Facebook & BlackBoard: comparative view of learning environments

Abstract

For several years, online educational tools such as Blackboard have been used by Universities to foster collaborative learning in an online setting.  Such tools tend to be implemented in a top-down fashion, with the institution providing the tool to the students and instructing them to use it.  Recently, however, a more informal, bottom up approach is increasingly being employed by the students themselves in the form of social networks such as Facebook.  With over 9,000 registered Facebook users at the beginning of this study, rising to over 12,000 at the University of Reading alone, Facebook is becoming the de facto social network of choice for higher education students in the UK, and there was increasing anecdotal evidence that students were actively learning via Facebook rather than through BlackBoard.  To test the validity of these anecdotes, a questionnaire was sent to students, asking them about their learning experiences via BlackBoard and Facebook. The results show that students are making use of the tools available to them even when there is no formal academic content, and that increased use of a social networking tool is correlated with a reported increase in learning as a result of that use.
Introduction

In many Universities, students are given access to an institutionally provided Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) such as Blackboard.  With the widespread adoption of social networks such as Facebook, however, an increasing number of students have begun to use what is termed a Personal Learning Environment (PLE): that is, a suite of tools chosen by the students themselves to support their learning (Conole et al 2006).

The impact of the PLE and its effectiveness in learning is important to assess from an educational point of view, as the most effective eLearning tools need to be supported in order to maximise institutional resource use and accessibility for learners.  We have therefore designed a study to assess both the way in which a VLE is used by students at the University of Reading (UoR), and how it compares with the students’ use of a PLE.  Specifically, we compare the Blackboard VLE, which is provided to all students of the UoR, with the Facebook social network, which anecdotal evidence has suggested is becoming increasingly used as a PLE by students (although not necessarily as an intentional study tool).  The study was designed to determine whether or not the anecdotal evidence is correct, to assess the perceived educational impact of the PLE vs the VLE for learners, and to examine whether there are any differences in use due to gender.
Background

Facebook (http://www.facebook.com) was launched in 2004 as a social network platform, and was initially only available to people at educational institutions.  In September 2006 it broadened its user base, accepting anyone with an email.  It follows the so-called Web 2.0 paradigm of providing its users with simple publishing and asynchronous communication tools.  It also provides a limited, and slightly esoteric, permissions model, allowing control of access to various content at a group level.  However, groups themselves are defined by the information people put on their profiles.  For example, if someone wants to be within the staff group of a university (college) network, they need only edit their profile to say that they have a job there.
In contrast, Blackboard (http://www.blackboard.com) was designed from the outset as a dedicated VLE, and is provided by institutions such as Universities specifically for their staff and students.  All content is arranged by courses, which map to the modules students are enrolled on.  Wiki and blog tools are available, and are only viewable by people enrolled on the course specific to a particular blog or wiki.  Students do not have control over access permissions, although they can modify the privacy settings for the personal information.
Anecdotal evidence points to students avoiding Blackboard because they feel it is restrictive, confusing and that they are being watched.  Ironically, whilst it could be reasonably argued that the plethora of tools on Facebook is confusing, and people reveal much more personal information there than on the VLE despite knowing that staff also use the service, the same feelings do not apparently apply there.
Recent work at Durham University (Cameron and Fox 2007) has combined a case study with an online survey of students.  There is evidence that informal learning, including book reviews and subject related dialogue, is taking place on Facebook, alongside the social discussions one expects in an un-moderated forum.  Approximately 25% of their respondents are conscious of learning through informal use of Facebook.  The Durham study was motivated by a noticeable decrease in discussion activity on Blackboard, and the observation that Facebook was being used.  
Survey design

The initial UoR study was designed such that alongside basic demographic data (age, year at University and gender), respondents were asked to answer 10 questions about their experiences with both Facebook and Blackboard.  The two sets of questions were identical, except for the name of the software (‘Facebook’ and ‘Blackboard’) and were presented as separate surveys, so that the respondents were not directly comparing the two.  However, to maximise the number of useful responses, each respondent was asked to complete both surveys.

