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Abstract 

 

Facebook use in college students: Facing the learning motivation of 

young adults  

 

Chu-Jen Huang, M.A.  

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Diane L. Schallert 

 

      This study explored college students’ perceptions of Facebook, focusing on their 

views of Facebook as an informal learning environment, how the features of Facebook 

motivate students’ learning, and the relationship between motivation and interest 

triggered when using Facebook. Participants were surveyed via an online survey program 

in order to examine whether their perceptions and experiences with Facebook (Madge, 

Wellens, & Hooley, 2009) and how the features of Facebook motivated users’ learning. 

This study provides evidence to support the idea that interest and motivated actions on 

Facebook are related. For example, students mostly read (click) posts that are related to 

things they are learning and therefore they are mostly self-motivated to reply to posts in 

which they are interested. In addition, in support of the four-phase model of interest 

development (Hidi & Renninger, 2006), students’ positive feelings, which is interest, 

plays a crucial role in developing individual interest which leads to self-regulated 

learning.    
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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 

 
 

As the seventh most trafficked website in the United State and the top-used social 

networking site, Facbook is visited by approximately 8 million young adults from over 

2,000 colleges and 22,000 high schools where they phase personal information such as 

videos, pictures, and messages and communicate others, friends, family, and increasingly 

instructors (Lashinsky, 2005; Murphy, 2012). In particular, the use of social-networking 

platforms by teenagers and young adults has steadily increased. According to Wodzicki, 

Schwammle, and Moskaliuk (2011), teenagers and young adults use media to a very high 

extent, and according to Caruso and Salaway (2009), 88.3% of undergraduate students 

owned their own laptops in 2009 compared to 65.9% in 2006, and spent an average of 

21.3 hours per week online. In addition, 80.0% of these students rated their information 

literacy from “very skilled” to “expert.” 

“There is conjecture that Facebook’s features may encourage students to engage 

in creative and social learning processes that extend beyond traditional educational 

settings and institutions” (Wiberg 2007, p. 10) and thus benefit from access to numerous 

and diverse sources of information and opportunities for communication (Dron & 

Anderson, 2007). Some voices in the current debate have even demanded changes in 

education in order to respond adequately to the frequent use of social media by young 
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people. However, such a demand should not simply be raised because social media is an 

inherent part of the life of today's teenagers and young adults. It should also be examined 

as to whether and in which ways these applications are able to promote learning and 

knowledge processes. Generally, social media provide multiple opportunities that may be 

exploited for learning and knowledge processes. This has led to an increased use of social 

media in formal learning settings, as, for example, the use of social networking sites for 

learning the English language (Kabilan, Ahmad, & Abidin, 2010), as an information 

repository for a blended course (Arnold & Paulus, 2010), or as a tool to develop students' 

identification with a learning group and the learning task (Augustsson, 2010). 

In this thesis, I am addressing the general usage of SNS of undergraduate and 

graduate students via Facebook in order to analyze which Facebook features may 

motivate users towards learning. Also, this research will analyze what motivates students’ 

posts and interactions with respect to the responses of others on Facebook.   

SOCIAL MEDIA AND LEARNING  

Even though social network settings (SNS) are designed to be platforms on which 

“socializing” takes place, it has been recognized that the features of SNS could trigger 

learning motivation and develop learning behaviors of users. Referencing Ferdig (2007), 

Teclehaimanot and Hickman (2011) stated, “SNS promote social interaction between 

individuals, potentially supporting active learning, social learning, and student knowledge 

construction within a student-centered, constructivist environment” (p.19). According to 

Vygotsky’s theory, known as a sociocultural perspective, cognitive growth is influenced 
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by society and culture and not performed in isolation (Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991). 

Ormrod (2004) argued that a sociocultural perspective asserts that knowledge 

construction may occur as an independent activity of the individual or when individuals 

work together. Also, Davidson-Shivers and Rasmussen (2006) stated, according Ormrod, 

“both Piaget and Vygotsky argued for the importance of peer interaction in learning and 

cognitive development” (p. 403). Ferdig (2007) illustrated that beyond interaction with 

peers, social networking sites can connect students with more knowledgeable others 

within students’ zones of proximal development. Not only the classroom or family, but 

also theoretically anyone in the world who is online are candidates to be more knowledge 

others to a learner. 

Second, social media give learners a chance to manipulate their learning 

environment and to participate actively in the learning process (Hrastinski, 2009), this 

enabling learner-centered designs and self-directed learning. Promoting self-directed 

learning is one of the most important challenges of today's educational systems because 

adaptation to rapidly changing environments is becoming more and more important 

(Schmitz, Schmidt, Landmann, & Spiel, 2007). However, it is challenging to promote 

self-directed learning of students with social media in formal educational settings 

(Väljataga & Fiedler, 2009).  

Furthermore, social media allow for the collective creation of knowledge – a 

process in which not only the individual contributor will learn a great deal, but also a 

forum in which pieces of collective knowledge will evolve (e.g., Moskaliuk, Kimmerle, 

& Cress, 2009). Social networking sites, in particular, make it easy for a person to find 
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like-minded individuals and proactively to organize knowledge exchanges with them, 

beyond learning within the walls of the traditional classroom. According to Rodrigues, 

Sabino and Zhou (2011), although most online social networks that currently exist have 

not been designed for educational purposes, they have certain features that may prove to 

be very interesting and important when applied in an educational context. For example, 

sharing might encourage learners to learn together while sharing views and content 

related to the matters in question. In particular, learning in social networking sites takes 

an approach of social constructivism in which the student must manage his/her own 

learning process. This type of learning means that it is not possible to structure and pre-

define the activities of the student through the learning process. Learning activities are 

likely to be initiated by a problem or a project, with social media providing tools and 

resources that will support the student through the problem solving process. Finally, the 

use of social software and online social networks enable the student to the self-regulated 

activities. Using its features as tools gives access to a wide range of possible contacts and 

a flexible structure for collaboration. Thus students can take the process of problem 

solving into a collaborative atmosphere of social media improved with possibility of 

developing their learning (Vassileva, 2008). 

 

LEARNING AND MOTIVATION ON FACEBOOK 

Facebook is a social networking site launched on February 4, 2004. It was 

founded by Mark Zuckerberg, a former student of Harvard University. It was initially 

designed only for students of that university. However, the list of members quickly 
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spread to other universities. It is currently one of the most visited sites around the world. 

Facebook users have the following main features available: the creation of a personal 

profile with their personal data; creation of groups based on users’ interests, hobbies, and 

needs; the possibility of uploading photos; creation of lists of personal interests; private 

and public messaging and participation in groups of friends. All these features have a 

common requirement – to have friends. Users can import their lists of contacts from an e-

mail account in order to invite their friends to join them in their network of friends 

(Rodrigues, Sabino, & Zhou 2011). 

Facebook is the pre-eminent example of a social network setting (SNS). The large 

number of Facebook users was cited previously, and among higher education students, its 

use appears to be even more widespread. Among the many SNS available, Facebook 

seems to be the current network of choice among university-aged students (Ellison, 2008; 

Milshtein, 2007). This study will examine the general usage of SNS of undergraduate and 

graduate students via Facebook in order to analyze which Facebook features may 

motivate users towards learning. Also, this research will analyze the reasons that motivate 

students’ posts and interactions with respect to the responses of others on Facebook.   

Researchers interested n how individuals learn in informal spaces such as 

museums have described individuals as constructing mental, or cognitive, maps that 

allow them to know where they have been and to predict where they are going. These 

mental maps are used to guide interactions with others, their movements and decisions 

(Falk & Dierking, 2000). These maps are always being updated and modified as more 

information is gathered, always being moderately flexible and open-ended. As long as the 
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new information coheres with past information, a person feels comfortable and content. 

