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Why should I use this? 
Adopting a social network site in tertiary education 
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This paper reports an ethnographic study in which I investigated how students made sense of, and 
in their turn shaped, a social network site in intensive courses in film and media production. 
Broadly based on a sensemaking approach, WKH�VWXG\�DLPHG�WR�UHYHDO�KRZ�VWXGHQWV¶�H[SHFWDWLRQV��
VWUDWHJLHV��µNQRZOHGJH�JDSV¶�DQG�RWKHU�SHUFHSWLRQV�RI�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�DQG�GLJLWDO�DIIRUGDQFHV�VKDSHd 
the use of a social networking space. Results showed that students brought expectations that were 
sometimes met and sometimes not��7KH�SDSHU�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�ZKLOH�SUHVHUYLQJ�VWXGHQWV¶�IUHHGRP�RI�
choice, the institution should aim to clarify how online tools fit into the larger environment of 
learning and offer strategies in their use. /HDUQLQJ�GHVLJQ�VKRXOG�DQ�RQJRLQJ�SURFHVV�RI�VWXGHQWV¶�
and online GHVLJQHUV¶�FROODERUDWLYH�VHQVHPDNLQJ� 
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Background 
 
When confronted by a new online environment for learning, students are asked to make sense of it and fit it into 
their existing online life and study routines. How we expect or hope students will act in that environment does 
not always line up with what they do in reality (Goodyear & Retalis, 2010)²especially if the environment is 
informal. As Halverson (2011) suggests, there is a trade-off between freedom of choice in a site and promoting 
LWV�XVH�IRU�DFKLHYLQJ�VSHFLILF�OHDUQLQJ�JRDOV��WKLV�PD\�EH�DGGUHVVHG�E\�µattending to which features users already 
VHH�DV�LQWHUHVWLQJ�DQG�LPSRUWDQW¶��S�����DQG�FR-opting them to serve learning goals. It will take less persuasion to 
encourage students along a path they are predisposed to follow. Understanding how students make sense of their 
learning situations and affordances could inform the design of better learning spaces and support. 
  
In this ethnographic study, I researched a social network site that I as an online learning designer set up for all 
award course students at an Australian media school (Spence, 2011). The site used Ning software and services 
that provide user profiles, media sharing, events, blogs, forums and groups. Several teachers used the site for 
informal information sharing, but overall the site was not formally integrated into curriculum and students were 
free to use it or not. The reliance on often numerous crew members requires media production students to 
network for projects; and it was hoped that students would use the site, with a membership of over 400, to share 
information and communicate within and between disciplines and courses. My study aimed to investigate 
VWXGHQWV¶�DFWLRQV��H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�SHUVSHFWLYHV�ZLWK�DQ�DLP�WR�LQIRUP�IXUWKHU�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�WKH�OHDUQLQJ�
environment. 
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Conceptual Framework  
 
This research employed the concepts of sensemaking and affordances. These concepts share a common 
foundation in the interdependence of the human (perceptions, experience, actions, goals, etc.) and the 
environment (tools, design, structure, etc.). While sensemaking is more associated with deliberately working out 
action, the notion of affordances assumes a more natural or spontaneous recognition of possibilities.  
 
µ6HQVHPDNLQJ¶�FRPHV�LQWR�SOD\�ZKHQ�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�DQG�LQGLYLGXDOV�KDYH�WR�ZRUN�RXW�ZD\V�RI�operating and 
communicating in unclear or novel situations; such as the adaptation of new collaborative software to local 
FLUFXPVWDQFHV��:HLFN��������%DQVOHU�	�+DYQ���������6HQVHPDNLQJ�LV�FKDUDFWHULVHG�E\�µH[WUDFWLQJ¶�FXHV�IURP�
the familiar in a novel situation, focused on doing only what is needed to get the job done and is realised 
through action (Weick, 1995). Sensemaking is highly contextual and ongoing and changes with time and 
circumstances (Dervin, Foreman-Wernet & Lauterbach, 2003). For example, a student who avoids Facebook in 
their private life may happily post on an online class wall, recognising its unique affordances, and vice versa. 
  
