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Description Description 
Internet surfing and social networking are much maligned as activities that divert the attention of our 
digital native students away from the serious, sustained pursuit of knowledge and encourage, instead, 
mind-numbing, superficial quests for personal relationships. This paper challenges the time-honored 
seminar class paradigm by demonstrating that social media do, in fact, possess tremendous latent 
scholarly and pedagogical credibility, legitimacy, and power if utilized in a carefully charted manner for a 
semester-long research project. 

When enrollments in a traditional history seminar dwindled in the face of stiff competition from other 
technologically-driven electives, the instructor surmised that redesigning his class to appeal to tech-savvy 
digital natives could renew student interest in more humanistic investigations. Flying in the face of the 
status quo in art historiography, typical research paper assignments were reconceived to leverage the 
technology literacies and digital dexterities of NetGeners, including their infatuation with social media. 

This paper describes a collaborative class project in a seminar dedicated to the life and times of a 
singularly renowned and catalytic historic figure in architecture. Upper-level architecture students were 
asked to create individual Facebook pages clustered around that architect's fan page (created by the 
instructor) and then to “friend” all other students' pages in a closed-network. Each student assumed the 
identity, or avatar, of one of that architect's family members, friends, clients, or apprentices. 

The overarching objective of this class project asked students to discover the true character of one of the 
most enigmatic architectural personalities and enormously complicated design geniuses of all time not 
through the traditional channels of art historical scholarship – studies of the architect himself or his 
corpus of designs by themselves – but through the virtual recreation of the complex web of personal and 
professional relationships he had forged over a nine-decade-long lifetime. 

By plumbing the depths of cultural data bases on the Internet, by digitizing products of traditional 
scholarship, and by creating their own born-digital materials, students immersed themselves in a new sort 
of historical scholarship that transcended the mere consultation of typical textual sources. By inventing 
new approaches to documenting their investigations, by altering the means of scholarly communication, 
by increasing the visibility of their work to one another, students acquired a more profound understanding 
of the personal character and motivations behind the public persona of a celebrated icon in the art world. 

The end result of this digital humanities experiment was a vibrant, endlessly interconnected repository of 
useful information – simultaneously engaging and revelatory – that everyone within this harbored 
network could share. 

And in the final analysis, this social media collaboratory was perfectly attuned to coming to terms with the 
intricate, nuanced findings that multifaceted, historical problems often demand. Envisioned by Mark 
Zuckerberg as “the stream of all human consciousness,” Facebook does indeed redeem itself as a 
valuable didactic tool in the humanities when focused particularly on matters of the human condition 
throughout time. 

Disciplines Disciplines 
Communication Technology and New Media | Digital Humanities | Social Media 
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Facebooking the Future of Higher Education

Social Media Awareness Somewhere around 98% or 99% of faculty are generally 
aware of the various types of social media.
Professional Social Media Usage About 90% of faculty use social media either in 
their classes or in their non-class professional activities.
Personal Social Media Usage Facebook is the most visited social media site 
[57% in the past month] with the highest rate of postings [43% in the past month].  
YouTube is second in visits [49% in the past month] with very low postings [8%]. 
Facebook Usage in Class Very, very few higher education faculty [4%] are using 
Facebook in class; online videos are the most used social media in class [61%].
Negative Perceptions Of all types of social media, Facebook is judged by faculty
to have the highest negative classroom value [53%] followed by Twitter [46%].
Social Media Concerns Class work submitted via social media is judged by faculty
to lack integrity [78%] and social media generally raise privacy concerns [72%].

Mark Zuckerberg
Thefacebook is an online directory that connects people through social networks
at colleges.  We have opened up Thefacebook for popular consumption at Harvard 
University.  • 11 years ago (February 2004)
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Customization These are kids in their twenties, and they have changed every category 

they have touched so far … personalized online space is now almost obligatory.

Collaboration Educators should take note. The current model of pedagogy is teacher 

focused. One way, one size fits all … it isolates the student in the learning process.

Scrutiny Today’s youth have the ability to distinguish between fact and fiction. The Net 

Generation knows to be skeptical whenever they’re online.

Speed Having grown up digital, they expect speed … Google answers their inquiries in 

nanoseconds. So they assume everyone else in the world will … too.

Freedom They have access to most of the world’s knowledge. Learning … for them …

should take place where and when they want it.

