
Vol.:(0123456789)

Learning Environments Research (2020) 23:235–250
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10984-019-09298-7

1 3

ORIGINAL PAPER

Facebook class groups of high school students: their role 
in establishing social dynamics and learning experiences

Jaël Muls1  · Free De Backer1 · Valérie Thomas1 · Chang Zhu1 · Koen Lombaerts1

Received: 9 January 2019 / Accepted: 17 October 2019 / Published online: 31 October 2019 
© Springer Nature B.V. 2019

Abstract
The study’s main aim was to explore the role of Facebook class groups, created and man-
aged by high-school students, in facilitating social dynamics and learning experiences. 
Fourteen Facebook class groups were observed online and students were subsequently 
questioned through focus-group interviews. Our findings show that Facebook class groups 
can promote both bonding and learning. Bonding can be enhanced because Facebook class 
groups foster a sense of solidarity and unity among students. Also, Facebook can stim-
ulate (social) learning because students gain more insights in the subject matter and are 
challenged to carry out an evaluation of their own study methods and progress. Therefore, 
drawing on the theories of seamless learning and affinity spaces, we conclude that Face-
book class groups are important for social affiliation and effective learning.
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Introduction

Social network sites (SNSs) such as Facebook are often exclusively considered as social 
spaces. However, these sites evolve and so does the way in which students use them (Lampe 
et al. 2011). Students are not only using Facebook for leisure purposes, but also to commu-
nicate and collaborate closely on classroom activities (Lampe et al. 2011; Manca and Rani-
eri 2014). National School Boards Association (2007) found that more and more students 
use SNSs to discuss education-related topics online, especially homework issues. There-
fore, Facebook groups are gaining popularity for students to discuss homework, whereas 
the schools’ digital learning environments are used far less for this purpose (Mediaraven 
and LINC 2016). In particular, students in senior high school actively use Facebook, as 
well as Facebook Messenger and private Facebook groups. According to Dalsgaard (2016), 
these students usually create a Facebook group involving all students of the class.

SNSs, like Facebook, can facilitate informal communication about learning purposes 
and classroom activities (Lampe et al. 2011; Madge et al. 2009). Manca and Ranieri (2014) 
identify advantages in the simplicity, accessibility, and speed and ease of use of Facebook’s 
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basic functions (e.g. wall, discussion groups, photos). In a study of adolescents’ use of 
Facebook, Heyman (2015) considers that the combination of responsiveness, versatility 
and ease of use makes Facebook the most efficient communication tool compared with 
other media. In addition, Facebook can be beneficial for learners because it allows them 
to quickly ask questions and share information (e.g. about instructions and deadlines) and 
educational resources (e.g. study notes), encourages peer-to-peer dialogue, facilitates col-
laboration and interaction, and creates and manages work groups (Greenhow 2011; Manca 
and Ranieri 2013, 2014; Siemens and Weller 2011). Several students indeed experience 
SNSs and Facebook as useful and supportive for checking class-related material, interact-
ing with peers, building mutual support and learning collaboratively, while simultaneously 
being engaged also in more-broadly social communication (Bosch 2009; Meishar-Tal et al. 
2012; Selwyn 2009).

Despite the strong potential of Facebook being connected and networked to create, col-
laborate and contribute knowledge, there is relatively little empirical research has addressed 
this new communication and interaction phenomena (Cheung et al. 2010). Therefore, the 
current study examined the use of Facebook class groups for school purposes and how 
students perceived the role of Facebook class group in establishing social dynamics and 
learning experiences.

SNSs and social dynamics among students

Through their interaction and communication possibilities, social media and Facebook 
influence social dynamics, which we understand as the ongoing social processes and group 
behaviour resulting from the interactions of individual group members, as well as to the 
relationship between group-level behaviours and one’s individual behaviours. More specifi-
cally, they offer students an extramural platform to talk and discuss issues, to find mutual 
and social support, to vent emotional feelings and to relieve school-related stress (e.g. by 
chatting online, students can blow off steam), which reinforces interpersonal relationships 
(Greenhow 2011; Manca and Ranieri 2014). Through these opportunities, Facebook might 
be able to encourage social connectedness and cohesion, community building, and sociali-
sation among students (Greenhow 2011; Grieve et al. 2013; Madge et al. 2009; Manca and 
Ranieri 2014; Vlieghe et al. 2015; Weber et al. 2008).

Resulting from the above, different social and academic consequences for students are 
distinguished. First, social support, belonging and connectedness have been found to be 
strong determinants of engagement, motivation and persistence in educational settings 
(Greenhow 2011; McNeely and Falci 2004; Sarason et al. 1983) and to be associated with 
positive psychological outcomes such as lower depression and anxiety and greater subjec-
tive wellbeing (Grieve et al. 2013). Second, social support, connection and feelings of com-
munity might be supportive for a connected classroom climate. A Facebook class group 
is considered a supportive communication environment in which students feel a sense of 
connection with classmates, experience a sense of community and are mutually concerned 
about one another (Dwyer et  al. 2001). Third, although university students initially use 
online social networks for fun, it can promote learning about peers and universities (Yu 
et  al. 2010). Likewise, according to Madge et  al. (2009), social media, especially Face-
book, can contribute to students’ social integration into the school environment because it 
helps students to settle into school life and aids in communication (especially about social 
events) among students. Online interactions might create a safe space for students who 
don’t feel at ease or who are unable to express themselves (e.g. shy or introverted students) 
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(Bowers-Campbell 2008). However, it might discourage face-to-face communication as 
well, so that students miss opportunites to learn real-life social skills or even lose ‘real’ 
personal contacts (Manca and Ranieri 2014).