For Facebook, the questions asked and the range of options are presented in Table 1.
Table 1: Survey questions

	1. During term time how often (on average) do you consult Facebook?  

Several times a day, Several times a week, Once a week, Less than once a week

	2. How often (on average) do you post stuff on Facebook?

Several times a day, Several times a week, Once a week, Less than once a week

	3. Do you feel Facebook is an appropriate place in which to learn?

Yes, No, Maybe, Don’t know

	4. Have you ever discussed coursework on Facebook?

Yes, No

	5. Have you found people on your course in Facebook that you wouldn't normally speak to?

Yes, No

	6. Would you be happy discussing coursework with a lecturer via Facebook?

Yes, No

	7. If you posted something about your course, would you want it to stay on Facebook for later years benefit?

Yes, No, Maybe, Don’t know

	8. Would you say that anything you read on Facebook helped you learn?

Yes, No, n/a

	9. Would you say that anything you posted on Facebook helped you learn?

Yes, No, n/a

	10. What do you think would make a good eLearning environment? 

(open ended)


The survey was offered to approximately 200 respondents online, using SurveyMonkey (http://www.surveymonkey.com), which obtained 33 responses (response rate ~ 15%).  However, only 14 respondents answered both surveys, with seven answering just the Blackboard survey, and 12 answering just the Facebook one.
Further returns were obtained by canvassing students at catering outlets on campus, and this produced a further 23 paired sets of data (response rate 85%), and respondents’ comments whilst completing the surveys were considered as providing further explanatory data.  A small number of follow-up interviews were also held to gain an impression of possible reasons for observed features of the results.
Based on the initial responses a new survey was designed that asked respondents about both Facebook and Blackboard, along with some general questions (see Appendix A for the list of questions), and improved demographic details.  The link to this survey was sent to a university wide list of administrative/academic contacts in each school with a request that they pass it on. This achieved 354 responses in 5 days. Although the sample size is better than the original prototype survey response, the analysis remains in general terms as there is likely variability across subject areas and individuals as to who received the survey and who chose to respond.

Basis of comparison

Blackboard and Facebook are not designed with the same criteria in mind, and therefore it is not reasonable to perform a direct comparison of the two.  However, both are being used by students as part of their personal learning environments, and the survey shows that both are contributing to their learning.  
Two main factors influence the effective use of a learning environment: its technical capabilities, and the policies governing its use.  As far as technical capabilities are concerned, both Facebook and Blackboard provide users with the ability to access information, to discuss topics of interest, and to post material for others to view.  Both environments are also extensible, though in different ways.  
Facebook has introduced the open Facebook Platform, which is free to develop for, requires no license, and which has resulted in many third-party plug-in applications being developed, supporting a range of publishing options, including embedding music and video in a page.  Blackboard also supports the development of third party plug-in applications through the use of its Blackboard Building Blocks technology, but although an open system, the majority of third party Building Blocks are expensive, and must be supported by the institution hosting Blackboard.  
With respect to policy, Facebook discourages the most undesirable of behaviours, but the lack of direct surveillance by academic staff makes it more suitable for self-organising communities to be able to set their own standards in user made groups. In contrast, an institution’s policy naturally impinges upon students’ freedom of expression in an institutionally provided system such as Blackboard, which helps provide a safe environment, but at the cost of frank and open discussion.  
One other area of interest is the role each environment plays in enabling a student to locate other students with similar interests.  Facebook, for example, is designed to encourage users to build their social networks, enabling them to meet friends of friends, and to expand their online social groups beyond the boundaries of a particular module.  Equally, the existing implementation of Blackboard at UoR does provide some methods of accessing email addresses of various subsets of other users, including those who are enrolled on the same modules.  However, other personal information fields are not populated, which is reasonable on the basis of privacy concerns, but there is no way for the user to fill them in, which therefore restricts the potential for exploring the learning community.
Results of the comparative analysis of Facebook vs. Blackboard

Assessing usage of Blackboard and Facebook
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Figure 1: Frequency of use for Facebook vs. Blackboard

As can be seen from figure 1, Facebook is used much more frequently than Blackboard, with the majority of students using it several times a day, compared to Blackboard, which is most often used several times a week.  This reflects the different uses of Facebook, though, as Blackboard only has one purpose – eLearning – whereas Facebook is much more of a social tool than an eLearning environment.

