
Chapter 6
Social Network Applications
for Education: The Case of College
Connect

A. L. Chapman, M. Lei and C. Greenhow

Abstract In this chapter, the design, implementation, benefits, and challenges of
using a Facebook application, College Connect, are presented. College Connect was
designed to address the persistent educational problem of college access in theUnited
States, part of which stems from students’ lack of social capital, the human and infor-
mation resources available to them in their social networks that can provide needed
information, such as how to apply to, enroll in, and pay for college. College Connect,
a social networking application which runs on Facebook, the parent platform, was
designed to help address this problem by creating a network visualization of each
student’s Facebook Friends network and showing the student who within the net-
work has college information in their Facebook profile. In this chapter, we explain
the theory and procedures that led to the design of the College Connect applica-
tion, the process of launching the application, and the benefits and challenges of
implementing it with adolescent students preparing for college.
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6.1 Introduction

In today’s rapidly-changing world, people from across the globe are increasingly
using social media for real-time information and connection in their everyday
lives. Nearly 2.5 billion people, one-third of the world’s population, use social net-
works, which cross geographical, cultural, and economic borders, numbers which
are expected to rise as the usage of bothmobile devices and social media growworld-
wide [1]. In the United States, a full 78% of the population has a profile on at least
one social networking site [1]. These social networking sites, including Facebook,
Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, YouTube, and Pinterest, find broad engagement in per-
sonal, professional, political, and entertainment domains. Facebook is the world’s
most popular social network site, though Twitter has experienced a drastic growth
of users, which rose from 30 million active monthly users at the beginning of 2010
to 328 million active monthly users at the beginning of 2017 [1].

In this ever-increasing and diversifying social media space, individuals and com-
munities involved in education—students, parents, teachers, administrators, policy-
makers, and other stakeholders—must better understand the affordances and con-
straints of this space in order to use it to an educational advantage. Social media,
through online communities, communication tools, and a variety of modes andmeth-
ods of communication, presents many possibilities for education. Social media can
facilitate low-cost resource and information sharing, whichmay increase educational
opportunities regardless of geography, socioeconomic context, or other barriers to
educational resources.

Though the educational uses and potential of social media are considerable, edu-
cational applications that build on Facebook’s features and affordances are rare. This
chapter is concerned with the design, implementation, benefits, and challenges of
one such Facebook application, College Connect, which was created to facilitate
adolescents’ college knowledge and help-seeking. Teenagers’ development of col-
lege knowledge and help-seeking is important to advancing their college access, or
whether students are able to and intend to attend college. Historically, in the United
States, college access has varied among groups. In 1992, 42% of Whites, 35% of
African Americans, and 26% of Latinos attended a 4-year college or university [2].
The disparity in college enrollment has existed betweenWhite students and students
of color since the 1970s and has persisted into the newmillennium [3]. Differences in
college access have been attributed to socioeconomic status, but others have argued
that income alone does not account for this gap [4]. Parents and students who play the
“game of education,” behaving in ways that are considered desirable and legitimate,
have an advantage over those who do not [5, 6]. Therefore, a critical element of
accessing college is possessing and activating the knowledge of college in the way
that is determined by the dominant cultural group.

College knowledge includes, among other things, the process of applying to,
selecting, and enrolling in a college; of understanding and choosing how to pay
for college; and of understanding the academic and cultural differences between
high school and college [7]. In choosing a college and preparing to attend college,
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most students examine financial aid, standardized test and GPA requirements for
admission, a college’s graduation rate, and a college’s reputation [8]. However, this
information, and college knowledge more generally, is not always readily available
to all high school students who are interested in attending college, and students’
choices for schools may be based on incomplete information about their eligibility
[9]. Students who have fewer resources in their immediate physical networks often
are at a disadvantage in the college application and selection process [10]. Alter-
natively, social network sites have the potential to be effective information-seeking
channels due to their technical and social affordances, such as the ability to broadcast
content and aggregate one’s contacts.

