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Abstract

Since existing research has failed to consider how primary school pupils use Facebook
for informal learning and enhancing social capital, we attempted to fill this research gap
by conducting 60 in-depth interviews and think-aloud sessions with Slovenian primary
school pupils. Furthermore, we used content analysis to evaluate their Facebook profiles.
The results of the study show that Slovenian pupils regularly use Facebook for informal
learning. Pupils are aware that they use Facebook for learning and they use it primarily
as social support, which is seen as exchanging practical information, learning about
technology, evaluation of their own and other people’s work, emotional support, organis-
ing group work and communicating with teachers. In using Facebook, pupils acquire
bridging and bonding social capital; they maintain an extensive network of weak ties that
are a source of bridging capital, and deeper relationships that provide them with emo-
tional support and a source of bonding capital. Key differences between the participants
were found in the expression of emotional support. Female participants are more likely to
use Facebook for this purpose, and more explicitly express their emotions. This study
also showed that our participants saw a connection between the use of Facebook and the
knowledge and skills they believed their teachers valued in school.
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1. Introduction

Today, learners can learn and be taught in a variety of physical and online spac-
es. In this learning context, there is an increasing role for online social network
sites (Valenzuela & al., 2009; Greenhow, 2011). Many pupils have created their
own profile on at least one of the many online social network sites. For example,
more than half of Slovenian learners (13-24 years) have created their own profile
on social network sites (Slovenia Facebook Statistics, 2012).This is not a Sloveni-
an specificity, as a number of international studies have shown (Bosch, 2009;
Rideout & al., 2010) that the use of social network sites is the most common ex-
tra-curricular activity of young people. The most visited social network is Face-
book (Slovenia Facebook Statistics, 2012).

Online social network sites allow individuals to: a) create a public and semi-
public profile within a coherent system; b) develop a list of users they are linked
to and; c) review one’s own list of users and lists of other users within the system
(Boyd & Ellison, 2008). Existing studies emphasise the advantages of using social
network sites (Boase & al., 2011; Ellison & al., 2007; Scearce & al., 2010) such
as: an easier, faster and cheaper form of communication and networking between
individuals and groups that are geographically remote; easier communication for
those young people who have difficulty in establishing and maintaining relation-
ships; providing an overview of the individual’s social network; providing social
support in distress; and building communities and mobilising people. On the oth-
er hand, other studies stress the disadvantages and risks of their use (Boyd,
2007; Ule, 2009; Scearce & al., 2010) such as: impersonality, which can lead to
alienation and lack of personal contact; the social isolation of adolescents; a false
sense of anonymity; false identity; lower level of grammar, articulation and writ-
ing skills; exposure to online offenders and criminals; problems with processing
large amounts of information; and the posting of inappropriate information,
which could harm school children. The impact assessments of online social net-
work sites on learning and school success are divided. On the one hand, the pop-
ular media predominantly label the use of such sites as extracurricular activities
that have a negative impact on academic performance (Hamilton, 2009;
Karpinski, 2009), and which are responsible for the drop in literacy standards
(Thurlow, 2006; Carr,2008; Bauerlein, 2009) and a threat to social values
(Herring, 2007). On the other hand, the number of experts who argue that the
use of online social network sites promotes cognitive development is growing
(Gladwell, 2005; Shirky, 2010).

Recent studies suggest that many learners are increasingly turning to infor-
mation and communication technologies as learning tools outside of school. Liv-
ingstone and Bober (2004) reported that the majority of learners (9-19 years old)
regarded the internet as an information gathering tool that could be useful in
school work, but appeared «far more excited» by its communication and participa-
tion possibilities (Livingstone & Bober, 2004), which they seemed to employ large-
ly outside of school, despite half of students having received little or no formal
instruction on how to use the internet (ibid.). Greenhow and Robelia (2009b)
studied high school students’ from urban low-income families in the USA and
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their use of MySpace for identity formation and informal learning. They found
that social network sites used outside of school allowed students to formulate
and explore various dimensions of their identity; however, students did not per-
ceive a connection between their online activities and learning in classrooms.
Students used various socio-technical features, such as photo-sharing, graphic
design and multiple communication channels within MySpace to convey who they
were at a given moment and to learn about the changing lives of others in the
network. While engaging in identity work, students were also gaining technologi-
cal fluency and beginning to consider their roles and responsibilities as digital
citizens. Their study was focused on informal learning, known as occasional
learning, which is a spontaneous, experimental, unplanned, disorganised and
unpredictable form of learning without set standards, and its results are implicit
(Hager, 2001; Jefkins, 2006). No previous studies have focused on the use of Fa-
cebook for informal learning among high school students.

