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Justification for Project 

This project will provide my organisation, iScoil, with insights into how it can 

improve engagement and interaction amongst its online students. iScoil was 

created to provide an educational provision for young people who have left 

mainstream school early in their secondary level education. iScoil’s student 

body is made up of young people aged between 13-17 and is geographically 

spread out around the provinces of Leinster and Connacht in Ireland. 

Reasons for non-attendance of mainstream school range from school refusal 

and anxiety to behavioural issues. The online delivery of this service allows 

many students engage with learning and achieve accreditation. Not providing 

young people in this category with a dedicated educational provision can lead 

to negative consequences for that young person later in life (Mandy Ewen, p. 

222). 
 

 

Each student is provided with personalised online courses through our Virtual 

Learning Environment (VLE) Moodle. These personalised courses provide the 

students with a safe space to learn at their own pace. Students can interact 

with online teachers through Moodle’s messaging tool and through online 

forums. Students also have contact with a small central team of staff who 

work full time and who are available to be messaged online or by phone and 

occasional home visits. But this interaction is usually focused on solving a 

particular problem or with accessing help from a teacher.  
 

There are almost no online collaborative activities or opportunities for students 

to interact with each other. This results in the loss of potential gains in 

engagement and academic achievement amongst students that could have 

been achieved from a more socio-constructivist pedagogy. Virtual Learning 

Environments such as Moodle have collaborative tools such as discussion 

boards but none of these are as intuitive or as widely used by students who 



are all “digital natives” (Prensky, 2001) and have had exposure to social 

network sites such as Facebook for most of their lives. In an internal survey 

student survey Facebook was chosen as the most popular and widely used 

Social Networking Site (SNS). 
 

To introduce more social interaction between students a Facebook group of 

consenting students will be created. Those who wish to take part will become 

members and encouraged to share and discuss information. The research 

questions for this study are: 
 

• Is there a link between student membership of a Facebook group 

and time spent on VLE? 

• Is there a link between student interaction in a Facebook group 

and time spent on VLE? 

 

• Is there a link between student membership of a Facebook group 

and academic achievement? 

• Is there a link between student interaction in a Facebook group 

and academic achievement? 

 

• Is there a link between student membership of a Facebook group 

and student satisfaction with iScoil? 

• Is there a link between student interaction in a Facebook group 

and student satisfaction with the iScoil? 

 

 

It is my hope that this research will provide insights into how Social 

Networking Sites such as Facebook can be used to improve engagement in 

online learning amongst at-risk students. 
 

Literature review 

The literature I have been reading has mainly comprised of research into 

Social Network Sites and how they are used to improve engagement in 

education. I am looking now at focusing in on Facebook as a tool for 

promoting engagement amongst online students with most of the literature 



focusing on third level education and using the Facebook as an alternative 

discussion board for academic purposes. My project aims to use Facebook as 

a platform to build a community of learners or a community of enquiry. 
 

 

In the third level sector there is evidence that students and staff see Facebook 

as having positive effects of education. Nosko and Wood cite studies that 

found that strong predictors of this satisfaction are staff and students’ actual 

intention to use the technologies, staff and students’ perceived usefulness 

and students feeling a social influence to use Facebook (Nosko, pp. 403-404).  
 

This example applied Facebook as a formal educational tool but it was 

developed as an informal communication platform. It could be argued that it’s 

appeal to young people is that informality and that there is a value to informal 

educational opportunities that might arise. To try to formalise student’s 

Facebook use might be counter productive and remove the elements that 

make it attractive to them. 
 

Yamada and Kitamura discuss the importance of the social presence in online 

learning. They describe social presence as “the degree to which one person 

perceives the presence of others when their communications are mediated by 

tools such as a telephone or a letter” (Yamada, 2011, p. 326). It is important to 

the development of an online community such as that which I am hoping to 

build with a Facebook group, that provides a “supportive environment such 

that students feel the necessary degree of comfort and safety to express their 

ideas in a collaborative context, and to present themselves as real and 

functional human beings.”(Anderson, 2011, p. 344) The role of the teacher is to 

create a trusting environment and to promote student expression. This 

chapter also cites Garrison et al (2000) in that social presence is promoted by 

a student’s ability to express themselves. Facebook has a great many tools to 

support this such as text, emoticons, chat, photos, video links and “likes”. This 

social presence promotes collaborative learning by enhancing group 

coherence (Anderson, 2011, p. 328). Facebook’s usefulness as a tool to 

encourage students who are shy or who are not given to vocal contributions in 



class, a space to contribute to discussions is also noted by Nosko and 

Wood.(Nosko, p. 402 ). 
 

Engagement in learning is a much-used expression in discussions of online 

learning yet defining it is difficult as is a multifaceted concept. Coates writes 

about how the meaning of ‘engagement’ has changed over time. From a 

descriptor of ‘time-on-task’ to Kuh’s definition of “the quality of effort student 

themselves devote to educationally purposeful activities that contribute 

directly to desired outcomes” (Coates, 2006, p. 17) (Kuh, 2001). 
 

Not all research endorses Facebook as a third level formal learning tool. A 

study of the relationship between students Facebook and Student 

Engagement concludes that not all forms of Facebook use improve 

engagement and that certain forms of Facebook use can negatively or 

positively affect engagement in different contexts. Time spent on Facebook 

positively impacted time spent on “co-curricular” activities. Time spent playing 

games on Facebook negatively predicted time spend on “co-curricular” 

activities (Junco, 2011). The research being undertaken by me will develop a 

Facebook group as what could be described as a “co-curricular” activity which 

interesting. 
 

Information Management Strategy 

My strategy for sourcing material has so far been to use DIT’s library, online 

database and eJournal online resources. Initially I used the DIT library’s book 

management tool to organise books I had read or wanted to read into folders 

and sub-folders. However this is not an intuitive system and I have now 

migrated my information management to a spreadsheet on Google Drive. This 

suite of cloud tools allows me to update the spreadsheet document quickly 

and easily from anywhere and negates the possibility of losing information 

through a hardware failure. I have also begun updating my literature review 

also within Google drive for similar reasons. 
 

Web searches for information on “online learning Facebook engagement” can 

often result in a large number and a wide variety of documents and sources 



so I have focused more on online education based websites such as 

Educause and Google Scholar.  
 

Description of Target User group 

The target user group is a cohort of iScoil students between 13-17 who 

consent to take part in my research, provided I also have their 

parents/guardians consent also. 
 

A Project Plan 

The project will begin when I have a consenting student group who will join a 

private Facebook group. Within this group students will be encouraged to 

interact and share material and discussions and develop a sense of shared 

value and community and creating that sense of social presence that is so 

difficult for these young people to evoke in a VLE like Moodle.  
 

Student interaction will be moderated by myself and monitored by alerts and 

updates. Students will be asked to agree to a code of conduct before joining 

the group. 
 

Target Journal for submission 

My target journal for submission is Interactive Learning Environments. It has a 

wide scope and the research I am undertaking has both a relatively unusual 

cohort in online learning and the application of Facebook as a tool for 

engagement is a social learning perspective they will hopefully find 

interesting. 
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