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This study explored how social networking technology can be used to supplement
face-to-face courses as a means of enhancing students’ sense of community and,
thus, to promote classroom communities of practice in the context of higher
education. Data were collected from 67 students who enrolled in four face-to-face
courses at two public universities in Taiwan. Findings indicated that the majority
of participants developed strong feelings of social connectedness and expressed
favorable feelings regarding their learning experiences in the classes where social
networking sites were used as a supplementary tool. Learner difficulties and
concerns of instructors about the educational use of social media are addressed
with recommendations for future research and practice.
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Introduction

For millions of people, the web is a social space that connects them with their friends,

colleagues, family members and even total strangers. The new generation of web, or

Web 2.0, as it has been labeled, supports social interaction and makes it easy for

individuals to exchange information and to share their life and interests in one form

or another (e.g. sharing videos in YouTube, photos in Flickr, thoughts in Blogger,

and expertise in Wikipedia). As the web continues to evolve, web-based social media

or social networking services/sites (SNSs), which help establish or maintain human

relationships and social networks, are becoming ubiquitous.

Arguably, the web has transformed the way people interact and communicate in

daily life. Many educational researchers and practitioners also believe that the web

has vast potential to shape the way people learn (Barbour and Plough 2009; Drexler,

Baralt, and Dawson 2008). It appears reasonable that educators should make

instructional use of the social nature of Web 2.0 in order to create optimal, natural

environments for learning to take place. This study, therefore, explored the possibility

of creating class social networks with a Web 2.0 social networking tool as an

alternative supplement to traditional classroom teaching. In this paper, learning is

recognized as a social construct that is explained by students’ sense of classroom

community and their active participation in classroom community of practice (CoP).
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Community of practice (CoP) and supporting concepts

The social nature of learning is perhaps best captured by situated learning theory,

which significantly shifts the view of learning from a cognitive process to a process of

participation in the social world. Lave and Wenger (1991) argued that learning

emerges from engagement in social interaction. They attempted to situate learning

within a broader conceptual term, CoP, which provides the minimal meaningful

context for learning to take place. A CoP is best understood as a framework of social

participation, and people generally are involved in a number of CoP, whether at

home, school, work, or other social settings.

Since Lave and Wenger’s (1991) publication, there has been much interest in

supporting and overlapping concepts of CoP, such as community of learners,

community of inquiry, learning community, and community knowledge, to name just

a few. These notions that derive from, or extend, CoP all share an assumption that

‘engagement in social practice is the fundamental principle by which we learn and so

become who we are’ (Wenger 1998, 45). Of particular relevance to this study is the

concept of ‘sense of classroom community’ (cf. Rovai 2001, 2002a, 2002b, 2003).

According to Rovai (2001, 287), a classroom community is ‘a specific type of

psychological community based on the following characteristics: (a) the setting is the

world of education; (b) the primary purpose is learning; and (c) the community is

based on a fixed organizational tenure, that is, a set length of the course or program

in which members are enrolled’. This definition of a classroom community implies

that every course in which students are enrolled can be considered a classroom

community, be it good or bad. It also suggests that any participatory efforts that

class members put into building and sustaining such a community can be grounded

or situated in the framework of classroom CoP.

Many researchers have promoted the important role of classroom community in

effective learning in traditional, online, and blended learning environments. For

instance, Summers and Svinicki (2007) examined the relationship between students’

perceptions of classroom community and mastery motivation in traditional class-

rooms that used different classroom interaction strategies. They found that the

students in cooperative learning classrooms perceived higher sense of community

and reported greater motivation in achievement goals than those in non-cooperative

learning classrooms. Summers and Svinicki’s (2007) findings imply that as a

psychological or affective state related to learning, students’ sense of classroom

community is interrelated with other elements involved in the classroom CoP. This

thinking is also supported by empirical evidence in the context of e-learning.

Bangert (2009) surveyed 1173 higher education students enrolled in fully online

and blended courses at a university in the USA. Results from the study were in line

with Summers and Svinicki (2007) and much previous research (Garrison, Anderson,

and Archer 2000; Shea 2006; Shea and Bidjerano 2008) that showed social, cognitive,

and teaching elements are interrelated and necessary for nurturing the sense of

classroom community experienced by students. While one cannot be sure of a causal

relationship between students’ sense of classroom community and a variety of

learning variables at present, it is clear from the results of Bangert (2009) and others

that sense of classroom community is an essential element of successful e-learning.

