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Abstract  

Today Information and Communications Technologies have been adopted in every level of education. 
Social networking services are one of the most widely used Web 2. Services. The aim of this paper is to 
study the use of social networking in higher education. Specifically it will investigate the advantages and 
the disadvantages of employing social networking in higher education. Furthermore the paper discusses 
methods for integrating social networking in higher education. The most prominent social networking 
services, namely, Facebook and Twitter are presented and discussed.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 Over the last 30 years with the introduction of personal computers, internet and its services, 

Information and Communications Technologies (ICTs) have been adopted at every level of 
education. The ICTs are the modern digital technologies for encoding, processing, storing, 
retrieving and transmitting information in digital form. It is widely recognized that ICTs offer 
tools able to mark important developments in the educational process, such as the 
transformation of the student from a passive receiver into an active participant in the 
educational knowledge creation, a feature more suitable for the future citizens of the information 
society [1], [2]. 
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Education has always been associated with the use of technology. As new tools, services and 
devices (Smartphones, tablets, etc) are adopted by users, educators have more options at their 
disposal for creating innovative practices in education [3]. ICTs can be employed to facilitate 
various educational practices, best described by the term e-learning. The term e-learning 
includes all forms of electronically supported learning and teaching. The information and 
communication systems serve as specific media to implement the learning process [4]. E-learning 
covers both out-of-classroom and in-classroom educational experiences via ICTs. It includes 
distance learning as well as hybrid or blended learning [3].  It can be self-paced or instructor-led 
and includes media in the form of text, image, animation, streaming video and audio. 

An important part of ICT applications and tools is based on the World Wide Web. The first 
generation of such tools, included static websites, broadcast video, email, forum discussions, etc., 
and provided some sort of communication between users, but did not support effective interaction 
and collaboration. Users were characterized as passive consumers of content and the tools that 
were employed have been described with the term Web 1.0 [5]. But during the last decade the 
technology of the web and the internet in general, experienced significant transformation with 
the emergence and adoption of Web 2.0 applications. The technological changes that included 
Web 2.0 resulted in changes in communication and learning.  

Closely associated with Web 2.0 is the term E-Learning 2.0, which Downes defined it as an 
interlocking set of open source applications, where learning is becoming a creative activity [6]. 
This is accomplished when users employ Web 2.0 tools and services in collaborative learning 
activities for autonomously producing learning content and use it for their own learning 
objectives [7]. Web 2.0 tools were quickly adopted and used in the higher education. Blogs, Wikis, 
social bookmarking and RSS where the first choices. Eventually these tools were implemented in 
the Learning Management Systems (LMSs) that are widely used in all levels of education [1]. 
Other Web 2.0 tools, like collaborative authoring tools, multimedia sharing services and social 
networking are being used as external services (for example Google Docs, YouTube, and 
Facebook). 

One of the most widely used Web 2.0 tools is social networking [8]. Higher education like any 
other section of education has been influenced by the fast growing wave of social networking. 
This can be easily related to the fact that students belong to the group that exhibits the highest 
percentages of social networking usage [9]. In most cases universities are using social networking 
to disseminate information concerning their programmes and thus attracting potential students. 
On the other hand the actual introduction of social networking in the educational process is not 
considered to be an easy task [10], [11]. 

The aim of this paper is to study the use of social networking in the higher education. 
Specifically the paper proposes and discusses methods of integrating social networking in higher 
education. Special attention is given to Facebook and Twitter. The rest of the paper is organized 
as follows. Section II presents the issue of social networking.  The advantages and disadvantages 
of integrating social networking in the learning process are examined in the following section. 
Section IV includes models for integrating social networking in higher education. Future 
extensions of this work as well as conclusions are included in the last section of the paper.  
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II. SOCIAL NETWORKING 
The term Web 2.0 was proposed in 2004 and aimed in separating modern technologies (such as 