SNSs and learning experiences of students

Social interaction is considered an essential component of learning in the online environ-
ment (Bolliger and Inan 2012). Because Facebook supports social connectedness, sociali-
sation and community building, it also provides opportunities to develop social and col-
laborative learning (Manca and Ranieri 2014). Social learning acknowledges the tectonic 
shifts in society from learning as an internal, individualistic activity (Siemens 2005) to 
interaction with the environment as crucial for all learning. The central premise of social 
constructivism is that knowledge and learning are not being an individual acquisition activ-
ity, but something that is socially constructed through interaction with others (social dis-
course) is precisely (Chen and Bryer 2012; Crook 2008; Lave and Wenger 1991; Vygot-
sky 1978). Thus, interaction with others can help students to learn and construct their own 
knowledge and learning processes (Lin 2011). Unlike teacher-centred educational theories 
(e.g. behaviourism), which demand only passive learner involvement and consider learn-
ing as an individual activity, social constructivism emphasises the importance of learner-
centredness, goal negotiation, authenticity, and collaborative and active learning (Jonassen 
1991; Valcke 2007). Entering a new digital age, Siemens (2005) felt the need to develop 
the connectivism perspective on learning, with connections enabling learning opportuni-
ties. As a result, learning is no longer considered as an internal, individualistic activity, but 
as being “based on exploration, connection, creation and evaluation within networks that 
connect people, digital artefacts and content” (Manca and Ranieri 2013, p. 488). One of 
the key pillars of connectivism is the ability to access and address what is needed instead 
of what the learner currently possesses (Siemens 2005). In other words, both perspectives 
stress that interaction and connection between an individual and the environment are criti-
cal for learning.

In research into the connection between cooperative, individualistic and competitive 
forms of instruction, achievement in English as a foreign language and perceptions of 
classroom climate, Ghaith (2003) showed that the more that learners work together, the 
more that they feel that their classmates like them and care about them, both personally and 
academically. Thus, studying cooperatively is positively correlated with a supportive and 
cohesive class climate (Ghaith 2003). Crook (2008) reported that SNSs, as Facebook, are 
considered powerful settings for facilitating socially-constructive learning because of their 
richness of exchange possibilities. Additionally, they are considered supportive for the co-
creation of knowledge (Armstrong and Franklin 2008).

Furthermore, Facebook enables students to move away from top–down, classroom-
based, structured (e.g. in terms of learning objectives, time or support) and formalised 
learning to bottom-up informal learning that is learner-centred, spontaneous (non-inten-
tional) and collaborative (Commission of the European Communities 2001; Manca and 
Ranieri 2013, 2014; Marsick and Watkins 1990; Siemens and Weller 2011), and to infor-
mal learning resulting from daily activities (e.g. relations and conversations related to 
work, family and leisure) (Commission of the European Communities 2001) or a need, 
motivation or opportunity for learning (Marsick and Watkins 2001). Multiple authors 
(Madge et al. 2009; Siemens and Weller 2011; Tsovaltzi et al. 2014) specifically refer to 
Facebook overstepping the traditional boundaries between formal and informal learning 
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contexts. Tsovaltzi et al. (2014, p. 1342) indicated that, when Facebook is an integral part 
of a student’s life, certain learning applications (e.g. conversations or groups) can offer 
possibilities to bridge formal and informal learning “by situating learning opportunities 
within their everyday social contexts and appropriating peer interactions on both curricular 
and extra-curricular topics”.

Seamless learning bridges such different learning settings (e.g. in- and out-of-class, 
academic and non-academic) and “extends formal learning time, usually limited to the 
classroom, into informal learning time” (Wong et  al. 2015, p. v). In seamless learning 
spaces, students are encouraged to embrace learning resources both inside and outside (e.g. 
through involvement in an online learning community) of the classroom (Wong and Looi 
2011; Wong et al. 2015). Seamless learning implies that students can learn in a variety of 
scenarios and “can switch from one scenario to another easily and quickly using the per-
sonal device as a mediator” (Wong et al. 2015, p. v). Possible scenarios vary according to 
group size (individually, with another student, a small group or a large online community), 
the people involved (teachers, mentors, parents and members of other supportive commu-
nities) and the place where it occurs (face-to-face, virtually or at a distance (e.g. classroom, 
campus, home, outdoors)) (Wong et al. 2015). According to Manca and Ranieri (2014), the 
informal nature of Facebook might contribute to this hybridisation of learning contexts.

