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Abstract—The purpose of this study was to investigate whether a sense of
community could be enhanced via learning activities delivered through a Face-
book group within a self-paced distance-learning course. A closed Facebook
group was created for a voluntary English as a foreign language course. Four
types of learning activities were delivered via the Facebook group including
both synchronous and asynchronous structured activities, and synchronous and
asynchronous unstructured activities. The study was designed as convergent
mixed-method study. Quantitative data were gathered from a total of 179 stu-
dents by using the Classroom Community Scale; quantitative data were concur-
rently gathered from 17 students via semi-structured interviews. The results re-
vealed that the sense of community among learners was found to be high, how-
ever, the type of learning activities had no effect on building a sense of commu-
nity. The study was intended to guide teachers, instructors, administrators and
practitioners interested in designing and delivering self-paced open and distance
learning courses.

Keywords—Sense of community, self-paced learning, Facebook, social net-
work sites, open and distance learning

1 Introduction

Self-paced open and distance learning environments offer increased learner inde-
pendence and flexibility as they allow learners to study course materials at their own
pace [1;2;3]. Despite this advantage, such environments generally suffer from a lack
of social interaction [1;4]. Perreault, Waldman, Alexander, and Zhao [5] state that one
common disadvantage reported by distance-learning students is a lack of face-to-face
interaction with other students and instructors, and students may need to talk to the
instructor outside of class time. Due to this limited interaction, learners feel isolated
which may result in higher high dropouts [4;6]. According to Rovai [7], one strategy
that can be used to increase retention among online learners is to provide them with
increased affective support by promoting a strong sense of community that can be
created through “a combination of facilitation skills, team-building activities, and
group interaction” (p.331). Drouin [8] found that the utilization of learning activities,
as well as students’ perceived interaction with other students and instructors, were
correlated with students’ perceived sense of community. Similarly, Carman [9] claims
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that, within a self-paced learning environment, the effectiveness of learning increases
when meaningful collaborative learning activities are in place. Nevertheless, when
compared with cohort-based learning, building collaboration among students can be a
challenging task in self-paced courses as students may not be studying the same con-
tent at the same time [1;10]. However, using social network sites can provide oppor-
tunities for interpersonal interaction and facilitate collaborative learning activities
[10]. This claim is corroborated by the study of Meishar-Tal, Kurtz, and Pieterse [11],
which revealed that the design and operation of a learning activity within a Facebook
group created a very intensive and collaborative learning process.

Although the promotion of interaction using learning activities is important when
building a sense of community, the precise level of interaction and sense of communi-
ty students need may differ. A study conducted by Drouin [8] revealed that some
students did not desire a sense of community, while other students enjoyed or re-
quired social interaction during online learning. Similarly, Rhode [10] explored the
dynamics of interaction in a self-paced online learning environment and found that
not all forms of interaction were valued equally by learners; furthermore, the study
found that effective and informal interactions were as important as formal interactions
in determining the quality of online learning experiences. These findings support
claims made by Anderson et al. [4] in their study, which assert that “optimizing the
flexibility of self-paced learning and the advantages of collaboration and social sup-
port remains an open and exciting challenge”. Therefore, it is crucial to identify the
level of interaction, the type of learning activities concerned, and the sense of com-
munity required by students in self-paced distance learning courses as such courses
are to be optimally effective.

The purpose of this study is to investigate whether sense of community could be
enhanced via learning activities delivered through an informal Facebook group within
a self-paced distance learning course. It is hoped that this study will contribute to
existing literature, wherein there is a lack of research on self-paced distance learning
courses wherein the utilization of social networking sites is explored [12] for leverag-
ing sense of community. The research questions are formulated below:

1. What is the preferred device used by students when connecting to the Facebook
group?

2. What are students’ preferences regarding the type of learning activities delivered in
the Facebook group?

3. Does the Facebook group and the type of activities conducted therein have an im-
pact on building a sense of community in a self-paced course?

