
Using Social Media to 
Facilitate an Online 
Community of Practice

UWL Impact Case Studies 
2012/2013
Gavin Meng-Lewis
Lecturer in Digital Animation
Ealing School of Arts, Design and Media

Description
Within the subject of digital animation (as with many other creative and 
media based subjects) students are increasingly required to be profi cient in 
the use of a range of software packages. One of the most useful and 
effective ways to learn this software is to work within the support of a 
functioning ‘community of practice’. 

My aim in this intervention was to facilitate an online support network 
through which students could pose technical questions to their peers. 

Approach
I chose Facebook as the platform for this intervention because all of my 
students already had accounts, and because most were using it regularly. If 
the site was to be of use to the students, then questions posed would need 
to be responded to quickly, and the frequency with which students checked 
their Facebook account was a great advantage here. 

I was concerned over whether students would have worries around privacy, 
and whether they would consider the intervention an intrusion into an area 
that they valued for leisure activities. I made an initial survey of the stdents and found that this was not a concern 
they shared. Nevertheless, I provided students with a document that described in detail how to manage Facebook’s 
privacy settings. I also conducted a survey at the end of the module to fi nd out whether any students had had 
concerns or diffi culties relating to these issues during the module.

In order to encourage the use of the page, I decided to give 10% of the fi nal grade to contributions to the Facebook 
page, with the suggested minimum being 1 post per week. 

Outcomes
The page was vey popular amongst students. Many students commented in class on how useful they had found it, 
and in the survey 82% of the students strongly agreed with the statement ‘the Facebook page was helpful to my 
learning’. Feedback from students regarding the page has been exceedingly positive and has included these 
comments:

“I found the page very useful and enjoyed asking and replying to posts. I don’t think I would have got my project 
completed without it.”

“The page provides quick answers to questions or problems I had, rather than agonizing on fi nding the answers 
myself or random tutorial videos that are not clear.”

“It has the potential to become a central resource for the collective knowledge gained over the module”

In response to the feedback from students, I believe the page achieved its primary goal of facilitating an online sup-
port network through which students could pose technical questions to their peers.
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Source: Facebook Group page created by Gavin Meng-Lewis
(Ealing School of Arts, Design and Media) for digital animation students



One of the main advantages of the page was the speed with which students received responses to their questions, 
with the majority of technical queries receiving replies in under 3 minutes. Facebook provides very effective means to 
alert users to new activity, and the fact that many students had Facebook on their mobile phones was an advantage.

Although the student feedback was overwhelmingly positive, the actual number of posts was relatively low. I had 
requested that students make at least one post per week, however the majority of students did not meet this 
minimum. Norris & Jones (1998) have described Internet users fi tting differing profi les such as ‘researchers’ and 
‘expressives’, and I believe that many of the students may still have been fi nding the page very useful through reading 
posts, without making many written contributions. For Arnold & Paulus (2010) this type of use should not necessarily 
be viewed 
pejoratively, as it forms ‘a vital component of online learning environments, which rely on the reading of posts to 
facilitate interactive learning’ (p.194). In light of this, the decision to give 10% of the marks to contributions was 
probably too high, and a value of 5% may have been more appropriate.

Impact
There were many additional benefi ts for students and staff that came from using the page. One of these was that 
it allowed the group to spend valuable class time focussing on more creative and deeper conceptual aspects of the 
module, where previously a great deal of class time had been 
taken up with responding to students’ technical diffi culties. 

Another secondary benefi t of the page was that it provided 
the lecturer with a very useful insight into the types of 
diffi culties that the students were experiencing. I was then 
able to prepare materials on a particular technical aspect for 
the class, if I felt it necessary.

The page will remain for students to access after the module 
has completed, and as such will continue to be a repository 
for information and resources for students to draw upon. 

The page presents a model that could be highly applicable 
to other subject areas, particularly media based subjects, 
andthose that require students to acquire a wide breadth of technical knowledge in the use of particular software or 
technology.

I also believe that providing students with opportunities to help and support each other, encouraged the possibility for 
a greater sense of camaraderie amongst the student group. This has had benefi ts in terms of greater engagement in 
group activities and discussions during class.

Lessons learned
Do: If the communal space is designed to provide students with quick access to each others knowledge, then use a 
site that the students are already using and are already familiar with.

Don’t: Students may gain a great deal from reading each other’s posts, however this form of learning is relatively 
invisible to the lecturer (although the option to ‘Like’ in Facebook is a way for students to express their approval of 
posts they fi nd interesting). In this regard, my choice to allot 10% of the marks for contributions was probably too 
high; if I were to repeat the intervention I would reduce this to 5%. 

Where next?
I would like to use similar group pages for other modules on which I teach. In order to encourage a sense 
of ownership over the space, I currently expect that it would be best to start a new page for each new-year 
group. However, there may be opportunities for consolidating some of the knowledge documented in the 
page into a more openly accessible repository, for example a wiki.
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Source: Graph displaying results from one of Gavin Meng-Lewis’s
(Ealing School of Arts, Design and Media) student surveys.