Recent scholarship suggests that social networks can provide the space and tools
which help usersmore easily access resources that are not immediately apparent, par-
ticularly in the area of college access [11–13]. Although some research has examined
how youth seek information through social media use, little is known about students’
use of social media to develop college knowledge [14]. As adolescents are inclined
to seek out others to meet their need for information, investigating their social media
use regarding outreach to others in the college application process is an important
extension to the literature [15].

In the case presented in this chapter, we examine the design and implementation of
the College Connect application, which runs on the social media platform Facebook,
built for the purpose of addressing the aforementioned gap in access to college
knowledge among American high school students. The purpose of College Connect
was to allow users to visualize their Facebook network and to identify who in their
network has college knowledge. The application also has features through which
users can ask Friends in their network questions about college generally or about a
particular college more specifically. A design-based research approach guided this
project’s design and implementation efforts [16–18]. Design-based research helps
bridge the research-to-practice gap by drawing on established research methods with
the goal of informing not just the knowledge base but also improving educational
practices [18]. Reeves advocates four steps in the design-based research process:
(1) analyze the practical problem; (2) develop solutions; (3) implement the solution
in situ, building in evaluation and refinement in successive iterations; and (4) reflect
on findings to produce theoretical and practical insights [17]. In alignment with steps
1–3 of thismodel, this chapter describes the process undertaken to assess the problem
by reviewing selected, previous research on college knowledge, help-seeking, social
capital and social network sites, especially research which addresses the experiences
of high school students, our target users. Moreover, the designed solution, in the
form of an educational application built on Facebook is presented. From our testing
and evaluation of College Connect, we draw insights on its benefits and challenges
to inform future efforts.

In the following sections, we first seek to situate our work in the current land-
scape of relevant educational theory and research. Second, we present the design and
implementation of the College Connect application, including why it was designed
and the challenges of implementing that design as intended. Third, we conclude
by offering practical guidance and recommendations intended to inspire designers
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and researchers who seek to design similar applications, especially those targeting
adolescents and academic contexts.

6.2 Social Network Sites

TheCollege Connect applicationwas designed to run on the social network site Face-
book. Social network sites (SNS) are a form of social media, which differ from other
types of social media and virtual communities by relying on user-created content
and the links that users make with each other. Specifically, there are three hallmarks
of social network sites. First, social network sites have profiles unique to each user
which consist of user-supplied content, information provided by other users, and/or
data which is supplied by the system. Secondly, social network sites have public
connections which can be viewed and navigated by others. Thirdly, participants on
social network sites can consume, produce, and interact with user-created content
contributed by other users [19]. Interactions between users on social network sites
have been shown to increase and diversify the connections that users make, as well
as helping those users to create and sustain social ties [20, 21].

6.3 The Use of Social Network Sites in Education

Given the widespread and increasing use of social network sites, researchers have
begun to explore and evaluate their educational uses. Kert and Kert, for instance,
researched the use of social network sites by high school students and asked them
about their perceptions of whether social network sites could be useful for education
and learning [22]. This research showed that high school students often use social
network sites to keep in touchwith other similar-age peers, and that studentswhowere
surveyed felt itwouldbegood touse these sites for educational reasons.Another study
by Ekici and Kiyici showed that students who used social network site applications
for specific educational purposes were more academically successful than students
who did not have access to these socialmedia applications andwere educatedwithout
that technology [23].