Class groups and online learning spaces

Various scholars have attempted to describe these social and informal learning practices 
within group structures. Lewin (1943, 1948) believed that, without cohesiveness, a group 
could not exist because the essence of a group is interdependence of its members. In this 
case, a group is considered as ‘a dynamic whole’, meaning that a change in the state of any 
member or subgroup changes the state of any other member or subgroup. In a coopera-
tive situation, participants are inclined to promote effective actions of a group participant 
(which improve a person’s chances of obtaining his/her goals) and prevent bungling actions 
(which reduce a person’s chances of obtaining his/her goals) (Deutsch 1949). According 
to Weick (1995), ICT is able to create a ‘group mind’ through which members engage in 
a collaborative sensemaking process or “the process by which members interpret events 
that occur within the organization” (Lampe et al. 2011, p. 331). Therefore, individuals use 
technology to take advantage of other people’s knowledge and search for additional infor-
mation. Lampe et al. (2011) point to the importance of the process of collaborative sense-
making for learning.

Virtual communities offer social communication which is considered essential in the 
educational process (Jiménez Guamán 2012). Bosch (2009) highlights the potential of 
Facebook to create ‘educational micro-communities’. Following Ma’s definition (2006), 
Facebook groups can be seen as online learning communities, which are groups of people 
“who meet online and communicate via communication networks, sharing common inter-
ests and goals, engaging in knowledge-related transactions, and supporting each other in 
their learning agendas” (p. 11).

According to Gee (2005), these communities are preferably viewed as affinity spaces, 
which are spaces for informal learning where people with different levels of knowledge, 
skills and experiences participate and interact in many different ways based on a common 
interest or endeavour. Gee discusses some features of affinity spaces by comparing them 
with current classrooms. First, in classrooms, the common endeavour is often unclear to 
students, and race, social class, gender and disability are more at the foreground than in 
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an affinity space. Second, students are often segregated based on abilities and skills rather 
than mixed together across the whole continuum of these. Third, in classrooms, students 
are encouraged to gain more or less the same knowledge, are rarely allowed to teach the 
teacher and other students, and seldom engage in collaborative learning. Additionally, 
classrooms tend to encourage and reward individual knowledge (stored in the head) instead 
of distributed knowledge which involves students networking with each other as well as 
various tools and technologies. In contrast to affinity spaces, classrooms usually provide 
neither multiple routes to participation nor engage students in different ways, to different 
levels, in different contexts (Gee 2005).

According to Gee (2005), young people today are confronted with and enter more affin-
ity spaces, which makes them aware of a different and arguably powerful vision of learn-
ing, affiliation and identity. Affinity spaces are considered an important form of social affil-
iation and places where effective learning can occur (Gee 2003). Therefore, youngsters are 
“in a position to compare and contrast how learning works in such spaces and how it works 
in schools, not always to the credit of schools” (Gee 2005, pp. 231–232).

In conclusion, literature about SNSs emphasises the importance of connecting students 
through their more informal methods to achieve educational goals. However, to date, the 
social dynamics arising from Facebooking, in general, and Facebook class groups, in par-
ticular, remain unclear. Also, several studies indicate the value of Facebook for learning 
processes, but knowledge about how students experience their learning when participating 
in Facebook class groups is lacking.

Research aim and questions

The current study explored the social and educational potential of SNSs by focusing on 
Facebook class groups initiated and managed by high-school students without any teacher 
being involved. The following research questions were identified. What roles do Facebook 
class groups and group conversations play in establishing social dynamics among students? 
What roles do Facebook class groups and group conversations play in gaining learning 
experiences?

Research context and methodology

A qualitative ethnographic research design, characterised by a phased multi-method 
approach consisting of observations and focus-group interviews, was used.

Participants and procedure

Participants were drawn from high schools in Flanders and the Brussels Capital Region 
in Belgium (Europe). Respondents in this study were students in high school (i.e. ISCED 
level 3, aged 16–20 years) who organised themselves into a Facebook group or Facebook 
Messenger chat group. It has been argued that this age group is less researched than higher-
education students in relation to social media (Hew 2011; Madge et al. 2009; Rodríguez-
Hoyos et  al. 2015). All Facebook groups and Facebook Messenger group conversations 
involved in this study, hereafter referred to as ‘Facebook class groups’, were created vol-
untarily, meaning that teachers did not ask their students to create them (Dalsgaard 2016).
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The Facebook class groups were selected without using strict sampling rules, but relied 
on personal acquaintances of the researchers (Ranieri et al. 2012). In total, 14 class groups 
over seven different schools participated in the study. Four classes with students of the fifth 
year (68 students) and ten in the sixth year (169 students) of high school. An overview of 
the Facebook class groups is presented in Table 1.

