neutral 58.06%

Notsohelpful 0.00%

Nothelpful 6.45%
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1. AssignmentCompletionRate=numberofstudentswhosubmittedeachassignment/totalnumber
ofstudents

2. AssignmentSuccessRate=numberofstudentswhoreceivedaCorbetterineachassignment/
numberofstudentswhosubmittedeachassignment

3. CourseSuccessRate=numberofstudentswhoreceivedaCorbetterinthecourse/totalnumber
ofstudents

To compare the assignment completion rates among the three sections, we calculated the
averageassignmentcompletionrateforeachsection.Foreachsection,wecalculatedtheassignment
completionrateforeachassignment,addedthoseratestogether,anddividedthesumbyten(there
aretenassignmentsinthecourse).Similarly,wecalculatedtheaverageassignmentsuccessrateby
calculatingtheassignmentsuccessrateforeachassignmentinasection,addingthemtogether,and
dividingthesumbyten.Weusedatwo-samplet-test(assumingunequalvariances)toexaminethe
differencesbetweenthecontrolgroupandthetreatmentgrouponaspecificmeasurementitemand
allpvaluesreportedinthispaperweretwo-tailedvalue.

Thereweretwosectionsinthecontrolgroupandwetestedwhethertherewasanydifferencein
theircourseperformance,beforewecombineddatafromthetwosections.Atwo-tailedt-testshowed
thattherewasnosignificantdifferencebetweenthetwosectionsintermsofaverageassignment
completionrate(p=0.54),averageassignmentsuccessrateuponcompletion(p=0.46),andcourse
successrate(p=0.95).Thus,it’ssafetocombinethedataofthetwocoursesectionsinthecontrol
group.

AsillustratedinTable4,theaverageassignmentcompletionrateofthetreatmentgroupwas
significantlyhigher than thatof thecontrolgroup(p=0.000).The treatmentgroupalsoclearly
outperformedthecontrolgroupintermsofaverageassignmentsuccessrate(p=0.001).

Wealsocomparedstudents’finalgrades.Studentlettergradeswerefirstconvertedtonumeric
gradevaluesfollowingthestandardacademicpracticeforgradepointaverage(GPA)calculation:“A”
equals4,“B”equals3,“C”equals2,“D”equals1and“”Fequals0.Onesection’sstudentnumeric
gradevalueswereaveragedtocalculateeachsection’snumericgradevalue.At-testshowedthatthe
averagenumericgradevalueofthetreatmentgroupwassignificantlyhigherthanthegradesofthe
controlgroupwithap-valueof0.001.

Table5comparedthelettergradedistributionbetweenthecontrolgroupandthetreatmentgroup.
Thepercentageof studentswho received lettergrade“A” in the treatmentgroupwasnoticeably
higherthanthatinthecontrolgroup,whilethepercentageofstudentswhoreceived“F”showedthe
oppositetrend.Thisindicatedthattheaveragecoursesuccessrateofthetreatmentgroupwasclearly
higherthanthatofthecontrolgroup.

AsshowninTables4and5,thetreatmentgroupsignificantlyoutperformedthecontrolgroupin
allacademicmetrics.Giventhefactthatthetreatmentgroupandcontrolgrouphadthesamelearning
environmentexceptfortheuseofFacebookinthetreatmentgroup,wecanconcludethat,foranonline
class,studentswhoareofferedFacebookasanadditionalcommunicationmethodoutperformthose
studentswhodonothavesuchanoption.Thus,hypothesistwoissupported.