Existing studies have examined the available use of online social network sites for
learning among undergraduate students or high school students, and have ne-
glected analysis of the use of online social network sites for learning among pri-
mary school pupils. Furthermore, existing research into the use of online social
network sites for learning (e.g. Schwarzer & Knoll, 2007; Madge & al., 2008,
Greenhow & Robelia, 2009a, 2009b; Greenhow,2011; Teclehaimanot & Hickman,
2011) shows that students use such sites for direct or indirect educational assis-
tance, especially for peer support, maintaining relationships, self-representation
and self-expression. Greenhow and Robelia (2009b) emphasised the use of social
network sites to deal with learning stresses and the importance of «social capital
»as a set of horizontal relationships between people, including social network sites
and the associated norms, which have an impact on the productivity and welfare
of the community (Putnam, 2000). Research in the field of education and social
capital focuses on two types of social capital among young people: bridging capi-
tal, which is based on weak alliances, enabling diverse perspectives and new in-
formation, and bonding capital, which is based on strong alliances of close
friends and family who provide comfort (Putnam, 2000).The presence of social
capital in social network sites is associated with numerous educational and psy-
chosocial outcomes (Dike & Singh, 2002).In other words, learners tend to do bet-
ter and persist in educational settings when they feel a strong sense of social be-
longing and connectedness. In studying predominantly white, middle-class, col-
lege students’ use of Facebook, Ellison & al. (2007) found that intensive use of
the site was associated with higher levels of bridging capital and, to a lesser ex-
tent, bonding capital and maintained social capital, a concept the researchers
developed to describe the ability to mobilise resources from a previously inhabited
network, such as one’s high school (Ellison & al., 2007).Using online social net-
work sites can help deepen the relationships that would otherwise remain short
and encourages users to enhance latent ties and maintain relationships with old
friends. Therefore, using these sites enables people to stay connected even when
in the physical world they move from one community to another, for example
moving from high school to college (ibid.). Steinfield and colleagues 2008) found
that the use of online social network sites allowed students with low self-esteem
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to gain more bridging capital than students with higher levels of self-esteem. Fa-
cebook provides stigmatised learners with low self-esteem more control over their
(self-) presentation than direct interpersonal communications (Elison & al., 2007).
Since existing studies failed to research how primary school pupils use Facebook
for informal learning, we attempted to fill this research gap and answer the re-
search questions of how Slovenian primary school pupils use Facebook for infor-
mal learning and what kind of social capital they enhance.

2. Methods

The objective of this study was to establish how pupils use Facebook for informal
learning and enhancing bridging and bonding social capital. We published an in-
vitation to participate in the study on all Slovenian primary school (450) internet
pages, and 246 pupils responded. We selected the first 60 pupils who meet our
requirements in terms of demographic data (age, grades, location, income, use of
Facebook and gender). The respondents were aged between 13 and 14 years (i.e.
in the last two classes of primary school) and approximately equally distributed
based on gender, low and middle income families, rural and urban locations, low
and good grades and ‘active’ users of Facebook (use it every day for at least 30
minutes) and ‘less active’ users (use it at least twice a week for at least 30
minutes).All participants had a home computer connected to the internet and had
used Facebook for at least a year.

Attempting to understand the nature of pupils’ use of Facebook for informal
learning merited a qualitative research design that focused on the data collection
process, maintained design flexibility to allow inductive hypothesis generation
and considered the validity of the young people’s experiences and narratives
(Maxwell, 1996). We triangulated multiple data sources including: 1) semi-
structured interviews (Walker, 1998); 2) think-alouds (Clark, 1997); 3) content
analyses of informants’ Facebook profiles (Jones & al., 2008). First, we used a
very simple form of content analysis, adapted from Jonese & al. (2008).We tried to
establish what messages the participants posted on their Facebook profiles and
how their messages differed by grades, location, income, use of Facebook and
gender. The participants temporarily placed us on their list of friends, but we
tried to minimise our impact on informants’ behaviour by never posting, com-
menting or otherwise indicating our presence as observers.