Similarly, Rovai (2002b, 321) argued that, ‘If online learners feel a sense of

community, it is possible that this emotional connectedness may provide the support
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needed for them not only to complete successfully a class or a program but also to

learn more’. While the significance of sense of community in learning is often

associated with online education, it seems reasonable to predict that the learning

value of sense of community can apply across various educational contexts.

Social networking for promoting community of practice (CoP)

Social networking can be seen as ‘the practice of expanding knowledge by making

connections with individuals of similar interests’ (Gunawardena et al. 2009, 4). The

concept of social networking is commonly linked to and supported by applications of

social media that are designed for social interaction and information exchange (e.g.

MySpace, Facebook, and Flickr). Many researchers are finding that social

networking is at the heart of CoP (e.g. Mason and Rennie 2007; Russo, Watkins,

and Groundwater-Smith 2009; Tu, Blocher, and Ntoruru 2008). As applied to

educational settings, it appears that the success of classroom communities rests on

how well learners are socially connected and perceive the value of such social bonds

in their classroom CoP.

In line with this thinking, Mason and Rennie (2007) made an initial attempt to

utilize a combination of social networking tools (e.g. wiki, podcasts, and YouTube)

to support the development of a local community for a Land Trust. They found that

Web 2.0 technologies which support social interaction were ideal for increasing

community members’ emotional connectedness and thus contributed to the

development of the local community. Likewise, Russo, Watkins, and Groundwater-

Smith (2009) also related social networking in CoPs to informal learning. They

posited that social media played a central role in creating knowledge-sharing

experiences in informal settings and demonstrated some innovative uses of social

media for promoting local communities, such as visitor podcasts supported by the

Museum of Modern Art, and a MySpace site used by Brooklyn Museum. Another

instance of using social media in enhancing engagement of community members is

illustrated by a recent study of an online community of professionals. Tu, Blocher,

and Ntoruru (2008) integrated Diigo, a social bookmarking website, in the

manuscript review process for a refereed international journal as a means to

establish an online professional community of journal reviewers. Their findings

indicated that Diigo engaged the community members to elaborate their comments

and to generate collective intelligence in the review process, although critical issues of

trust and professional relationships pertaining to the online community were also

observed.

As reviewed above, Mason and Rennie (2007) as well as Russo, Watkins, and

Groundwater-Smith (2009) have shown that the value of social media is generally

recognized for informal learning given its potential to encourage member participa-

tion within existing local communities. Drawing from the findings of Tu, Blocher,

and Ntoruru (2008), while social networking tools can be useful for building virtual

professional communities without local ties, sustaining the CoP may present

potential obstacles, such as lack of trust, isolated feelings, and other affective factors

which can be broadly conceived as lack of a sense of community. With this in mind,

hybrid communities mixing online interaction with face-to-face interaction may be

ideal.
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Drexler, Baralt, and Dawson (2008) built on a face-to-face professional

development community of Pre K-12 educators to create a wiki-based virtual

learning community. The success of the consortium suggests that face-to-face

consideration in the design of virtual communities warrants further investigation.

Along the same line, Barbour and Plough (2009) described educational uses of social

networking in a supplemental online program at Odyssey Charter High School. The

e-learning program adopted a blended learning model, with students meeting 4 hours

a week, face-to-face, in traditional classrooms, and the remainder online. The online

school’s attempts to enhance learners’ sense of classroom community through an

evolution of social networking technologies (from Facebook, Ning, to a closed

virtual platform) as a means to facilitate students’ online learning experiences were

found to be effective and highly appreciated by both faculty and students.
Based on the above-mentioned studies, this paper proposes that, while social

networking technologies open up opportunities for learning in CoP regardless of the

nature of learning (i.e. informal, formal, and professional learning), social network-

ing tools are best implemented as a supplement to face-to-face communities or

virtual communities with local ties. Previous e-learning research (e.g. Barbour and

Plough 2009; Vonderwell 2003) indicated that a perceived lack of sense of community

is often a major challenge generally experienced by e-learners due to the limited

social bonds and social presence of community members. Many researchers (e.g.

Black, Dawson, and Priem 2008; Rovai 2002b) have called for further research into

engaging course design in order to promote higher levels of sense of community and

thus optimize learning. Accordingly, this paper considers a subset of a range of

communities (i.e. classroom communities in a higher education context) and

investigates the learning value of social networking technology with a focus on

students’ perceived sense of classroom community.