wikis, blogs, sharing multimedia files, RSS feeds, etc.) that support greater interactivity, 
flexibility, collaboration and participation from the previous generation of Web 1.0 [2]. The term 
describes the tendency of change in the use of technology and the WWW in web design that aims 
to enhance creativity, communications, secure information sharing, collaboration and 
functionality of the WWW. Web 2.0 tools can be organized into the following categories: Blogs, 
Wikis, social bookmarking, RSS and other information technologies, collaborative authoring 
tools, multimedia file sharing services, social networking and social presence, bricolage and 
applications mashups [7], [12], [13]. Researchers suggested that Web 2.0 tools have penetrated 
people’s private and professional lives, but have also started transforming learning patterns [14]. 
Social networking is considered to be one of the basic categories of Web 2.0.  

Social networking services can be defined as internet-or mobile device-based social spaces, 
designed to support communication, collaboration and content sharing across users [14].  They 
are web sites that facilitate the building of social networks or social relations among internet 
users that share similar interests, activities, backgrounds, or real-life connections 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_ networking_service). Users are allowed to construct public or 
semi-public profiles within a bounded system, articulate a list of other users with whom they 
share a connection, and view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others 
within the system [8]. Prominent examples of social networking services include Facebook, 
Google+ and MySpace (for social Networking and socializing), LinkedIn (for professional 
networking), Academia and ResearchGate (for academic networking), and Elgg (for knowledge 
accretion and learning). The most well known and employed social network is Facebook, which in 
September of 2012 reached 1 billion registered users [15]. 

Researchers have studied many aspects of Facebook. Facebook research may be organized into 
four categories: social networking and social capital, identity construction, concerns with privacy 
and the potential use of Facebook for academic purposes [10], [16]. It is worth noting that the 
latter category includes the use of Facebook in university libraries.  

Although it appeared later than Facebook, Twitter is another example of social networking 
service that became quickly very popular among users [17]. Twitter is a social networking and 
micro-blogging service that enables its users to send and read other users' updates, known as 
tweets. Micro-blogging is characterized by three features, namely, information sharing, 
information seeking, and friend-ship wide relationships [18]. Twitter is often described as the 
"SMS of Internet", in that the site provides the back-end functionality to other desktop and web-
based applications to send and receive short text messages, often obscuring the actual website 
itself. Tweets are text-based posts of up to 140 characters in length. Updates are displayed on the 
user's profile page and delivered to other users who have signed up to receive them. Users can 
send and receive updates via the Twitter website, SMS, RSS (receive only), or through 
applications. The service is free to use over the web, but using SMS may incur phone services 
provider fees [19]. 

While there has been an increase in the usage of Twitter at higher education worldwide, a 
report from Faculty Focus [20] indicated that Twitter‘s potential pedagogical uses has yet to be 
exploited, since most institutions are currently using it for sharing information among students 
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and as a real time news source. Several researchers have studied the use of Twitter, but the  

III. ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF USING SOCIAL NETWORKING IN THE EDUCATIONAL 
PROCESS 

Although social networking services appear to be very appealing for integrating them in the 
educational process the tendency is to employ them as a means of information dissemination and 
not to actually encapsulate them in the educational process [21]. For many years universities 
have employed Learning Management Systems (LMSs) in order to support distance but also 
hybrid learning. LMSs are content management systems especially tailored for the educational 
needs. An LMS is the infrastructure that delivers and manages instructional content. It also 
identifies and grants access to registered users, tracks their progress, collects and presents data 
for supervising the learning process of an educational organization [22]. Thus universities are 
trying to exploit social networking capabilities while they continue to use LMSs. And this move is 
quite natural since LMSs are what the members of the educational process have been using for 
the past 20 years. They know their strengths and their drawbacks.  

Many universities around the world have profiles in Facebook in order to promote their 
activities. Sharing information for various events seems to be the main use of Facebook by 
universities [10]. Since the majority of university students are using Facebook, it is quite natural 
to use this channel of communication in order to disseminate news and information. In the 
Department of Journalism and Mass Media Communication in Aristotle University of 
Thessaloniki, all students are members of the departments’ group in Facebook 
(http://www.facebook.com/#!/groups/ 43284533114/?fref=ts). All department’s announcements are 
also published in the wall of this group. The majority of the department’s teaching staff is a 
member of this group and communicate directly with the students via the wall of this group. 