Second, we used in-depth interviews, which were appropriate for our purposes
because they allowed us access to clear and accurate opinions based on personal
experiences (Walker, 1988). We tried to discover how pupils use Facebook for in-
formal learning by asking: 1) general questions about Facebook use (e.g. On a
typical day, when you login to your Facebook profile, what do you usually do
there? Why? Can you give me an example of some of the ways you get your ideas,
interests or emotions across on these sites, if at all? Do you see any problems or
difficulties with using Facebook? Any benefits to using Facebook?); 2) questions
focusing on learning (e.g. What do you think you are learning, if anything, in us-
ing this site as you do?); 3) individual questions based on the previously conduct-
ed content analysis.
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Third, participants engaged in a think-aloud, a technique that involves asking
them to report thoughts related to performing a task as it is unfolding (Clark,
1997). We asked our participants to talk-aloud as they engaged with their Face-
book profile, prompting them with questions about what they were doing, why,
how and what next in relation to learning, in an attempt to understand their ex-
periences.

We conducted the study in the first half of 2012using locations chosen by the
participants, most often coffeehouses. The interviews and think-aloud sessions
together lasted between 90and 120 minutes, during which we recorded the in-
formation to transcribe later. To check the accuracy of the published data, we
compared the results of the content analysis with the in-depth interviews and
think-alouds. Finally, because the participants only spoke to us on the condition
of their anonymity, their names were changed, and words that could identify
them were replaced by X.

3. Results
3.1. Connection between Facebook and school

The majority of participants saw a connection between their use of Facebook and
the knowledge and skills they believed their teachers valued in school. They ex-
pressed that at first sight there is no connection, since the use of Facebook is re-
lated to entertainment and school to work, but the connection exists, it is ‘sup-
portive’ and is carried out on a daily basis, such as the use of Facebook to sup-
port school learning, especially in completing school assignments. This is a typi-
cal example: «At a glance Facebook is the opposite of what we are doing in
school...from what teachers want from us. It’s true; it’s like night and day.
See...Facebook is fun, school is so intense...I have to be serious. However, the
connection between the school and Facebook use is that through Facebook use
I'm better at school. Of course, I do not use it only for school, but ALSO for
school-related issues. And now the answer to your question about how I see the
relationship between the school and Facebook: I can say that it is supportive. Fa-
cebook basically helps me to do things for the school better. Yes, it helps me eve-
ry day» (Rok). The participants identified several ways in which they used Face-
book to vent about, or get help on, school-related issues or assignments.

3.2. Exchange of practical information

All participants mentioned that the most common support they received from
their Facebook «friends »was an exchange of practical information on school-
related issues or assignments. This practical support included help in acquiring
learning materials such as textbooks, books, notes and other learning materials.
The participants regularly share information about these materials and provide
learning materials such as notes. This is a typical example: «I have to admit
something. Because I'm lazy, but also when I'm sick and I don’t have the text
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written in school, then I ask classmates for this material... or [ ask them where to
get the books that we have to read» (Zoki).

The participants are aware of embedded resources in their social structure, i.e.
«friends» can be helpful, and they use these resources in purposeful action. In
doing so, they also learn solidarity and reciprocity; they help their «friends» be-
cause they will help them. This is a typical example: «Sometimes I really do not
feel like to scanning my workbooks for my friends, but I am aware that I will also
need help. Because of my frequent musical performances I'm often absent from
school. And then I always get a copy of what they did in school» (Mira).

Content analysis showed that male participants mainly ask for learning materials
and rarely help others in terms of providing materials, while female participants
do both. This analysis also showed that at least half of the practical information
included information about the work and personal characteristics of individual
teachers. Most of the pupils had failed to disclose this information, and they
spoke about it after we asked them. Some justified the suppression of this infor-
mation with emphasizing that this practice rarely used, while others admitted
that they did not tell us because they were afraid that we could tell their teachers
and cause them problems. This is a typical example:

e Interviewer: You also wrote some information about the teacher?

e Jernej: What do you think? I don’t understand?

e Interviewer: Look, most of you wrote about the teacher-if I understand
well-of mathematics? TeacherX?