In thinking about the educational uses of Facebook, Lin, Hou, Wang, and Chang
argued that Facebook shows great potential for use in education because of its struc-
ture for creating applications, communication tools, and interactive interface [24].
Another important aspect of Facebook is how common and frequently it is used by
high school students. A study by Cakir and Serkan Tan found that students spent
on average 15 hours per week on Facebook [25]. These authors concluded that the
educational use of applications built on social network sites was inevitable, as high
school students are familiar with these sites and frequent users of them. However,
recent work by Cakir and Tan, published in 2017, noted that of the first 10 applica-
tionswith themost active users on Facebook, 7 are games primarily for entertainment



6 Social Network Applications for Education: The Case … 115

(e.g., Candy Crush Saga, Farmville, Angry Birds) and not for instruction. While the
educational potential for applications built on Facebook is substantial, the creation,
use, and evaluation of these applications has been rare in both educational research
and practice [25].

6.4 Theoretical Perspectives

In the case of the College Connect application, we drew upon social capital research
and theory from the field of sociology and the help-seeking literature from the field
of psychology to guide the design and study of the application. Critical to the help-
seeking literature is the identification of two types of help-seeking [26]. There is
executive help-seeking, when the seeker is looking for another person to solve a
problem. Alternatively, there is instrumental help-seeking when the seeker is asking
for help which would allow the seeker to solve the problem [26]. Help-seeking can
and should be seen as a sign of independence, but obstacles can preclude people from
seeking the help that they need. These barriers include fear of a loss of credit when
something goes well; the perception of a lack of competence; and a desire not to
appear helpless. Adolescents’ help-seeking processes are important to observe and
evaluate because the processes can influence major life choices and affect identity
development and later life experiences [27–29].

Social capital has been defined as the sum of resources available in one’s network
of relationships with other people [30]. Social capital can be generated by mutualis-
tic relationships involving reciprocity and mutually-adopted norms [31]. According
to Portes, some of the benefits of increased social capital are access to privileged
information and increased access to economic resources. Social capital has been
described as being distributed unequally among groups, particularly members of
minority groups [32]. For example, individuals from a lower social class who have
few connections would continue to propagate that lack of connections to future gen-
erations and be unable to acquire information for economic opportunities. This will
be addressed in more detail in this section.

Social capital for any given individual comes directly from relationshipswith other
people, and the nature of those relationshipsmakes others a resource to the individual
[31]. One example provided by Portes is the norm of “repaying one’s debts.” The
knowledge one has of another’s adherence to that norm becomes a resource which
can be used to lend money with the peace of mind that the borrower will repay the
loan. Moreover, social capital may also be seen as the sum of favors or obligations
owed, which may be settled at some undetermined time and in an undecided form,
also known as reciprocity exchanges [31]. Similar to the expectation of reciprocation,
enforceable trust can be a source of social capital, where behaviors are community-
enforced. For example, students may participate in class because of their fear of
social disapproval for being quiet; therefore, a teacher may use this resource to ask
more questions and build in more student-centered activities in the class. Moreover,
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people in the same situation tend to be supportive of others in the same situation,
which makes “bounded solidarity” another source of social capital [31].

Aside from the direct economic implications of social capital for students and
young adults (e.g., improved opportunities for job-seeking), social capital can affect
their college-going experiences. One part of many college applications, teacher rec-
ommendation letters, are produced through accessing social capital through reci-
procity exchanges. In high school, students are supposed to be active learners in
class, involved by asking questions, taking on challenges, and generally display-
ing interest for the subject matter. Accordingly, teachers are supposed to recognize
these students and be prepared to reciprocate in response to the students’ efforts by
providing a well-written endorsement for the acceptance of that student into their
college of choice. Students who are not aware of this dynamic would be significantly
disadvantaged, as they would have fewer individuals, specifically teachers, who they
could call upon to provide a recommendation letter. Similarly, bounded solidarity
appears in schools as students provide support to their peers in the same situation.
For example, students who are applying to the same competitive college may be
more inclined to put forth their greatest effort on a group project in class, since both
their chances of acceptance are dependent on their grades in the class. Furthermore,
students who all identify as being first-generation college students may band together
and form an organization to support each other and others in the same situation.