4. What are students’ opinions regarding the impact of the Facebook group and the
learning activities on their learning and achievement, which is a component of a
sense of community?

1.1  Self-paced open and distance learning courses

Open and distance learning courses can either be group-paced or self-paced [13].
In self-paced courses, students’ progress through learning materials individually and
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at their own pace [2;12]. Self-paced courses are also referred to as ‘learner-paced’ or
‘self-study’ courses [1]. According to Naidu [14], self-paced learning is “a mode of
learning that enables individuals to study online or with the help of portable technolo-
gies in their own time, at their own pace, and form their own place” (p.260). Self-
paced distance learning courses offer considerable flexibility and independence, al-
lowing students to begin their courses at any time and complete them at their own
pace [1;12]; though some self-paced distance education courses do have specific start
and end dates [1]. Self-paced study offers opportunities for instructors and administra-
tors to reach high number of students at a lower cost, while also providing increased
independence for students [12].

1.2 Sense of community

A sense of community is one of the critical factors for success in student learning
[7;15;16]. Rovai [7] defines sense of community as having two components: feelings
of connectedness among community members, and commonality of learning expecta-
tions and goals. According to Rovai, connectedness refers to a feeling of belonging
and acceptance, as well as the creation of bonding relationships. A classroom com-
munity can be regarded as a social community in which students share goals, values
and knowledge; it involves the feelings such as friendship, cohesion and satisfaction
among students [7]. The second component is “the feeling that knowledge and mean-
ing are actively constructed within the community, that the community enhances the
acquisition of knowledge and understanding, and that the learning needs of its mem-
bers are being satisfied” [7] (p.322). According to Rovai and Jordan [17], students
who do not feel a sense of community tend to feel isolated and drop out of online
courses more easily. Consequently, it is important that researchers find ways to in-
crease the sense of community among such students to decrease dropouts of online
learning courses [16].

1.3  Facebook as a learning environment

Facebook is a popular social networking site all over the world [18;19], and exist-
ing research suggests that a positive relationship exists between Facebook use and
learner satisfaction in higher education. According to Wang, Lin, Yu, and Wu [20],
using Facebook assists students to achieve better grades, increases their levels of
engagement, and results in higher student satisfaction within the university learning
experience. Similarly, when investigating undergraduate mathematics instruction,
Gregory, Gregory, and Eddy [21] found that students who actively participated in
Facebook learning groups were more engaged in the course, more satisfied with the
course, and performed at a higher level than those who did not actively participate in
such groups. In a further study, Kabilan, Ahmad, and Abidin [22] found that the stu-
dents believed Facebook could be utilized as an online environment to facilitate their
learning of English. In another study, Mazer, Murphy, and Simonds [23] found that
students who experienced more self-disclosure from instructors on Facebook reported
higher levels of motivation and learning. Additionally, Facebook enables peer interac-
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tion—a crucial learning source that provides emotional and psychological support—
facilitating academic satisfaction, skill development and performance enhancement
[24]. English and Duncan-Howell [25] used Facebook as a tool to enhance peer sup-
port among business education students and detected that students’ exchanges were
mostly of the affective type and facilitated group cohesiveness through encourage-
ment and support. Chou and Pi [26] found that interaction among peers and learners’
satisfaction influenced students’ intentions positively regarding continuous use of the
course Facebook groups as a learning support.

A study conducted by Karimi, Badariah, Ahmad, and Khodabandelou [27] found
that students had positive feelings about Facebook regarding perceived learning, a
sense of community and the use of the social media platform as a tool for learning
English. Similarly, a study by Duncan and Barczyk [28] found that learners thought
that Facebook enhanced their sense of social learning, with older students experienc-
ing a stronger effect. Additionally, students thought that Facebook facilitated their
communities of practice in terms of knowledge sharing, collaboration, and learner-
centered activities. A parallel study by Kenney, Kumar, and Hart [29] used Facebook
as an educational community of practice by online doctoral students to achieve their
common goals. The study’s analysis of participant interactions in the social network
revealed that participants shared knowledge, resources, advice, and insights; partici-
pants collaborated and communicated with one another to provide feedback, support
one another, and—essentially—learned both within and as a community. These find-
ings support that Facebook can be used as a tool for providing pedagogical and social
support to enhance a sense of community, satisfaction and learning for learners in
higher education.