Jernej: Yes, indeed, we have wrote about X, because he is... strange.
Interviewer: Do you have problems speaking about this?

e Jernej: Well... to tell you the truth, for me it is a little risky, because...
you could tell this X.

e Interviewer: We give you anonymity and I will not give your information
to X. So, what’s the problem?

e Jernej: Well... I think it’s fair to warn friends of what was happening in
mathematics and about X’s crazy mood today and not to go to his class.

The participants do not exchange practical information only by request, but also
based on concern for friends’ school assignments. These «friends» are not only
classmates as described above, but also other acquaintances and family mem-
bers. This is a typical example:

e Mateja: I feel very good when my friend sends me some advice or even a
solution to my school problem. Because I have a feeling that someone is
thinking of me.

e Interviewer: What do you mean?

e Mateja: Let me tell you the last example. | had homework about genet-
ically modified plants and I had not found literature on the cultivation of
genetically modified maize in Slovenia. And then NataSa, my distant rel-
ative, I think she is my mother’s cousin, sent me a link to the article, in
which it is written that Slovenia doesn’t cultivate genetically modified
maize. Do you see, I didn’t find the information because it doesn’t exist.
She saved me. And so I solved the problem, but I felt...how I can tell
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you...I felt nice and connected with her and others... I realised that I'm
not alone with my problems.

3.3. Learning about technology

Analysis of content and participants’ answers show that pupils use Facebook to
learn about the technology with which they support formal learning. With the
help of «friends »they have learned to use programs to complete specific assign-
ments, e.g. create posters, use multimedia programs to design photos and videos,
design photos using Photoshop and present their school work using Prezi. This is
a typical answer: «My friends taught me about Prezi, which is the best program
for presentation work at school. Without this knowledge my presentations would
be boring. I would still use traditional PowerPoint» (Ana).
Content analysis showed that the participants use legally purchased programs,
but also, and mainly, use illegally distributed programs. Since they argue that all
internet programs should be free, because multinational corporations only max-
imise profits at their expense, the participants do not see the illegal distribution
of programs as a problem. This is a typical answer:

e Interviewer: I saw that you all distributed programs illegally.

e Urban: Yeah, so what?

e Interviewer: You do not find it problematic?

e Urban: No, I think everything on the Internet should be free. Now they
just make profit at our expense.
Interviewer: But the use of Facebook is also based on profit.
Urban: Yes, but this is different, because we do not have to pay.

3.4. Obtaining validation and appreciation of creative work

The participants use Facebook to obtain validation and appreciation of creative
work through feedback on their profiles and assess other profiles with commen-
taries. In doing that, they also learn the social skills of empathy and behaving re-
spectfully towards each other. This is a typical example: «Yes, yesterday my friend
Saso put up a new photo, we criticised it...My opinion is that it is horrible...for
me...Of course, I can’t write that, because then he can get to me when I post
some new photo... And I think that sucks, if someone is ruined in such a way,
because it hurts. And, sooner or later I will need SaSo. So, I tried to explain to
him why it is a bad photo» (Urban).
They also obtain validation regarding school assignments. More than half of the
participants said that they published their work at least occasionally and asked
their friends for their assessment and suggestions regarding continuation and
improvement.

e MasSa: Sometimes when you do not know, or I'm not sure if I've written

well, I put something up and ask for comment.

e Interviewer: Please, tell me in detail.

e Masa: Last week I put up an essay for history.

e Interviewer: And what happened?
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e Masa: I got three comments, but only one was useful. It was from my
school friend, but this has really helped me, because Nina showed me
what was missing in my essay.

3.5. Emotional support

Facebook also provides emotional peer support. This is the only form of analysed
support where a difference exists between the participants. Namely, only female
participants openly described their negative emotional state, such as frustration,
anger, helplessness or disappointment, associated with their school assignments.
Peers, especially female classmates, responded with supportive messages, which
helped improve their emotional state. For example, in the following statement Sa-
rah explains how Facebook use provides her emotional support: «When I'm down
then I usually whine a little on Facebook... You know, to decrease my frustra-
tion... then I'm better. And sometimes when I get a low score in school, my class-
mates write to me on Facebook, Sara don’t worry, you’re not alone in your suffer-
ing, sustain a just a little bit more and it’s over...Yes, I'm better. Of course, I do
the same for my best school friends».