[image: image2.emf]Frequency of posting on Facebook and 

Blackboard

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Never Less

than

once a

week

Once a

week

Several

times a

week

Daily Several

times a

day

Percentage

Facebook

Blackboard


Figure 2: Frequency of posting for Facebook vs. Blackboard

In terms of how frequently students post information in the different environments (a reflection of their engagement), again students engaged in Facebook’s communities much more than in Blackboard’s.  As figure 2 shows, students are much more engaged with Facebook than they are with Blackboard, with the most popular frequency of posts being several times a week for Facebook, compared with never for Blackboard.

There could be two reasons for this.  Firstly, not all Blackboard modules are set up to enable students to post information to them.  Indeed, 27% of students said that none of their modules enabled information to be posted.  Secondly, Facebook is designed as a community system, with information sharing between friends being integral to its operation.  
The usage of Blackboard follows more of a one-way broadcast paradigm, whereby the lecturer publishes information that the student reads.  It is recognised that UoR have not been early adopters of some of the web 2.0 tools (e.g. blogs, wikis and social bookmarking) available within the BlackBoard academic suite, and that use of these may dramatically influence the nature of communication using the VLE.
As far as usage and interaction is concerned then, Facebook is used more often than Blackboard in a general way, and students are far more engaged with it than they are with Blackboard.  
Assessing students’ perceptions of Facebook as a learning environment

We asked our students if they felt that Facebook and Blackboard were appropriate places in which to learn.  Only 7% felt that Facebook was an appropriate place to learn, with 42% responding maybe, and 41% stating a resounding no.

In contrast, 75% of students felt that Blackboard was an appropriate place to learn, with 21% responding with maybe, and only 3% stating no.  Clearly, Blackboard is seen as the most appropriate place in which to learn, while Facebook is perceived mainly as a place in which social interactions occur, and not learning.

This, too, is unsurprising, as Blackboard is an institutionally-provided system, and as such, is introduced to the students explicitly as a learning environment.  In contrast, Facebook is adopted by the students by their own choice, and is designed as a social network, and not as an eLearning tool.  The students’ perceptions, therefore, follow closely with how each system is sold to them.

However, despite their perceptions, what was revealing about this study was just how many students do in fact learn through using Facebook, despite the majority of them seeing it as an inappropriate place in which to study.

Assessing Facebook and Blackboard as learning environments

Our study revealed that more students have discussed coursework on Facebook than on Blackboard (51% vs. 30%), despite students not seeing Facebook as an appropriate environment in which to learn.  Intriguingly, 89% of students would be happy discussing coursework with a lecturer on Blackboard compared with just 57% on Facebook, yet Facebook still remains the most popular environment for discussing coursework.  

Possibly more interesting still are the reasons given for not being happy discussing coursework with a lecturer on the two services.  Privacy issues featured more highly for Facebook users – 49% cited this as a reason, whereas only 29% of BlackBoard users considered this a major problem, which is to be expected, and similarly 77% of Facebook users who would be unhappy about discussing coursework with a lecturer on the service said it was because they wanted to maintain separation between academia and social life. Most strikingly, however, on Facebook, 61% said it was not a suitable place for such discussions, but on BlackBoard this answer was given by 85%.  
This could be because of the lack of discussion facilities available on Blackboard, or the fact that discussing things going on in a person’s life is more natural on Facebook (and coursework is certainly a large part of a student’s life, particularly close to deadlines).  It could equally be due to the audience (i.e. the set of people who will read posts and comments) – on Facebook, the audience is generally friends and family, whereas on Blackboard, it is fellow course-mates.  Generally, friends and family will be a less hostile audience than other people on the same course, which could make commenting on coursework in Facebook less intimidating than on Blackboard.