2 Method

The study was designed as convergent mixed-methods study. Within a convergent
design approach the intention is to gather different but complementary data on the
topic under investigation to facilitate a better understanding of the research problem;
quantitative and qualitative data are gathered simultaneously [30]. This design pro-
vides corroboration and validation of the research’s results. In this study, both quanti-
tative and qualitative data were needed for a complete understanding as to whether a
sense of community could be enhanced via learning activities delivered through an
informal Facebook group in a self-paced distance-learning course.

2.1 Research context

The study was conducted at a public distance-teaching university in Turkey. An
English as a foreign language (EFL) course was chosen for the purposes of this study
as it was one of the courses under instruction in which students had low achievement
levels. The EFL course was a self-paced distance education course with specific start
and end dates, and predetermined exam dates. The main medium for instruction was
the course textbook, which included a CD and an online platform incorporating learn-
ing exercises. Furthermore, the virtual learning environment included learning materi-
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als such as videos, questions, and online practice tests, among others. Use of these
materials was optional. The program also included an optional, five-hour long syn-
chronous course each week, which were recorded and broadcast in the virtual learning
environment on completion of the course. In addition to these existing learning envi-
ronments and materials, an informal Facebook group was created for the purposes of
this study.

2.2 The study

The study was conducted in two stages. In the first stage, on completion of the
synchronous course designed for the EFL program, an informal and voluntary Face-
book group was set up so that students could come together and meet on common
ground. The group was established under the name “Distant Learners” and was de-
signed as a social media group for delivering different activities that are synchro-
nous/asynchronous structured activities and synchronous/asynchronous unstructured
activities. These activities are as follows:

¢ Synchronous structured activities (live problem-solving, lecturing)

* Synchronous unstructured activities (live sessions regarding exams, daily life etc.)

* Asynchronous structured activities (lecturing on pictures, sentence corrections and
problem solving etc.)

* Asynchronous unstructured activities (one-to-one discussion on exams, daily life
etc.).

These activities were carried out throughout the period of an academic year. After
implementing these activities, the second stage involved the utilization of the Class
Community Scale to determine the reliability and validity of the findings and to reach
a more comprehensive judgment on how the students’ level of connectedness influ-
enced their learning perceptions. Semi-structured one-to-one interviews were con-
ducted to determine the degree to which students followed the group, students’ level
of cognitive and affective connectedness to the group, and students’ formation of their
perceptions and pleasures regarding the group itself.

2.3  Participants

There were 1726 students in the Facebook group who joined the group on a volun-
tary basis. The Classroom Community Scale was posted online in the Facebook group
and 179 students completed it. Similarly, a call for in-depth interviews were posted in
the Facebook group and 17 of the group members volunteered for the in-depth inter-
views.

24 Data Collection Tools

Qualitative and quantitative data were collected concurrently throughout this study.
The Classroom Community Scale—developed by Rovai [7] and adapted into Turkish
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by Oztiirk [31] —was used to collect the quantitative data. The original English-
language scale consists of 20 items. The scale has two factors: connectedness and
learning; the Turkish form consists of 13, 5-point Likert-type items ranging from
“Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree” and has a reliability coefficient of .85. The
connectedness factor includes one negative and five positive items; the perceived
learning factor includes five negative and two positive items. The scale was applied
online using Google Forms. Consequently, 179 students responded to the scale.