Although it seems a good idea to move educational content in to Facebook, it is not certain that 
students will appreciate this action. Many students appear to prefer keeping the educational 
process separately from their online social activities. Stutzman in his research reported a critical 
finding regarding the desire of students to treat academic content as a separate from their social 
interactions [23]. 

Also Facebook is perceived a shared-space (outside of the university’s controlled online systems) 
and students tend to feel more relaxed in their communication with other students as well as 
with the instructors [10]. This may lead to open discussions and thus valuable interactions 
between learners and instructors. But it may also have some negative aspects. Specifically 
students have many distractions in the Facebook environment, which may cause them to lose 
concentration more easily. Also the university has no control on the Facebook and this may cause 
problems as far as the availability of the online system is concerned and other software 
compatibility problems that students might face with their personal computers [10]. 

One other issue that must be mentioned is that in the neutral environment of Facebook, the 
boundaries between learners and instructors are blurred, and learners may take initiatives in 
contributing to the course content or explaining course material to other fellow learners. Of 
course such actions are welcomed in the learning process, since they lead to deeper 
understanding of the course material. But students must be ready to take such responsibilities 
and be able to behave in a suitable manner.     
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IV. INTEGRATION MODELS 
New technologies may fall into two categories. They either substitute an existing technology 

that is already in use, or they add new capabilities and thus extent an existing technology [24]. 
In this context this section will attempt to outline the possible solutions for the integration of 
social networking in higher education.  

If we try to describe the current situation as far as the integration of social networking in 
higher education is concerned, we can say that social networking services are currently employed 
in parallel with existing LMS infrastructure that supports distance and hybrid education. Thus a 
certain group of users is part of a learning community and also employs Facebook or other social 
networking services for communication purposes (see figure 1).  It is worth noting that various 
plugins that allow the flow of information between LMSs (Blackboard, Moodle, etc) and Facebook 
are now available, but they offer limited connectivity between the two platforms. Although this 
may look like a logical development given the popularity of Facebook and its proven 
communication capabilities, it cannot be considered as an ideal solution. We must not forget that 
the use of Facebook at his current form offers many advantages but also has many disadvantages 
(as described in the previous section). 

 

FIGURE 1: USE OF SOCIAL NETWORKING SERVICES IN CONJUNCTION WITH EXISTING LMS. 
 
One would expect that the next logical evolution is to either integrate education in the social 

networking services, or integrate social networking in education. The problem is that social 
networking services are operated by business corporations that aim in profiting by the 
development of successful social networking services. Thus it would be difficult for society to 
accept Facebook as a potential education institute. One must not forget that Facebook includes 
many advertisements in its environment, which is its main source of revenue. The described 
scheme is depicted in figure 2. This option requires the introduction of additional features in 
social networking services that will support, course content organization and presentation as well 
as evaluation and monitor of the learning process. 
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FIGURE 2: INTEGRATION OF A LEARNING PROCESS IN AN EXISTING SOCIAL NETWORK. 
 
The second option is for universities to develop their own social networking service. Although 

this solution seems to have many advantages since it adopts the communication features of social 
networking in the existing educational context, it does not appear to have many possibilities of 
success. It is not easy to convince students to start using a new social networking service, when 
they are already using one (Facebook most probably). And if they are forced to adopt it, the most 
probable outcome is that they will eventually abandon it. In the previous years we have all 
witnessed various attempts from Google to introduce a successful social networking service. 
Their latest attempt was Google+, which although it has initially grabbed public attention it did 
not succeed in becoming a major force in social networking [25].  