Further study is needed to determine the exact reason why more students discuss coursework on Facebook than they do in Blackboard, but irrespective of the reason, it is clear that Blackboard is not being used effectively as a two-way medium in which coursework discussions take place, and so may not represent the best learning environment for students.

Assessing Learning in Facebook and Blackboard

Another finding of note is that 31% of students said they had learned something from a Facebook post compared with 92% of Blackboard users.  However, this should be understood in the context of each environment’s primary purpose: Blackboard is purely designed as a VLE, and has no other purpose other than to foster learning.  

In terms of a student’s intent, only 15% use Facebook intentionally to learn, implying that most people use Facebook for other (more social) activities.  However, perhaps more surprising is that only 49% of students use Blackboard intentionally to learn, implying that the remainder use it simply as a place from which to download course notes.  The fact that 92% of people learn from Blackboard is not a surprise; it is surprising that so few people choose to discuss their coursework in Blackboard . This is backed up by the fact that 60% of students said they would not learn anything from Blackboard if there were no course lecture notes.
Assessing how students use Facebook and Blackboard, 22% use Facebook groups to discuss coursework, while 22% use it to share resources, compared with 17% of students who use Blackboard to share resources.  57% of students reported they had found people on Facebook who they would not normally speak to, compared with only 12% on Blackboard, which may contribute to the reported incidence of learning in Facebook.
Determining the most popular technologies of a PLE
Facebook, of course, is just one part of a student’s PLE, and so we asked our students what other technologies they used as part of their learning environment.  From their responses, email was the overwhelming tool of choice, with nearly 60% of respondents using it to discuss coursework.  A similar number (54%) also used some form of Instant Messaging application, while nearly 4% used some form of Web-based Groups application (such as Yahoo Groups or Google Groups).
Organic vs. institutionally-driven environments
Our study has shown that the majority of students see Blackboard as an appropriate place in which to learn, while Facebook most definitely is not.  Despite this, Facebook is the environment they choose to discuss coursework, with Blackboard only being used to download lecture notes.  

As such, the key to an effective eLearning system is more about the environment than it is the features it offers.  Facebook offers no features dedicated to learning, yet it is used more frequently for just this purpose than Blackboard, a dedicated VLE.
Looking at the two systems, there are several reasons for this:

· Facebook is used much more commonly used than Blackboard, both in terms of reading content, and, crucially for learning, writing content.  This difference in exposure is likely to contribute to users’ skill in navigating the site, and therefore their ability to use it for whatever purposes they choose.  
· The environment’s audience is key: Blackboard provides a dry audience comprising solely of classmates and lecturers, thereby reflecting the rigidity of a lecture; in contrast, Facebook provides an audience of friends and family, free from the formal constraints that exist in a lecturing situation. By replicating the feel of a lecture, Blackboard has potentially alienated the students it was designed to help; conversely, by replicating the feel of a group of friends, Facebook has become a safe place in which difficulties with coursework can be discussed without fear of ridicule from either the lecturer or their fellow classmates.

· All communications on Blackboard can be monitored by staff, and students may tend to prefer to be able to control who can watch as they explore topics.  Facebook provides the students with the control over who sees their information and comments, rather than Blackboard’s approach, which gives control to the lecturer.

This shows a contrast between the two environments: the rigidly imposed framework of Blackboard, which creates a learning environment defined for students according to what the university thinks they need, and which attracts infrequent access; and the highly flexible, organic environment of Facebook, in which a learning environment is free to emerge based on what the students themselves actually need, and is focussed on frequent social interaction.
Clearly Facebook does not, at present, have enough tools to foster a complete learning environment, and there is some resistance to using a social tool in an educational context.  However, there is also significant potential in using Facebook to support the education of students in a way that traditional learning environments such as Blackboard cannot.  The following sections discuss some of the benefits and mechanisms at work that underlie learning within Facebook.
Social Connectivity