Qualitative data were collected by conducting in-depth interviews with 17 volun-
teering students. A semi-structured interview form was developed by the researchers
and contained questions on how students participated in the Facebook group, stu-
dents’ experiences of the group, their sense of connectedness to the group, whether
they thought the group contributed to their learning, their complaints, suggestions,
and pleasures regarding the group, as well as several questions on the students’ de-
mographic information. Before the interviews were conducted, a voluntary participa-
tion form was sent to students informing them of the confidentiality of any infor-
mation pertaining to their identity, confirming that their information would not be
shared with third parties, clarifying that the interviews would be recorded, and con-
firming that they could withdraw from the study at any time. Students who agreed to
participate signed the form and returned it online. Each interview session lasted ap-
proximately 15 minutes, and was conducted and recorded by the researchers using a
conference system in which the video and audio technologies were simultaneously
used.

2.5 Data Analysis

After simultaneous collation of both quantitative and qualitative data, researchers
analyzed the these data separately before merging them to make inferences from the
combined findings.

Quantitative data analysis: Data were obtained using the Classroom Community
Scale and organized in Excel for statistical analysis. Descriptive and relational anal-
yses were conducted using SPSS software. Data regarding gender, age, connectedness
types, and activity preferences were collected using the Scale which consisted of two
factors and 13 items of which:

¢ The maximum score is 30 and the minimum score is six for the connectedness
factor,

* The maximum score is 35 and the minimum score is seven for the learning factor,

¢ The maximum score is 65 and the minimum score is 13 for the entire scale.

Considering the data set, the lower and upper bounds were:

* 10 as the lower bound, 30 as the upper bound for the connectedness factor,
* 14 as the lower bound, 35 as the upper bound for the learning factor,
* 34 as the lower bound, 65 as the upper bound for the entire scale.
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Table 1. The Gender and Age Distribution of Participants

Age Category Total

20-25 26-31 32-37 38-43 44-49 50-55 | 56-61

flwlrlw |l rlw|r|lw|r|wlrlw|lrle|l | %

M| 9 |503(10 (559 13 |726]| 13 |7,26| 2 |1,12] 2 (1,12 1 [0,56| 50 | 27,93
Gender

F | 28 |15,64] 26 |14,53| 25 [13,97] 34 [18,99] 10 [5,59| 5 [2,79| 1 [0,56]| 129 | 72,07

Total 37 20,67| 36 |20,11| 38 [21,23| 47 |26,26] 12 |6,70] 7 |3.91| 2 [1,12] 179 |100,00

As seen in Table 1, of the 179 participants, 50 were male and 129 were female.
Participants’ ages ranged from 20 to 69. The Sturges formula was used to categorize
participants’ age distribution; participants’ age range was divided into seven catego-
ries. It displayed a normal distribution within its lower and higher bounds and indicat-
ed that the participants consist of adult learners with a wide age range.

Qualitative data analysis: One-to-one interviews were conducted with17 partici-
pants; three males and 17 females. Screen and audio recordings were made during the
interviews and a transcript of the recordings made by the researchers. Two researchers
conducted descriptive analysis separately to analyze the transcriptions of 17 one-to-
one interviews; the inter-coder reliability was found to be 92%. The researchers dis-
cussed any disagreements regarding the codes, resolved them, and reached a final
agreement. The results were reported using excerpts from the interviews.

2.6  Validity and reliability

The quantitative and qualitative data collated not only complemented each other
but also corroborated and validated the findings. Rovai’s Sense of Community Scale
is arguably the most popular scale for measuring a sense of community, and many
researchers have used this scale for such measurements across a variety of learning
environments [32]. The scale is widely accepted as a valid and reliable measure.
Oztiirk [31] adapted the scale into Turkish and found that the Cronbach-Alpha relia-
bility coefficient value to be 0.85. According to Biiyilikoztiirk [33], values above 0.70
are accepted as reliable. Three experts tested the scale to determine its face validity,
and the scale was revised accordingly after the experts expressed their views for
online use in Google Forms.