7HFKQRORJ\�GRHV�QRW�SURYLGH�DQ�DIIRUGDQFH�LQGHSHQGHQWO\�RI�WKH�SHUVRQ�SHUFHLYLQJ�LW��µ$Q�DIIRUGDQFH�SRLQWV�
both ZD\V��WR�WKH�HQYLURQPHQW�DQG�WR�WKH�REVHUYHU�¶��*LEVRQ��������S��������$Q�DIIRUGDQFH�DULVHV�RXW�RI�WKH�
needs of the person, their experiences and history acting within the environment to recognise a useful function 
or benefit. Observing sensemaking in action offers a way to understand student experiences and practices for 
GHVLJQ�RI�EHWWHU��PRUH�µYLVLEOH¶��OHDUQLQJ�DIIRUGDQFHV� 
 
In my research I observed and investigated how students made sense of the new site, the cues they took from the 
environment and how they applied their own experiences and goals to their actions.  
 
 
Methodology 
  
My study broadly followed an ethnographic approach and combined a range of ethnographic data collection 
techniques: observation, interviewing and analysis of digital artefacts and student online interactions. My notes 
consisted of observations of unfolding activities, the level, type and tenor of participation across the site. These 
notes then formed the basis for selecting some individual students and one group¶V online interaction records for 
detailed analysis. The selected group was particularly active. Their communication was analysed broadly using 
WKH�FDWHJRULHV�RI�µVRFLDO¶��µSURFHGXUDO¶��µH[SRVLWRU\¶�DQG�µFRJQLWLYH¶�LQWHUDFWLRQ��2OLYHU��2PDUL��+HUULQJWRQ��
1998). The ten students selected for interviews included two members of the target group and eight students 
who engaged at different levels in the site from a number of disciplines. Interview questions were based on the 
sense-making methodology (Dervin, Foreman-Wernet & Lauterbach, 2003). I started interviews with questions 
about current concepts of and actions on the site, VXFK�DV�µ+RZ�ZRXOG�\RX�GHVFULEH�WKH�VLWH�WR�VRPHRQH�ZKR�LV�
QHZ�WR�LW"¶ I then moved to questions that were retrospective DQG�DWWXQHG�WR�'HUYLQ¶V�DUHD�Rf helps and 
hindrances, gaps in understanding and sensemaking processes. )RU�H[DPSOH��µ:KHQ�\RX�VWDUWHG��ZKDW�GLG�\RX�
WKLQN�WKH�VLWH�ZRXOG�EH�XVHIXO�IRU"¶�DQG�µ:KDW�ZDV�DQ�REVWDFOH�WR�\RX�GRLQJ�ZKDW�\RX�ZDQWHG�WR"¶ 
 
 
Results 
  
Results showed that while the site was student-led, it was used for course-related information and activities 
rather than for social interaction��7KH�ODFN�RI�µRII-WRSLF¶�FRQWHQW�SOHDVDQWO\�VXUSULVHG�VRPH�VWXGHQWV��µSHRSOH�
would just add information rather than people commenting about IULHQGV¶��6WXGHQW���. Many students were only 
marginally active, but others found a variety of ways of using the site to serve individual and group needs. 
Summarised below are some insights into how students made sense of the site and its affordances in their 
learning. 
  
The selected study group of students shared quick snippets of information, support and affirmations on their 
FRPPRQ�ZDOO��µZH�GLGQ¶W�ZDQW�WR�XVH�>WKH�VLWH@�DV�D�OHDUQLQJ�WRRO�RXWVLGH�RI�YHU\�VKRUW��VKDUS�ELWV�DQG�SLHFHV¶�
(Student 10). The way the group wall was used echoed a wall on Facebook, in the brevity and sociability of the 
messages and visibility of the conversation. The group mainly helped its part-time students connect to each 
RWKHU��LW�µDOORZHG�PH�WR�UHOD[�D�ORW�TXLFNHU�DQG ... disFORVH�P\�SDVVLRQV¶��6WXGHQW�����6WXGHQWV�RIWHQ�FRPSDUHG�
Ning²µ,�WKRXJKW�LW�PLJKW�KDYH�EHHQ�PRUH�DFWLYH¶��6WXGHQW���²to the familiar busy Facebook, but also noted 
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SRVLWLYH�GLIIHUHQFHV��VXFK�DV��IRFXV�RQ�VXEMHFW��µ)DFHERRN�LV�IRU�IULHQGV�EXW�>WKH�VLWH@�LV�PRUH�SURIHVVLRQDO¶�
(Student 5); the implied permission to contact teachers informally; access to trusted members with common 
interests; and a private publishing space²µD�VDIHU�SODFH�WR�SXW�>YLGHR@¶�WKDW�<RX7XEH�RU�)DFHERRN��6WXGHQW���. 
  