Before any research activity was undertaken, all classes were visited to introduce our-
selves and the research. Students were informed about the research design concerning the 
process and different phases and their rights, research ethics (e.g. the right of withdrawal at 
any time) and confidentiality of processing. Students received an information letter explain-
ing these study details. After the information session, students were able to ask questions 
and share concerns. Final approval for the observation was obtained through filling out 
an informed consent form. When students preferred not to be involved in the study, their 
online contributions were not taken into account. All students were willing to participate. 
Finally, students were asked to provide the researchers with access to their Facebook class 
groups.

Observation

In the first phase, the Facebook class groups involved in observations that were ret-
rospective and focused on students’ contributions (i.e. posts and comments, messages, 
photos, hyperlinks, …) during the first academic semester. A retrospective approach 
was chosen to avoid changes in students’ online behaviour and activities because of the 
researchers’ presence. The researchers did not participate in any way, but took up the 
position of complete observer (Gold 1958) and left all groups immediately after sav-
ing students’ contributions and interactions. Thus, the conversations were all authentic, 

Table 1  Overview of the class groups involved in the research (n = 14)

Group Year No. of students 
in the class

Kind of Facebook group No. of focus groups

1 6 28 Messenger group conversation 2
2 6 15 Messenger group conversation 1
3 5 11 Messenger group conversation 1
4 5 12 Closed group 1
5 6 10 Messenger group conversation 1
6 6 15 Messenger group conversation 1
7 6 22 Secret group 2
8 5 27 Messenger group conversation 2
9 6 26 Closed group 1
10 6 9 Secret group 1
11 6 7 Messenger group conversation 1
12 6 13 Secret group 1
13 5 18 Secret group –
14 6 24 Secret group –
Total Year 5: 4

Year 6: 10
237 7 Messenger group conversations

2 Closed groups
5 Secret groups

15
Students involved: 195
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meaning that the researchers had no control on the content that was uploaded and being 
discussed (Rap and Blonder 2016). In total, 237 students were involved in the Facebook 
class groups.

The observation data were thematically analysed by two researchers. First, a tentative 
coding scheme was created to reveal trends and create labels to identify the activities and 
discussions within the groups. Issues that arose during the coding process (e.g. how to 
interpret specific fragments of the online posts and comments and where and how to code 
them within the structure and themes that were occurring and being shaped) were recorded 
and discussed consistently. This phase revealed trends and created labels that allowed for 
consistency across findings. We redefined the structure multiple times according the ongo-
ing data coding process. As a result, a framework for the interview scheme was created 
with the intention to provoke discussion amongst the students during the next focus groups. 
In other words, the observation phase was two-fold: gaining insight into the activities and 
discussions within the Facebook class groups; and guiding the focus groups.

Focus group interviews

In the second phase, we conducted focus groups during which students were invited to 
reflect upon their experiences with the Facebook class group. According to Aaen and 
Dalsgaard (2016), focus groups can be useful for unravelling the dynamics and relations 
among students, as reflected the first aim of the study. Also, the focus groups provided 
greater insight into student ideas on educational use of Facebook, especially its role for 
learning. Students not involved in the Facebook class group were also invited for the 
focus group because their perspective was considered important because they were able 
to reflect, to a greater or lesser extent, from an outsider perspective. Before starting, 
students were informed about the study’s aim, the duration (approximately 50 min, one 
lesson hour) and the audio-recording of the focus-group discussion. Again, permission 
was obtained through written informed consent.

There are no strict guidelines concerning the number of people involved in a focus 
group, with groups size ranging from 3 to 14 participants (Pugsley 1996). In the present 
study, the researchers tried to gather all students of the same class group in one focus 
group. However, if a class group exceeded 15 students, the class was divided over two 
focus groups. However, because of practical constraints and logistics (e.g. the teachers 
could not afford losing additional teaching hours), it was not feasible to organise two 
separate focus groups for class group 9 and a focus group with class groups 13 and 14. 
The total number of students involved in the focus groups was 195, with an average of 
13 students per focus group.

The focus-group interviews were transcribed verbatim and analysed thematically 
through an iterative process using the software package NVivo11. After constructing a 
coding scheme consisting of recurring themes (Braun and Clarke 2006), two researchers 
separately performed a first analysis to add new themes or topics or merge existing ones. 
During a second round, the researchers compared notes and codes, discussed problems, 
and refined the coding scheme through a process of consensus to increase the reliability 
of the findings. Thirdly, before reporting the findings, the data were revised a last time 
to focus on clustering themes according to the research questions and the selection of 
theme-representative quotes. These are used in the findings section to balance research-
ers’ voice with those of the participants (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007).
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Findings