For male participants, emotional support is interaction with «friends» in a various
ways. This is a typical example: «When I'm angry, I mean when I'm in a bad
mood, for example, when I can no longer learn or do my homework, it helps me
that I go on Facebook. Then it depends on who’s up and what’s new. After such a
break I feel much better»(Igor).

3.6. Organisation of team work

A third of the participants said that they used Facebook to contact other pupils
with the intention of organising group meetings for project work. This is a typical
example: «I and my friends often do group project work. Well...in the courses
where we can do project work. So far it’s three courses. Usually I ask classmates
on Facebook who wants to take part in this project with me or also with others.
Then we work with each other on Facebook or at school... I once responded to
such call» (Simona).

On Facebook, the participants also assign tasks to individual team members,
checking progress and explaining work instructions. This is a typical example: «I
find it a good practice when we are on Facebook to coordinate our school work.
We can be on Facebook and promptly see how our work is progressing, how my
friends are doing and I can comment on ongoing work» (Ariana).

Content analysis revealed that the participants generally coordinate their collec-
tive school assignment, before individual participants write their part of it alone
and then post it on Facebook. Members of the working groups validate each oth-
er’s work. It is at this stage that conflicts usually occur. According to informants,
the advantage of organising the work on Facebook compared to face-to-face
communication is that rules are written and conflicts are quickly resolved.

- Interviewer: I read about your fight with Niko. What was that?
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- Jan: I was angry, because Niko had not fulfilled his obligations. We did all done
what had agreed; only Niko didn’t. And I was right, because it was all written on

Niko’s profile. And this is nice because everything was written. So, Niko now has

to do the assignment again, as we agreed. I was just pissed off because we lost a
week because of Niko (Klemen).

3.7. Better knowledge of teachers

Only quarter of participants responded positively to the question of whether their
high school teachers created a profile on Facebook and whether they interacted
with them. The majority of them emphasised that teachers can only be asked
questions related to school activities. A typical statement came from Sabina: «On-
ly a few teachers have created their own profile on Facebook. Our teacher for
computers has her own profile and she allows us to ask her anything about her
course». The participants also stated similar arguments already revealed by other
researchers (Hewitt &Forte, 2006; Teclehaimanot & Hickman, 2011): pupils
would get the opportunity to get to know their teachers better if teachers used
Facebook. This is a typical example: «Teachers who have a profile that we can
see... | find different and more progressive...I do not know how to tell you. Howev-
er, I find this good» (Karmina).

Content analysis revealed that among 15 participants who have access to teach-
ers’ profiles only two communicate with them. In both cases, the participants ask
the teachers about their assignments. However, not to lose their good image
among friends, the participants communicate with teachers only when they get
no useful information from their classmates.

e Interviewer: I saw that you wrote a message to your history teacher. Why?

e Peter: Last week I was sick, but no one could tell me what I had to do until
Monday, when it was my turn to present a school project. So I didn’t have
any other option. I had to ask this teacher.

e Interviewer: And how did the teacher respond to your question?

Peter: OK. He wrote back to tell me what I needed to do on the same day.

e Interviewer: What do your friends think about your communication with
the teacher?

e Peter: Nothing, because they know that I had no other options. A different
situation would be if I hadn’t asked them before.

More than half of the participants said that their teachers have created a Face-
book profile, but that they do not have access to them. Some participants (11)
emphasised that they have access to some teachers’ profiles; they regularly visit
them, but do not interact with them because of social pressure from classmates
and fear of a negative reaction from teachers. They have a better opinion about
those teachers who on their Facebook profile include details of their different lei-
sure activities, especially in the fields of sports, technology and art. For some par-
ticipants, those teachers are also a role model. This is a typical example: «Look, I
visit the profiles of some teachers because I found that they are in fact quite dif-
ferent than in school. For example, the English teacher, who presents herself in
the school as very strict, in her leisure time plays the guitar. And she plays it very
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well as I've seen in her video. Yes, she is good and I also try to be good. She in-
spires me in some way» (Rebeka).