Bounded solidarity is one source of social capital that tools like College Connect
may afford to students. By helping prospective students find current students or
alumni from their school of choice, we are tapping into those individuals’ inherent
willingness to help students they feel are similar to themselves (e.g., I rememberwhat
it was like applying to that college, I think they should know about…”). Additionally,
expanding a student’s pool of social connections also increases access to sources of
social capital. For example, while a student may not have any set of reciprocity
exchanges for applying to college, a connection may have such a source of capital,
which he or she could use to help the student.

Portes outlined three main types of effects due to social capital [31]. Social capital
may serve as a way of controlling socially desirable behaviors, providing family-
based support, and gaining support from contacts outside of the family. These effects
can be influenced by multiple social factors, such as family structure (e.g., number
of parents) and can be disrupted by life circumstances, such as relocation. When a
family moves from one community to another, potential extra-familial supports may
be lost, diminishing the family’s social capital, which may explain the decreased
probability of attending college among students from more mobile families [33].
Similarly, the number of years students have lived in their home has a positive effect
on staying in school [34]. Within the family, the parents may or may not be able to
help their children with the college-going process, based on their own experiences
and resources. For example, parents who did not attend college were less likely to
talk to their children about the college application process and were less likely to
engage in activities related to applying to college, such as attending college visits
and learning about financial aid [35].
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The ways in which social capital benefits students is affected by the nature of the
relationship, and may originate from the family, the school, and the community [36].
However, for students, the quantity andquality of relationships at home, in school, and
in the community may vary greatly. Fortunately, for many students, their connections
with others go beyond those people in their immediate microsystems, or people they
interact with directly in their homes, school, or community [37]. Instead, with online
social networks, students may cultivate weak ties, or relationships outside of one’s
immediate social circle, who may help one gain social mobility, such as employment
prospects [38]. Therefore, the potential affordance of social media in the context of
college access is its ability to help students access social capital from their extended
social networks to help with the college-going process.

Furthermore, the help-seeking process in relation to college knowledge and the
process of college-going is particularly important for high school juniors and seniors.
College knowledge, what students need to know in order to successfully apply, select,
and matriculate to college, includes obtaining practical information (such as appli-
cation procedures and deadlines or financial aid), social information (such as the
general community of a particular college) and the development of an identity related
to college-going (such as learning to navigate college campuses and understanding
the structures of college) [39]. In examining human resources who have college
knowledge, it has been found that not all students have equal access to people with
college knowledge [40]. Tornatzky, Culter, and Lee found that parents who had low
socioeconomic status were the least likely (of low, middle, and high socioeconomic
status parents) to have college knowledge [40]. This was also found to be true of
parents who were first generation immigrants (compared to second and third gener-
ation immigrants) [40]. Both the low SES parents and the first generation immigrant
parents had a far more difficult time in accessing college information; they were also
far more likely to lack college knowledge themselves. However, this study also found
that the use of interactive media was able to break many of the access problems that
were experienced by low SES and first-generation immigrant parents [40].

When students look to online sources for college knowledge, one of the primary
sources of information is a college’s website [41]. However, college websites are
limited in their applicability as sources of college knowledge. One such limitation
is that websites do not often offer two-way communication. Prospective students
independently locate blogs and message boards where they can interactively find
information about a specific college, but most college websites do not help prospec-
tive students to find these sources of information [42]. The use of online sources of
information for college knowledge seekingwas the focus of a study byBrown,Wohn,
and Ellison, who examined the role that online sources of help played in the college
knowledge seeking process of students from low-income communities [43]. This
study looked at how and where students accessed information about college online,
how the students evaluated the information that they found, what human resources
were available to these students in their college knowledge seeking process, and how
online sources of information were used by the students [43]. The authors found that
students used websites to get information about the cost, ranking, and programs of
different colleges, but they used social media to connect with current college students
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to gain insight into college culture [43]. The study also found that the students they
surveyed posted on social media about college, but they did not use social media to
ask questions or crowd-source information [43].