Research design

The purpose of this study was to explore how social networking technology can be

used to supplement face-to-face courses as a means of enhancing students’ sense of

community and, thus, to promote classroom CoP. This study addressed two research

questions:

� What are students’ experiences with and views on the integration of social

networking sites in the examined courses?
� What impact does the use of social networking sites to supplement face-to-

face courses have on students’ perceived sense of community?

Technological implementation

Despite the popularity of SNSs like Facebook and MySpace, Ning was chosen based

on the researchers’ belief that social networks for academic purposes created with

Ning bring about more focused learning environments with less distraction. For

today’s students, who have been accustomed to using social networking tools in

everyday life, integrating MySpace, for example, into a course they are taking may be
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seen as an intrusion into the students’ private domain and would therefore introduce

extra challenges for the instructional innovation of this study.
Ning (http://www.ning.com) is a web-based social platform launched in 2005. As

of January 2009, Ning reported 4.7 million unique visitors and served more than 1

million social networks (see CNN News on 25 May 2009). This SNS is fast growing

and competes with other well-known social sites. As a Web 2.0 application, Ning

enables registered users to create their own social networks around particular

interests and passions free of charge (a paid option is also available for users seeking

advanced functionality). Major functions of Ning include: text searching, media

sharing (e.g. photos, music, and videos), interaction (e.g. forum, chat, comments, and

blog), and content delivery (e.g. RSS feeds). The unique feature of Ning is that any

network creator can customize the above-mentioned functionality of their site, design

the site’s appearance, and determine the membership or accessibility of the site (i.e.

public or private) to suit their own purposes.

This study investigated four elective courses taught by either one of the

researchers. Each course had a class social network that was only accessible to class

members. Being aware that teacher influence and interaction options afforded by the

learning environment are potential factors affecting the effectiveness of e-learning,

the four private social networks were designed by the instructors/researchers with

identical functionality to minimize possible correlations. Although the site appear-

ance varied slightly for each course, similarity of the instructional approach to social

networking for community building was assumed.

Similar to courseware or e-learning platforms, the course-learning environment

created with Ning allowed the students to access the course materials and exchange

opinions anytime and anywhere. To supplement regular class meetings, the students

were asked to reflect on class learning by participating in discussion forums on

the course sites. As to a significant feature of social networking applications, all the

enrolled students were asked to create their own profiles and encouraged to share

their interests and passions by uploading photos, audios, and videos to the class

networks. This social sharing feature made the use of Ning different from common

platforms in classrooms, such as Blackboard.

Participants

Participants for the study included 67 students enrolled in four face-to-face courses

(n�72) at two public universities in Taiwan in Spring 2009. Potential participants

were asked to sign a consent form indicating their voluntary participation during the

drop/add period and were assured participating in the study did not affect their

course grade in any way. All confidential data (e.g. learner maintained profiles and

online postings) were password protected in the private, class social networks. The

researchers also assigned participant codes to maintain the anonymity of participat-

ing students’ responses collected for data analysis.

With regard to demographics of the participants, males represented 36 (54%) of

participants while 31 (46%) of the participants were females. Age of the participants

varied significantly: 11 (16%) participants were under 20 years of age, 25 (37%) were

between 21 and 30 years of age, 18 (27%) were between 31 and 40 years of age, and 13

(20%) were over 40 years of age.
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Given the focus of the present study on social networking technology, the

participants’ respective background information was collected to provide a better

understanding of their learning experiences in the observed classrooms. All the

participants reported that they were comfortable learning with computer and
technology in and out of class. Only two (3%) had less than 5 years of computer

using experience, and the remaining 65 (97%) participants have been using computers

in learning and everyday life for more than 5 years. More specifically, the majority of

the participants (76%) were experienced in web-based SNSs (e.g. Facebook,

MySpace, Wretch, and Classmates) and were members of more than one social

network prior to participation in the present study. It is interesting to note that the 16

(24%) participants who reported to be first-time social networking users were all over

35 years old.

Data collection and analysis

A survey instrument was used as primary data collection for the study and was

administered during the final week of the four courses. To improve the response rate,

the survey was offered in two different formats: electronic and paper-based. Both

were done completely anonymously. The students could choose to fill out any format

they felt comfortable with by the closing date of the survey. Sixty-seven out of 72
students enrolled in the four observed courses completed the survey (93% return

rate).

The survey sought to understand how learning in classroom CoP was supported

by the use of social networking technology as a supplement to face-to-face courses

from the students’ points of view. The 25-item survey comprised three sections. Part I

consisted five items to collect learner characteristics, such as gender, age, and

computer literacy. The results were compiled and reported in the participants section.

