
FACEBOOK + MOODLE: ENVIRONMENTS TO FOSTER STUDENTS’ 
INVOLVEMENT IN DISTANCE LEARNING 

Inês Messias, Lina Morgado 
Universidade Aberta (PORTUGAL) 

Abstract 
Web 2.0 has changed our daily lives, and is now part of our society, both professionally and for 
entertainment. As Education changes, accompanying society, it has evolved to become more 
personal, focused on knowledge, reflexive, socially connected and involved, as to include not only the 
digital natives, but also the digital immigrants [1]. Students are now acquiring skills and competences 
that allow them to use digital tools to research, select information and reflect upon it, work 
collaboratively and share their created knowledge online. 

As the use of Web 2.0 tools increases in Higher Education Institutions for learning and knowledge 
creation, to be connected is now a relevant skill, especially for students in Distance learning, not only 
to overcome isolation, but also to help create online informal communities using 2.0 tools, giving a 
sense of belonging, fostering involvement and collectively create and share knowledge. 

According to Forbes, in December 2013, Facebook is still the online social network with more users 
“Facebook continues to lead the pack in terms of number of active monthly users (1.15 billion at last 
count).” [2]. As for Moodle, it is the most used open source LMS in Higher Education Institutions. This 
paper reflects on the possible implications that the use of formal and informal learning platforms can 
bring to online distance learning in higher education, and discusses how the complementary use of 
these two platforms (Facebook and Moodle) can contribute to the students’ involvement and effective 
learning. 
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1 WEB 2.0 AND SOCIAL NETWORKS 
Regarding innovation, Web 2.0 distinguishes itself by allowing to contribute with content to the web, 
without being necessary to have computing technical expertise, making possible the involvement and 
participation of all users. Blogs, Wikis, Bookmarking tools, Online Social Networks and all other tools 
that arose with Web 2.0 have in common the characteristic of being collaborative, allow sharing and 
interaction among users, and this has made possible for them to continually grow in their daily usage, 
defining today’s society as being a digital one. According to Castells [3] web 2.0 is the nucleus of our 
society: “the network society is not the emerging social structure of the information Age: it already 
configures the nucleus of our societies.” 

In the beginning of the Web, sites were just for consultation and asynchronous, it would be necessary 
to have computing expertise to publish a website. The email was introduced on a larger scale later on, 
then chatrooms allowing synchronous communication, and then wikis. But it was in 2004, with Online 
Social Networks and Blogs, that the usage of the Web had a boom. Online communities such as 
Facebook, Flickr, YouTube, WordPress and Diigo have contributed to the rapid growth of Web usage, 
that together with the fact that computers are now more economically affordable and therefore 
accessible, have made possible the continuous and rapid usage of the web tolls that we know today, 
to communicate as well as to share photos, videos, ideas or to create documents in collaboration in 
real time or even to share professional portfolios. 

The evolution of Web 2.0 has brought a more dynamic Web, where the content can be created and 
changed by anyone, and where the online synchronous communication is possible, either through 
Social Networks or by video calls. It allows anyone to edit content or share online, in real time, with 
collaborative tools, such as Google Drive. Web 2.0 is collaborative in its essence, and Online Social 
Networks are one of the most used tools. These imply the creation of a profile, uploading photos with 
personal descriptions, as well as publication of personal or professional interests, opinions or even 
subjects that are considered relevant for sharing. According to Ahmad [4] the definition of Online 
Social Networks is: “A web site that provides a social community for people interested in a particular 
subject or interest together.” 
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Boyd and Ellison [5] state that Online Social Networks since they were introduced have attracted 
millions of users, that have made them part of their daily routines. These authors suggest this 
happened because they allow the user to maintain permanent contact with friends, make contact of 
professional relevance, and access information of professional interest almost instantaneously, access 
news and articles. All these social and professional possibilities have made these platforms appealing. 

Burke et al. [6] refer in their study the elements that make the success of an Online Social Network as 
being: the information made available by the users, in online discussion groups or for all contacts, that 
generate message exchange, which therefore generates the participants involvement and, 
consequently, more publications and participations. 

There are nowadays several Online Social Networks, being the more popular Facebook, LinkedIn, 
Orkut, Twitter, YouTube and Myspace. In June 2013 the most used in Europe, America and Australia 
was Facebook. Considering these data, some academics have started to adopt Facebook as a way of 
being available for students out of the classroom. According to Arnold and Paulus [7] Facebook and 
other Online Social Networks are being more and more used each day in educational context, where 
teachers explore these tools to teaching and learning, and this is why it is so important to know how to 
use them effectively. 