Individuals “choose” to update and modify the information in their knowledge networks. 

They are gathering and filtering the information at the same time. Because Facebook is a 

virtual platform, the information of new posts updates instantly while the mental maps of 

users are being updated or modified in terms of getting new information (e.g. seeing a 

post from their friends).  

  Mental mapping of the physical context is influenced by two important 

psychological processes, curiosity (novelty) and expectations, both of which facilitate the 

process of meaning-making, and both of which are fundamental to learning. Curiosity 

and expectation are psychological constructs or dimensions that can only be determined 

with respect to the individual, and both depend upon prior experience (Falk & Dierking, 

2000). On Facebook, because the new information provokes curiosity, individuals 

continually go online to check their wall. During this process, information and news have 

the potential to influence their minds. Users click a link or open a file in which they are 

interested, and learning may happen during this process.  

  For several reasons, Facebook is a great learning environment. First, in the 

beginning of learning, learners seek environments where the conditions will be “just 

right.” Moderately novel settings are stimulating and exciting, and likely to engenders 

interest. Students use Facbook under a relaxed atmosphere, and it is a platform filled with 

novel information that users may find appealing. Students are self-motivated to “click” 

and absorb the information. Second, more and more people are actively choosing to 

engage in learning activities in their free time to satisfy their need for stimulation, and in 
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the process they are likely to attracted to a moderately novel environment that is 

maximally satisfying like Facebook. For instance, the group page on Facebook may be an 

ideal stage for learners to get new information and interact with other members of the 

groups. Third, Facebook provides a free-choice environment for learners. Free-choice 

environments stimulate learners’ curiosity before they begin participating in a chosen 

activity. For example, a person who is interested in finding a leisure activity can choose 

to join a group, and curiosity might be triggered by what a certain group which is posting 

on Facebook. Finally, Facebook provides a free-choice space for users (e.g., to choose the 

activity they desire in which to participate). On the one hand, learners like to be able to 

make meaningful predictions during learning processes. On the other hand, the 

expectation of feedback, the feedback would be piqued or satisfied that motivates 

interactions between learners. For example, Jeff Nunokawa, a professor of English at 

Princeton University, has gained cult status with 3,200 essays on Facebook in 2011. He is 

motivated not only because his followers read his writings, but also by the writing itself 

and readers’ anticipation of what he will post next. 

 
RATIONALE OF THE STUDY 

Many researchers have studied the pros and cons of social network used in 

learning environments. Hrastinski (2009) reported that social media give learners a 

chance to manipulate their learning environment and to participate actively in the 

learning process. Gray, Annabell, and Kennedy (2010) asserted that Facebook’s 

enviroments are very conservative in supporting users’ learning, not making major 
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innovations in study techniques, nor going beyond their university to form learning 

networks. Otherwise, A study by Kabilan, Ahmad, and Abidin (2010) indicated that 

learning of language through Facebook is feasible. They set Facebook as an online formal 

learning environment. Although individuals’ initial intention for joining Facebook is to 

socialize, the features of Facebook are able to engage students in meaningful language-

based activities by providing structured and planned instruction. However, Facebook 

itself is an informal learning environment. Rarely have studies focused on what may be 

learned and what motivates young adults to learn from Facebook. Therefore, the purpose 

of this study was to examine how the features of Facebook motivate students’ learning, in 

what activities do students mostly engage on Facebook, and what kind of information 

shared on Facebook do students utilize for their learning.   

 

RESEARCH OUTLINE 

The paper will present the study in the following way. Chapter 2 will review the 

other research and studies relevant to the proposed research questions. Chapter 3 will 

present the methodology used in collecting data. Chapter 4 will present the results found 

from data collection. Chapter 5 will discuss the findings of the study as well as the 

limitations.  
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Chapter 2 

 

 Literature Review 

 
This chapter will present existing research and literature relevant to the research 

questions. First, this review will begin with the construct of informal learning and the 

features that distinguish such learning. Second, the blueprint of Facebook as an informal 

learning setting will be portrayed. Third, relevant studies on the construct of interest are 

described. 

 

INFORMAL LEARNING 
 

Compared to formal learning, informal learning is not typically classroom-based 

or highly structured. Informal learning, also referred to as incidental learning, may occur 

in a formal institution but the hands of learners primarily control the learning processes. 

“Incidental learning is defined as a byproduct of some other activity, such as task 

accomplishment, interpersonal interaction, sensing the organizational culture, trial-and-

error experimentation, or even formal learning”(Marsick & Watkins, 1990, p. 25). Also, 

as Carter (1995) and Menard (1993) stated, informal learning results form an unplanned 

event. In other words, informal learning can happen in informal learning environments 

and individuals may not be conscious of it when it happens. According to Marsick and 

Watkins (2001), “informal and incidental learning are relevant to practice in many 

cultures and contexts: the private and public sectors, hospitals and health care, colleges 
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and universities, schools, professional associations, museums, religions, families, and 

communities” (p.26). Nowadays, with the development of technology, social network 

sites (SNS), such as Facebook, are identified as informal learning spaces as well (Madge, 

Wellens, & Hooley, 2009).   

Although Facebook was founded in 2004, informal learning has been examined 

for a long time. Marsick and Volpe (1999) described the features of incidental leaning in 

the workplace. These characteristics of informal learning match the traits of learning on 

Facebook.  

a. It is integrated with daily routines. 

b. It is triggered by an internal or external jolt. 

c. It is not highly conscious. 

d. It is haphazard and influenced by chance. 

e. It is an inductive process of reflection and action. 

f. It is linked to the learning of others [p. 5].  

 

As the top-used social network site in 126 out of 137 countries, Facebook has 222 

million users in United States. For most users, logging in to their Facebook homepage is 

one of their daily routines. They update the news, share ideas, and express emotions via 

Facebook. The various information updates rapidly on SNS. The contents of Facbook not 

only motivate others to scroll for certain information, it also provides a space to discuss 

and interact with others. Marsick and Watkins (2001) stated, “Informal and incidental 

learning take place wherever people have the need, motivation, and opportunity for 
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learning” (p.28). Therefore, learning may take place unconsciously when users are self-

motivated to browse for information they need or when other reasons evoke their interest.  

 

FACEBOOK AS INFORMAL LEARNING SETTING  

Many studies support the claim that social influences on learning are strongest 

associated with motivation to learn (Wosnitza & Nenniger, 2001). In order to illustrate 

the social interactions with respect to learning activities on Facebook, I provide Figure 

2.1, modified according to the study of Wosnitza and Nenniger (2001). Figure 2.1 

presents three factors of the social components of Facebook that can be need to analyze 

the importance and influence of these components on learning. If one takes Facebook as 

an informal learning environment itself such social components can be (a) friends, (b) 

individual users, and (c) Facebook (see Figure 2.1). These three components, friends, the 

individual, and Facebook, interact with each other, are illustrated by interactions between 

any two components to define their relations. The three kinds of relations are: (d) 

individual-friends relations, (e) individual-Facebook relations, and (f) Facebook- friends 

relations. In Figure 2.1, are presented the three social components of Facebook’s informal 

learning environment are presented as circles, and the three kinds of relationships as their 

intersections. These six areas explain the facets of Facebook’s informal learning 

environment that can have an influence on the individual learning motivation, represented 

as the small triangle in the middle of the figure. Hence, these facets form the relevant 

social system of motivation of Facebook. Also, the outer square represents the systemic 

environment of SNS “within which the experience occurs, the personal, social, business, 
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and cultural context for learning that plays a key role in influencing the way in which 

people interpret the situation, their choices, the actions they take, and the learning that is 

effected” (Marsick & Watkins, 2001, p.29). 