Seeking to advance this literature, the College Connect application was designed
to examine whether using popular social network sites (in this case, Facebook) and
specialized applicationswithin those sites could facilitate students’ process of acquir-
ing college knowledge. First generation high school students especially may have
fewer informational resources in their household regarding the college application
process and other aspects of getting to college. Wohn, Ellison, Khan, Fewins-Bliss
andGray found that for first generation students, the extent towhich students felt they
could access information via Facebook played a large role in their efficacy regarding
college-going [13]. In other words, the more students felt they could access infor-
mation about college via their Facebook network, the more confident they felt about
their knowledge of the college application processes (e.g., being Friends with some-
one on Facebook who graduated from or currently attends college contributed to
students’ perception of how successful they would be in attending and completing
college). However, the same finding was not true for students who had parents that
attended college.

In addition, high school students are often unaware of who knows what in their
network. In their interviews with high school students, Wohn and colleagues learned
that many students did not know who in their network attended college or what
college they attended [13]. Some students did not know whether their parents had
attended college. The College Connect Facebook application addresses two compo-
nents of social capital: helping to identify sources of useful information and pro-
viding access to those sources (or connections). As Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe
suggested, Facebook can lower barriers for communication because it offers private
and public messaging features and provides access to identity information via users’
profiles [44]. These affordances allow students to determine who would be useful to
talk to about a particular question, and also help them to find common ground.

6.5 Design of the College Connect Facebook Application

College Connect was a web-based Facebook application designed in 2013 with fund-
ing from the Gates Foundation’s College Knowledge Challenge Grant competition.
The application was created to help students identify useful people in their Face-
book Friends’ network and ask these people questions about college. The develop-
ment of the College Connect application was a collaboration between researchers
and software developers at Oxford University (Dr. Bernie Hogan and his team) and
researcher-evaluators at Michigan State University (Dr. Christine Greenhow) and the
University of Michigan (Dr. Nicole Ellison)1. After reviewing the academic litera-
ture on college access, social media, and social capital, these scholars decided to

1Jeon et al. [45]
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Fig. 6.1 Example of the College Connect network visualization

run College Connect on Facebook, because relationship and profile data available
within Facebook could be harnessed to surface relevant social resources for teens
as they envision their future and engage in the college application process [46]. The
College Connect app draws upon data from Facebook and works most effectively
when users reach out to other Facebook Friends. More specifically, College Connect
visualizes a user’s Facebook network, or the set of their Facebook Friends as well as
the friendships between these Friends (See Fig. 6.1).

The designers used conventions from social network analysis to represent this
network. A user is a ‘node’ signified by a circle. A Friend is an ‘edge’ signified as a
line between two nodes. The arrangement of the nodes is automatically determined
by a network layout algorithm. The coloring of the nodes is automatically determined
by a community detection algorithm, such that likely members of a specific cluster
have like-colored nodes. If the Friend has a college or university listed in his or her
profile, the dot is colored-in; Friends who do not have a college or university listed in
his or her profile are indicated by a dot that is not colored-in (See Fig. 6.2). College
Connect users can explore their network visualization (e.g., by zooming in or clicking
on specific nodes) for Friends that have college information in their profile, and they
can search for specific Friends or colleges/universities in which they are interested
(See Fig. 6.2).

Furthermore, the College Connect Facebook application was designed to include
a list of suggested questions, that address common college-related information needs,
which students could ask their Friends network (See Fig. 6.3). The app allows users
to send inquiries to people in their network via Facebook’s private messaging (See
Fig. 6.4).
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Fig. 6.2 Example of a highlighted friendship network

Fig. 6.3 Example of a list of suggested questions

The College Connect application connects to the Facebook Graph API (version
1.0) to access a user’s Friends and the connections between these Friends. To use
the API, the College Connect application must be granted explicit permission by the
user to view Friends and Friend data. The ability for third parties to access this data
was no longer available as of Facebook Graph API (version 2.0). Nevertheless, this
work demonstrates what can be done with social network data, not exclusively with
Facebook data in their current state.