Thus the idea is not to reinvent social networking, but to try to combine the existing 
established status quo with the learning process. For example one proposal could be to introduce 
sub social networks in an existing social network that will be connected with a university (see 
figure 3). A social networking site can create a sub network for each university that is interested 
in participating in such a scheme. The social networking service will offer to its users additional 
features related to education and will also attract new users they were not registered users of the 
social networking service. One the other hand the university will be able to use all the social 
features offered by the social networking service. Finally the learner/user will be using a familiar 
environment, with all the friends and connections that he had made before entering the 
university. He will also be able to participate to more than one educational sub networks, 
depending on its current studies (for example studding for a BA degree, while also attending a 
part-time post graduate programme offered by a different institution).  Of course special 
attention must be given in order for the user to have a clear distinction between the educational 
content and communication and the rest of the social traffic that originates from the social 
networking service. The learning material can be sustained in the university’s IT infrastructure 
and integrated in social networking pages as mashup application or accommodated in the social 
networking sites’s IT infrastructure.     
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FIGURE 3: CREATION OF EDUCATIONAL SUB-NETWORK IN AN EXISTING SOCIAL NETWORKING SERVICE. 
 
As far as twitter in concerned things are quite different. Since Twitter possesses specific 

(limited in comparison with other social networking services) characteristics it can be employed 
as a supplemental communication tool in the educational process. Already they are available 
plugins for major LMSs (for example Blackboard, Moodle, etc) that allow the flow of information 
from Twitter to specific modules of the learning platforms.  

V. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 
It is obvious that the integration of social networking in the educational process is a big 

challenge for higher education institutes. There are a lot of benefits that may arise from this 
integration. The advantages offered by the use of social networking services can lead to a more 
learner centered model in the higher education, in which the learning process will adapt to the 
learner’s needs [49]. Cohen believes that LMSs must be enriched in order to support social 
networking and collaboration tools [24]. This is already happening, with major LMSs (for 
example, Blackboard, Moodle, etc) gradually adopting various tools and services that are offered 
by social networking services. But every change must occur gradually in order for the learners 
and the instructors to have time to learn and apply the new added features in the learning 
process. Future research directions of this work may include the implementation of online 
courses entirely in a social networking site, for example Facebook. Thus we will be able to assess 
the impact that will have in the learning process and also evaluate learners’ and instructors’ 
reactions. The results from this study will be compared with results from the evaluation of the 
same course offered by a standard LMS. Also surveys must be conducted among university 
students in order to evaluate their attitude towards the use of Facebook in higher education. The 
generation that has grown up using social networking is now starting to enter universities thus 
their attitude may be different from students that were introduced to social networking as 
adults. Based on the findings of the previous mentioned studies we will be able to reevaluate the 
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way of integrating social networking in higher education. 

This paper has investigated the integration of social networking in higher education. It is well 
accepted that social networking services constitute a considerable force in today’s communication 
world. And without a doubt Facebook with its 1 billion users is social networking most important 
player. The learning process can significantly benefit from the incorporation of tools and services 
that support communication between the participating parties. The shift from a teacher centric 
system to a student centric system is facilitated by the use of information and communication 
technologies. The introduction of social networking has changed considerably the technology 
world and the way we interact with each other online. As a result existing technology that has 
been employed for a considerable time period in the learning process needs to be redefined and 
enriched with new features [24]. In this context various solutions where explored in order for 
universities to be able to take advantage of the communication capabilities offered by social 
networking services. These solutions will without doubt include existing technological 
infrastructure (that is LMS) already in use by universities today. LMS must support the creation, 
sharing, enrichment, and commenting of user content. Learners must be able to post questions, 
documents, best practices and locate useful information. These features will enrich existing 
LMSs and make them more social oriented [24]. The most promising solution involves the 
creation of educational sub-networks within existing social networking sites that will facilitate 
learning in conjunction with LMS. As far as micro-blogging services, like Twitter is concerned the 
study acknowledges its potentials and proposes its use in conjunction with existing LMSs, as a 
supplemental communication tool for the learning process. All the above can be accomplished by 
a close collaboration between social networking services, LIM vendors and universities. 
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