 

Figure 2.1: Informal learning on Facebook 

Furthermore, individuals refine the information they absorb on Facebook by 

interpreting the context. On the one hand, the context may simply result from the 

interaction with a family member, a friend, or coworker. On the other hand, it may be 

highly complex, as when political, social, or cultural issues are discussed. It is a challenge 

to interpret the context when the information is too complex or when the individual is 

learning a new skill or ability (Marsick & Watkins, 2001). Also, even when all are on the 

same informal learning platform, individuals have different backgrounds and skill levels 

that affect their interpretation of the posts they encounter. Particularly, the emotional 
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factors enhance the interpretation subjectively, and thus individuals may be blind to 

certain information. Therefore, these three factors, interaction, interpretation, and context, 

compose a cycle with respect to the potential learning of individuals on Facebook.  

INTEREST 
According to Tomkins (1962) and Izard (1977), interest is a basic emotion like 

happiness, fear, or anger, that occupies an individual. “Interests are defined as self-

sustaining motivations that lead people to engage in certain idiosyncratic and person-

specific activities with certain objects and ideas for their own sake” (Hidi & Renninger, 

2006, p.119). The types of interest can generally be categorized as situational or 

individual interest (e.g., Alexander, Kulikowich, & Schulze, 1994; Hidi, 1990, 2000; Hidi 

& Renninger, 2006; Krapp, 2000; Krapp, Hidi, & Renninger, 1992; Renninger, 1990, 

2000; Schraw & Lehman, 2001). Situational interest refers to interests that are triggered 

in the moment, such as by reading a well-written or illustrated magazine or browsing 

pages on the Internet (Hidi, 1990; Hidi & Baird, 1986). It illustrates attention and the 

affective reaction that is evoked in an individual at the beginning of learning about 

something. Individual interest is defined as what occurs when a person has put his or her 

passion into reengaging and maintaining certain work or subject over time (Hidi & 

Renninger, 2006; Krapp & Fink, 1992; Renninger, 2000; Renninger & Wozniak, 1985). 

In addition, “both situational interest and individual interest refer to a psychological state 

of being interested, however they vary in the particular relation of stored knowledge and 

stored value they hold” (Wigfield, Eccles, Roeser, & Schiefele, 2008, p.174).  

Compared to individual interest, situational interest may involve little knowledge and is 
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not necessarily associated with positive value to individuals. For example, situational 

interest may be incited when a person who has little knowledge about animals is 

watching a video-clip on the TV channel “Animal Planet.” However, a person with 

individual interest in animals would assume he/she has both stored knowledge and 

positive value for animals. Individual interest motivates a person to re-engage in the 

activity or subject and enhances one’s ability and desire to deal with difficulties that 

might arise (Corno, 1994; Neumann, 1999; Paris & Winograd, 1990; Prenzel, Hidi, & 

Krapp, 1992; Renninger, 1989, 1990, 2000). Therefore, in spite of frustration or even 

when facing difficult situations, a person with a well-developed interest in animals 

maintains and deepens his or her interest. In particular, individuals with a well-developed 

interest can hurdle difficulties with a richer sense of possible questions, directions, etc. 

(Renninger & Hidi, 2002). 

 

Development of Interest  

 The development of interest has been addressed in many studies (e.g., Hidi, 

2000; Hidi & Harackiewicz, 2000; Krapp, 1998, Mitchell, 1993) and identified according 

to three models representing different perspectives. The details of these three models of 

interest will be discussed in the following paragraphs. 

First, Alexander’s (1997, 2004) model of domain learning (MDL) describes the 

relation of affect and cognition as distinct across each of three identified stages of 

expertise development in academic domain: acclimation, competence, and proficiency or 

expertise. Second, the person-object theory describes individual interest as being 
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triggered by the interaction of the environment and the person. Renninger, Hidi, and 

Krapp (1992) interpreted interest as a motivational component of learning and human 

development that is always related to a specific content or “object ” of knowledge and 

competence acquisition. In this theory, not only the development of interest is the focus, 

but also interest-related motivational orientations by covering cognitive-rational and 

partly subconscious emotional control mechanisms. 

Third, model of interest development, the four-phase model, claims that “interest 

is conceptualized as a psychological state or as a predisposition that emerges from, and is 

sustained through, interaction” (Hidi & Renninger, 2006, p.19). The four-phase model 

subsumes the other two models, the primary facets of the person-object theory and the 

cognitive and affective components of Alexander’s MDL model, to propose a model of 

interest development in phases of situational and individual interest. The first phase of 

interest development is triggered situational interest, where in, the individual’s attention 

and positive feelings in context sway the support of interest. The second phase, 

maintained situational interest, evolves once the first phase is sustained for some time. 

Building situational interest not only supports the development of individual interest, but 

also is the foundation for an emerging individual interest (Alexander, 1997, 2004; 

Alexander & Jetton, 1996; Hidi & Anderson, 1992; Hidi & Berndorff, 1998; Krapp, 

2002; Renninger, 2000; Renninger & Hidi, 2002; Schraw & Lehman, 2001; Silvia, 2001).  

The third phase, emergent individual interest, may develop out of the second 

phase and lead to fourth phase, well-developed individual interest. In phases three and 
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four, a person comes to a predisposition to seek repeated reengagement with a particular 

learning context overtime.  

 “The level of a person’s interest has repeatedly been found to be a powerful 

influence on learning” (Hidi & Renninger, 2006, p.111). However, without the 

interaction or support of others (e.g., peer, teacher, parents), “any phase of interest 

development can become dormant, regress to a previous phase, or disappear altogether” 

(Hidi & Renninger, 2006, p. 112). The potential for interest is in the individual; however, 

the content and the environment shape the direction of interest and lead to its 

development. In addition, the development or emergence of interest is always content 

specific and depends on the activity or subject in which the individual engages.       

Furthermore, the individual who has a less-developed interest can still be 

supported in his or her learning (Hidi, 1990, 1995, 2001). According to Hidi and 

Renninger (2006), the subject matter, such as task value, and the emotional feedback the 

learner receivers play an important role in supporting individual interest. In order to reach 

well-developed individual or situational interest, support is necessary. For example, 

although a person may initially only have a small amount of interest in a science project, 

he or she may enjoy working with friends, and such positive experiences may lead to 

positive feelings and outcomes in the end. The engagement of peers may contribute to 

well-developed interest in terms of positive affect and value. As the project evolves, 

peers would provide him supports or scaffolding. Then, once an individual begins to 

generate questions out of curiosity, he or she may be ready to extend his knowledge, 

which would eventually lead to individual interest (Renninger, 2000). However, “a 
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student with a maintained situational interest or even an emerging individual interest may 

have positive feelings about the content generally but may not set challenges for him or 

herself that lead them to stretch their understanding or persevere through frustration to 

new understanding” (Reninger & Hidi, 2002). 

Partly because the four-phase model of interest development makes explicit 

statements about how interest develops in the learning process leading to “enduring 

preferences for specific subjects or contents of learning” (Krapp & Lewalter, 2001, 

p.210) and partly because it emphasizes the importance of interaction with others in 

developing one’s interest, the four-phase model of interest development seems most 

useful in study of what students perceived to be useful and motivating about the use of 

Facebook.  
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Chapter 3 

 

Method 

  
 

In this chapter, the methodology of this study is introduced. First, I restate my 

research questions. Next, I describe the participants and include the procedure of 

recruitment is described. Finally, I turn to the instruments and data analysis.    

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The main goal of this study was to take a look at how college students are 

motivated to learn through their use of social media, in this case Facebook. In order to 

examine this purpose, three research questions are posed in terms of Facebook’s 

motivating effect on students’ learning, use of activities, and how students use 

information they encounter on Facebook.   

Three research questions are evaluated according to the purpose of this study. 