The design of the College Connect Facebook application was fueled by research
which found that Facebook use increases social capital when users are active and
engaged [20, 47]. College Connect was designed to accelerate this process for a key
demographic (i.e., high school students) at a critical time in their adolescent and
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Fig. 6.4 Example of sending a question

educational development (i.e., transition between high school and college). Robelia,
Greenhow, and Burton, in studying another Facebook app (HotDish), found that
16–24 year olds were more likely to adopt Facebook apps than use other online
resources for educational purposes because: (1) they are easily integrated into their
existing daily Facebooking routines, (2) Facebook provided an informal context with
which theywere already familiar and compelled to participate, and (3) they perceived
people on Facebook as ‘like-minded’ and so felt comfortable interacting [48].

The findings of this prior researchwere taken into account during the development
of the College Connect app, and thus the design of the app was unique; at the time it
was developed, there were no other apps that did exactly what College Connect was
designed to do. Although there were free, online apps that produced visualizations
of users’ Facebook networks (e.g., Touchgraph, Friendwheel), there were no appli-
cations that offered young people a compelling, easy-to-navigate visualization of
their network which was tailored specifically to address information-based college
access issues. The College Connect app was designed to provide students with a fun,
engaging way to see who is connected to whom within their network and to surface
relevant college-related information from these contacts.

The foundation and catalyst for the College Connect application was a Facebook
application called NameGenWeb, developed by Hogan and his colleagues at the
Oxford Internet Institute. This more generic Facebook application was the culmina-
tion of years of work trying to optimize the algorithms for interfacing with social
network information on Facebook in a way that respects privacy policies, leverages
API standards at Facebook, and keeps abreast of visualization technologies2. Using
NameGenWeb, the average user could authorize the application, download their own
network, visualize it, and begin exploring friendship relationships among their Face-

2Hogan [49]
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book Friends. The application visualized network relationships in an enlightening
way, inviting users to explore their network and the web of relationships that consti-
tute it.

Moreover, to guide the development of College Connect, Ellison and Greenhow
interviewed 45 high school students in ruralMichigan. Studentswere shown a version
of their own Facebook network visualized by a modified version of NameGenWeb,
developed byHogan, andwere interviewed about it. These preliminary data informed
the design of the College Connect app. Following these interviews, NameGenWeb
was modified for the purpose of enabling high school students to visualize their
Facebook network and important personal characteristics of their connections in
relation to college-going.

Thus, the new application, College Connect, was a social network visualization
and exploration tool that downloaded, processed, and represented Facebook per-
sonal networks.Most importantly, compared toNameGenWeb, College Connect was
designed to have a stronger emphasis on deployment and usefulness for addressing
the user’s need for college knowledge as identified in preliminary interviews with
high school students and in the educational research literature. Where NameGen-
Web showed an individual’s network with contemporary layouts and clustering, pan
and zoom, and click-to-filter functionality, College Connect extended these tools
in two significant ways to make it an app for prompting trust-based conversations
about issues that are relevant to high school students’ college-going. First, the app
highlighted individuals in the student’s network who either had college experience
or “liked” a particular college. This capability was supposed to make the challenge
of locating college-related resources in one’s network easier, faster, and friendlier.
Secondly, College Connect allowed users to easily reach out to Friends who may
have college knowledge. This process of reaching out was facilitated through both
technical and social affordances embedded in the College Connect app and in Face-
book itself. With one click, students were able to send a message pre-populated with
questions derived from the academic literature on barriers to college access. They
could also type their own queries if desired. By embedding this conversation in the
Facebook system, the project team hoped that users would be able to capitalize on
shared common ground (as indicated in profile fields) and the shared connections
between them. Our data from the interviews with high school students suggests stu-
dents are more comfortable inquiring of a Facebook Friend or a “Friend of a Friend”
than a complete stranger.