Facebook helps students connect with other students on the same course as them.  For example, 60% of Facebook users found other people on their course through Facebook – 4.7 times as many as those who found other people through Blackboard.  This, despite the fact that all UoR students who share a module are enrolled on the Blackboard site (over 24,000), whereas just over 12,000 are members of the Facebook Reading network, and some of those are alumni, hence it is estimated that around 60-70% of course mates will be on Facebook.  These results are not dissimilar to the survey results for Durham, in which 81% of respondents are users.
It appears that Facebook is filling a key role in learning, by facilitating the formation of social connections based around social groupings rather than an educational subject.  Groups formed in this way are more likely to lead to students who are more motivated and engaged with the subject.  Facebook is supporting “peer tutoring in ad hoc transient communities” (Kester et al 2007), which is a mode of learning that is not readily supported by the implementation of Blackboard at UoR.  Furthermore, because any individual can easily set up a group on Facebook and control who joins it, they have control over the privacy of their discussions.
Research shows that talking with people who show an interest in your topic of conversation promotes your own interest in it (Thoman et al 2007), and it seems reasonable to infer that the same will hold true in computer mediated communication.  This implies that Facebook’s focus on social connectivity not only lubricates social interactions across disparate groups, it also offers the potential to facilitate learning to a better degree than that offered by existing learning environments.

Learning from posting
From our study, we find a strong correlation between those who learn through posting on Facebook, and how often they do so.  However, no such correlation is seen with the results for the Blackboard users, where learning is almost universally reported.  We would expect, if the software provides a suitable learning environment, for this correlation to exist – so that more time spent interacting with a learning environment leads to more learning.  It seems likely that the lack of correlation for Blackboard users is due to a false positive result, but it may be that posting less than once a week really does lead to 67% learning from the experience.  Some respondents indicated in follow up interviews that they felt they had learned from Blackboard because it is used as a repository for lecture notes, and not specifically for any other reason.   In the second survey this was addressed, and 64% of students reported that they did not think they would still learn from Blackboard if it was not used as a repository for notes.  It is notable that 32% of Facebook users report learning from things they have read on the service, despite the absence of content, and 36% felt that they would not learn from using Blackboard under the same circumstances.  
Online forums are often taken over by dominant individuals who seek to reinforce their own sense of superiority by use of authoritative language, and by posting negatively or argumentatively, and this behaviour is more typical in males (Guiller and Durndell 2006).  However, in this study there was no significant evidence that this was an effect, probably because the two environments have their own means of enforcing reasonable behaviour.  Blackboard operates within the University’s Acceptable Use policy, and Facebook can provide a safe forum, in which the only members are friends.  The Facebook method allows for a way to explore issues without feeling ‘watched’, although without the quality control supervision can provide.  It does not preclude members of the peer group from contacting tutors, or even inviting them to the group, and thus provides a good level of flexibility.
Intentional learning use of the tools
The survey asked whether students intentionally used Facebook and BlackBoard for learning.  The results from this question were surprising in several ways.  In both cases, approximately half as many intentionally use the systems as learning tools as actually learn from using them.  Only 50.5% of students reported intentionally using BlackBoard as a learning tool. And 27.8% intentionally use Facebook to learn.  More strikingly, however, is the fact that of those intentionally trying to learn from Blackboard, 1 in 6 categorise their frequency of learning using it as ‘never’.  Of those intentionally using Facebook to learn, all of them report learning at a higher frequency than this.
Comparison with Durham survey
The Durham study shows 25% of their students using Facebook for learning with either other students or lecturers.  UoR reveals 50% reporting having learned from Facebook use.  The difference in questions may be the main factor, in that any learning success will result in a positive result in the UoR study, whereas the Durham question gets closer to the conscious intent of the learners in deliberately using the system to help them learn.  It is also possible that different practices in the use of Blackboard have a major effect here.  Use of Blackboard at UoR does not tend, in general use, to encourage social or collaborative learning, whereas the Durham case study, at least, indicates that it is has been used more fully there.  
The Durham study was motivated by a noticeable decrease in discussion activity on Blackboard, and the observation that Facebook was being used.  It seems reasonable to suggest that this could result in the difference in Facebook learning results between the two studies, as the students may be more conscious of learning on Blackboard, whilst considering Facebook activity as being purely leisure, even though discussions on academic matters still take place.  This is an area both teams consider would benefit from further research.
It is also important to note that the Durham study shows students rate their implementation and use of Blackboard highly.  Cameron points out (Cameron, private correspondence, 2007):
“Our report shows that at Durham, students also rate Blackboard very highly.  The textual feedback from many students is that they want the focus of Blackboard to be learning.  Facebook is their social space, where they may also learn as a side effect.  This does not replace the need for Blackboard where formal learning is the main focus.  It may affect what we think about using it for and what we can expect students to use.”