Qualitative data were collected using semi-structured interviews. Open-ended
questions prepared for the interviews were examined by three experts and revised
according to their comments and reflections. Subsequently, two students were inter-
viewed to test the questions. Additionally, data were coded by two of the researchers
and their inter-rater reliability was found to be 92%; this can be regarded as an ac-
ceptable value as it was above 70% [34]. The researchers experienced long periods of
interaction with participants, which allowed them to develop trust and good relation-
ships with them and procure or illicit intimate answers which consequently contribut-
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ed to the validity of the study findings. Throughout the study, researchers tried to
remain neutral by being non-judgmental and striving to report the findings in a bal-
anced manner.

3 Findings

Findings are presented according to the research questions.

3.1 What is the students’ preferred device used to connect to the Facebook
group?

Students’ preferences regarding devices when connecting to the Facebook group
are presented according to gender and age distribution in Table 2.

As seen in Table 2, students were found to use desktop and mobile technologies to
connect to the Facebook group. However, mobile technologies were preferred over
other alternatives. Considering the age variable, it was found out that mobile technol-
ogies are most intensively used among the middle age group (26-31,32-37, 38-43)
and that adult learners also connect to the group while using their mobile devices.

Table 2. Connection Device Preferences According to Gender and Age

. Connection Device
1
gb 5 | I connectviamy | Iconnectviamy |Iconnectvia my PC Total
= T | personal comput- | mobile devices such | and mobile devices
% (3 er. as phone, tablet. equally.
S0
B Folow | % s % A A
M 4 2,23 4 2,23 1 0,56 5,03
20-25 37 | 20,67
F 6 3,35 15 8,38 7 391 28 15,64
M 3 1,68 4 2,23 3 1,68 10 5,59
26-31 36 | 20,11
F 3 1,68 21 11,73 2 1,12 26 14,53
M 5 2,79 4 2,23 4 2,23 13 7,26
32-37 38 | 21,23
F 6 3,35 17 9,50 2 1,12 25 13,97
M 2 1,12 8 4,47 3 1,68 13 7,26
38-43 47 | 26,26
F 7 3,91 26 14,53 1 0,56 34 18,99
M - - 2 1,12 - 2 1,12
44-49 12 6,70
F 3 1,68 5 2,79 2 1,12 10 5,59
M 1 0,56 1 0,56 - - 2 1,12
50-55 7 391
F 2 1,12 3 1,68 - - 5 2,79
M 1 - - - - - 1 0,56
56-61 2 1,12
F 1 0,56 - - - - 1 0,56
M 16 8,94 23 12,85 11 6,15 50 27,93
Total 179 | 100,00
F 28 15,64 87 48,60 14 7,82 129 | 72,07
Total 44 24,58 110 61,45 25 13,97 179 | 100,00
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3.2  What are students’ preferences regarding the type of learning activities
delivered in the Facebook group?

Table 3. Students’ Preferences of Learning Activities According to Age and Gender

Etkinlik Tercihi
>
;‘n 5 Synchro- | Synchro- | Aysnchro- Asynchro- Total
% S |nous struc- | nous un- | nous struc- |nous unstruc-
@] 8 tured activi-| structured | tured activi- | tured activi-
5,) ties ativities ties ties
f % | f % f % f % f % | f %
M 6 3,35 1 0,56 2 1,12 - - 5,03
20-25 371 20,67
F 15 838 | 3 1,68 7 391 3 1,68 28 15,64
M 4 2,23 - - 3 1,68 3 1,68 10 5,59
26-31 36| 20,11
F 12 6,70 | 4 2,23 6 3,35 4 2,23 26 14,53
M 5 2,79 - - 7 391 1 0,56 13 7,26
32-37 38| 21,23
F 15 8,38 1 0,56 8 447 1 0,56 25 13,97
M 7 3,91 1 0,56 4 2,23 1 0,56 13 7,26
38-43 471 26,26
F 21 11,73| - - 10 5,59 3 1,68 34 18,99
M 1 0,56 - - 1 0,56 - - 2 1,12
44-49 12| 6,70
F 7 3,91 - - 2 1,12 1 0,56 10 5,59
M 2 1,12 - - - - - - 2 1,12
50-55 71 391
F 1 0,56 | 3 1,68 1 0,56 - - 5 2,79
M - - - - 1 0,56 - - 1 0,56
56-61 2| 1,12
F 1 0,56 - - - - - - 1 0,56
M 25 13,97 2 1,12 18 10,06 5 2,79 50 | 27,93 17
Total 100,00
F 72 (40,22| 11 6,15 34 18,99 12 6,70 129 | 72,07 9
Total 97 |54,19| 13 7,26 52 29,05 17 9,50 179 | 100,00