The findings from the observations and focus-group interviews are reported simultaneously 
to support each other. We first elaborate on Facebook as a medium for class communication 
to illuminate how it can foster social interactions and learning experiences. Students chose 
Facebook for their online class group because they considered it to be a practical, fast, easy 
and thus user-friendly medium. Conversely, their learning management system (LMS) (e.g. 
Smartschool and Schoolonline) was deemed impractical because of the lack of notifica-
tions and clarity. The effort it took to check the school platform was mentioned as annoy-
ing, while on Facebook “you’re just for your spare time, and when you get a notification 
about school you check it, and it makes you think about it again” (Group 4). Therefore, it 
can be seen in students’ comments that these Facebook or Messenger notifications quickly 
made other classmates aware of new posts and messages. Furthermore, Facebook enabled 
students to reach out quickly to all of their classmates at once instead of sending separate 
messages to individual classmates. It would seem that Facebook ensured a better chance for 
someone else in the class to see the message or post and thus receive an answer. Ultimately, 
Facebook was considered to be a very useful medium because of the previously-discussed 
features (i.e. user-friendliness and usability, wide reach and responsiveness). Generally, 
students considered Facebook as an immediate, less-time consuming, more-effective and 
more-efficient medium. However, the amount of notifications received—especially in the 
case of a Messenger chat group—could be high. This was repeatedly mentioned as annoy-
ing by the students because of the distracting nature of a large amount of notifications. In 
the following sections, we dwell on how the Facebook groups can be considered as a place 
for bonding and learning.

A place for bonding

Discussing the findings, we report how respondents experienced the Facebook class group 
as a place for bonding because it allows students to (1) interact, (2) provide (emotional) 
peer support, (3) reduce loneliness and (4) share experiences and express frustrations and 
humour.

Students indicated that the way in which they behave and relate to each other in the class 
is parallel to the Facebook class group. For example, when looking to students’ behaviour, 
more introverted students during the lessons were mostly reading, and eventually liking or 
reacting but seldom posting messages in the Facebook class group. Importantly, according 
to the students, the threshold for asking or sharing something seemed to be lower in the 
Facebook class group than in the classroom. A possible reason for this was fear of being 
teased when fellow students considered the posting. For example: “If you ask a silly ques-
tion in the classroom, 2 or 3 days later you are still teased about your silly question, while 
online it’s just ‘haha’ and it’s over” (Group 1, FG1).

Concerning interrelations, participants often reported the existence of little cliques 
within their classes. The same existed for the Facebook class group, with students revealing 
that they are faster to respond or offer help to closer friends of the class. However, help was 
also provided to others. More importantly, the Facebook class group encouraged several 
respondents to interact with peers with whom they were less familiar: “It’s a useful tool 
for interacting with peers you don’t always talk to in the classroom, because you do talk to 
them in the group” (Group 12); “There are a lot of people in our class group I would never 



243Learning Environments Research (2020) 23:235–250 

1 3

talk to or ask something and now, with the chat, I do” (Group 1). Thus, although cliques or 
groups of friends might be present in the Facebook group too, students go beyond the ones 
with whom they are close when interacting in the online group. Students showed involve-
ment and interest in each other’s life in the Facebook class group. For example, they asked 
how things were going, asked about leisure and weekend plans, encouraged each other 
and wished each other good luck. One student reported how the class group supported her 
when her grandmother died:

Then you notice that the people supporting you first are the ones in the chat group. 
You just feel that. It is really striking. So you know you always have someone to go 
to. In the group chat, we also post when we’re having a difficult time and something 
is wrong. We always cheer each other up. It’s not always about school work. We are a 
kind of little family that knows best how to deal with each other. (Group 5)

As the example shows, the Facebook group allows all students in the class to be at each 
other’s disposal after school hours. Consequently, as the Facebook class group facili-
tated interaction outside the school walls and enhanced a sense of proximity and acces-
sibility, students heard each other more often, got to know each other better and were bet-
ter informed about each other’s daily lives, thereby feeling more close as a class group. 
According to the students, this group feeling created by participating in the Facebook class 
group contributes to a positive class atmosphere: “Without the Facebook group, the class 
atmosphere would be less warm. Really, you would feel alone while, now, you still have 
a bit of a group feeling and you can share something with someone” (Group 8, FG2). As 
mentioned in the previous illustrative quote, more students mentioned the potential of the 
Facebook class groups decreasing feelings of loneliness: “I don’t like to be alone and want 
to keep that bond. With that group, I have the feeling that a bond remains” (Group 5).

Next, sharing common experiences (e.g. during periods of examinations) contributed 
to a sense of unity which, according to the participants, was stimulated by the Facebook 
class group. The focus groups revealed that this sense of unity is also caused by express-
ing frustrations in the Facebook class groups. Students often cope with a lot of stress and 
frustrations about the school in general and their teachers and assignments in particular. 
The opportunity to express their frustrations, feelings of dislike and stress seemed to have 
a calming and comforting effect. The Facebook group is a space to blow off steam, often in 
a humorous way: “With the class, we all think the same about something and then we just 
joke about it together. … That creates a group feeling, when you have to deal with the same 
situations and you all laugh with the same.” (Group 7, FG2). Indeed, when observing their 
postings, it was noticed that students shared humorous reactions, pictures, gifs or videos 
about their own, their pet or just random issues. Students stated that this kind of post cre-
ated some ‘lightness’ which is a welcome alternative with the education-related posts. Fur-
thermore, it added to a greater sense of solidarity and togetherness: “I think that’s great, it 
gives the feeling that we’re really a class, that we’re close” (Group 1, FG2). Thus, a closer 
bond was created among peers outside the school walls through the Facebook class groups. 
However, a minority of the students, who are only members for school purposes, found this 
enhanced group feeling less important than the school-related information. Nevertheless, 
all students still stressed the importance of face-to-face interaction for discussing private 
matters or asking each other something during school hours.