As to understand the positive and negative impact of Facebook usage in educational context, it is 
important to first understand its characteristics. 

2 FACEBOOK CHARACTERISTICS’ 
Facebook consists in a set of profiles linked together by friendships or likes. Each user can see its 
own profile, the content feed (that includes all its contacts’ publications) and the individual profiles of 
all its contacts and/or pages of interest (events, institutions, groups, etc.). The core component of this 
network are the publications made by its users, allowing to like or comment on each other’s 
publications, hence demonstrating one’s interests and opinions. It includes a system for private or 
group messaging. Allows the creation of groups among contacts, in a way to manage who sees the 
publications, making them visible only to part of your contacts, if and when you wish it so. It’s possible 
to create private discussion groups, where only the participants can see the discussions. It allows the 
usage of applications, such as, games, pools, questionnaires and tools to analyse the network and 
groups to which one belongs. 

Created in 2004 by Mark Zuckerberg, after only one month of its creation half the students of Harvard 
had created a profile in Facebook, that today is the most used Online Social Network in the world. In 
2005 more than 800 university and secondary students belonged to this network. In 2006 it allowed 
access to more than 22,000 commercial organizations and also had its boom by allowing everyone 
with more than 13 years old, with a valid email, to access it [8]. Its growth continues until today, 
expanding globally and in diverse age groups. According to the latest statistics Facebook had 1.23 
billion active users by December 2013, of which 757 million used it daily [9 

]. And although initially designed for Higher Education students, in 2010 20% had more than 34 years 
old [8]. 

To Wilson et al. [8] although this network is in constant updating, with more users and tools each time. 
The studies made until today are still valid, due to the maintaining of its organizational structure and its 
purpose since its creation: “(a) post self-relevant information on an individualized profile page, (b) link 
to other members and create a “friends” list, and (c) interact with other members” [8]. 

All the goals mentioned above reflect the nature of this Online Social Network, making us think about 
the purposes of the ones that use it: to socialize, to create connections between users who share the 
same interests and maintain existing connections already made offline, but that by their distance 
without these networks would not be possible of keep daily contact, or even links of interest, that 
benefit the user. 

3 USING ONLINE SOCIAL NETWORKS IN EDUCATIONAL CONTEXT 
Used to multitask between several platforms simultaneously, todays’ students feel little enthusiasm 
when it comes to traditional teaching or even with poorly dynamic platforms. However, to have access 
to all available technology and to apply it without meaning is not enough. It is necessary to know how 
to use it properly from a pedagogical point of view [10] as to enhance a greater involvement by 
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students in their learning processes, developing other skills such as deep learning, critical thinking, 
collaboration among peers and reflection. 

Although many teachers see the need for their students to develop skills to help them use Web 2.0 
tools properly for education and future professional context, even if many institutions use these 
technologies in their teaching, there are several constraints, such as barriers set by teachers, that do 
not comprehend its potential when used according to proper pedagogical principles, and then consider 
them merely ludic, with no increase to their future professional competences, even forbidding them in 
their classrooms [11]. It is interesting to point out that Roblyer et al. state that: “Faculty member have a 
track record of prohibiting classroom uses of technologies that are frequently used by students. (…) 
students are much more likely than faculty to use Facebook and are significantly more open to the 
possibility of using Facebook and similar technologies to support classroom work. Faculty members 
are more likely to use more “traditional” technologies such as email.”[11] 

The question that arises is therefore more than ever, to understand how these tools can be useful to 
enhance student involvement? How can these platforms help students in eLearning make effective 
learning? 

Burke et al. [6] identify and group the different types of participation in Online Social Networks in 3 
categories: a) Social Learning happens when a user sees what other users do; b) Return, the effect 
the users have in a new user; c) Distribution, the general content and exposure structure gained 
through participation. These three categories allow verifying levels of participation of the users in this 
type of network. A user that only reads what his contacts publish but does not contribute with 
comments, or with new publication, does not have many opportunities to grow his contact network or 
even to contribute with knowledge to the community he belongs to. The learning that occurs in an 
Online Social Network goes through the same steps as face to face learning. There is a period of 
attention, when the user observes the behaviour of his peers online, a period of retention, while 
remembering those behaviours, a period of reproduction of the same behaviours, by sharing similar 
publications, and a period of motivation, when starts to receive positive reinforcement by his peers, 
with likes, or positive comments, or even when verifying the influence of his posts by being shared by 
peers. Having this in mind, we can infer that if the students are motivated to share, in these networks, 
content related to their fields of study, the teacher will be making possible for the students to provide 
sharing and knowledge creation activities in one more space, other than just the classroom. 