The Durham study used the opportunity afforded by the students granting lecturer access to their Facebook group to inform the development of interaction on Blackboard.  This should be seen as an example of good practice, although it may not be a method available in other circumstances, where, for example, the students may be uncomfortable with a lecturer’s presence.
Supporting learning with Web 2.0 Technologies
Constructionism suggests that learners will learn better when involved in creating something that others will see, use and review.  As such, given that users are more likely to write content to Facebook, it should be much easier to use Facebook as an educational tool than Blackboard.  Currently, many posts to Facebook are probably of a trivial nature, but this helps build familiarity with the tool, a sense of ownership, and consequently is likely to increase the probability of learners using the medium to post academic material.  The opposite is true of the VLE, where, due to policy, posting non-academic matters is frowned upon, if not banned.  This reduces expertise with the system, segregates learning from ‘fun’, and means that even academic contributions are likely to be viewed as a chore rather than a constructive and enjoyable experience.
Taking a broadly connectivist view of eLearning, the key ingredients of successful learning in today’s connected, highly dynamic environment, where knowledge has a short half-life are about recognising:

· knowledge exists in a diversity of opinions.  Discussion and dialogue are therefore key components in learning;
· learning is a process of connecting information sources, of recognising and abstracting patterns arising from those connections;
· nurturing and maintaining connections is necessary to facilitate continued learning.

Both the VLE and PLE approach are capable of supporting the discussion and dialogue necessary, with formal learning being supported by the VLE, and informal by the PLE.
The PLE is better able to deal with the nurturing and maintenance of social connections, which means it is better able to support continued learning.  The VLE could be adapted to provide access to social networking site data to overcome this difference.
A recent JISC report (Conole et al 2006) identified eight key factors relating to the way students are currently supporting their own learning using ICT.  These are worth re-iterating:
1. Pervasive and integrated: Students use ICT to support all aspects of their study.  Utilizing technology in this way, they are providing themselves with ubiquitous support options.

2. Personalized: Students are mixing and matching component technologies pragmatically to produce the tool suite they require for their own needs.

3. Social: Students study as part of a learning network, and are members of a range of communities of practice.

4. Interactive: The perceived worth of ‘content’ is dynamic.  Content is not ‘fixed’ and ‘valued’; it is a resource to be adapted and remixed.

5. Changing skills set: Students are developing new evaluation skills and strategies to enable them to make critical decisions about resources.  They are developing skills in managing hybrid forms of information, from traditional, web and web2.0 sources.

6. Transferability: Students are used to using their PC for leisure and study, and expect to be able to have easy access via this medium for course materials.
7. Time: Expectations of information and results on demand mean that students are using technological tools, such as email, instant messenger solutions, and social networks, to manage their time, and remain connected with their peers.

8. Changing working patterns: The use of new tools is changing the way students find, gather, use and create knowledge.  
Traditional VLEs can only go so far in supporting these changes to the way students work.  Whilst they may continue to hold a privileged position because of institutional policy decisions, it is unlikely that students will regard them as much more than a “… just a repository for notes” (survey respondent) unless they provide access to some of the social networking facilities endemic in web2.0 at the very least.

Six Web 2.0 technologies are identified (Anderson 2007) as having implications for education:

1. Blogs : Usable in Blackboard, within the scope of a course.  Not present in Facebook, but a similar functionality is available with the notes feature, and through plug-ins.

2. Wikis : Usable in Blackboard, within the scope of a course.  Not directly present in Facebook, but available through plug-in modules.