6.6 The Benefits and Challenges of the Implementation of
College Connect

Upon launching College Connect in late 2013, we encountered several implemen-
tation benefits and challenges. First, we were pleased that the application provided
key functions as intended. These included a network visualization of the students’
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Friends network; an indication of who in-network had college information in his or
her profile; the capacity to search the network for a college or university name, by
geography, or by person; and the ability to message people a question related to col-
lege through Facebook’s direct messaging. In beta-testing with a small group of high
school juniors and seniors, we found that students generally understood the applica-
tion’s features and could see the utility of having a Facebook application devoted to
messaging potential contacts about college-going issues.

However, we also encountered a number of implementation challenges that lim-
ited College Connect’s utility and broad deployment. First, we found that students
experienced long wait times for their network visualizations to be generated during
beta-testing and follow-up implementation. This was the result of Facebook’s design
and API. For College Connect to function properly, it needed access to information
from its users’ profiles and social networks, for which users had to grant explicit
permission. The process of collecting and representing this information was affected
by the size of social networks. In cases when users had an excess of 700 connections,
the process as long as 15 min. Given that the research has suggested the average size
of adolescents’ Facebook networks were around 500 Friends, this posed a significant
hurdle to College Connect’s utility [21].

A second implementation challenge we faced was that we did not have sufficient
server space to accommodate more than a small number of College Connect users at
any given time. While the metrics for the College Connect application (i.e., number
of daily, weekly, and monthly users via Facebook insights) revealed an average
of approximately 10 users per day in November 2013, resolving these issues was
paramount if the app was to scale.

To that end, we requested supplemental funding, from the College Knowledge
Grant program sponsored by the Gates Foundation, to help kick start the success of
the College Connect (CC) application and increase its impact on students. In early
2014 funds were requested for additional development efforts to optimize the app’s
performance through a re-designed workflow. Specifically, while the generation and
presentation of the College Connect network visualization was very slow and time
intensive, much of the querying of the user’s friends and the friends’ schools was
not. Thus, a re-designed work flow, we hoped, would expose search and browse by
school and by friend while students were waiting for the network to load. As College
Connect was originally designed, it did not provide a way for the user to do much of
the querying by school and messaging without going through the network download
step.Additional development efforts that focused on redesigning theworkflow so that
students could see and browse by school and message first and then see the network
when it was ready would have been a significant improvement. This supplemental
request was ultimately unfunded. Thus, a third implementation challenge we faced
was in generating the additional resources (i.e., paid developers’ time, improved
server capacity, continued beta-testing and bug fixing, marketing to attract and grow
a user base), beyond the initial pilot investment (i.e., $100,000). These resources
were needed to improve the immediate feedback and engagement that student-users
expected, while continuing to refine, grow and market the application.
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6.7 College Connect as a Proof-of-Concept Pilot Study

In order to understand whether and how high school students perceived the appli-
cation as helpful for their college going process, we conducted a small-scale pilot
study with two groups of high school students in 2014. We recruited 12th grade stu-
dents (n�22) from two schools: a Minnesota high school, where they were involved
in an afterschool program which aimed to help low-income students apply for and
gain admission to a four-year college; and a Michigan public magnet school, which
focused on college preparation. All students were high school seniors, had used
Facebook for at least one year, and were actively using Facebook at least twice a
week.

In trying out the College Connect app with this group of students, we were par-
ticularly interested in students’ conceptions of help related to college information-
seeking and the types of information, such as that related to the college knowledge
literature, that students identified using College Connect. Participants completed an
online survey prior to using the College Connect app; this survey asked them about
their help-seeking practices regarding their searches for information related to the
college-going process. As part of the survey, participants were asked to identify
people from whom they could seek help regarding college information.