As seen in Table 3, a vast majority of the participants preferred synchronous struc-
tured activities. Asynchronous structured activities followed synchronous activities
and some participants went online and accessed the group to deal with daily issues.
Participants preferred mobiles when connecting to the Facebook group and accessed
live video instructions above that of any other activity. These results might stem from
the fact that students are able to reach these activities more easily and benefit more
from synchronous activities while using a mobile device.

3.3  Does the Facebook group and the type of activities conducted therein have
an impact on building a sense of community in a self-paced course?

The Classroom Community Scale consists of connectedness and learning factors,
and was used to determine a sense of community among the Facebook group. Data
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were collated on 179 students using the Scale; further data were collated using in-
depth interviews conducted with 17 participants. To eliminate disorder among the
frequency distributions, the formula for total scores was used and seven categories
were created. The distribution of total scores is presented categorically in Table 4.

Table 4. The Distribution of the Participants’ Scores on the Scale

Total Scores f % cumulative f cumulative %
63-67 11 6,15 11 6,15
58-62 28 15,64 39 21,79
53-57 33 18,44 72 40,22
48-52 58 32,40 130 72,63
43-47 24 13,41 154 86,03
38-42 17 9,50 171 95,53
33-37 8 4,47 179 100,00
Total 179 100,00 179 100,00

As seen in Table 4, 86% of participants scored 43 or higher on the scale; the max-
imum score of all the participants was 65. This result indicates that participants’ sense
of community was of a high level. Only 4% of the participants expressed opinions
that were below the average score obtainable from the scale. The data presented in
Table 4 reveals that the participants’ sense of community was, generally, of a reason-
ably high level. The synchronous/asynchronous structured activities and synchro-
nous/asynchronous unstructured activities delivered by individuals in the group had a
significant impact on the formation of participants’ sense of community. However, in
order to determine the individual effect of these activities, further investigation of the
relationships among them is needed.

The effect of the activities delivered in the group on students’ test scores was in-
vestigated using a simple linear regression analysis. However, the analysis failed to
report a significant effect (F(1,177)=4.076, R’=.017). Therefore, it can be stated that
students’ different activity preferences of did not have a direct effect on students’
scores on the scale and that the structure of the group and the activity type were both
significant regarding the formation of a sense of community.

Within the scope of the study, in-depth interviews were conducted to determine the
students’ perceptions regarding their sense of community. The analyses of these in-
terviews revealed the following results under the theme of classroom community:

* Noticing people with the same aim and problem; the connectedness of being to-
gether, the elimination of loneliness, and the desire to share something more ac-
tively within the group due to a sense of community (Lrn 2: ... though I finished
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my course...being able to follow the group... I think to strive to share something in
the group),

* Helping other learners, being able to meet new friends, and communicate with
them (Lrn 9: ... we are making new friends, follow each other),

* Receiving immediate help from other participants (Lrn 4: I can obtain information
from the pictures posted in the Facebook group about the courses I did not attend),

* The elimination of ambiguity in learning through group dynamics, being able to
obtain knowledge more easily and make friends in society, and noticing the gains
and deficiencies in the learning (Lrn 5: ... with friends... having an exchange of
ideas),

* Closing the gap stemming from missing courses with help from other group mem-
bers, turning virtual friendships into real ones, providing socialization by direct
messaging (Lrn 7: It is quite good to be in contact with the group),

* Feeling valued thanks to the group and contributing to the achievement of both
oneself and others (Lrn 14: I feel very good, values, it is very good to be able to
achieve something and to contribute others’ achievement),

* Breaking asociality in regard to the group, learning in a delighted and entertaining
way thanks to the group, and providing knowledge about other members’ study
systems (Lrn 17: ... our friends’ posts some information about their study systems
in the group).