3. Tagging and social bookmarking: Unavailable in Blackboard, and unavailable in Facebook, except for tagging of photographs.

4. Multimedia sharing : Unavailable in Blackboard, available in Facebook.

5. Audio blogging and podcasting : Unavailable in Blackboard, available in Facebook (via plug-in and using other podcasting services)

6. RSS and syndication : Incoming feeds available but not manageable by the user in Blackboard, available in Facebook
As can be seen, Facebook as a Web 2.0 application has more of these founding technologies than Blackboard.  However, neither provides a full set, and both seem to be heading towards providing better provision of these sorts of services.
Dynamic technology environment
Social networking is set to become more flexible, with a move to providing platforms, rather than isolated services.  Following on from the launch of Facebook Platform, Google has provided the Open Social API (Google 2007) which is already supported by a number of key social networking sites and other service providers, such as MySpace, Hi5, LinkedIn, Ning, and Plexo. The increased ease of interoperability is likely to spawn a range of new tools, some of which could radically alter the possibilities for e-Learning.
Is learning using Web2.0 technologies a revolutionary paradigm?

In the context of Facebook, a Web 2.0 application, and Blackboard, a computer supported collaborative learning (CSCL) tool, we can use these results to qualitatively examine whether Facebook is a revolutionary paradigm or whether it is in the CSCL family group.
Systems designed to support collaborative working, whether business or learning oriented, should support a number of key processes, summarised in (Kleanthous and Dimitrova 2006).  These are:
· Transactive Memory (TM)– dealing with the way individual’s memories are maintained and communicated within the system.
· Shared Mental Models (SMM) – community members shared representations of knowledge about the relevant environment

· Cognitive Consenus (CCs) – dealing with shared concepts between members and the meanings they encapsulate, and how users come to agree on them.

· Cognitive Centrality (CCen) – managing how far from the consensus different members of the community are, and providing mechanisms to help the maintenance of community on this basis.

Blackboard and Facebook support, at least to some degree, each of these processes, even if only by enabling the community to manage them.

Transactive Memory is supported by allowing users to have their own content, in the form of notes and sharing content they have found elsewhere on the web.  They can then set permissions, at a fairly coarse group level, allowing them some control over who can see what.
The other three elements are only supported in terms of allowing the users to discuss, reach consensus, and publish the conclusions.  These would be better supported by a tool, or set of tools, which allow for the resulting properties to be captured and represented, perhaps in terms of a reification of the emergent folksonomy.
The key difference, in relation to these four processes, is the level of control the user has over their own content management, and privacy.  With this comparison, however, it is not so much a case of Facebook being revolutionary; rather it lives up to more of the ideals for systems supporting collaborative learning.  Traditional VLE implementations, due to the hierarchical distribution of power and the lack of any method of storing information privately, or discussing material without oversight by instructors, does not support collaboration well.  
However, a Web 2.0 approach does, in general, provide more flexibility in tool design.  It allows for a suite of small tools to be developed by a range of authors, and chosen by the user on the basis of their needs and preferences.  Because of this, the approach means that the technical environment of the user is more adaptive.  This means, in turn, that the user is better able to adapt to changes in technology and to new sources of information, albeit at a cost of having to select appropriate tools, and learn how to use them.  This cost, however, also has its own benefits as decision making reinforces learning, and choice of tools involves some degree of introspection and evaluation.


Thus, Web 2.0 provides better support for a connectivist way of learning.  Learning using Web 2.0 is not revolutionary, but a partial fulfilment of CSCL.  However, Web 2.0 provides support for connectivism, and that might just be an educational revolution.
Summary

The concept of eLearning has been discussed for many years now, and realised in the development of software solutions such as Blackboard that are provided by educational institutions.  However, despite these solutions’ widespread adoption, their ability to foster learning seems limited at best, precisely because they are provided by educational institutions and modelled around the traditional lecture.

In this paper, we have shown that although solutions such as these are widely regarded by students as an appropriate place to learn, it is in fact in other environments (specifically, global social networks) selected by the students themselves that they are more likely learn in the style that was hoped for by the institutionally-delivered VLEs.