Part II was developed in response to the first research question. This part contained
three open-ended questions and seven closed questions to elicit learner feedback on

the course design, which also served as part of the students’ end-of-semester course

evaluations. One of the closed questions in this part included eight sub-items to

determine students’ perceptions of class social networks. For these eight sub-items, a

five-point Likert scale was used, with 4 representing a strong agreement and 0

representing a strong disagreement. Part III consisted of 10 items which was adapted

from Rovai’s (2002a) Classroom Community Scale to answer the second research

question. Rather than developing a new scale to assess learners’ sense of classroom
community, the researchers adopted the established measures of ‘learning’ and

‘connectedness’ that have been validated and utilized in previous research (see Black,

Dawson, and Priem 2008; Rovai 2002a, 2003) to gauge students’ perceptions of

learning-oriented behaviors and their feelings of connectedness in each classroom of

interest. For Part III of the instrument, a five-point Likert scale was used for items 1,

2, 3, 7, 8, and 9, with 4 representing strong agreement and 0 representing a strong

disagreement. Also, a five-point Likert scale was used for items 4, 5, and 6; but for

these items, 0 representing strong agreement and 4 representing strong disagreement
since these are negative items. Items with higher scores in Part III reflect a stronger

sense of classroom community.

Descriptive statistics were used to summarize and present the quantitative data

from the survey. Additionally, qualitative data from the open-ended survey items (i.e.
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remarks of the survey respondents) were content analyzed to provide more in-depth

information in the students’ voices. To enhance the trustworthiness of the survey

instrument, the instructors’ classroom observations and the students’ participation

on the class social networks served as secondary data sources and were used to

supplement the researchers’ interpretations of the survey results.

Results

The two research questions were used to organize the presentation of the study

results as follows.

Classroom communities of practice experienced by students

Students were asked to rate their agreement with a series of statements (eight sub-

items) concerning their learning experiences with the use of social networks in their

courses in Part II of the survey. As shown in Table 1, over 90% of the students

agreed/strongly agreed on sub-items 1, 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8. Eighty-eight percent of the

students agreed/strongly agreed on sub-item 2, and 86% of them agreed/strongly

agreed on sub-item 3. The mean scores of these items range from 3.2 to 3.6 and the

overall mean score is 3.4. Putting it differently, the majority of the participants were

in favor of the affordances of their class social networks for knowledge sharing (sub-

items 1, 4, and 7), interaction and collaboration (sub-items 3, 5, and 8), and learner-

centered activities (sub-items 2 and 6).

Table 1. Perceptions of course-learning experiences and class social networking site.

Item

Percentage in a

five-point Likert

scale

Means

and SD

SA A N D SA M SD

1 My class social networking site allows me to share my

personal interests

31 61 6 2 0 3.2 0.7

2 My class social networking site allows me to personalize

pages to express individuality and creativity

31 57 12 0 0 3.2 0.6

3 My class social networking site allows me to hold forums to

discuss topics of interest

37 47 14 0 0 3.2 0.7

4 My class social networking site allows me to find and share

educational resources

57 40 3 0 0 3.5 0.6

5 My class social networking site allows me to communicate

with classmates about course-related topics

46 45 9 0 0 3.4 0.6

6 My class social networking site encourages learner-centered

activities

43 49 8 0 0 3.4 0.6

7 My class social networking site promotes knowledge sharing 61 37 2 0 0 3.6 0.5

8 My class social networking site provides collaborative

learning opportunities

48 49 3 0 0 3.4 0.6

Notes: A five-point Likert scale was provided for each item. SA, strongly agree; A, agree; N, neutral; D,
disagree; SD, strongly disagree.
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As with the other survey items on the use of class social networks, students

indicated that they accessed the class social networking site everyday (21%), every

week (78%), or less frequently (1%). They reported many functions of the class social

networks useful to them: Forum (79%), Blog (76%), Photos (75%), Videos (73%), My
Page (52%), Music/Audio (51%), Members’ Pages (51%), Groups (39%), and Chat

(16%). All of the students (100%) felt that the course was well-structured with regard

to the curricular integration of these social networking functions of Ning.

Furthermore, 92% of the participants reported that their overall experience using

the class social networking site were positive/very positive, and 97% of them

indicated they had positive/very positive overall experience of participation in the

course. Encouragingly, 100% of the participants agreed/strongly agreed that they had

acquired personal or professional growth upon the completion of the course.
The students were also encouraged to provide their personal feedback and

comments in the survey. Among their responses to the open-ended question on the

curricular integration of social networks in their courses, the most frequently

mentioned pedagogical benefit was information-sharing. As one participant noted, ‘I

not only enjoyed being able to share anything of my interest (such as, music, photos,

and videos) with my classmates but also appreciated the things shared by others’.