Innovation Net Geners live to stay current … innovation means rejecting the traditional 

command-and-control hierarchy and devising work processes that encourage … creativity.

Integrity They want their universities, schools, governments, and politicians to be honest, 

considerate of their interests, accountable, and open … yet they are downloading music for free.

Entertainment The Internet gives them plenty of opportunity to amuse themselves 

online. Net Geners become easily bored, so playing with … tech devices keeps them interested.
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Description of the Class Project Rather than merely accumulate a static and finite 

body of data, this seminar “e-term paper” project seeks to mine the infinite riches of the Internet 
and explore its endless hyperlinking capabilities by harnessing the digital dexterity of Net Geners.

How can I manipulate it and get it to work for me?  It’s good, I want
to use it, besides who’s going to stop me?   More so than older adults,
Net Geners are particularly adept at quickly deciphering and sorting through
images, thumbnail icons, images, and various other color and font (style/size)
cues as they maneuver through vast amounts of information on the Internet.

Course Upper-level, professional elective seminar with 16 to 22 architecture students.

Subject Frank Lloyd Wright – one of the most enigmatic, elusive, and complex design

geniuses of all time.

Objective Work collaboratively to “find” – humanize and demystify – the full, robust nature

of an otherwise distant historical figure not directly through the architect himself or through any
of his designs by themselves but through a closed, “virtual” social network that recreates many 
professional/personal relationships he had forged over a 70-year-long career/92-year-long life.

Research Tools The Internet and the Facebook social networking site.
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However people see fit to use the site, that’s cool.
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Mark Zuckerberg
However people see fit to use the site, that’s cool.

Mark Zuckerberg
It’s almost the stream of all human consciousness and communication ... The
concept of the social graph has been a very useful construct, but I think increasingly 
this concept of the social stream – the aggregate stream for everyone – will be as 
important.   
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Mark Zuckerberg
However people see fit to use the site, that’s cool.

Mark Zuckerberg
It’s almost the stream of all human consciousness and communication ... The
concept of the social graph has been a very useful construct, but I think increasingly 
this concept of the social stream – the aggregate stream for everyone – will be as 
important.   

Why Facebook?

Search Engine 48% of young Americans say they find out about NEWS events 
through Facebook.  • 4 years ago (January 2011)
Usage 48% of 18- to 34-year-olds say they check Facebook right away when they
wake up each morning.  • 4 years ago (January 2011)
Social Network The 35+ age group demographic now represents more than 30%
of the entire Facebook userbase.  • 4 years ago (January 2011)
Popularity The 18 to 24 college age group demographic grew the fastest at 74%
in just one year.  • 4 years ago (January 2011)
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Facebook Project Strengths
Permits self-paced work with “virtually” unlimited resources available 24/7
Encourages instructor-student interactivity inside and outside of class
Fosters observing and learning from peers such that comparisons fuel productivity
Links diverse resources in robust, versatile, fluid, dynamic, and maneuverable ways
Proliferates the number of perspectives on or representations of the subject of study
Provides multi-faceted, nuanced answers to complex questions
Magnifies research results by leveraging collective group effort
Satisfies desires for individualized tasks that nonetheless add to a common goal
Engenders enthusiasm and prompts creative responses
Reflects and preserves the limitless ways of knowing at different scales

Facebook Project Downsides
Time-consuming and demanding pedagogy
Protracted start-up period
Disinterested students lacking Facebook experience 
Difficult assessment and evaluation
Tedious protocols needed to set up accounts and to establish “friending” guidelines
Additional imperatives to manage “privacy” and guard against “trollers”

Solomon
Guggen-
heim



Frank Lloyd Wright

92 People Like This

Olgivanna
Milanoff
Wright

Maude
Miriam
Noel

Mamah
Borthwick
Cheney

Walter
Burley
Griffin

Marion
Lucy
Mahony

Looking for Mr. Wright and Finding Him on Facebook 2.0
Need for more digital technology tutorials  •  “tech angels”
Need for more deliberate acknowledgement of sources, citations, and disclaimers
Need for more reflection and commentary along with justifications of relevance
Need for more cross-posting on other avatars’ Facebook pages
Need for more interim reports  •  “pecha kucha” reports
Need for continued explorations of ways by which to display digitally-based creativity
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