In particular, the recent growth in social networks such as Facebook has seen new platforms emerge in which eLearning is taking place, even if that is not the intention of either the platform’s design, or even of the learner.  As such, the flexibility of social networks and Web 2.0 tools brings with it a new opportunity to provide eLearning tools that put the student very much at the heart of the environment, and gives them, rather than the lecturer, full control over both the environment’s content and its audience.
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Appendix A
Questions which asked how often the respondent did something are marked with <frequency response> and had the options of:

Never, Less than once a week, Once a week, Several times a week, Daily, Several times a day

2. The Facebook Questions 
During term time how often (on average) do you consult Facebook? 
<frequency response> 
How often (on average) do you post stuff on Facebook?
<frequency response> 

Do you feel Facebook is an appropriate place to learn?
Yes, Maybe, No, Don't know

Have you ever discussed coursework on Facebook?
Yes, No
Have you found people on your course in Facebook that you wouldn't normally speak to?
Yes,No
Would you be happy discussing coursework with a lecturer via Facebook? Yes, No
You said you would not be happy discussing coursework with a lecturer on Facebook. Is this due to : 

Privacy issues 

Wanting to keep academia and social lives separate 

Facebook is not suitable for such discussion
If you posted something about your course, would you want it to stay on Facebook for later years benefit?
Yes, Maybe, No, Don't know

Would you say that anything you read on Facebook helped you learn? 
Yes, No
Would you say that anything you posted on Facebook helped you learn? Yes, No
How often would you say you learn as a result of using Facebook? 
<frequency response>
Do you intentionally use Facebook as a learning tool? (e.g. use groups to discuss coursework or seminars, post book or paper reviews, etc.)
Yes, No
Do you use groups on Facebook to discuss coursework?

Yes, No
Do you share resources with course mates via Facebook? 
Yes, No
3. The Blackboard Questions 
Roughly how many of your modules have discussion boards or groups set up for you to use?
None, One, Two, Three, More than three

During term time how often (on average) do you consult Blackboard? <frequency response>
How often (on average) do you post stuff on Blackboard?
<frequency response>
Do you feel Blackboard is an appropriate place to learn?
Yes, Maybe, No, Don't know

Have you ever discussed coursework on Blackboard?
Yes, No
Have you found people on your course in Blackboard that you wouldn't normally speak to? 
Yes, No
Would you be happy discussing coursework with a lecturer via Blackboard? 
Yes, No
You said you would not be happy discussing coursework with a lecturer on Blackboard. Is this due to : 

Privacy issues 

Blackboard is not suitable for such discussion 

If you posted something about your course, would you want it to stay on Blackboard for later years benefit? 
Yes, Maybe, No

Would you say that anything you read on Blackboard helped you learn? Yes, No
Would you say that anything you posted on Blackboard helped you learn? Yes, No
How often would you say you learn as a result of using Blackboard? 
<frequency response>
If Blackboard did not have lecture notes stored on it for you to access, do you think you still learn from using Blackboard?
Yes, No
Do you intentionally use Blackboard as a learning tool? (e.g. use groups to discuss coursework or seminars, post book or paper reviews, etc.) 
Yes, No
Do you use discussion boards on Blackboard to discuss coursework? 
Yes, No
Do you share resources with course mates via Blackboard?
Yes, No
4. General questions 
Questions that are not about Facebook or Blackboard 
Do you discuss coursework with course mates using things other than Facebook or Blackboard?
Yes, No
Please tell us which technologies you use to discuss courseworks, other than Facebook or Blackboard: (You can put other technologies in the comments boxes) 

Email 

Instant Messenger 

IRC 

Groups (Yahoo, Google, etc)
Do you share coursework resources with course mates using technologies other than Facebook or Blackboard?
Yes, No
Please tell us which technologies you use to share coursework resources, other than Facebook or Blackboard: (You can put other technologies in the comments boxes) 

Email 

Instant Messenger 

IRC 

Groups (Yahoo, Google, etc)
0039: What do you think would make a good eLearning environment? Please write your answer here:
