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Abstract—Undeniably, Facebook has become a significant part of students’
life in the 21st century. Therefore, interactions between instructors and students
play a major role in learning through an online social learning environment like
Facebook. Such an interaction is known as the key elements that can measure
students’ learning process, particularly in an online learning environment. Past
researchers have agreed that a social networking site does not only promote
social interaction but also have high potential to be used for teaching and
learning purposes. However, interactions that occur in social networking sites
are meaningless due to lack of proper guidance. Lack of proper guidance will
lead to no or little intellectual growth among students because the students
might be very likely to discuss unrelated topics. Therefore, the goal of this
study is to discuss the social interactions that exist in Facebook and its potential
as a platform to enhance meaningful learning among students.
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1 Introduction

The social networking sites exist concurrent with the inclination of university
students towards learning in an online environment. Social networking sites (SNS)
such as Facebook has proven to be attractive to students in high school, college, and
university because the platform brings orientation towards self-presentation, the
viewing of other’s personal information, and multiple means of communication [1].
Facebook is a social networking site that has grown rapidly in popularity in recent
years and is often conceived as a space for exchanging thoughts and opinion among
students. As one of the member-based internet communities, Facebook allows users to
communicate with each other in innovative ways, such as by sending public or private
online messages or by sharing photos online [2]. Recently, Facebook has been widely
used for educational purpose.

Facebook is the most popular social networking tool among university students,
with the users’ age ranging between 17 and 61 years [3]. In one study conducted
among students [4], it was found that all of them have a Facebook account thus
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indicating that Facebook is the students’ most preferred account. The services offered
by Facebook are free of charge and the users can connect with each other within their
network at no cost. Also, most social networking sites including Facebook provide
multiple services, such as instant messaging, blogging, photo-sharing, emailing, and
chatting services. All of these services allow students to interact easily with each
other. Using Facebook for educational purpose has also brought a number of benefits.
As indicated by Selwyn [1], peer interactions can enhance the experience of informal
learning. Students can also instantly obtain new information about their academic
contents from other students or teachers. Furthermore, Facebook can be one of the
teaching methodologies that can be used by instructors to boost the teaching and
learning process [5].

According to Santos et al. [6], social networking sites have the potential to support
a teaching-and-learning session because they complement the activities in traditional
and online classrooms. Another study [7] has shown that students can benefit from a
social network site in various ways, such as by integrating it with class activities or by
sharing information about the activities they are engaged in. In one study the
participants were found to be able to contribute to discussions on Facebook by using
fewer clicks compared to when they were using a virtual learning environment (VLE)
[8]- A social networking site such as Facebook was also found to be able to promote
informal dialogues and knowledge sharing among students [6]. According to [9],
social networking tools have the potential to support innovative pedagogical practices
and various styles of learning. For instance, the Facebook site has become a platform
for students and teachers to be connected. This connection allows them to
communicate and share their thoughts, emotions, facts, and opinions without feeling
hesitant and shy towards others because the communications take place virtually. This
tool is an alternative to students who cannot attend their class physically and regularly
due to time and space constraints. [10].

In a social learning environment like Facebook, interaction plays a key element
that can measure a student’s learning process. A learning process can occur
interchangeably from both outside and inside of a classroom with the participation of
members in a learning environment through Facebook [10]. Although Facebook
allows interactions between members in a learning environment, , the conversations
that take place can be ineffective because students may prone to discuss unrelated
topics, particularly without the guidance from instructors or skillful peers. One study
[11] found that less monitoring from mentor had garnered minimum number of replies
and comments from participants. To excite further discussion, instructors need to
design an interaction and understand their role in the discussion [12], An instructor
acts as a cheerleader who encourages his or her students to delve into the materials
given. The instructor cum administrator of a Facebook group therefore needs a post
that clarifies the discussion because lack of intonation may lead to misunderstanding
and arguments among students [8].

Clear and good interaction among members is vital in learning through a Facebook
group. An interaction that occurs systematically may lead to meaningful learning, and
meaningful learning is needed to enhance students’ academic performance and
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achievements. Therefore, this study intends to discuss the educational potential of
Facebook as a platform of social interaction for meaningful learning.

2 Literature Review

2.1 Meaningful learning

As stated by Novak [13], useful knowledge and constructions of new knowledge
are essentials in meaningful learning. He stated that meaningful learning is the basis
to human constructivism. The combination of meaningful contents, course instructors,
and peers are significant in fostering meaning learning experience in students’
interaction [ 14].

The main challenge faced by instructors is how to construct an online discussion
that contributes to meaningful learning. One study [15] proposed three guidelines that
can enhance meaningful learning in online discussion, which are:

o Facilitator’s guidelines
o Evaluation rubrics
e Posting of protocol items

Facilitator’s guideline can expand a discussion thread in an online discussion. An
evaluation rubric is an item that contributes to the weight of examination grade and
was proven to be an effective means that can encourage students to discuss and
elaborate a particular content. Posting protocols items, however, should not restrict
the length of students’ posts in a discussion.

2.2 Social interactions
Social interactions include all styles of social relations including

e Visiting

¢ Doing activities together

e Having a communications whether on phone, face to face, online, email, Short
Message Service (SMS), or fax [16].

Finding from the same study [16] also revealed the evolvement of information
communication technology (ICT) towards engaging social relations among people in
various distances. Social networking sites (SNS) such as Facebook is one of the new
forms of ICT. One study revealed that social interaction that occurs in a social
networking environment might bring strong student engagement; students would give
response to their friends’ works, share various resources, post questions, and discuss
particular topics [17]. The study also stated that a social networking environment is a
place where students develop and form social connections in an online group
discussion, including a forum.
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In conclusion, the social networking environment including that of Facebook can
be beneficial to students. Facebook is a place where interactions occur without any
restrictions. Members of Facebook can interact freely. The huge number of Facebook
usage among university students has prompted many researches to study the
integration of Facebook for academic purposes. The following section will discuss
further the use of Facebook for academic purpose.

2.3  Facebook for academic purposes

Using Facebook for academic purpose, whether formally or informally, may lead
to positive affect to students. Interactions that occur among students and instructors
can provide opportunities for students to increase their knowledge. An academic
discussion through Facebook can prompt field instructors or lecturers to understand
the interest of their students hence provide opportunity for them to demonstrate their
intellect [2]. Another scholar [5] found that Facebook had brought positive effect in
regard to fulfilling educational purposes. Additional interactions that occur in
Facebook particularly through discussion indicates that students get better
engagement and understanding about the content of their course materials compared
to those who participated less in a Facebook discussion [18]. Another study revealed
that most of the students used Facebook to transfer knowledge [19]. As shown in
Table 1, majority of the students (60.4%) used the social media to share knowledge.
Only 2% of the students were not using the social media for knowledge transfer.

Table 1. Knowledge Transfer through Facebook

Knowledge Transfer Percentage (%)
Always 60.4
Usually 18.3
Often 17.8
Occasionally 1.5
Seldom 2

Source: Suebsom (2015).

As concluded by a previous researcher [10], this kind of technology tends to reach
learners extensively. Students who are not active in class due to shyness or other
reasons can participate actively in this space. In another study, it was found that
integrating education into Facebook might disturb a student’s learning process yet
they would be alert about their assignment when their friends post about the matter in
a discussion space such as a Facebook group [8]. The same study found that most of
the students agreed that a Facebook group is suitable for revision purposes because
the discussion in the group can match all learning styles. Accordingly, the study
presented the following three guidelines on using Facebook for educational purpose:

e A policy is needed to prevent misuse of a Facebook group

e Consistency in which few groups is needed or needs to be created for all courses
offered by an institution

o Staffs or instructors need to be consistently involved in a Facebook group
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A policy created in a Facebook group may confine students to discussing only
related topics. However, the protocol created should not limit the length of students’
posting because such a limitation will give a negative impact to the discussion [15].
Furthermore, institutions need to create multiple Facebook groups in order to make a
Facebook group discussion as one of their learning tools. The consistent involvement
of staff members such as instructors and lecturers in a Facebook group may also
increase students’ interactions in the learning platform.