Following the online survey, participants completed one-on-one, semi-structured
interviews about their help-seeking processes as they pertained to college knowl-
edge. Within the interview, subjects participated in a think-aloud activity with a
researcher while using the College Connect application. Participants were invited to
navigate their individual Facebook networks using the College Connect app as the
researcher asked open-ended questions about what they were seeing, how they were
understanding the app, and whether and how it was useful. While results from this
research have been published elsewhere, we point out here that although students
did not view Facebook as a platform they would use for help with college-going,
they did see value in a designed Facebook application for this purpose [50]. We are
currently working on a more detailed analysis from this pilot data to report on the
nature of their help-seeking with College Connect compared to their perceived use
of Facebook generally and other online resources.

6.8 Conclusions and Recommendations

The College Connect Facebook application, from conception through design to
implementation, was intended to be unique, helpful to high school students’ college-
going process, and piggyback on their existingFacebooking routines.Developing and
implementing the app, however, presented several challenges, as described above.
As a result of both the benefits and challenges to the design and implementation of
the College Connect app, the authors seek to provide practical guidance and recom-
mendations for designers of future social network site applications.
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Creating a visualization of one’s social network, and making it attractive, is not an
idea unique to the College Connect app. However, to our knowledge, there have been
few efforts to leverage people’s initial interest and engagement in their visualized
social network into long-term, strategic social interactions toward actionable goals
(e.g., building a college-going peer group) that address pressing social problems (e.g.,
improving college access and college-going). By adding features such as messaging
with identified ‘experts,’ or more knowledgeable peers in the network, we believe we
havemoved network visualizations beyond ‘cool’ tomake them useful for students in
addressing the college knowledge challenge. (Note that by using the term “experts,”
we do notmean thosewith privileged or rare information or skills, but rather someone
who knows something that the user wishes to know more about.) This could be a
particular school (e.g., Michigan State University), a particular major (Nursing),
or a particular experience (e.g., being a Latina in a mostly White college). Our
application is a novel consolidation of rapidly maturing visual technologies and
access to Facebook’s rich source of personally-meaningful data. Many applications
can already display networks. Many applications can provide simple summaries of
users’ networks. However, the focused unification of these two aspects in a way that
makes networks both visually appealing and actionable is a distinct novel experience.

Furthermore, one of the most significant challenges to the successful roll out of
the app was the length of time required by the app to download user’s Facebook
data. This wait time negatively impacted user experience and the overall utility of
the College Connect app. Going forward, future social network site apps should
take into account not only user experience broadly but also specifics (as in our
case, the need to download significant amounts of data) which can and likely will
greatly impact user experience. We recommend that throughout the design process
that researchers, developers, and educators work more closely with the Facebook
developer community to ensure that the structures (including, but not limited to,
hardware and financial considerations) which support the application being built can
fully support that application.

We hope design teams might build on the insights we have generated in this small
scale, exploratory project to engage with Facebook’s development community over a
longer time horizon to design similar, novel applications aimed at addressing persis-
tent educational problems. Facebook is a global platform, and it continues to be the
single largest socialmedia platform adopted by today’s young people, connecting bil-
lions of youth all over theworld. Yet, educators and educational technology designers
have not only under-examined Facebook’s potential for K-12 students’ learning and
teachers’ pedagogy, the Facebook parent platform remains largely un-leveraged by
learning technology designers [51–53].

We offer this rich description of the process of developing and implementing the
College Connect app as a case study for future researchers, designers, and educators,
as well as the many people who are interested in the varied and interesting ways in
which social media, and social network sites specifically, can be used in the field of
education. In spite of the challenges that we faced in our initial implementation of the
College Connect application, the applicability of social network sites in the field of
education remains viable and substantial. Our focus on usability, a visually appealing
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interface, and an academic interest in effective outcomes provides a template for
future social network site applications to strive to be even more seamless, creative
and usable as College Connect.
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