Eleven pupils did not even state whether their teachers have a profile because
this does not interest them and they do not want to communicate with them in
their spare time.

4. Discussion and conclusion

The results of the study show that Slovenian pupils regularly use Facebook for
complementary and supplement to classroom learning, i.e. informal learning.
Thus, the use of Facebook serves as support for learning, such as providing emo-
tional support for school-related stress, validation of creative work, peer-alumni
support for school-life transitions, and help with school-related tasks. Facebook
offers an informal context as support for formal education. Facebook is also part
of the «social glue» (Madge & al., 2008) that allows learners to be part of a com-
munity that helps them overcome learning difficulties. However, pupils do not use
Facebook intentionally for learning, they just try to accomplish their school as-
signments or/and reduce emotional tension.

By using Facebook, pupils enhance social capital by stimulating resources em-
bedded in their social structure and mobilizing them in purposeful actions. Thus,
this study shows that pupils benefit from investment in class network and culti-
vation of trust, reciprocity and social cohesion (Putnam 2000). We found out that
social capital serves as pupils' support structures in different ways. By using Fa-
cebook, pupils maintain an extensive network of weak ties that are a source of
bridging capital, and deeper relationships that provide them with emotional sup-
port and a source of bonding capital. All the participants emphasised the im-
portance of the emotional support they receive from friends on Facebook, result-
ing in the creation of bonding capital. All the participants also stressed the im-
portance of providing pupils with practical information regarding school assign-
ments, obtaining validation and appreciation of creative work through feedback
on their profile pages and learning about technology, resulting in the creation of
bridging capital. Thus, bonding social capital serves to create a lens through
which group members (in our case classmates) affiliate with group members
(classmates) inside the group (class) by using Facebook. On the other hand, the
bridging social capital serves to create bridges or links by using Facebook that
allow pupils to share information regarding school and other resources.

These findings do not support the popular view that Facebook users are isolated
and not connected. The study shows that the opposite holds true, a finding that
concurs with the recent literature on the effects of informational, social interac-
tion and identity-construction uses of social network sites (Greenhow & Robelia,
2009a, 2009b; Greenhow2011; Valenzuela & al., 2009).Overall, the findings of
the study should ease the concerns of those who fear that Facebook has mostly
negative effects on primary school pupils’ social capital. However, the participants
reported communication with their «weak ties» (Granovetter, 1973) or maintain
bridging social capital. This is confirmed by other studies (Steinfield & al., 2008;
Stefanone & al.,2012), which discovered that people are using Facebook to main-
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tain large, diffuse networks of friends, with a positive impact on their accumula-
tion of bridging social capital. Facebook networks appear to be a collection of
weak ties well-suited to providing new information, and also useful for learning.
Key differences between the participants were found in the expression of emo-
tional support. Female participants are more likely to use Facebook for this pur-
pose, and more explicitly express their emotions. This can be explained by social-
isation patterns, in which girls are still raised in a way that means in public they
can more freely express emotions in public more than boys (Ule, 2009).

This study also showed that in contrast to the previous study on the use of social
network sites for informal learning (Greenhow & Robelia, 2009b), our participants
saw a connection between the use of Facebook and the knowledge and skills they
believed their teachers valued in school. This can be explained by the prolonged
use of Facebook, which also penetrates into the area of learning.

Since this is the first study in this area, it is limited both in qualitative and quan-
titative terms. Since our research was limited to six months and we were unable
to identify changes in the use of Facebook, in the future a longitudinal study
should be carried out. Further study would be necessary to carry out quantitative
research to generalise the findings. Since we analysed only Slovenian partici-
pants, in the future it would be necessary to carry out international comparative
research. The study also shows the need for additional research to reveal how Fa-
cebook and other social network sites support learning objectives and, in terms of
substance, encourages the development of new forms of learning. Studies in edu-
cation and the media should encourage the exploration of personal social network
sites and pupils to determine the link between online and offline activities.

The study also showed that in Slovenian formal education Facebook is not used
for education. As pupils regularly and actively use Facebook, schools must help
them to use it ethically, responsibly, safely and to take advantage of its benefits.
It is therefore necessary to implement media education within the curriculum
(Slovenian language, Ethics and society), but this depends on the willingness of
individual teachers (Erjavec, 2010).
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