1. Do students use Facebook for learning purposes, and is their motivation to learn being 

triggered when they are using Facebook? 

2. Do students think the information shown on Facbook is useful and reliable for learning 

purposes? 

3. What is the correlation between interest and motivated action on Facebook? 
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Participants 

   Participants (N= 107) were undergraduate and graduate students who were studying 

in the United States of the 114 participants recruited initially. Seven participants were 

deleted from the data because they did not finish the survey. All participants had a 

Facebook account and used Facebook in their daily life. By gender, 54 (50%) female, 53 

(50%) male. Incidentally, the percentage of participants grouped by gender is even. 

Participants consisted of 15 (14%) undergraduate and 92 (86%) graduate students.    

 
Procedure of recruitment 
 

Data gathering from May 17, 2012 to June 18, 2012. The questionnaire was 

forwarded to 114 participants. Participants were contacted via email and Facebook. I used 

a snowball method of recruitment, asking friends to re-post my message with the attached 

survey on their Facebook page and also to forward the e-mail with the attached 

recruitment message and a link to the questionnaire. In order to conduct this study and 

collect the data, I had an approval letter from the Internal Review Board and provided a 

cover letter to the participants describing their rights as human subject. Once participants 

opened the link to the online survey, they could read a brief description of the study. 

Participants were told in the cover letter that they were allowed to skip any question or to 

discontinue participation at anytime. At the end of consent form, because this was a 

voluntary and anonymous questionnaire, participants were told that clicking on the “ I 

agree to participate this survey” button indicated they were consenting to participation. 
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The details of the online questionnaire are described in the instrument and data analysis 

section. (For the complete questionnaire see Appendix A.)  

Instrument 

Data were gathered through an online survey (see Appendix A).The questionnaire 

consisted of three sections, focused on examining how college students use Facebook and 

are motivated to learn through their use of Facebook. The questions were either limited 

response or multiple-choice format. The first section solicited demographic information 

about the students’ background and their usage of Facebook. Participants were asked to 

provide demographic information, including gender and academic status. The second 

section was comprised of items asking information on the students’ practice of Facebook 

such as the length of time as a Facebook member and frequency of use. Finally, 

participants were asked to provide their opinions with respect to using Facebook as an 

informal learning environment. Items about students’ practices on Facebook were derived 

from Kabilan, Ahmad and Abidin (2010), which provided the basic concepts of about 

students’ engagement on Facebook. Also, items were defined based on my observations 

and experiences of being an active user of Facebook. The last section was designed to use 

7-level Likert scales ranging from 1= strongly disagree/ non beneficial to 7 strongly 

agree/ very beneficial. For example, “I respond to posts in which I am interested” (1) 

strongly disagree, (2) disagree, (3) mildly disagree, (4) average, (5) mildly agree, (6) 

agree, (7) strongly agree.   

All three sections of the instrument were administered online via software. 

Qualtrics is a web-based server that provides researchers a simple way to create and 
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design their own professional surveys and administer them online. By using Qualtrics, I 

distributed the questionnaire via a link that brought participants to the questionnaire.    

Data Analysis 

For the analysis of the demographic data, I used simple descriptive statistic such 

as, frequency, percentages, and mean scores. For the first questionnaire, percentage of 

different genders and academic status as well as the total sample size were computed.  

The second section of the questionnaire was designed to examine the students’ general 

usage of Facebook. Participants were grouped according to the “groups” they created or 

joined on Facebook. Here, an academic group was defined as groups that are related to 

academic learning. An interest group is defined as groups formed simply because of 

individual interest. Next, I used two waves of categorization of participants. In the first 

wave, participants were categorized according to whether they had or had not created or 

joined at least one academic group (two groups, study and non-study). In the second 

wave, I re-grouped all participants into students who had or had not created or joined at 

least one interest group (two groups, interest and non-interest).  

The last section of the questionnaire was designed to examine the opinions of the 

students about using Facebook as an informal learning environment. I grouped the items 

with similar concepts in this section into four categories: (a) a general usage of Facebook 

and the qualities of each usage, (b) triggered learning motivation on Facebook, (c) 

Interaction on Facebook, (d) applying the learning outcomes. Descriptive statistics were 

employed to calculate the mean scores and standard deviations to describe the 

participants’ views on Facebook as an informal learning environment. To compare the 
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means on the different items for the grouping categories, t-test were used. In addition, the 

analysis focused on identifying the most important factors that contributed to the 

correlations between interest and motivation.  

Furthermore, I defined students’ responses on items in terms of whether they 

represented generally positive support for an item (4.5 or above), whether they were 

neutral (3.5 to 4.5) or they represented disagreement with the item (below 3.5).  I 

collected the responses to survey. In other words, on the 7-point scale used in this study, 

the points 3.5 and 4.5 were taken as the neutral cut-off points for a neutral answer. I 

classified items with means between 3.5 and 4.5 as showing little affect on students’ 

learning motivation on Facebook. The items with means above 4.5 were classified as 

having had an impact on learning motivation of students via Facebook. Logically, the 

statements with means below 3.5 were classified as de-motivating factors.    

To sum up, all responses were analyzed using descriptive methods (frequencies, 

means, standard deviations, correlations), with items responses on a 7-point Likert scale.  
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Chapter 4 

 

Results 

 
  This chapter reports on the findings of the study, presented in six sections. In 

the first three sections, the overall means and standard deviations of each question with 

respect to the benefits of Facebook, effects of motivation on Facebook, and interactions 

and applications are provided. In the next two sections, the results of statistical analysis 

comparing from groups in terms of learning motivation are presented. In the final section, 

the correlation results between interest and motivation on Facebook are reported.  

 

Benefits of Facebook 

  Results of participants’ responses to items about their usage of Facebook and 

the level of benefits they saw in using Facebook are represented in Table 1, with cell 

means and standard deviations for each dimension of benefits of Facebook.  

 
Table 1.      Descriptive Statistics for the Level of Benefits on Facebook 
Benefits Mean SD 
Chat with friends 4.59 1.97 
Read news 3.55 1.80 
Read personal updates and news of my friends  5.49 1.66 
Read news of the world  3.31 1.78 
Discuss homework 2.93 1.94 
Get new knowledge (e.g., academic, life, or art) 3.88 1.91 
Study group  2.69 1.86 
Play games 2.31 1.60 
Fulfill a particular need (e.g., job hunting, travel, shopping) 3.20 1.90 

 



 24 

Among the nine benefits listed in Table 1, the mean scores of two items are higher 

than the midpoint score (M=4). First, “Read personal updates and news of my friends” is 

identified as the highest benefit of using Facebook by college students. “Chat with 

friends” is the second highest benefit of using Facebook. Nest is the factor of “Get new 

knowledge (e.g., academic, life, or art)”, and “Read news” is the fourth highest. 

Particularly, these last two items, “Get new knowledge” and “Read news”, are related to 

learning actions.  

Participants identified the factor “Play games” as the lowest benefit of using 

Facebook. 

 

Motivation on Facebook 

Results for items dealing with the motivation levels of participants associated 

with different users on Facebook are presented in Table 2. Among the seven actions 

listed, three items were classified as motivating (M= 4.5 and above), three were classified 

as having some impact on motivation change, and only one of seven items was classified 

as de-motivating (M=3.5 and below). 

Results indicated that the most motivating factor listed was “I am interested in the 

post itself”. The second most motivating factor was “I am curious about the content of the 

post”. The third most motivating factor was “I am concerned about my friend.” 

The three factors that had only some impact on motivation to read a post were: “I 

think I can learn something from the post”, and “Fulfill a particular need”, “The topic of 
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the post is related to things I am learning now”. The most de-motivating factor was “My 

friends ask me to click on their posts.”  