However, according to respondents, online communication also gives rise to certain 
misconceptions, despite the emoticons that users can add to their messages. Not receiving 
a response on a post or message was a source of irritation for students: “Sometimes, when 
I ask a question, getting no answer can be quite frustrating” (Group 8, FG1). One student 
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explicitly indicated that the sense of solidarity might disappear when no one responds. 
Generally speaking, students still think that the group has too much to offer to give up on 
it: “I think that sometimes you have some frustrations when being ignored, but generally, 
I think, you’re a group actually and you help each other. In the end, the group will benefit 
from it” (Group 1, FG1).

A place for learning

Besides being a place for bonding, the Facebook class group is also a place for learning. 
Students used the Facebook class group to ask each other questions, exchange information 
and educational resources, and discuss the learning content. Therefore, the Facebook class 
groups enabled students to gain more insight in the subject matter, their learning method 
and their study progress and results. Additionally, it was discussed how the Facebook class 
groups can also be a de-motivator for learning.

Our data showed that participating in the Facebook group supported students in obtain-
ing more insight into the subject matter. The group provided students with improved access 
to the study notes of peers. Students were also able to ask each other for additional expla-
nations about specific learning content. Reading the study notes and answers and the expla-
nations of peers allowed them to better understand the content and gain more insight in the 
subject matter: “There is always someone in the class who understands it and explains it 
very well. Also, students of the same age are able to explain things more easily and there-
fore I think the group is useful” (Group 3); “If someone doesn’t understand something and 
then asks a question in the chat, and others respond, I think this can lead to a deeper under-
standing” (Group 6). In other words, reading the study notes and explanations of peers 
allowed students to better understand the content and gain more insight in the subject mat-
ter. Besides benefiting from the explanation of fellow students, students also learned from 
explaining the subject or content to their peers:

I think it’s useful because, when someone asks a question and I explain it, I even 
understand it better myself. When studying for exams, if you take a look in the group 
chat during the evening, and you see all the questions that have been asked so far, 
you can read the others’ explanations. In that way, you sometimes understand it even 
better than if you wouldn’t have access to the group (Group 7, FG1).

The Facebook class groups clearly encouraged and enhanced the idea that “you learn 
as well when helping others” (Group 1, FG2). Students believed that they can develop a 
deeper understanding when multiple students try to explain something or figure out the 
meaning or how something should be interpreted. Occasionally, the explanation of oth-
ers was experienced as disturbing, caused confusion and made students doubt about them-
selves: “In the class chat, they are, for example, busy with something, a subject, which you 
understand, but sometimes while reading the others’ reactions, you don’t understand it any 
longer. That’s why you might turn it off” (Group 1, FG2).

Based on the questions and answers of others in the Facebook class groups, students often 
adjust their study method: “Sometimes when we have a test of mathematics, a lot is being said 
in the group. Questions are asked and everyone answers. You can adjust your work or learning 
method accordingly. Everyone learns a little from it, well at least that’s what I think” (Group 8, 
FG2). Also, when undertaking an assignment, students consult each other: “If you are work-
ing on something and you don’t really know in what direction it should evolve, you consult 
someone” (Group 1, FG1). In other words, it gave them insight into the working methods of 
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others and enabled them to adjust their own working methods in order to study the content or 
complete the assignment in a more goal-oriented way.

Students also considered explaining study materials to peers and reading the explanations 
of others as a form of self-evaluation. It is a way to check if they mastered the learning content:

When I finish my homework or my exam on time in the evening and people ask ques-
tions, that’s a way of evaluating myself. I really learn from it. It becomes clear whether 
or not I understand everything and if I should have a look at it again. Definitely during 
the evenings when studying for the exams, such as history and geography, you can really 
experience if you manage it or not. And it’s nice if you can! (Group 8, FG1)

Several students even interrogated each other in the Facebook class group to check if they 
know the answer. As a result, students feel familiar with questions that the teacher might ask 
at the test or examination, try to solve them and, therefore, feel well prepared. In the Facebook 
class groups, students get an indication of how they were doing: “When they ask if someone 
understands it and you understand it, since you studied it, you feel better because you can 
explain it. You know how to do it and it immediately gives you a boost that you’re doing well” 
(Group 11). The Facebook class groups served as an indicator for students’ study progress 
and results and, eventually, as a stimulator and even motivator for learning. Students often 
compare themselves with their peers to see where they situate themselves and their study pro-
gress and grades. This observation was confirmed during the focus groups. Students declared 
that they felt a sense of relief when their peers experienced the same difficulties during an 
exercise or failed to solve them: “If I’m really not good at something, a kind of mathematical 
curve for example, and I hear the others aren’t able to solve it either, I think ‘ok, chill, take it 
easy’” (Group 1). When students observed that they were on track or ahead of their peers, they 
experienced a sense of relief or satisfaction and considered it as a motivator to persevere. Con-
versely, getting behind compared with their peers was often considered an extra stress factor or 
stimulus to work more or harder: “If they [peers] are already further along, then I know ‘okay, 
I have to make an extra effort, I need to pick up the pace’, so that’s motivating” (Group 4).

