Abstract. The College’s Teaching Center hosted
one of four sessions on the use of social
networking sites. In a sociology course, learners
using the sites engaged with multiple ideas and
defined the learning for themselves with minimal
intervention form the instructor. This engaging
environment enhanced students’ performance,
leadership opportunities, and sensed of
community.

Technology has changed so

much and students have access to many
more online resources than ever before.
So why not use said resources for in-
class educational purposes? For
example, two of the most popular social
networking sites for students are the
Myspace.com and Youtube.com.
Statistics from comScore Media Metrics
reports that nearly 65 million Americans
visit MySpace every month, and more
than 85 percent of them are of voting
age. What an enroliment field! Further,
Beam (2007) indicates that “Facebook
platform simply expands this world
(according to the Wall Street Journal, the
site’s user base has jumped from 24
million to 27 million since the Platform
launched.).” Salam (2007) of Slate
indicates Facebook’s social network is
already built-in. Additionally, it is clear
that an “Internet presencean show job
gualifications skills, and personal Web
sites have become amovative wayor
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job seekers to market themselves” in
terms of job opportunities. Finally,
“every major corporation, it seems, is
trying to add social networking to their
core services.” So should higher
education do the same?

Yes. However, for higher
education the problem might be that
privacy issues outweigh educational
content issues or social networking,
which is understandable in terms of
cyberspace security. Further, some
colleges or universities fear that heavy
site traffic will slow down traditional
campus services, so the popular sites are
blocked. But Rhea Kelly (2007),
managing editor of Campus Technology,
has a point when she indicates
that “despite the challenges, colleges and
universities—and their instructors—need
to add social networking technologies to
their toolbox, not only to interact with
students on an entirely new level, but
also to take advantage of the institutional
exposure that sites such as MySpace,
YouTube and Facebook can provide.”
So, an emphatic yes is needed to approve
social networking in higher education.

The College’s Teaching Center’s
2006-2007 Distance Education 4/4 series
presented one of four toolbox sessions
on the use of sites such as the three
mentioned. The sites' social networking
capacity is huge, so they are suitable for
instructional use by faculty to create
more engaging classroom learning



environments. As Von Bergen (2007)
indicates, echoing Marshall McLuhan,
“the medium itself is the message—
funny, real, hip and technically savvy—
all the characteristics of a wonderful
place to work.” The Teaching Center’'s
distance education series was ahead of
the curve in terms using social
networking in the college classroom. A
CD-ROM has been converted from
video tapings of the series; a copy will
be placed in the Teaching Center for fall
2007 review.

The social networking
phenomenon is growing and becoming
impossible for even less tech-savvy
instructors to avoid. Ellen Wagner
(2007), a senior director of worldwide e-
learning solutions at Adobe Systems,
listed ten points for engaging learners
using digital technology. From this list |
would like to address her second point:
Insight. Consider that maybe it's not
about putting the learner at the center;
rather, it's about giving learners the
skills to decide where to engage, because
in today’s social networking
world, helping students feel connected to
the community, and fostering
relationships that operate in a networked
manner can inspire lifelong learning.

Although the instructor is
responsible for facilitating this process,
participants also have a responsibility to
make community (Palloff & Pratt,

1999). Social networking engages what
is lacking in text-based learning
environments, the absence of visual and
auditory cues. So the ability to
collaborate and create knowledge and
meaning communally through social
networking provides a clear indication
that a virtual learning community has
successfully coalesced. (p. 32)

As an example of this, my spring
of 2007 sociology classes used MySpace
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as a social networking site along with
the use of the College’s Learning
Management System and other external
Internet resources. The spring 2007
sociology courses (4), which involved a
student population of N=107 (36.6
percent male and 66.4 percent female),
built a MySpace site. Over 80 percent of
students had MySpace sites of their own.
The purpose of the site was to show how
students could synthesize technology
and sociological understanding of
several articles from one of two course
textbooks: Seeing Ourselves: Classic,
Contemporary, and Cross-Cultural
Readings in Sociology by Macionis and
Benokraitis (2007). The readings
included "The Sociological