3.4  What are students’ opinions regarding the impact of the Facebook group
and the learning activities on their learning and achievement, which is a
component of a sense of community?

Table 5. The Distribution of the Participants’ Scores Regarding the Learning Factor

Scores for Learning Factor f % cumulative f cumulative %
33-36 51 28,49 51 28,49
29-32 51 28,49 102 56,98
25-28 52 29,05 154 86,03
21-24 16 8,94 170 94,97
17-20 5 2,79 175 97,71
13-16 4 2,23 179 100,00
Total 179 100,00 179 100,00

As seen in Table 5, 95% of the participants who stated that the Facebook group had
a significant effect on their learning scored 21 or higher on the scale; the maximum
score possible from the scale is 35. Only 2% of the participants expressed opinions
below the average score obtainable from the scale. The synchronous/asynchronous
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structured activities and synchronous/asynchronous unstructured activities delivered
within the group were found to have a significant effect on their learning.

Within the scope of the study, in-depth interviews were conducted to determine the
effect of the group on participants’ learning. The analyses of these interviews revealed
the following results under the themes of perceived learning and academic achieve-
ment:

* Learning from other students, obtaining knowledge with them, comprehension and
internalization by listening to others (Lrn 3: I learn from my friends when they
share something that I do not know in the group, Lrn 4: I can obtain information
from the pictures posted in the Facebook group about the courses),

* Recall of prior knowledge (Lrn 7: ...I have forgotten all my previous knowledge. It
helped me to recall them),

* Receiving ideas from others regarding a question, eliminating ambiguities, and
realizing a student-centered learning and active learning (Lt 12:... individuals be-
come more active to learn...),

¢ Learning from others’ posts (Lrn 6: ... my knowledge was developed...).

These results supported the quantitative results underlining a positive effect regard-
ing the Facebook group on participants’ learning.

The following results highlighted the contributions made by the Facebook group
regarding academic achievement.

* Improving academic achievement through group posts, contributing the overall
success in the subject, positively affecting exam scores (L 2: ...I passed the exam
with a higher score than ever before..., Lrn 13: It provided a great contribution to
pass the midterms and exams with a high score...),

* Having difficulties in learning English; however, overcoming them thanks to the
group environment,

Realizing an effective learning thanks to the group.

4 Conclusions and discussion

The purpose of this study was to investigate whether a sense of community could
be enhanced via learning activities delivered through an informal Facebook group in a
self-paced distance learning course. A closed Facebook group was created for an
informal EFL self-paced course; participation in the group was voluntary. Four types
of learning activities were delivered via the Facebook group: synchronous structured
activities; synchronous unstructured activities; asynchronous structured activities, and
asynchronous unstructured activities.

An EFL course was selected because it was one of the courses in which students
had the lowest achievement levels. Arslan and Akbarov [35] mentioned on the diffi-
culties of learning and teaching a foreign language in Turkey and categorized prob-
lems as motivation-based and methodology based-problems. Similarly, Nielson [36]
pointed out that learning a language was difficult, especially for adult learners, argu-
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ing that a sense of community is a critical component for success among online for-
eign language learners in terms of engagement in learning and fostering second-
language acquisition. The four aforementioned types of learning activity were de-
signed for this study to enhance participants’ sense of community. As a result, learn-
ers’ sense of community was found to be high, while learning activities designed in
Facebook had a positive impact on students’ feeling of connectedness and learning
regarding this EFL self-paced course. These findings support the existing literature
which mentions the utilization of Facebook as a tool for providing pedagogical and
social support to enhance sense of community, satisfaction and learning for students
in higher education [11;20;21;23;25;26;28;29]. Additionally, the findings in this study
support certain other research in the existing literature regarding the positive impact
of using Facebook as a tool for facilitating EFL learning, and enhancing a sense of
community and perceived learning [22;27].