Next to study progress, students compared themselves with peers in terms of results and 
grades. When grades are in line with those of their peers, it seemed to be a confirmation for 
the student that (s)he studied well. At the contrary, when they differed a lot, it was a signal 
to study better or work harder. In case grades were unsatisfactory for everyone, the students 
shifted the responsibility to the teacher or the difficulty of the test.

So, either way, it gave students an indication of their learning strategies, motivation, effort 
or difficulties with the subject. Although, for the majority of the respondents, the Facebook 
class group provided academic support and generates motivation during a demanding task or 
difficult time (e.g. examination period), continuously comparing with peers appeared to be a 
stress factor. Some students were influenced negatively, such as when some peers indicated 
that they would skip a part of the subject material.

Discussion and conclusion

The current study revealed that student-managed Facebook class groups had both social 
and learning values.

Students identified key features of Facebook as a medium for class communication 
as being user-friendliness, usability, reachability and responsiveness. These factors were 
voiced as affording students with a more efficient and effective learning experience. These 
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findings align with those of Heyman (2015), who points to Facebook as a combination of 
responsiveness, versatility and ease of use which “renders it the most efficient means of 
communication compared to other media” (p. 213). The general lack of usability of the 
schools’ LMS confirmed past findings highlighting the “push to go to Facebook because 
other platforms are less valuable for communication” (Heyman 2015, p. 214). However, 
Facebook (groups) also caused distraction and hence slowed down the learning process.

Our findings show that Facebook class groups can enhance interaction and connec-
tion among students. Because of the interaction possibilities and, consequently, increased 
proximity and reachability of peers, Facebook class groups can act as a place to reinforce 
relationships with peers, provide (emotional) peer support, reduce loneliness, share experi-
ences and express frustrations and humour. Therefore, Facebook class groups can create a 
strong sense of connectedness, cohesion and socialisation among students. This is in line 
with findings of Greenhow (2011), Madge et al. (2009) and Manca and Ranieri (2014).

Previous studies confirm that the use of humour in the groups can improve group feel-
ing and social cohesion among students, motivation, confidence, enjoyment of the learn-
ing process and even learning, while reducing tension and anxiety (Aboudan 2009; Lomax 
and Moosavi 1998; Powell 1985; Provine 2002). Yu et al. (2010) found that online social 
networking can promote knowledge about peers. We found that this is especially the case 
in Facebook class groups for which (almost) all class students are united and interacting 
with one another. Although the threshold to express themselves was lower in the Facebook 
class group, students still attached importance to face-to-face interaction and the warmth of 
‘real’ contacts (Manca and Ranieri 2014).

In summary, because of Facebook’s various features fostering interaction, dialogue 
and connection, the face-to-face interactions encountered in the educational environment 
can be extended and deepened through online interaction outside the school walls. There-
fore, they are able to enhance social connectedness and cohesion, community-building and 
socialisation among students. For example, the Facebook class group encourages a con-
nected classroom climate and is able to increase students’ motivation, persistence and inte-
gration in the class. Although often dreaded for its ‘solitary nature’, Facebook’s opportuni-
ties for social connectedness also can counter feelings of exclusion, loneliness, isolation 
and disconnectedness (Lee and Robbins 1998).

Furthermore, the Facebook class group served as a place for learning, with our find-
ings revealing a better understanding of student learning in Facebook class groups. Face-
book class groups can offer help with studying, homework and assignments, and enable 
the exchange of learning materials and clarifications. Our findings indicated that the social 
character of Facebook groups, and consequent interaction possibilities with peers, lie at the 
root of the learning processes occurring. The findings highlighted that insights were gained 
and knowledge was constructed through interaction with peers. More specifically, insights 
were gained into the subject matter, the learning method, the study process, progress and 
grades because of the possibility of comparing themselves and interacting with peers (e.g. 
giving feedback or conducting an evaluation). Moreover, students reflection was provoked 
by comparing with peers the learning and solution strategies, the way things were han-
dled, the progress made and the grades received. This comparison and eventually reflection 
served as stimulators and motivator sfor learning. Facebook groups have thus the potential 
to encourage students to reflect.