The study group chose to use Ning over a space set up in the learning management system (LMS). Students 
noted differences between social interaction and activity in the LMS (Moodle) and the social network site 
�1LQJ���WKH�/06�µMXVW�IHHOV�PRUH�ORQHO\��,W¶V�MXVW�\RX�LQ�WKHUH¶��Student 10). Being able to see what others in the 
site ZHUH�GRLQJ�µPDGH�XV�IHHO�SDUW�RI�WKH�ZLGHU�[School] FRPPXQLW\¶��6WXGHQW������:LWKLQ�WKH�ZLGHU�FRPPXQLW\��
however, the smaller group was valued for its trusted, known membership. This was brought into focus in the 
course of the interviews when the two group members were surprised, if not shocked, to be told that the group 
was not actually private as they had assumed. Lack of clear instructions for setting up groups and lack of visual 
clues in Ning led the group to assume you needed to be a member to see group content. The conversations 
ZLWKLQ�WKH�JURXS�ZHUH�FDQGLG�DQG�RFFDVLRQDOO\�SHUVRQDOO\�UHYHDOLQJ��VR�WKLV�ZDV�D�FDVH�RI�D�VRUW�RI�µIDOVH�
DIIRUGDQFH¶�LQVSLULQJ�FRPPXQLFDWLRQV�WKDW�ZRXOG�KDYH�GLIIHUHG�LI the actuality was known. 
 
Gaining help on projects was the most strongly chased affordance, through networking with likely collaborators. 
Profiles and public discussions were generally not seen as particularly relevant in creating connections and 
collaboration; µ<RX�HVWDEOLVK�\RXUVHOI�>LQ�WKH�VLWH@�DQG�LW�LV�PRUH�RI�D�IRUXP�WR�OHDG�WR�LQWHUDFWLRQ��UDWKHU�WKDQ�D�
SODFH�IRU�LQWHUDFWLRQ�LWVHOI¶��6WXGHQW�����The degree to which this applied, and the mix of activities, differed 
between individuals. For example, Student 9 networked extensively, participating in online discussions and 
privately messaging other members before arriving in semester two. On arrival, he met those people in person 
and worked on an astonishing 32 productions, generated from initial online contacts. He had not used a social 
network site before. 
  
6WXGHQWV¶�KDG�differing expectations of how Ning could be used in their learning. For example, many especially 
full-time students, after joining and setting up a profile did not see the point of µFRPLQJ�WR¶�1LQJ��VHHLQJ�LW�DV�\HW�
one more password to remember for little payback. &RPPHQWV�LQFOXGHG��µLW�GRHVQ¶W�KDYH�D�PLVVLRQ�VWDWHPHQW¶�
�6WXGHQW����DQG�µ,�GLGQ¶W�VHH�WKH�SRLQW�RI�LW�DW�ILUVW«�EHFDXVH�WKH\�JR�KRPH�DQG�WKH\�KDYH�WR�JHW�RQWR�)DFHEook 
DQG�RQWR�>WKH�1LQJ�VLWH@¶��6WXGHQW����ZKR�GLG�HQG�XS�VHHLQJ�D�SRLQW�LQ�LW�� 
 
The site was new and took some time to build up content and activity. By the time a group of part-time students 
had started in second semester, many of the full-time students were no longer visiting the site. Part-timers, less 
plugged in to the network on campus, were eager to find collaborators for their projects and were responsible for 
FORVH�WR�����RI�WKH����SURMHFW�FDOORXWV�SRVWHG�LQ�VHFRQG�VHPHVWHU��+RZHYHU��µWKH�SUREOHP�LV�WKDW�SHRSOH�GLGQ¶W�
XVH�LW�HDUO\�LQ�WHUP��DQG�VR�QRZ�ZKHQ�SHRSOH�DUH�WU\LQJ�WR�FRQGXFW�FUHZ�FDOORXWV�RQ�LW��WKHUH�LVQ¶W�DQ�DWWHQWLYH�
DXGLHQFH¶��6WXGHQW�$��� 
 