Most students in the study reported that they passed the course because of the Fa-
cebook group and because of learning activities carried out in the group. They added
that their connection with the teacher and other students had a positive impact on their
learning. According to Mazer et al. [23], teachers can increase mediated immediacy
by including various forms of self-disclosure into their educational practice; their
study found that students who experienced more instructor self-disclosure on Face-
book reported higher levels of motivation and higher levels of learning. In support of
these findings, students in this study expressed their feeling of immediacy when wit-
nessing the personal life of their instructor during live broadcasts via Facebook; for
example seeing their instructor at their house drinking her coffee in a relaxed mood or
sometimes seeing her son or cat enter the room while speaking. In addition to these
findings, peer interaction was an important element regarding students’ sense of
community. Some students expressed that they learnt from one another; receiving
prompt feedback from their classmates or their teacher which contributed to their
feeling of connectedness. These findings supported the positive contribution of peer
support and interaction regarding students’ satisfaction [24;25;26].

Meishar-Tal et al. [11] mentioned the advantages of using Facebook as an alterna-
tive to Learning Management Systems as it facilitates interaction, collaboration and
active learning. Conversely, Madge, Meek, Wellens, and Hooley [37] claim that Fa-
cebook is more suitable for social interaction purposes for students compared to more
formal learning and teaching activities. Conversely, the current study supports using
Facebook within formal learning practice, especially in self-paced learning environ-
ments.

Studies in the literature emphasized the usefulness of designing and delivering
learning activities among Facebook groups [11]. According to Drouin [8], the use of
asynchronous discussion threads and students’ perceived interaction with other stu-
dents and their instructors were correlated with students’ perceived sense of commu-
nity. Additionally, Shackelford and Maxwell [38] found that “interactions that were
most predictive of sense of community were introductions, collaborative group pro-
jects, sharing personal experiences, entire class discussions, and exchanging re-
sources” (p.228). Conversely, the type of learning activities designed for the current
research had no effect on building a sense of community, although utilization of Fa-
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cebook was nevertheless found to have such a positive impact. It seems that creating
opportunities for student—teacher interactions and student—student interactions helped
to increase a sense of community regardless of the type of learning activity involved.
In addition to these measures, it is important to keep in mind that some students may
not value all types of interaction and learning activities; hence instructional designers
and teachers should try to balance out independence and interaction while designing
learning activities for their students.

Self-paced study facilitates flexible and independent learning opportunities for stu-
dents while idolatrously offering teachers the availability to reach many students at
minimal cost [12]. Providing student—teacher interaction may increase costs and
workloads for teachers, so it may not be feasible to provide increased student—teacher
interactions per these means due to the large number of students involved in self-
paced learning environments. Consequently, it can be concluded that the utilization of
Facebook groups or other social network sites may be a good way of increasing a
sense of community in self-paced online learning courses by offering limited teacher—
student interactions, as well as providing more opportunities for student—student in-
teractions wherein the group itself can operate in a self-activating way with limited
teacher guidance and support.

This study was intended to guide teachers, instructors, administrators and practi-
tioners interested in designing self-paced open and distance learning courses. Future
studies in this research field can potentially utilize different social networks sites to
enhance a sense of community. Different online networks can be explored in the fu-
ture, and increasing research on the use of social network sites in self-paced learning
is needed. Various types of learning activities can be designed and researched in pro-
spective studies, and the impact of learning activities on building a sense of communi-
ty among learners and educators can be investigated across different subjects. Addi-
tionally, future research could investigate whether lurkers in such Facebook groups
feel a sense of community via the designed learning activities.
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