As learning in Facebook groups seems to be collaborative, learner-centred, spontane-
ous and bottom-up, they comply with the elements crucial for informal learning (Com-
mission of the European Communities 2001; Manca and Ranieri 2013, 2014; Marsick and 
Watkins 1990; Siemens and Weller 2011) and suggest that learning can take place in an 
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environment not intentionally conducive to learning (Marsick and Watkins 1990). There-
fore, Facebook class groups have the potential to extend the formal learning time that is 
often limited to the classroom (Wong et al. 2015). Hence, this study confirms the findings 
of previous research (Madge et al. 2009; Siemens and Weller 2011; Tsovaltzi et al. 2014) 
that Facebook class groups can bridge formal and informal learning contexts. SNSs seem 
to blur the distinction between education or learning spaces, and social or leisure spaces, 
which enforces the idea that mixing all sorts of activity can be useful (Siemens and Weller 
2011). Thus, Facebook class groups appear to provide seamless learning and offer oppor-
tunities to bridge in-school and out-of-school environments. This bridge between environ-
ments is not only at an academic level, but also at a social and emotional one. Lewin’s 
idea of ‘the group as a dynamical whole’ (1943, 1948) is confirmed as students stress the 
encouragement that they feel to persevere, but also the possible negative spiral they fall 
into when frustrations take over and, consequently, they become demotivated.

The findings show that Facebook class groups respond to several features of affinity 
spaces more than usual classrooms do (Gee 2005). First, the Facebook class groups ena-
bled students to adopt the role of the teacher and to ‘teach’ each other (Dalsgaard 2016). 
This can also be considered an example of peer-tutoring (Dalsgaard 2016). Second, the 
Facebook class groups demonstrated the importance of distributed knowledge as students 
knew who to consult for their issues. Facebook class groups allow students “to network 
with each other as well as with various tools and technologies” (Gee 2005, p. 230) and to 
benefit from the networking. Therefore, Facebook class groups support the theory of con-
nectivism and, more specifically, that the ability of knowing who to access and address is 
equally as important as individual knowledge. Furthermore, Facebook class groups provide 
students with different routes of participation (i.e. active and passive), engage students in 
different ways (learning and teaching) and involve different levels in different contexts (e.g. 
formal and informal, in-school and out-of-classrooms). Also, status is achieved in many 
different ways (e.g. by explaining physics, sharing study notes). Hence, following the the-
ory of Gee (2005), Facebook class groups can be considered an important space for social 
affiliation and effective learning nowadays.

The study highlighted the importance of peer-to-peer dialogue, support and exchange 
for social and learning opportunities. Moreover, these are all beneficial for motivation, 
persistence and integration within the educational environment and encouraging for a 
positive class climate. Therefore, educators are encouraged to facilitate or organise vari-
ous possibilities for students to communicate and connect with each other, increase inter-
action and devote more effort to building a strong sense of connectedness and cohesion 
amongst peers. By exploring interaction patterns, this study moved beyond dichotomous 
worlds (individual versus social, in-school versus out-of-class, face-to-face versus virtual). 
Furthermore, instead of employing ‘online to offline’ and ‘offline to online’ measures, 
the study acknowledged that the online—offline channels are integrated communicative 
spheres (Ellison et al. 2011). More particularly, a guiding principle was to explore social, 
learning and group dynamics.

This study had some limitations. First, it focused on one particular SNS, namely, Face-
book. Following recent SNSs evolutions, other platforms, such as Whatsapp, are also gain-
ing popularity and might encourage class group discussion. Therefore, it would be inter-
esting to explore their social and educational possibilities. However, our exploration of 
Facebook class groups still could provide insights into the role of students’ class groups 
on SNSs (Ranieri et  al. 2012). Second, a methodological limitation could be the focus 
on closed spaces (i.e. the class-related Facebook groups). Knowing that they were being 
observed might have caused students to feel uncomfortable and eventually lead to reduced 
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and/or altered activity and involvement within the group. Furthermore, because of the ret-
rospective approach applied within the study, students were able to delete contributions 
before adding the researchers to their groups. However, we were willing to take this risk 
in order to limit the possible discomfort amongst participating students from knowing that 
all participants could see their comments, which might have otherwise led to reduced and/
or altered activity and participation within the group. This might have been because stu-
dents had the impression that the group could no longer be considered ‘closed’, because 
the researcher seemingly would make the activities within the group visible—although in 
an anonymous manner—to the rest of the world. Third, during the focus groups, some stu-
dents attributed their better achievement results to their Facebook class group. Therefore, it 
would be valuable to verify whether this perception is correct and explore whether achieve-
ment improves because of the support and extra explanation received in the Facebook class 
group, or whether Facebook use lowers academic achievement. Fourth, students sometimes 
considered their participation within the group beneficial for learning and school because 
of the diverse platform affordances, and sometimes considered it as a non-participatory 
trigger. Therefore, future research could investigate in greater depth the use of self-regula-
tion strategies by students to avoid social media platforms from distracting them when their 
work demands it. Fifth, because the social representation of the students and their diverse 
backgrounds were outside the scope of the research, we were not able to connect them with 
certain specific behaviours shown in the Facebook groups and throughout the interactions 
taking place there. However, certain relationship and perspective would be highly valuable 
to take into account in further research concerning students’ online interactions. Sixth, it 
could be relevant to broaden research questions to include the potential role of SNSs and, 
more specifically Facebook class groups, for education in general. For example, it is con-
ceivable that the rise of Facebook class groups made teachers adjust their way of commu-
nicating, teaching and giving assignments. This could be further explored.
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