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Abstracts 

Session I Living with Facebook

Facebook, social integration and informal learning at University: ‘It is more for socialising and talking to friends about work than for actually doing work’.

Tristram Hooley, CRAC and Jane Wellens, University of Leicester On-line research methods training programme 

A recent study by Ipsos Mori (2007) on behalf of JISC suggested that well over 95% of British undergraduate students are regularly using social networking sites. However, still little is known about how this phenomenon impacts on the student experience and, in particular, if and how it facilitates new students’ social integration into University life. This project focuses on how pre-registration engagement with a University Facebook network influences students’ post-registration social networks and their understanding of University. It also aims to explore whether there is any role for social networking tools to be used by University support services and academic departments to enhance teaching and learning, from the student perspective. Research was conducted with first year undergraduates at the University of Leicester using an online survey. Preliminary findings suggest that that students specifically joined Facebook pre-registration as a means of making new friends at University, as well as keeping in touch with friends and family at home. Facebook was an important social tool used by the majority of the respondents to aid their settling in process at University of Leicester in the 2007/8 academic year. The survey data also illustrate that once at university, Facebook is part of the ‘social glue’ that helps students settle into university life, that keeps the student body together as a community and which aids in communication (especially about social events) between the student body. However, care must be taken not to over privilege Facebook: it is clearly only one aspect of student’s social networking practices and clearly face-to-face relationships and interactions remain significant.  A clear picture is also emerging whereby the students thought the use of Facebook was most importantly for social reasons, not for formal teaching purposes. Although it was sometimes used informally for learning purposes by students, they were not overly keen on the idea of being contacted by their tutors via Facebook. Just under half of the respondents considered it to be acceptable for the University to be contacting them for teaching, marketing or pastoral matters but less one third were happy to be contacted for administrative matters.

Social networking or social surveillance? Understanding student's use of Facebook

Rhianne Jones, University of Salford

The rise in the use of Social Networking Sites is one of the biggest trends in New Media today. Sites such as MySpace, Facebook and YouTube attract millions of users each day and their popularity and membership continues to grow at an unprecedented rate. These sites have become increasingly integrated into the media activities, communication practices and social experience of their uses and are symptomatic of the increasing centrality of Internet technology to people’s day to day lives. Recent research into people’s use of popular mainstream social networking sites has focused on the importance of SNS as a communication tool for users to support existing offline connections, rather then a tool to establish and maintain new ones. Such research has focused on the ways in which people are using this technology to connect themselves in an online environment with people with whom they share a connection offline. This opens up an important space for discussion that looks at user’s online Facebook activities in light of the wider social relevance this may have for friendship groups, networks and communities beyond the computer network itself. This paper will present the findings of a three-month qualitative investigation into the social networking site Facebook carried out among a sample of the student population at Durham University. The paper will discuss student’s use of Facebook in relation to central themes that emerged during the course of this investigation. The paper will discuss student’s use of Facebook in relation to concepts such as community, identity, privacy, trust and surveillance. 

Facebook's Ethics

Ben Light, Kathy McGrath and Marie Griffiths, School of Media, Music and Performance, University of Salford

This paper provides insights into the ethical issues raised by social networking technologies.  We argue that much research has focused on the ends to which people deploy social networking technologies, and the consequences arising, with a view to making policy recommendations and ethical interventions. We suggest that research about social networking sites tends to adopt a tool view of the technologies and utilitarian notions of ethics so that the focus is on the behaviours of human agents - technology as an actor is downplayed. We focus explicitly upon the agency, and hence the moral character, of technology to show both the possibilities for, and limitations of, ethical interventions in such cases. We argue that technologies as well as humans have a moral character such that ethical responsibility for the consequences of social networking is diffused among a wide variety of actors.  Taking this into account, it seems appropriate to suggest that blanket policy recommendations requiring the developers of social networking sites to revise their designs fail to recognize the diffuse nature of ethical responsibility. However, opening up such technologies to scrutiny on a regular basis can increase public awareness of the issues.  Thus, we suggest an ongoing process of evaluating social networking sites is required and, moreover that there is value in studying the development and use of technologies in their infancy, or if established, in the experiences of novice users.  Similarly, flash points in technological trajectories may prove useful sites of investigation.

Session II Learning and researching with Facebook

Long lost cousins - using Facebook as an electronic focus group

Fiona Frank, Department of Continuing Education, Lancaster University and  Department of History, University of Strathclyde

 

In this presentation I will talk about my experiences of using Facebook as an "Electronic Focus Group".   My PhD is an oral history study of "transmission of Jewish culture in five generations of one Scottish Jewish family": of whom the great-grandparents arrived in Edinburgh in 1882.  I have carried out face to face interviews with members of the third and fourth generation born in the UK; but mainly due to pressure of time I set up a 'group' where members of the fifth generation could answer some of my questions.  Ten of these third cousins have signed up for the group; they all signed consent forms and have written long responses to my questions.   We will see some screenshots and discuss problems and advantages of using this methodology – including the issue of introducing third cousins who hitherto hadn't been in touch.

Whose Space is it anyway? Libraries, Librarians and Facebook

Jane Secker, Jane Secker, LASSIE project, London School of Economics  

The presentation is based on findings from a recent project, LASSIE (Libraries and Social Software in Education) funded by the University of London’s Centre for Distance Education. As physical libraries have increasingly become social learning spaces, this talk will start by exploring the concept of Library 2.0, asking whether digital libraries can better engage with their users using new technologies, such as social networking sites. Recent research (OCLC, 2007) suggested that libraries did not have a role to play in social networking spaces and that students might not welcome libraries and librarians venturing into ‘their’ space. However librarians have joined Facebook in significant numbers and several professional library groups are using Facebook to publicise their events, share resources and encourage networking. 

The presentation will challenge the OCLC findings by providing examples of libraries and librarians who are actively using Facebook to engage with their users. For example, the University of Warwick’s Library Facebook page which has over 550 fans and offers various library services from the site. The British Library have also been using Facebook to engage with their users, for example their Business and Intellectual Property Centre have set up a network for entrepreneurs on Facebook with over 2000 members. 

The talk will also explore some of the library-related Facebook applications which students are able to add to their profile, such as the JSTOR search application or various book sharing tools. Some developments at LSE to develop a Facebook application to allow students to access their books on loan will also be considered. Much of the current library-related developments in Facebook are experimental and undertaken by enthusiastic library professionals. The paper will conclude by considering the future role of Facebook in libraries and the issues that using social networking sites raises. Evaluation and further research are seen as key to understanding if such developments are really welcome and useful to library users. 
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