Table 2.      Descriptive Statistics for what Motivates Students to Click on a Post on 
Facebook 
 Mean SD 

I am interested in the post itself 5.21 1.60 
I think I can learn something from the post 4.41 1.76 
I am curious about the content of the post 5.12 1.64 
My friends ask me to click on their posts  2.84 1.73 
I am concerned about my friends 4.90 1.55 
Fulfill a particular need (e.g., job hunting, travel, shopping) 3.79 1.83 
The topic of the post is related to things I am learning now (e.g., guitar, 
cooking, or statistic class) 

 
4.05 

 
1.94 

 

Interactions and applications on Facebook 

Table 3 displays mean responses to items having to do with interactions on 

Facebook. Four of seven items were above the midpoint score (M=4). The highest rated 

factor was “I respond to posts which I am interested in.” The second highest rated factor 

was “I get excited when I see feedback to my posts.” The third factor was “I often click 

“like” for my friends’ posts.” The fourth factor “I typically reply to anyone who has 

replied to my posts.”  

Interestingly, while the third highest factor was “I often click “like” for my 

friends’ posts”, “I often click “like” for my own posts” was the lowest factor with a mean 

of 1.81. 
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Table 4 shows participants’ responses to items about applications using Facebook. 

Only one factor was above the midpoint score (M=4): “I learn “new” information from 

Facebook” rated the highest factor of application on Facebook. Two factors were very 

close to the midpoint score: “I learn “new” knowledge from Facebook” and “I use the 

information or knowledge I learn from Facebook.” Finally, “I often click “share” for 

links I want my friends on Facebook to see” was the lowest factor of application on 

Facebook. 

  

Table 4.      Descriptive Statistics for Application on Facebook 
 Mean SD 

I often click “share” for links I want my friends on 
Facebook to see. 

 
3.74 

 
2.01 

I learn "new" information from Facebook 4.56 1.71 
I learn “new” knowledge from Facebook 3.98 1.78 
I use the information or knowledge I learn from Facebook 3.97 1.74 
 

 

 Mean SD 
I respond to posts in which I am interested in 5.12 1.70 
I respond to posts from which I can learn something 4.21 1.74 
I get excited when I see feedback to my posts 5.05 1.55 
I typically reply to any one who has replied to my posts 4.38 1.59 

I discuss academic questions on Facebook 
 

3.22 
 

1.82 
I use Facebook to discuss problems I have in learning certain 
subjects (e.g. mathematics, physics, or statistics) 

 
3.08 

 
1.86 

I often click “like” for my friends’ posts 4.64 1.63 
I often click “like” for my own posts 1.81 1.38 

Table 3.      Descriptive Statistics for Interaction Item on Facebok 
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Effect of Grouping of Participants on Learning Actions 

 In order to examine whether college students use Facebook for learning 

purposes, participants were divided into two subgroups. The first group, named the non-

study group (N=62), refers to participants who did not create or join a study group on 

Facebook. The second group, named the study group (N=45), represented the participants 

who created or joined one or more study groups on Facebook.     

 

Table 5.      Means for Two Groups, Non-study Group vs. Study Group, for Learning 
Actions  
  Non-study group  

 
(N=62) 

Study group 
(1 and above) 
(N= 45) 

 
t 

 
df 

Discuss homework 2.39 
(1.64) 

3.67 
(2.09) 

-3.55*** 105 

Study group 2.03 
(1.34) 

3.60 
(2.08) 

-4.73*** 105 

I discuss academic questions on 
Facebook 

2.71 
(1.63) 

3.93 
(1.86) 

-3.62*** 105 

I use Facebook to discuss 
problems I have in learning 
certain subjects (e.g., physics 
or statistics) 

2.56 
(1.64) 

3.80 
(1.93) 

-3.58*** 105 

I use the information or 
knowledge I learn form 
Facebook 

3.66 
(1.48) 

4.40 
(1.97) 

-2.21* 105 

Note. *= p .05, *** = p .001. Standard Deviations appear in parentheses below means. 

 

Research Question 2 assessed whether students think the information they 

encounter on Facebook is useful and reliable for learning purposes. This research 

question was examined by comaring the responses of two groups, those who had verses 

those who had not created or joined study groups. As illustrated in Table 5, t-test reveled 

 

≤

 

≤
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a significant difference between the groups in using Facebook to discuss homework. 

Participants having study groups on Facebook (N=45) reported higher levels of benefits 

of discussing homework than participants who has no study groups on Facebook (N=62). 

Similarly, t-tests reported a significant difference between the non-study group and the 

study group, with participants having study groups on Facebook indicating higher levels 

of benefits for using study groups than participants who had no study group on Facebook.  

For the interaction items, “I discuss academic questions on Facebook” and “I use 

Facebook to discuss problems I have in learning certain subjects (e.g., physics or 

statistics),” both showed significant differences between the study group and the non-

study group. Furthermore, for the application items on Facebook, “I use the information 

or knowledge I learn from Facebook,” a t-test revealed a significant difference between 

participants who had study groups on Facebook and those who did not. Participants who 

had study groups on Facebook reported higher levels of using the information or 

knowledge they learned from Facebook than participants who had no study group on 

Facebook.   

 

Effect of Interest Groupings on Motivation to Learn 

Participants (N=107) were split into two subgroups, the non-interest group 

(N=37) identified that the students who did not create or join an interest group on 

Facebook, while, the interest group (N=70) represented that the students who created or 

joined one or above interest groups on Facebook.  
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Research Question 2 addressed whether students thought the information 

encountered on Facebook is useful and reliable for learning purposes. There were 

significant differences between the non-interest group and the interest group on the 

learning items such as, “read news,” “discuss homework,” “get new knowledge,” “have 

study group,” and “fulfill a particular need.” In addition, Research Question 1 addressed 

whether students used Facebook for learning purposes with respect to what motivated 

when they were using Facebook. As displayed in Table 6, significant differences between 

the non-interest group and the interest group were found on three motivation items, which 

are “I think I can learn something from the post,” “The topic of the post is related to my 

major,” and “The topic of the post is related to things I am learning now (e.g., guitar, 

cooking, or statistic class).” 

Furthermore, for items dealing with interaction on Facebook, there were 

significant differences between the non-interest group and interest-group on such items 

as, “I response to the posts which I can learn something from,” “I get excited when I see 

feedback to my posts,” I discuss academic questions on Facebook,” “I use Facebook to 

discuss problems I have in learning certain subjects,” and “I often click “like” for my 

friends’ posts.” Finally, all items of application on Facebook were found to be significant 

different between the non-interest group and interest group. The item “I often click 

“share” for links I want my friends on Facebook to see” reported the largest difference 

between students in the interest group and in the non-interest group. The next largest 

difference between two groups was item “I learn “new” information from Facebook”. 
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The third one is “I use the information or knowledge I learn from Facebook”. Finally, the 

item “I learn “new” knowledge from Facebook”. 

 

Correlation between Interest and Motivated Actions 

Research Question 3 addressed whether there would be a correlation between 

what interested students about a post and what motivated them about Facebook posting. 

The results, displayed in Table 7, indicated that responses to all interest items were 

positively correlated with motivation items. In particular, there were moderate positive 

correlations between interest and motivation. Interest items 5, “The topic of the post is 

related to things I am learning now” and the motivation item 2, “I respond to posts in 

which I am interested.” Next, interest item 1, “I am interested in the post itself” was 

moderately positively correlated with motivation item 3 “I get excited when I see 

feedback to my posts.” In addition, interest item 3, “I am curious about the content of the 

post” and the motivation item 3,“I get excited when I see feedback to my posts” were 

moderately positively correlated. Finally, interest 4 item “The topic of the post is related 

to my major” was also positively correlated with the motivation item 2, “I respond to 

posts from which I can learn something.” 
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Note. *= p .05, **= p  .005, *** = p .001. Standard Deviations appear in parentheses 
below means. 

 

≤

 

≤

 

≤

 Non-interest group Interest group 
(1 and above) 

 
t 

 
df 

Read news 2.62 
(1.52) 

3.67 
(1.82) 

-3.01** 105 

Discuss homework 2.41 
(1.89) 

3.2 
(1.92) 

-2.04* 105 

New knowledge 3.35 
(1.74) 

4.16 
(1.95) 

-2.11* 105 

Study group 2.19 
(1.85) 

2.96 
(1.81) 

-2.07* 105 

Fulfill a particular need (e.g., job 
hunting, travel, shopping) 

2.49 
(1.68) 

3.57 
(1.91) 

-2.91** 105 

I think I can learn something from the 
post 

3.89 
(1.56) 

4.69 
(1.81) 

-2.26* 105 

The topic of the post is related to my 
major 

3.24 
(1.96) 

4.07 
(1.71) 

-2.27** 105 

The topic of the post is related to 
things I am learning now (e.g., guitar, 
cooking, or statistic class) 

3.41 
 

(2.14) 

4.39 
(1.75) 

-2.55** 105 

I response to the posts which I can 
learn something from 

3.68 
(1.886) 

4.50 
(1.60) 

-2.38* 105 

I get excited when I see feedback to 
my posts 

4.46 
(1.63) 

5.36 
(1.43) 

-2.95** 105 

I discuss academic questions on 
Facebook  

2.65 
(1.96) 

3.53 
(1.68) 

-2.43* 105 

I use Facebook to discuss problems I 
have in learning certain subjects (e.g., 
physics or statistics) 

2.41 
(1.94) 

3.44 
(1.73) 

-2.84** 105 

I often click “like” for my friends’ 
posts 

4.19 
(1.90) 

4.89 
(1.42) 

-2.14* 105 

I often click “share” for links I want 
my friends on Facebook to see 

2.73 
(1.82) 

4.27 
(1.90) 

-4.05*** 105 

I learn “new” information from 
Facebook 

3.84 
(1.64) 

4.94 
(1.63) 

-3.32*** 105 

I learn “new” knowledge from 
Facebook 

3.27 
(1.73) 

4.36 
(1.70) 

-3.14** 105 

I use the information or knowledge I 
learn from Facebook 

3.24 
(1.69) 

4.36 
(1.64) 

-3.30*** 105 

Table 6.      Effect of learning factors on non-interest group vs. interest group 
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Table 7.      Correlations Between Interest and Motivated Actions Items 

Interest items Motivated actions 
1. I respond to posts 
in which I am 
interested 

2. I respond to posts 
from which I can 
learn something. 

3. I get excited 
when I see feedback 
to my posts. 

1. I am interested in 
the post itself. 

.417 .265 .570 

2. I think I can learn 
something from the 
post. 

.449 .472 .360 

3. I am curious 
about the content of 
the post. 

.447 .321 .506 

4. The topic of the 
post is related to my 
major. 

.323 .570 .349 

5. The topic of the 
post is related to 
things I am learning 
now (for example, 
guitar, cooking, or 
statistic class). 

.407 .614 .401 

Note. All correlation significant at p<.001. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Discussion 

 

The present study explored college students’ perceptions of Facebook, focusing 

on their views of Facebook as an informal learning environment, how the features of 

Facebook motivate students’ learning, and the relationship between motivation and 

interest triggered when using Facebook. This chapter discusses the study’s results in 

detail, followed by a discussion of study limitations, implications, and potential 

applications. 

Several studies have supported the idea that social network settings (SNS) can 

provoke learning activities and trigger learning motivation incidentally. First, 

Teclehaimanot and Hickman (2011) claimed that social network settings (SNS) are 

identified as constructivist environments that are student centered, in which users can 

learn new knowledge and receive new information via social interactions. Second, 

compared to traditional educational settings and institutions, the features of Facebook 

may encourage students to engage in a creative and social learning environment and 

promote learning processes (Wiberg, 2007). Finally, although Facebook was designed to 

be a social platform, individuals have recently transformed it into an informal learning 

environment as increasingly, they use their free time to engage in learning activities that 

are self-directed to fulfill particular needs or learn a new skill (e.g., learn to play guitar, 
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cook, or paint) (Falk & Dierking, 2000; O’Dell, 2011). Therefore, my purpose for this 

study was to examine how college students are motivated to learn through their use of 

Facebook, what activities they mostly engage on Facebook, and the kind of information 

shared on Facebook that students use for learning. 

The present study approached the issue by answering three research questions: 1) 

Do students use Facebook for learning purposes, and is their motivation to learn being 

triggered when they are using Facebook? 2) Do students think the information shown on 

Facbook is useful and reliable for learning purposes? 3) What is the correlation between 

interest and motivated action on Facebook? Results associated with the first research 

question accorded with the study of Marsick and Watkins (2001), “Informal and 

incidental learning take place wherever people have the need, motivation, and 

opportunity for learning” (p.28). The results showed that learning may occur when users 

are self-motivated to browse the information they need or for other reasons that evoke 

their interest.  

In accordance with Teclehaimanot and Hickman (2011), the results associated 

with Research Question 2 supported the claim that college students, to a certain degree, 

learned and received new information or knowledge when they were using Facebook. 

Finally, the results of Research Question 3 contributed to a better understanding of 

interest development of college students when using Facebook. The development from 

situational interest to individual interest was explained in terms of the four-phase model 

of interest development provided by Hidi and Renninger (2006).  
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The findings of the present study will be discussed in detail in the following 

sections.  

 

FINDINGS OF THE STUDY 

Learning Motivation on Facebook 

Research Question 1 asked whether students would report using Facebook for 

learning purposes and what kinds of learning motivation would be triggered when they 

are using Facebook. Findings indicated statistical differences between those who had and 

those who did not have interest group on Facebook. According to the three motivation 

factors measured on the survey, students who created or joined interest groups on 

Facebook (e.g., cooking, painting, or dancing groups) represented higher means than 

students who did not create or join an interest group on Facebook. The three motivation 

items were, “I think I can learn something from the post,” “The topic of the post is related 

to my major,” and “The topic of the post is related to things I am learning now (e.g., 

guitar, cooking, or statistic class).” The findings showed that those students who had 

interest groups on Facebook had a higher level of motivated action to click on a post 

when they thought they could learn something from it or when it was related to this 

interest than students who were in no interest group.  

Particularly, the findings related to interaction items showed that the interest 

group had higher mean scores with respect to learning purposes than the non-interest 

group such as, “I respond to the posts which I can learn something from,” “I discuss 

academic questions on Facebook,” and “I use Facebook to discuss problems I have in 
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learning certain subjects,” Hence, the findings supported that the contents of Facbook not 

only motivated others to look for certain information, it also provided a space to discuss 

and interact with others (Pollara & Zhu, 2011). Because the students in the interest group 

use Facebook to pursue certain goals (e.g., learning skills), such learning activities may 

happen purposefully when students are self-motivated to click on posts or browse 

information they are interested. Also, the students experience learning processes via 

interactions with others. Combining the findings of motivated actions and interaction on 

Facebook supported the social influence of learning being strongly correlated with 

motivated actions (Wosnitza & Nenniger, 2001). 

Furthermore, in accordance with Corno (1994); Paris & Winograd (1990); 

Neumann (1999); Prenzel (1992); and Renninger (1989, 1990, 2000), the students in the 

interest group may develop individual interest, which may then motivate them to re-

engage in the activity, and enhance their ability to face difficulties during the learning 

process.  