Imagination," by C. Wright Mills

(1959); "The Bell Curve Thesis," by
Murray and Herrnstein (1994); "The Bell
Curve Flattened," by Nicholas Lemann
(1997) featured in Slate; and "The Code
of The Streets," by Elijah Anderson
(1994), from his book of the same name,
which has become a recognized

standard.
sex
Valid | Cumulative
Frequency | Percent | Percent Percent
Valid f 71 66.4 66.4 66.4
m 36 33.6 33.6 100.0
Total 107 100.0 100.0

The students had to read three
articles and write three papers in APA
style. The case-processing summary
below reflects two of the three student
responses. The students gave three
presentations, and developed a site on
MySpace over the fourteen-week course
showing their understanding. Each
presentation was video taped, as well as
captured with digital pictures. Then they
were linked via Photobucket.com to
MySpace [ittp://www.myspace.com/




shamsociologyl1Q1 The video tapes and
pictures were later made into a CD-
ROM, which can be reviewed on request
by calling 215-751-8731 or emailing
rshamwell@ccp.edu.

The
students’ level of
knowledge and
engagement with
some of the social
networking sites
was instrumental
in the overall
scheme to
accomplish the assignments during the
2007 spring semester. Building a
community of learners was necessary to
function throughout the social
networking module and to complete
Wagner’s ten points on engaging the
digital learner. This was where the full
scope of engaging the digital learner
took shape.

Thecase summary chartshows
grades for the two writing assignments
for each of the four class sections. The
two articles from each of the four
sections were combined to indicate the
overall mean, median, mode and
standard deviation.

case summaries (a

sections | mean | median | mode | stdv
1 007 90 90 92 5
2 014 87 87 89 4
3 036 85 84 89 4
4 038 89 90 90 3
Total N 4 4 4 4 4

a Limited to first 100 cases.

The assigned tasks captured the
students’ attention; in addition, the
activities helped them to focus and deal
with large amounts of input at each class
session. Further, when students had a

Viewpoints volume 9, number 1 Fall 2007

sense of personal ownership, they were
more attentive and interested. The
learners’ interest was piqued and student
retention held fast over the entire term.
The learners engaged with multiple
ideas, and they defined the learning for
themselves with minimal intervention
from the instructor.

Here, the instructor served more
as a facilitator than an instructor or sage
in the learning environment. Moreover,
this induced more student participation;
it gave them a personal stake, and it
enabled opportunities to contribute, so
the experience was something to
remember. It mattered to the
students. Making learning personal
improved student retention, involvement
and interest. Finally, Wagner (2007) is
right: in “today’s socially networked
world, it's important to help students
feel connected to a community.”
However, the writer knows this raises a
troublesome question. “Was it more
work?” The quick response is, “Yes.”
But it was worth it to improve student
engagement in the learning environment.
However, on the point of more or less
work, Clark’s (1993) point is still true in
many instances today. For example,
factors that influence faculty’s resistance
to teaching computer-mediated or
distance education courses are a
perceived lack of institutional support
and training as well as lack of technical
training. This may result in more initial
work for faculty wishing to embark on
such courses. However, the College,
through the activities of the Teaching
Center (2006-2007), the Distance
Education Office, and Academic
Computing, has instituted on-going
technology training and
information sessions to encourage
instructors to use these new media in
innovative ways.



Finally, the activities in the
teaching and learning module to improve
student performance fostered Human
Synergistics International’s idea of
collaboration, leadership and learning,
which helped the facilitator
(teacher) motivate, communicate, retain,
inspire, discipline, evaluate, and coach

students to be more independent learners

and take a stronger stake in the decision-
making process. Higher education is a
part of the global village, and cultural
leveling has influenced administrators
and some faculty to replace traditional
management customs. Meanwhile, the
majority of faculty is still learning how

to use changing technology for social
networking to improve student
performance and engagement.
Furthermore, cultural diffusion is
occurring rapidly, and much of the
richness of technology as a learning tool
is being lost in the process. (Schaefer,
2007; Henslin, 2001; and Theo, 2003)

It is well documented that
leadership strategies and styles are
among the most important factors in
shaping the classroom culture and
effectiveness of the institution. So, let's
embrace the social networking tool as a
vital part of the learning paradigm,
remembering that it is only a tool, not
the total solution to the educational
challenges of the 21st century. Yetitis a
vital tool for a more engaging student
environment to enhance students’
performance and to improve their future
workforce opportunities.
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