Another participant also stated, ‘I don’t have to spend time and effort gathering all

the information I need by myself � the knowledge and resources shared by the
classmates were actually great sources of information’. These comments were further

echoed by another participant, ‘By the act of sharing, we benefit more than what we

contribute’. The students’ responses appear to suggest that the information-sharing

feature of social media greatly enhanced students’ learning experiences. It also

implies that encouraging students to share their personal interests and educational

resources leads to dynamic knowledge sharing and appears to be one potential way

to promote classroom CoP.

Students’ perceived sense of classroom community

In response to an inquiry into the students’ sense of classroom community, the

participants were asked to indicate their agreement or disagreement with 10

statements in Part III of the survey. A high percentage of participants demonstrated

strong social connectedness, as evidenced by item 1 (73%); item 3 (82%); item 5

(82%); item 7 (63%); and item 9 (85%). They also expressed favorable feelings of

learning experiences in the classroom CoP, as evidenced by item 2 (71%); item 4
(75%); item 6 (88%); item 8 (92%); and item 10 (88%). The mean scores on the items

range from 2.4 to 3.3 and the overall mean score is 3.0. Table 2 provides a summary

of all the items used to measure learners’ sense of classroom community pertaining to

‘connectedness’ (i.e. odd items) ‘learning’ (i.e. even items).

In addition, many students provided positive comments regarding their perceived

sense of classroom community. It was observed that the students’ perceptions of

enhanced sense of classroom community were closely related to the information-

sharing function as presented in the former section and the interaction function of
the social media. For instance, one participant mentioned, ‘Our class social network

makes it easy for us to communicate and interact with others anytime, anywhere’.

Such a statement was typical of many of the students’ comments. While the

interaction and communication function is a common feature for most e-learning
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environments, one experienced online learner highlighted the significance of social

media. As he pointed out, ‘I found myself more engaged in this learning network

than other e-learning platforms used in my former courses because the class members

had more interactional opportunities for sharing personal interests and exchanging

learning resources in addition to discussing course-related content’.

Another student also expressed her favorable feelings of engaging in the class

social network: ‘This course site was fun and interesting. I accessed it very often to

find out what others are up to’. Likewise, many of the participants reported that the

integration of Ning in their courses engaged them to participate in their classroom

CoP. This is perhaps best reflected in one participant’s comment: ‘Being able to stay

in touch with the instructor and the classmates out of class as well as to share our

personal interests via Ning made me feel more connected and closer to them. As the

course continued, I began to feel more comfortable interacting with them in the real

classroom and online’. Furthermore, the participants also recognized the value of

peer support, which is interrelated with one’s perceived social bond in a meaningful

classroom community. As one participant noted, ‘I often turned to my classmates

when I encountered any problems or had questions about our coursework’. In a

related example, another participant expressed her appreciation for peer support,

‘Whenever I posted something in our course site, I would expect to get feedback

shortly, and it usually wouldn’t take too long. Our classmates were very helpful and

responsive when one asked for people’s opinions and feedback. I always learned a lot

from them’. Overall, the students’ opinions about increased sense of classroom

community illustrate the social nature of learning, made possible by the social

networking affordance of Ning. Putting it differently, as a social networking tool,

Ning was found useful for strengthening students’ emotional connectedness with

community members and facilitating the development of classroom communities

with evidence of the participants’ enhanced engagement and mutual support for each

other in their classroom CoP.

Table 2. Percentages, means, and standard deviations of classroom community scale.

Item

Percentage in a

five-point Likert

scale

Means

and SD

(n�67)

SA A N D SA M SD

1 I feel that students in this course care about each other 21 52 24 3 0 2.9 0.8

2 I feel that I am encouraged to ask questions 25 46 27 2 0 2.9 0.8

3 I feel that this course is like a family 33 49 16 2 0 3.1 0.8

4 I feel that it is hard to get help when I have a question 4 6 15 48 27 2.9 1.0

5 I feel isolated in this course 2 3 13 36 46 3.2 0.9

6 I feel that my educational needs are not being met 2 6 4 52 36 3.1 0.9

7 I feel that I can rely on others in this course 15 48 21 15 1 2.4 1.2

8 I feel that I am given ample opportunities to learn 37 55 6 2 0 3.3 0.7

9 I feel confident that others will support me 18 67 13 2 0 3.0 0.7

10 I feel that this course does not promote a desire to learn 0 4 8 55 33 3.2 0.8

Notes: A five-point Likert scale was provided for each item. SA, strongly agree; A, agree; N, neutral; D,
disagree; SD, strongly disagree.
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Opportunities and challenges of social networking in higher education