In addition to the types of participation suggested by Burke et al. [6], Nentwich and Konig [11] specify 
types of profiles, that they divide in 5 levels (although they highlight that these are ideal types, and that 
usually what happens are mixed profiles), they indicate from the most rudimentary that seldom goes 
online, to the active users, with roles of moderation and group administration. They set as the most 
common profile, the level 1 user (The Me-too presence) that seldom visits the network and that shares 
only on occasion; the level 2 user (The Digital calling card) with a more detailed profile, but that does 
not share much; the level 3 user (The Passive Networking) with irregular publications that reacts to 
contact suggestions and that communicates sporadically with other users; The Level 5 user (Active 
networking and communication) a regular user that utilizes several network services and that searches 
for new potential contacts; and the Level 5 user (The Cyberentrepreneurship) the most rare of profiles 
that actively participates with publications and comments and has the role of administrator or manager 
of groups.  

Students should be motivated to be active users, participative, proactive and reflexive of Online Social 
Networks, and to that extent it is also necessary that teachers have also that profile. So that this 
happens and learning occurs in a professional and/or research fashion within Online Social Networks 
such as Facebook, it is relevant to create a network that not only includes friends, but professionally 
relevant contacts, with the same areas of interest, so that the possibility increases of finding 
educationally relevant publications. 

The feeling of isolation and loneliness was detected in some studies that found a connection among 
the time spent online and social isolation and loneliness. This negative aspect is mentioned as general 
to the usage of the internet and not only to Online Social Networks. However, more recent studies 
differentiate between using Internet as a social tool or just for entertainment, and found that the 
isolation and loneliness only happens to users that utilize Internet when they feel alone and need 
something to spend time [13]. Studies like Zhao’s [14] or Kraut’s et al. [15] demonstrate that the social 
feedback that comes from internet usage depends of the personality of the user, referring that the 
most shy, with few contacts or that do not interact much socially, even online, tend to feel lonely, and 
that more extroverted users with larger networks and with more easiness in making comments and 
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publications, tend to feel even more accompanied, strengthening ties with those already known offline 
and creating bonds with those who only have contact at a distance.  

Considering all these studies, it is important to point out what are the positive and the negative 
aspects to have in mind when giving students the tools and competencies necessary to acquire when 
using Web 2.0 tools in educational context, so that it is possible to create effective knowledge through 
these environments. 

3.1 Positive aspects 
To feel part of a community is pointed out in several studies as being a key aspect to students’ 
motivation. According to Madge et al. [16] socialization is one of the most significant contributes that 
Facebook has brought to college students. In her study, this author mentions that 56% of first year 
students that answered the questionnaires state that Facebook has helped them to integrate, 84% say 
they use this network in a daily basis and 68% say they feel part of the Facebook community, being an 
important part of their social lives. The same study states that 54% of the students that enrols in a 
University already has an account on Facebook, and that 25% created that account before entering 
the university to make a few contacts before entering, already knowing that it is a social network for 
college students, and also that 13% joined Facebook immediately after classes have begun. The 
sense of belonging in a community helps not only the integration process but also the communication 
process among students that belong to that same community. For students that enrol in distance 
learning these online communities like Facebook, can have a positive impact, especially when it 
comes to form groups among students, between students and teachers or even to address a 
discussion topic of a course, once it facilitates communication at a distance and at a same time makes 
them feel part of a community in an environment already familiar to them. 

This aspect could lead the student to also feel a greater follow up by the school’s community. 
However, the contact through Facebook between students and teachers should be made with caution. 
Madge et al. [16] notes that although 53% of the students have answered positively when asked about 
using this network for educational activities, having even suggested some activities, only 7% states 
using this network in formal learning, only 22% states it was helpful in some situations, and only 10% 
refers using Facebook for academic debating among peers. This same study by Madge et al. defend 
that although these numbers have increased throughout the academic year, students mentioned that 
teachers should only make academic related posts or that they only follow teachers to which they 
have a positive relation with in the classroom. Some of the problems pointed out by the students 
regarding to the presence of teachers in Facebook can be eliminated with the creation of lists only for 
students, giving the teachers the possibility to select which publications to make visible to them. The 
question lies in using Online Social Networks in a smart way, filtering academic publications so they 
don’t interfere with the personal component. 

