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Abstract. This paper describes the results of a study in which two Facebook
pages were investigated as assisting tools in teaching two computer science
courses. The intention was to measure the importance of utilizing a social
networks widely used by students for improving the engagement factor of
students with the course content. The results of the study showed that students
although use Facebook for social purposes such as exchanging messages, their
use of the course pages was of less significance. Students, although followed the
pages as expected, their engagement was only for the purpose of seeking
announcements or questions listed by the instructor, i.e. they used the page as a
bulletin board.
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1 Introduction

The primary use of Facebook, which is a widely-recognized social network that started
in 2004, is communicating with family and friends through the exchange of messages
and pictures. As of October 30, 2013, Facebook was ranked first in social networks in
terms of globally monthly active users (1.5 billion MUAs) according to Ballve (2013).
Hence, this research is aimed at exploiting Facebook’s perceived effectiveness in
improving the engagement factor with course material taught to computer science
students.

It is estimated that more than 90 % of undergraduate students use Facebook for
sorority events and socializing (Shih 2010). Prior to investigating the use of Facebook
for educational purposes, research emphasized the concept of collaboration though
social networks. In other words, how one can find answers to questions within the
setting of the social network which includes family, friends, and colleagues and their
further connections. Research has found that Facebook—as a social network—can
widely participate effectively in collaborative activities (Selwyn 2009).

Facebook has several tools that allow for posting information and pictures. It also
allows for attaching different kinds of files within groups. Moreover, it has the capa-
bilities of commenting on posts and on comments with text, pictures, videos, and
hyperlinks. In addition, Facebook allows users to chat textually and via communica-
tion. Therefore, exploring those tools to improve how students become more engaged
with course material motivated the research discussed in this paper.
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The research questions is: does Facebook improve the engagement of students with
the course content? And is there a difference between the cases of graduate and
undergraduate students given the age gap between the two groups? The remainder of
the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 highlights some research work related to
the topic of choice. Section 3 discusses the research methodology. Section 4 explains
some of the results of the study. Section 5 provides a brief discussion of the results and
concludes the paper.

2 Related Work

The rapid growth of Web 2.0 has had deep effect on education. Learning outside the
classroom is becoming more and more important with the dominance of social net-
works. Students could share ideas, exchange questions and information, and interact
with their teachers over the internet via social networks such as Facebook. Several
studies including Shih (2010) have shown that using online tools in education has
become crucial to exceed the limits of the classroom walls.

Earlier studies focused on the debate of whether social networks are advantageous
or not to the education environment. For example, the study in Selwyn (2009) showed
that Facebook can be seen to provide a ‘ready space’ for use in education. Robiyer et al.
(2010) compared the likelihood of using Facebook for educational purposes by stu-
dents and by faculty members. Their study showed that, in 2010, students were more
accepting to the idea of using Facebook to assist the classroom while teachers were
more likely to use traditional methods such as email.

Later, the focus shifted to the possibilities of actually using Facebook in the edu-
cation process. For example, the study discussed in Shih (2013) showed that students
within community groups on Facebook are very confident to share information
regarding their class. Moreover, the study discussed in Kayri and Çakır (2013) showed
that Facebook provides continuity of learning by eliminating the need for repetition by
teachers. In addition, the study in Bicen (2013) showed that Facebook along with other
Web 2.0 tools can have a positive effect on the students’ learning skills. It encouraged
not only the students’ team work via sharing course material but also teachers to
organize activities that could not be done in real life.

According to educatorstechnology.com, Facebook has several advantages if used
properly in educating students. For example, Facebook has a friendly and inviting
environment that helps students engage with the material and participate in the subjects
discussed in class. Their everyday use of Facebook helps to make students more
comfortable with its use in learning. Furthermore, Facebook can facilitate collaboration
and improve discussions.

To explore those advantages and to further highlight the possible usefulness of a
widely used social network such that of Facebook, the study in this paper explores the
benefits of Facebook in assisting with teaching computer science courses. It also
compares the cases of graduate and undergraduate students.
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3 Methodology

The research is mainly a study in which two Facebook pages were created by the
principal investigator who is also the instructor of two computer science courses. The
first is a third-year computer science course (operating systems (OS)), and the second is
a graduate computer science course (advanced topics in databases (DB)). The instructor
created the two pages as community pages. Both the students and the instructor could
post on the timelines of the pages.

The instructor announced each page during the first class and all students in the
class joined the pages to receive information and interact with the page by (liking) it.
The number of students in the OS class was 46 and the number of the students in the
DB class was 14. It is worth noting that all students joined their designated pages. The
pages were active during the Fall Semester of 2014–2015 (Sept 2014 to January-2015).
The instructor informed the students that the following will be posted to the Facebook
pages:

1. Announcements regarding class time changes and exam times.
2. Information regarding assignments and homework.
3. Information regarding projects required for the class.
4. Questions that need to be discussed and answered.
5. Links to websites that would help students with the courses.

Two questionnaires were given to students. The first was a generic pre-study survey
given to a sample of students in the Faculty of Information Technology in Misurata
University. The second was a post-study survey that questioned students in both classes
after having used the two pages during the semester.

The activities of the instructor included maintaining the page and providing posts to
students. Those posts included: (1) information to students about the course material,
(2) questions to students to discuss and answer online, (3) homework and assignments
to bring to class, and (4) different kinds of announcements regarding quizzes, exams,
and the like. The instructor collected information such as post reach, post likes, and
comments by students on daily basis.

The students in both classes were asked to follow the corresponding course page.
There activities involved: (1) posting on the page, (2) liking posts, (3) commenting on
posts, and (4) answering questions. They also asked questions about: information, other
questions, and announcements posted by the instructor. Students commented on each
other’s comments and answers as well.

4 Study Results

The study investigated aspects regarding the interactions between students and the page
content, the type of content that interested students the most, and the difference
between graduate and undergraduate computer science students in dealing with
Facebook pages used in education. The study also measured the effectiveness of the
structure of each page and the distribution of content over the semester timeline.
However, in terms of human-computer interaction, the results discussed in this paper
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will concern: the students’ engagement with the pages, the type of content that inter-
ested students most, and the difference between graduate and undergraduate computer
science students with respect to interacting with social networks for learning, given that
there is an age gap between the two groups.

4.1 Pre-study Questionnaire

The pre-study questionnaire asked students about their use of Facebook in general and
in socialization. It also questioned about the use of Facebook in reading scientific
material. Participants were also asked about the possible uses of Facebook in discus-
sions and forums in addition to using Facebook pages for course exercises. Most
students (57 out of 60) indicated that they use Facebook in socialization and to read
scientific material. With regard to the use of Facebook pages in course exercises, most
students (50 out of 60) welcomed the idea and showed interest in following Facebook
pages related to courses they study.

4.2 Students’ Engagement

To measure the students’ engagement with each Facebook page, the study investigated
two kinds of posts. The first is posts on the page by the instructor and the second is
students’ posts. With each type of post, the study recorded whether each post was a
question, a piece of information (text, image or video), or an announcement. The
investigation involved the number of likes per each type of post, the number of
comments by students, and the post reach. Table 1 shows the results.

Table 1. Students’ engagement with the Facebook pages
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As shown in Table 1, students were more interested in what the teacher posted on
the page. In the case of the undergraduate course, they only posted about half of the
questions the instructor posted (7 vs. 4). They posted fewer pieces of information
(4 vs. 1). The cases of the graduate course was very similar. Students provided fewer
questions and fewer informational posts. However, graduate students had more com-
ments on the instructor’s question and informational posts than undergraduate students
(18(5) vs. 12(7)) who had more comments on announcements made available by the
instructor (44 vs. 6).

There was a weak correlation between the number of likes and the number of
comments in both course pages (using Pearson Product r = 0.48 in the OS course,
r = −0.08 in the DB course) Having higher likes (mean = 6 likes per post in the OS
case) than comments (mean = 2 comments per post in the OS case) indicates, although
not directly, that students were less interactive and more likely followers of the page.
Similar results were recorded with the DB course page.

4.3 Interaction Based on Post Types

By taking a second look at Table 1, one notices that students in both classes focused on
questions and information posted by the instructor instead of having discussions by
commenting on each other’s posts. Announcements by the teacher had the highest
numbers of likes in both classes (104 and 29). This may indicate that students con-
sidered the page as an online bulletin board.

4.4 Graduate vs. Undergraduate Courses

By comparing the cases of graduate and undergraduate students, the results show that
similar interests were recorded. Both groups focused on the same kind of posts in terms
of likes and comments they provided. Both pages had very few posts by students. In the
case of the graduate course page, the student posts and questions had more consider-
ation by other students with no significant difference when compared to the case of the
undergraduate course page.

4.5 Post-study Questionnaire

This questionnaire was posted online to those who used the Facebook page in each of
the two courses. The survey can be located at the following link and it was open for two
days for students to complete (Link1). The result showed that the highest percentage of
students used the page to read the teacher’s questions (47 %, 28 out of 60). None of the
participants was interested in following their classmates’ answers to questions. Most
participants (88 %) found the teacher’s questions and the information posted on the
page useful. Also, 88 % of the participants thought the instructor was the most

1 https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/8G7PWFF.
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important source of information on the page. With a significant difference (z = 2.9,
p < 0.004), 63 % (38/60) of the participants indicated the page improved their
understanding of the course material while 37 % (22/60) did not. Two of the partici-
pants thought the page could have more inviting posts and more questions.

5 Discussion and Conclusion

This research is preliminary and there are further results that could not be presented in
this paper due to space limits. As shown in the results provided above, students are
more likely to use Facebook with a course as a bulletin board to get the teacher’s
announcements quickly. Furthermore, they focus on questions more than information
since questions may appear on exams as they think and so indicated in the post-study
survey.

The results of the study also showed that graduate students are more likely to use
Facebook to exchange information and participate in discussions. This is reflected by
their interaction activities on the posts provided by both the instructor and each other.
Further research may look into the type of information that can be posted on Facebook
pages used in education. The type of information may play a significant role in how
students follow and interact with pages related to courses they study.
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