6. dISCUSSION ANd CONCLUSION

Effective course communication plays an important role in student success in online learning
environments. In thispaper,weanswered thecall formoreempirical researchonFacebook that
focusedonevaluatinglearningresults(Manca&Ranieri,2013)andinvestigatedtheeffectivenessof
usingFacebookasasupplementalcommunicationmethodforanonlineclass.Ourresearchfindings
showedthatasocialnetworkingsite,suchasFacebook,canindeedhelpinstructorsbetterreachout
tostudentsinanonlineenvironment,therebyreducingtheclassfailurerateandincreasingstudent
academicperformance.
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Another interesting findingof this study is that,consistentwith thediscoveryofaprevious
study(Li&Pitts,2009),studentspreferredemailandotherelectroniccommunicationmediaover
traditionalchannels,suchastelephonecallsorofficehourvisits,forfaculty-studentinteraction.This
reinforces the importanceofeffectiveuseofsocialmedia toolssuchasFacebook, infacilitating
communicationwithstudents.

Asinthecaseofallresearch,ourstudyhassomelimitations.Intheresearchdesign,wetriedto
minimizeconfoundingeffectsbyonlyincludingcoursesectionstaughtbythesameinstructorusing
thesamecontent.Asasideeffect,ourtreatmentgrouponlyhadonecoursesection,whichlimits
thegeneralizabilityofourstudy.Second,weassumedthatthestudentsinthecontrolgroupandthe
treatmentgrouphadsimilaracademiccapabilityas theyenteredtheparticipatingcourse.This is
generallytruegiventhefactthattheparticipatingclassisarequiredintroductorycourseforallbusiness
students.However,wecouldn’tobtaintheparticipants’academicrecordsatthetimeofthestudy.

Thisresearchcanbeextendedinthefollowingdirections.First,theresearchmethodscanbe
appliedtoadifferenttypeofclass,forexample,anupper-levelundergraduatecourseoragraduate
levelcourse.Itwouldbeinterestingtofindifourresearchfindingsholdtrueinadifferentsetting.
Second,researcherscanexploredifferenttypesofsocialmediaorcommunicationtoolssuchasGoogle
Hangoutstoimprovetheinstructor-studentinteraction.Third,weusedFacebookasasupplemental
communication tool in this research.HowwillFacebook impact instructor-student interaction if
wedesignateitastheprimarycommunicationtoolinanonlinelearningenvironment?Inaddition,
communicationismorethaninteractionbetweeninstructorsandstudents.Cansocialmediatools
improveotheraspectsofthecommunicationinonlinelearning,suchasinteractionamongstudents?
Moreresearchcanbedonetoaddressthesequestions.Finally,wealsocanlookintothesideeffects
ofusingsocialmediatoolsintheclassroom.Forexample,theinstructoraskedthestudentstocreate

Table 4. Course evaluation comparison

Evaluation Metrics
Treatment Group Control Group

P-value
Section 1 Section 2 Section 3 Subtotal

AverageAssignmentCompletionRate 89.4%(5.27%) 72.34%
(7.09%)

70.41%
(7.93%)

71.37%
(7.42%) 0.000

AverageAssignmentSuccessRate
uponCompletion 90.0%(5.86%) 76.43%

(14.1%)
80.01%

(11.97%)
78.22%

(12.92%) 0.001

AverageNumericGradeValue 3.00(1.28) 2.00
(1.62) 2.02(1.58) 2.01

(1.60) 0.001

Note: Numbers in the parentheses are standard deviations.

Table 5. Letter grade distribution comparison

Letter Grade Treatment Group Control Group

Section 1 Section 2 Section 3 Subtotal

A 48.57% 23.40% 25.53% 24.47%

B 25.71% 21.28% 19.15% 20.21%

C 11.43% 21.28% 17.02% 19.15%

D 5.71% 2.13% 6.38% 4.26%

F 8.57% 31.91% 31.91% 31.91%

CourseSuccessRate 85.71% 65.96% 61.70% 63.83%
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aseparateFacebookaccountfortheclass.However,somestudentsstillusedtheirpersonalaccounts.
Asaresult,theinstructorsawmanyunnecessarypersonalupdatesfromthestudents.Onthefaculty
side,doesusingsocialmediameantheinstructorhastobeavailable24hoursaday,7daysaweek?
Whataretheboundariesbetweensufficientcommunicationandtoomuchcommunication?These
“social”impactsofthesocialmediauseinclassroomcertainlydeservemorediscussionandstudies.
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