In educational terms, the question of increasing the network of contacts is also important, especially 
for the creation of relevant contacts in the area of interest so as to enhance access to relevant 
information, such as: new discussion topics, developments in the field, reading suggestions, pages of 
interest, conferences, lectures and other contacts. According to Nentwich and Konig [12] Facebook 
demonstrates to have the potential to be a public relations platform for scientists, universities, 
institutes and scholarly associations. The same authors report that platforms like Facebook can be 
used for synchronous communication to exchange information in the form of micro-blogging through 
the posts, or via chat platform, specifically referring to the contribution they can bring to e-learning, 
because, as the authors indicate, the number of academics and scientists on social networks tends to 
increase, as new generations enter into higher education and research. While creating a contacts’ 
network of relevance in specific areas of interest, you can use Facebook not only as a means of 
communication but for cooperation and motivation. But for this, you will need to overcome or clarify 
certain issues identified as negative. 

3.2 Negative aspects 
Apart from the aspect of security and privacy pointed out by several authors, Nentwich and Konig [12] 
point out negative aspects such as technical limitations, lack of experience in using social networks, 
scepticism regarding security issues, the need to create a culture of online collaboration, the 
distraction caused by personal publications and possible simultaneous use of multiple platforms and 
the issue of access to too much information and the need to develop skills of filtering. 
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For those who already use Facebook, like most students, privacy issues do not arise, since those 
previously were accepted. For researchers and teachers reluctant to publish about their academic 
work this could be a problem, though, this is an issue that applies to all and any internet social 
network, not just Facebook. 

4 FACEBOOK’S POTENTIAL FOR DISTANCE LEARNING 
According to Bassani [17] the definition of online learning has had different terminologies, such as e-
learning, Web-based learning, distance learning, although all refer to the use of the Internet to access 
online materials and interact with content, with the teacher and other students, in order to obtain 
support during the learning process and thus gain knowledge, to construct personal meaning and 
grow professionally with the learning experience. All these features can only be enhanced by social 
networks like Facebook. 

In a study conducted in 2010 by Moira Burke [13], it is mentioned the benefits that social media can 
bring because of its social structure. Benefits include access to new information acquired through 
established contacts in social networks, and the approval and support of publications by their peers. 
This aspect, together with the possibility of exchanging ideas with relevant publications to and online 
contacts to their areas of study, along with the social component and sense of belonging in these 
communities, means that Facebook is a platform with potential for Distance Learning. 

But why suggest the use of Facebook instead of other social network more dedicated to research? 
Professional social networks are not attractive to most students, unlike Facebook, which is part of their 
daily routines. "Research has suggested that Facebook is a potentially useful tool for promoting 
effective academic practice” [16]. And although to create a network with relevance at educational and 
scientific levels can take time and its benefits are not able to glance the short term, Nentwich and 
Konig [18] state that for the success of educational investment in this network, scepticism must be 
exceeded. An initial step might be to create groups of closed access for students of a specific course 
or chair, where only students enter, institution or class. 

Social networks such as Facebook have the potential to increase the frequency and diversity of 
collaborative works between students and even among teachers and researchers. Particularly for 
Distance Learning, where one of the problems is the isolation of students, sometimes leading to 
abandon their studies, these networks may contribute positively due to their social side and as they 
allow frequent and close contact with either colleagues or teachers, but also experts, creating the 
feeling of belonging to a community and enhancing integration, at the same time it enhances sharing 
and collaboration. 

According to Burke et al. [13] the success of discussion groups in a community depends on motivating 
participation, generated by a group with several participants, where the quantity and quality of 
contributions tend to grow with the motivation of participants. Belonging to a community that does not 
show itself enclosed on formal platforms but that is dynamic and open to the world and to collaboration 
as well as the social networks to which students already call theirs, may bring the necessary 
motivation to the higher distance education student, not only to remain enrolled but also to excel in its 
studies. “A small-scale survey (Mazer, Murphy, & Simonds, 2007) found that students who 
experienced more instructor self-disclosure on Facebook reported more motivation and higher levels 
of learning” [19]. 