Other students had expectations that were not met, noting unexploited opportunities for professional 
FROODERUDWLRQ�DQG�OHDUQLQJ��)RU�H[DPSOH��RQH�LQWHUYLHZHG�VWXGHQW�H[SHFWHG�WKDW�µWKHUH�ZRXOG�EH�D�JUHDW�GHDO�RI�
ILOP�GLVFXVVLRQ��DFURVV�DOO�DUHDV¶��6WXGHQW�����Another student suggested that there is potential for peer review 
and critique of student projects��6KH�QRWHG�µWKHUH�ZDV�D�ELJ�OHDS�IURP�ZKDW�ZH�LQLWLDOO\�SUHVHQWHG«�WR�ZKDW�ZH�
SUHVHQWHG�DW�WKH�HQG¶��DQG�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\��UDWKHU�WKDQ�EH�XQDZDUH�RI�ZKDW�HDFK�RWKHU�ZDV�GRLQJ��WR�µRIIHU�HDFK�
RWKHU�IHHGEDFN�GXULQJ�WKH�SURFHVV¶ (Student 10). One example showed the link between course design and 
VWXGHQWV¶�XVH�RI�WKH�OHDUQLQJ�DIIRUGDQFHV� After this study was completed, the full-time courses introduced an 
assessment task that used the Ning site to blog about film-related subjects. The number of posts tripled from the 
SUHYLRXV�\HDU¶V�WRWDO�ZLWKLQ�two months, providing some of the hoped-for deeper exploration and film 
discussion. 
 
 
Discussion 
  
4XHVWLRQV�DURXQG�VWXGHQWV¶�H[SHFWDWLRQV�DQG�REVWDFOHV�OHG�WR�LQWHUHVWLQJ�GHVFULSWLRQV�RI�ZKDW�VRFLDO�OHDUQLQJ�
space should be in an institutionalised learning space. By asking what they expected to be able to do or expected 
WR�VHH�KDSSHQ��VWXGHQWV¶�SUHGLVSRVLWLRQV�DQG�SUHIHUHQFHV�EHFDPH�HYLGHQW��7KH�TXHVWLRQV�HOLFLWHG�µDVSLUDWLRQDO�
QDUUDWLYHV¶��:HQJHU�HW�DO����������:KLle students had some ideas at the beginning of the course of what the site 
might afford them, it was after using the site that much of the considered ideas were formed: sensemaking is 
clear only in retrospect.  
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:KDW�WKH�LQWHUYLHZV�UHYHDOHG�ZHUH�WKH�µKLGGHQ�SDWKV¶��KLGGHQ�DW�OHDVW�IURP�PH�DV�DQ�DGPLQLVWUDWRU�RI�WKLV�VLWH��
that the students trekked in their daily lives, both within and beyond the target site.  Student preferences and 
predilections such as those in the findings might be incorporated into the design of a learning environment. For 
example, by considering ways that a course or unit could be located within a visible wider online community or 
publishing a wall of student contributions on unit home pages. There should be sweet places where students are 
SUHGLVSRVHG�WR�DQ�DFWLYLW\��EXW�QHHG�WKH�µVDQFWLRQ¶�RI�LQVWUXFWLRQV�RU�DVVHVVPHQW�WR�LQVSLUH�DFWLRQ��7KHUH�ZLOO�DOVR�
be instances of limited experience and stretched sensemaking skills, where guidance in the affordances for 
learning is needed before students are prepared to jump into online activities. There is striking tension between 
the needs of particular learning situations, affordances and institutionalised eLearning infrastructures. An 
approach that focuses on the specifics of a particular situation and group of students poses the question of how 
to balance ease of administration with targeted design and agency. The sense-making methodology offers a way 
of incorporating students as co-designers (Collis & Moonen, 2008) of the learning environment, particularly 
after they have had some time using the online tools for their purposes. Further research could consider how the 
sense-making methodology could incorporate student perspectives into an ongoing design plan for learning 
environments. 
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