To increase the effectiveness of using a Facebook group for educational purpose,
two interactions are considered as crucial factors: student-student interaction and
student-instructor interaction. Building interactions are essentials in an online learning
environment [20]. There are three key of interaction in an online learning
environment [20; 21]:

e Student-student interaction
e Student-instructor interaction
e Student-content interaction

Student-student interaction or peer interactions is an interaction that occurs among
students. This is one of the key factors to successful online learning. As reported in
one study [20], a high-level interaction among students contributed to interactive,
meaningful discussion, large number of participation, and longer responses.
Communication between students allowed them to share learning experiences [21]. In
terms of effect to individual, such interaction can form students’ perception that they
are part of a community thus helping them to increase their understanding on
particular topic [22]. According to [21], interactions between students can create
social presences, which in turn, support and maintain their cognitive development.
Another study [23] found five elements that can create interactions among students,
which are

Introductions

Collaborative group project
Sharing of personal experiences
Class discussions

Exchange of resources

In addition, one study [24] concluded that to encourage students to interact with
each other requires elements such as the sharing of learning experiences, a sense of
community, and teamwork building. Facebook offers some of these features that can
contribute to the interaction; for example, users will receive notifications when their
friends interact or post on the site [25].

Student-instructor interaction is a communication that occurs between students and
instructors. Social interaction between students and instructors exist when an
instructor applies strategies to build interpersonal encouragement [26]. One study
reported a strong relationship between the level of student-instructor interaction and
the level of student’s satisfaction with their courses and level of learning [20]. This
kind of interaction is crucial in an online learning because it can predict a student’s
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level of achievement in his or her learning [27]. Another study revealed that students
used Facebook continuously because by using the site, they can discuss,
communicate, and interact with peers easily [28]. The benefits of interaction on
Facebook to students have been summarized as follows [10]:

Allowing informal learning in informal communication
Encouraging collaboration

Encouraging response or feedback on thoughts
Collaboration that can occur not in a specific space and time

As to the instructors, they can benefit from the following:

e Getting response or feedback from students
e Continuous communication with students
e Creating instructional strategies for their customers effectively

This interaction occurs between learners generally and the content in the learning
space. According to [23], an appropriate design of content can increase a sense of
community in an online learning space.

The user-friendliness of an interface can:

¢ Enhance the motivation for students to learn
e Assist good interaction between students and instructors

2.4  Instructors’ responsibility on Facebook

Besides maintaining a fun, honest, and clear interaction, instructors need to use
various learning strategies that are appropriate to their students [10]. One of the
instructor’s roles is to make the interactions smooth and give necessary guidance to
students [28].To initiate students’ interaction on Facebook, an instructor can post a
topic for the students to discuss, or he or she can insert a video as in icebreaker along
with study questions [30]. Sher’s [24] study recommends that an instructor supports
his or her students to participate actively by:

o Giving feedback to students
o Serving them as individuals

In another study, Sarapin & Morris [31] found that instructors who communicated
socially on Facebook managed to increase their students’ academic performance and
satisfaction. Facebook promotes a two-way communication, in which an instructor
can give feedback to students, and in turn, encourages students to maintain their
participation in a Facebook group [28].

Instructors are responsible to make students interact with each other to yield
meaningful learning experience [14]. One study revealed that an instructor can give
expectations about class materials, student projects, and assignments, which enables
knowledge to be shared beyond physical classroom [29]. Instructors should stress on
interactions that occur in a Facebook discussion. There is a need for applications of
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guidelines that can initiate and expand students’ interactions towards meaningful
learning. Therefore, beside applications policy and full use of Facebook, interaction
plays an important role in meaningful learning.

3 Conclusion

Interactions among students and students-instructors are vital towards meaningful
learning. Interaction that occurs without any guideline or purpose may lead to little
intellectual growth among students. As described, many studies have designed
interaction as an effort to engage students and enhance their learning through
Facebook. As the main motivators in engaging students, instructors need to
understand their role and design appropriate interactions in Facebook group towards
meaningful learning.
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