5 FORMAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS – LEARNING MANAGEMENT 
SYSTEMS (LMS) 

The continuous increase in the usage of technology has been noticed by academics that have started 
to change the teacher-centred paradigm to a more student-centred one, leading to the adoption of 
online closed platforms, where students and teachers can interact in a formal online environment. 
There are several environments that allow structuring distance courses, known as Learning 
Management Systems (LMS). These offer a set of tools that allow the teacher to create and manage 
online courses, some of these LMS are: Moodle, BlackBoard, Toobook, WebCT, among others, that 
vary not only in the language they were developed in, but also in the set of tools they offer, what they 
all have in common is the main goal to centralize and make simple the management of the teaching 
and learning process in e-Learning or b-Learning. The most used of these platforms is Moodle, 
probably because this is also an open source environment, reducing financial costs with the platform 
acquisition and maintenance. 
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5.1 Moodle’s characteristics 
The Moodle (Modular Object-Oriented Dynamic Learning Environment) platform was developed by an 
Australian PhD student in 1999 and was opened to the public in 2001, after having been tested. 
According to the description available on Moodle’s online page the goal of this project is to give 
educators tools to manage and promote learning. It is an online platform, open source, which 
integrates a set of tools that let you create and manage a space where students can access content 
made available by the teacher and where the agents can interact among themselves synchronously 
and/or asynchronously. According to Alves and Gomes [20] the specific features of Moodle meet in 
four dimensions: 

I. Protected access and management of user's profiles - creating a private web environment for 
participants of a course, while it allows you to assign different levels of permissions for teachers 
and students; 

II. Managing access to content, allowing the teacher to put online content in various formats, 
manage the time that students have access to certain content and even control how students 
interact with the content; 

III. It has tools for synchronous and asynchronous communication, allowing communication 
between users; 

IV. Allows control of activities and keeps record of all activities and actions made by students and 
teachers. 

The communication tools that Moodle has were designed taking into account a model to allow the 
creation of community, in order to maximize the success of this platform. One aspect that 
differentiates Moodle from other platforms is that the code is open source, allowing modifications. In 
addition, its creator registered the name "Moodle", thereby differentiating between the name and the 
software, which enables its users to be able to create different versions of the platform that may 
redistribute if the modified code is published in the public domain of Moodle. These features of Moodle 
make it accessible financially, since the costs only apply to the hardware needed to accommodate the 
platform. “Moodle is built not only of open source software but also upon it. Because the database and 
operating system for running Moodle can be open source and free, the cost of set-up can be as little 
as the hardware.” [21]. The characteristic of adaptability provided by the creator of Moodle, combined 
with the low cost of this platform, has made it one of the most used LMS between institutions of higher 
education around the world.  

Moodle allows three user levels: The administrator role, the teacher and the student. They all have 
different permissions: Administrator can manage the whole environment, the teacher can manage 
events, courses and subjects within areas previously defined by the administrator, and the student can 
access and interact in events to which he subscribed. 

Apart from the above mentioned features, Moodle has a simple interface, divided by modules, allowing 
a rapid learning curve regarding its use [22]. 

However, some negative aspects have been regarded throughout the studies developed on this 
platform, including privacy issues relating to questions on forums of the courses, because every time a 
student makes a contribution to a forum an email is sent to all users who participate in it, leading to 
some students, at first, feel inhibited to ask questions or comments, such as would be desired [23]. 

Apart from this aspect, Wood [22] stated that although it was expected that the users of university age, 
nowadays, already belong to the digital generation, some of the students have never had or do not 
have continuous contact with a computer. This same author reported that only a minority of students 
today are actually digitally savvy, demonstrating difficulties of integration on platforms with which they 
are not acclimatized. 

6 FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 
Although, as stated by Rambe [24], the impact of online social networks in education and student-
teacher relationship is still pretty much speculative due to the low number of investigations on the 
subject, the number of teachers who use Facebook in their educational practices has increased. It 
equally has been increasing the number of students who use this and other online social networks for 
learning. As regards Burke et al. [6] social networks have huge potential, as large as that of its users 
“Social networking sites (SNS) as only as good as the content their users share. Therefore, designers 
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of SNS seek to improve the overall user experience by encouraging members to contribute more 
content.” [6] Facebook may have an important role in the socialization and integration of students in 
distance education, and a great potential to build and expand the network of contacts of interest to the 
student and even faculty, fostering collaboration and connectivity. The use of social networks like 
Facebook in distance education will depend on the role that teachers adopt to integrate these 
networks into their teaching methodologies. As in any learning situation, the student learns from the 
example set by the teacher. Thus, the teacher should be leading by example and take the first step by 
creating discussion groups, having a network of contacts aimed at education and research, which can 
provide students easier contact and exchange of ideas. 

As for the use of LMS platforms such as Moodle, their usage should also be carefully thought, and 
teachers should be aware of all the tools there available, in order to better integrate the students in 
this environment. 

Considering that both platforms, Facebook and Moodle are nowadays simultaneously used in 
educational context, they should be used complementarily, each one specifically focussed on its own 
main goal, i.e. Facebook as a tool to foster communication, integration and motivation, and Moodle for 
course management activities. 
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