Our interest in the participants’ perceptions of their course-learning experiences as

well as their sense of classroom community enabled us to understand and account for

how SNSs could possibly be used as a supplementary tool to enhance a classroom

CoP. The overall findings of this study indicated that participants had an

overwhelmingly positive response toward Ning as a supplement to their regular

face-to-face courses. In addition to sporadic uses of social media for informal and

professional learning as reviewed in this paper, the findings of this study extend the

educational value of social networking for learning to higher education contexts.

SNSs open up the opportunity for class members to interact beyond the walls of the

classroom, and such extended interaction can also lead to additional learning

opportunities or enhance participation in the face-to-face classroom. We propose

that SNSs blur the boundaries of classroom community as conventionally conceived

and are beneficial to students’ perceived sense of classroom community. We therefore

urge higher education practitioners to look more closely at the technological

affordance of social media and its instructional use for creating a positive learning

community.

As demonstrated in this study, the students’ positive learning experiences with the

use of social network were highly related to the information-sharing feature and the

interactional function of technology. Most researchers would agree that the latter has

been widely studied and discussed in the literature for many years since the

emergence of information and communication technology in e-learning environ-

ments. By contrast, social media’s defining feature of information-sharing and its

implications for learning is under-researched, which points to a fertile area that

deserves more research attention.

It is worth mentioning that while the majority of participants in this study

appraised information-sharing as engaging and facilitative of learning, there were

still a small amount of students who were found to struggle with the unaccustomed

practice of knowledge sharing via the relatively new technology of social media in the

learning community. Several participants, particularly those who were first-time

social networking users, expressed mixed feelings toward the use of social media in

formal learning contexts. They reported excitement in being able to share personal

interests and learning, but at the same time, felt the uncertainty as to what counts as

knowledge in the learning community. Other challenges that were identified based on

the participants’ comments made in the survey include: technical problems

(particularly for those who were not quite competent in technology), language

barriers (particularly for those who were not English majors), and time management

(particularly for those who were not familiar with blended e-learning). Taken

together, it is possible that learner characteristics play a role in the aspect of student

perceptions of challenges associated with social networking in classroom CoP.

As an exploratory study on the use of social network in higher education, this

research focused on the learners’ perceived sense of classroom community with the

mediation of social media via survey instrument. Admittedly, this study is limited in

fully accounting for what challenges are facing higher education learners and what

causes their learning difficulties with social networking for learning purposes. There

is clearly a need for further qualitative investigations in order to advance our

understanding of how social media impacts academic learning. Interviews, classroom
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observations, and analyses of learners’ information-sharing and interactional

patterns in class social networks are expected to provide insights into the changing,

social nature of learning.

Reflecting on our own teaching experiences with Ning’s free services, we found

that the connection speed to Ning to be slower in Taiwan than in the USA. Other

major drawbacks of Ning are that: members can only set privacy permissions across

types of resources but not for specific resources; members cannot delete the files they

uploaded into the social network (except videos); and Ning provides limited

functionality for collaborative work.

In embracing social media for the purposes of learning and instruction, some

educators are concerned about the threat of spam and phishing attacks. Based on our

implementation experiences, private social networking appears to be the answer to

grapple with issues of privacy and information security. We feel that although public

social networking has its place, it is important to leverage social media for

instructional needs. Furthermore, educators should be aware that using social

networking to supplement face-to-face courses can become time intensive, and class

members may find themselves overloaded with an overabundance of information

shared within the community. If there is no strategic plan in place to manage and

maintain the CoP in the class social networks, then the use of a social network may

not be effective. Adding a social network into a course does not guarantee successful

learning. To get the most from social media, it is necessary to develop a structured

mechanism for interaction and information-sharing as a means to avoid impediments

against social networking for learning.

Drawing from the points discussed above, this paper concludes that as a

supplementary learning tool, social networking holds promise for enhancing

students’ sense of classroom community, which contributes to their classroom CoP

in and out of class. However, before the learning effectiveness of social networking in

higher education is proven by empirical evidence and successful implementation

strategies are established by further research, social networking sites/services should

be implemented with prudence and learner characteristics should be taken into

careful consideration.
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