 

Using Facebook for Learning Purposes 

Research Question 2 asked whether college students think the information they 

encounter on Facbook is useful and reliable for learning purposes. Results confirmed that 

the students who had created or joined study groups or interest groups thought the 

information presented on Facebook was more useful than did students who had not been 

either in study groups or in interest groups. These findings are displayed in three ways. 

First, based on this opinion expressed on the study, the students who had created or 
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joined study groups on Facebook that suggested both “Discussing homework” and 

“Studying with a group” were beneficial for their learning. Similarly, the students who 

had created or joined interest groups on Facebook thought that “Reading news”, 

“Discussing homework”, “New knowledge”, and “Studying with a group,” were 

profitable for learning.  

In accordance with Hrastinski (2009), social media, in this case, Facebook 

provide a learner-centered learning environment and enable self-directed learning. In 

other words, Facebook might give learners a chance to practice their newly-learned 

knowledge and to participate actively in the learning process. In terms of the users 

clicking and sharing information actively on Facebook, these students were self-

motivated to learn from the content of the posts.   

Second, the findings associated with interaction on Facebook are revealed that the 

students who created or joined interest groups thought the information shown on 

Facebook was useful for their learning. The students in interest groups suggested that “I 

respond to the posts which I can learn something form,” “I discuss academic questions on 

Facebook,” “I use Facebook to discuss problems I have in learning certain subjects (e.g., 

physics or statistics)” were the kinds of interactions they had on Facebook. Both 

situations “I use Facebook to discuss problems I have in learning certain subjects (e.g., 

physics or statistics)” and “I discuss academic questions on Facebook” were also 

endorsed by students in study groups. Ormrod (2004) claimed that peer interaction plays 

an important role in learning and cognitive development, basing her claim on Piaget and 

Vygosky. Because Facebook is a social platform, it provides not only social purposes, but 
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also the possibility of interactions that result in learning. Particularly, social networking 

sites can connect learners with what Vygotsky (1978) called more knowledgeable others 

within students’ zones of proximal development (Ferdig, 2007). Facebook provides an 

informal learning environment in which more knowledgable others are not only parents 

or teachers, but also theoretically anyone in the world who is online. Interestingly, the 

students who had created or joined interest groups reported more often clicking “like” for 

their friends’ posts than students who had not created or joined an interest group. 

Although the posts that they “liked” may not always have contributed to their learning, at 

a certain level, peers’ interaction and feedbacks are influencing learning in the interactive 

medium of Facebook (Jung, Choi, Lim, & Leem, 2002).  

Lastly, Rodrigues, Sabino, and Zhou (2011) supported that although most online 

social networks that currently exist have not been designed for educational purposes, they 

actually do have certain features that may result in learning. For instance, sharing might 

encourage learners to learn together when sharing views and content related to the topics. 

Especially, learning in social networking sites (SNS) depends on the use of self-regulated 

strategies. Not only do learners have choices to filter the content or information and 

absorb what they think is useful, but also they are self-motivated to be involved in the 

learning. The students who created or joined interest groups on Facebook often clicked 

“share” for links they wanted their friends to see. In addition, they suggested that they 

were learning “new” knowledge or information and using the knowledge or information 

they learned from Facebook. Similarly, the students in study groups suggested that they 

were using the information or knowledge they had learned from Facebook. This finding 
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supports the assertion of Rodrigues, Sabino, and Zhou (2011) that SNS do have certain 

educational purposes.  

 

Positive Correlation between Interest and Motivation 

According to Tomkins (1962) and Izard (1977), interest is a basic emotion like 

happiness, fear, or anger; that is experienced by an individual. Interests are defined as 

self-sustaining motivations that lead learners to re-engage in certain individual-specific 

activities with objects and ideas for their own sake. In other words, motivation and 

interest are highly interrelated and play important roles in individuals’ learning processes. 

The findings of this study were that all interest items were positively correlated with 

motivated actions items. Particularly, interest item 5 (the topic of the post is related to 

things I am learning now) had the highest positive correlation with motivated actions 

item 2 (I respond to posts in which I am interested in). This finding demonstrated that the 

students mostly read (click) posts that were related to things they were learning and 

therefore they were mostly self-motivated to reply to posts in which they were interested. 

As represented in Hidi and Renniger’s (2006) four-phase model of interest development, 

the triggered attention and maintained situational interest are largely externally supported 

by a learner’s positive feelings, which is interest, stored knowledge, and the person’s 

need to engage the environment over time (Hidi & Renninger, 2006), see Figure 1 phase 

1 and 2.  

Figure 1 was developed from the descriptions provided by Hidi & Renninger 

(2006)’s. It is meant to explain the elements that are involved when developing from 
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situational interest to individual interest. The findings of my study represented that the 

students indicated that they read (clicked) a post because they were interested in the post 

itself and curious about the content of the post, both interest factors that are positively 

correlated with them responding to posts in which they were interested. The findings 

support the assumptions of individual interest development. As illustrated in Figure 1, in 

order to develop individual interest it is necessary to sustain a learner’s positive feelings, 

so that the learner can gradually generate curiosity about the subject. In order to satisfy 

his/her curiosity, he/ she may activate self-regulated learning and learn from feedback. 

Marsick and Watkins (2001) claimed that when interest reaches a certain level, the 

learner begins to ask and seek out answers to curiosity questions. 
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Figure 2.      Four-Phase Model of Interest Development (developed from the verbal 
description of Hidi & Renninger, 2006) 
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Limitations of the Study 
 

As discussed above, the present study brings a new direction with which to 

examine Facebook as informal learning environment. However, it is not without 

limitations. First, although the participants were undergraduate and graduate students 

who are studying in the United States, and all of them reported using Facebook, the 

survey did not ask them to report their ages. Participants were 86% graduate and 14% 

undergraduate students, possibly representing significant age differences among them 

between undergraduate and graduate students. This bias in recruitment may have been 

necessary but may make the findings not representative of other populations. 

Another issue is with the method of data collection, as all data were self-reported. The 

students who responded may not always be truthful because of social desirability bias, 

skewed self-perception, or answering questions carelessly. 

 

Implications  

Several studies had examined social media in formal learning settings (e.g., 

Augustsson, 2010; Kabilan, Ahmad, & Abidin, 2010). However, the present study opens 

a new direction for future research on Facebook as a learning tool or as an informal 

learning space. The results of the study point to certain features of Facebook that could 

trigger learning motivation or learning activity, and educators can apply those features 

(e.g., peer interactions, free-choice learning space) to create an effective learning strategy 

or environment in order to enhance their students’ learning.  
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Furthermore, more studies are possible in the future to measure differences in how men 

and women use Facebook for learning purposes. Coincidentally, the participants in this 

study were exactly half male and half female, but I did not compare the usage of 

Facebook by gender. Additionally, the study provided comparisons of students who had 

or who had not created or joined interest or study groups in explaining potential learning 

purposes on Facebook. Therefore, future studies can look into more detailed descriptions 

of the features of interest or study groups on Facebook. By analyzing the usage and 

features of particular groups, researchers can understand better those characteristics that 

have positive affects for learning and apply these to formal learning settings such as 

classrooms, institutions, or organizations.     
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Conclusion 
 

This study was the first study to examine Facebook as an informal learning 

environment by providing a detailed examination of students who use Facebook 

spontaneously for learning purposes. The study was aimed at finding evidence suggesting 

that Facebook has features in line with informal learning environments (Madge, Wellens, 

& Hooley, 2009) and examined how the features of Facebook motivated users’ learning. 

The findings made three important contributions. First, students were shown to use 

Facebook for learning purposes, and their motivation to learn was triggered when they 

are using Facebook. Next, the findings illustrated how the information encountered on 

Facebook can be utilized by college students for learning purposes. Finally, evidence was 

provided that interest and motivated actions on Facbeook were related, and also support 

the four-phase model of interest development (Hidi & Renninger, 2006).  

Particularly, the findings of the present study not only suggest that Facebook can be 

an informal learning space, but that it can also act as a space that cultivates effective 

learning. The following reasons are provided. First, informal learning is effective if the 

environment includes opportunities for interaction and sharing (Marsick & Watkins, 

2001). Second, because informal learning usually occurs without much external 

facilitation, most learners are self-motivated in terms of their personal interests to 

stimulate their learning. Finally, learners have the opportunity to choose the content or 

subject they want to learn while at the same time, developing their self-awareness, which 

again contributes to effective learning. 
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Appendix A 

1. I am        ☐ male ☐ female 
2. I am   a   ☐ undergraduate  ☐ graduate     student 

 
3. Length of time being Facebook member (months) 
☐ 1-3  ☐ 4-6 ☐ 7-9 ☐10-12 ☐ 13-15 ☐16-18 ☐19-24 ☐25-30 ☐36-40 
 
4. Frequency of logging on to your Facebook account. 
Daily   ☐1-3 ☐4-6 ☐7-9 ☐10-12 ☐ More than 12 times  
Weekly  ☐1-3 ☐4-6 ☐7-9 ☐10-12 ☐ More than 12 times  
Monthly ☐1-3 ☐4-6 ☐7-9 ☐10-12 ☐ More than 12 times  
 
5. I have study groups on Facebook (Academic usage)   
Yes,  ☐1  ☐2  ☐3 or more 
☐No 
 
6. I have joined groups that are related to my interests (e.g., cooking, dancing, 

hiking) 
Yes,  ☐1 ☐2  ☐3 above 
☐No 
 
7. I have created study groups on Facebook. 
Yes, ☐1 ☐2 ☐ 3 or more 
☐No 
 
8. I have created groups related to my interests (e.g., travel, reading, painting) 
Yes,  ☐1 ☐2 ☐3 or more 
☐No 
   
9. How do you use Facebook and how beneficial do you feel each use of Facebook is 
to you? (choose top three you are using/ ranking/ likert scale) 
 
9-1. Chat with friends             

Not beneficial       Average                very beneficial 
1      2     3    4        5       6       7 
 

9-2. Read news                            
Not beneficial       Average                very beneficial 

1      2     3    4        5       6       7 
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9-3. Read personal updates and news of my friends  
Not beneficial       Average                very beneficial 

1      2     3    4        5       6       7 
 
9-4. Read news of the world  

Not beneficial       Average                very beneficial 
1      2     3    4        5       6       7 

 
9-5. Discuss homework   

Not beneficial       Average                very beneficial 
1      2     3    4        5       6       7 

 
9-6. New knowledge (academic, life, or art) 

Not beneficial       Average                very beneficial 
1      2     3    4        5       6       7 

 
9-7.Study group 

Not beneficial       Average                very beneficial 
1      2     3    4        5       6       7 

 
9-8.Play games  

Not beneficial       Average                very beneficial 
1      2     3    4        5       6       7 

 
9-9.Fulfill a particular need (e.g., job hunting, travel, shopping)  

Not beneficial       Average                very beneficial 
1      2     3    4        5       6       7 

 
10. What drives you to click on a friend’s post?  
 
10-1. I am interested in the post itself   

Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  
 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 

 
10-2. I think I can learn something from the post 

Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  
 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 

 
10-3. I am curious about the content of the post 

Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  
 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 
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10-4. My friends ask me to click on their posts 
Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  

 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 
 
10-5. I am concerned about my friends 

Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  
 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 

 
10-6. The topic of the post is related to my major 

Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  
 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 

 
10-7. The topic of the post is related to things I am learning now (for example, guitar, 
cooking, or statistic class) 

Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  
 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 

 
11. Interaction  
11-1. I respond to posts in which I am interested  

Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  
 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 

 
11-2. I respond to posts from which I can learn something  

Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  
 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 

 
11-3. I get excited when I see feedback to my posts 

Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  
 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 

 
11-4. I typically reply to anyone who has replied to my posts  

Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  
 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 

 
11-5. I discuss academic questions on Facebook  

Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  
 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 

 
11-6. I use Facebook to discuss problems I have in learning certain subjects (e.g., 
mathematics, physics, or statistics). 

Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  
 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 
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11-7. I often click “like” for my friends’ post. 
Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  

 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 
 
11-8. I often click “like” for my own post. 

Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  
 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 

 
12. Application  
12-1. I often click “share” for links I want my friends on Facebook to see.  

Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  
 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 

 
12-2. I learn "new" information from Facebook 

Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  
 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 

 
12-3. I learn “new” knowledge from Facebook. 

Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  
 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 

 
12-4. I use the information or knowledge I learn from Facebook. 

Strongly disagree          Average             Strongly agree  
 1      2     3       4        5       6       7 
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Appendix B 

Consent to Participate in Internet Research 
  

Identification of Investigator and Purpose of Study  
 
You are invited to participate in a research study, entitled “Facebook use in college students: Faceing 
the learning motivation of young adults.”  The study is being conducted by Joey Huang, Dept of 
Educational Psychology of The University of Texas at Austin, email:dancingjoey@utexas.edu. Diane L. 
Shallert is my university supervisor.   
 
The purpose of this research study is to examine how people use Facebook.Your participation in the 
study will contribute to a better understanding of possible uses of Facebook for college students. You 
are free to contact the investigator at the above email address to discuss the study. You must be at least 18 
years old to participate. 
  
If you agree to participate: 

• The online questionnaire will take approximately 10 minutes of your time. 
• You will complete an activity about your personal usage and opinion of Facebook . 

 
Risks/Benefits/Confidentiality of Data: The expected risk of this study is minimal. Participants may 
feel some slight degree of self-consciousness about being in a research study. There will be no costs for 
participating, nor will you benefit directly from participating.  Your name and email address will not be 
kept connected to your the data. Only my supervisor and I will have access to the data during data 
collection and identifying information will be stripped from the final dataset.  
 
Participation or Withdrawal: Your participation in this study is voluntary.  You may decline to 
answer any question and you have the right to withdraw from participation at any time.  Withdrawal will 
not affect your relationship with The University of Texas in anyway. If you do not want to participate, 
either simply stop participating or close the browser window.   
 
If you do not want to receive any more reminders, you may email me at dancingjoey@utexas.edu. 
 
Contacts:  If you have any questions about the study or need to update your email address contact me  
Joey Huang, dancingjoey@utexas.edu This study has been reviewed by The University of Texas at 
Austin Institutional Review Board and the study number is 2012-04-0113. 
  
Questions about your rights as a research participant: If you have questions about your rights or are 
dissatisfied at any time with any part of this study, you can contact, anonymously if you wish, the Office 
of Research Support by phone at (512) 471-8871 or email at orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu. 
If you agree to participate, click on the following link [HTTP://LINK TO STUDY URL] 
Thank you.    

 
 If you would like a copy of this document for your records, 
please print this page before going on to the next page. 

mailto:dancingjoey@utexas.edu
mailto:orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu
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Appendix C  

Message post on Facebook for recruiting participants: 
 

Hey all, 
 
I need your help to complete this survey. This study is a part of my theses, your 
participation will be very helpful.  
 
The purpose of this survey is to study how people use Facebook. Your participation in the 
study will contribute to a better understanding of possible uses of Facebook for college 
students. 
 
*You will see the consent form in the beginning of the survey, please read it and click 
"Agree to participate" if you agree to participate this survey. 
 
*The survey is only open to undergraduate and graduate students who study in United 
States.  
 
Link: https://utaustined.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_dbSnx3Fw1QKPPFO 
 
Thank you for your participation 
  

https://utaustined.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_dbSnx3Fw1QKPPFO
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