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ABSTRACT 
Aim/Purpose This study serves a constructive purpose on the effective use of  social media as 

a technical tool in formal learning at higher education. It outlines practical sug-
gestions for institutions to leverage the participatory design method and refine 
social media pedagogies. 

Background Social media gains widespread usage from the majority of  university students 
worldwide. Educators examine the potential of  social media’s affordances in 
teaching and learning. While the use of  social media in formal learning has gar-
nered much interest among educators, the implementation of  such pedagogies 
remains individually motivated rather than institution-wide.  

Methodology This research empirically examined university students who took part in inquiry 
group project work in two courses (undergraduate and postgraduate) under im-
plementation of  participatory design approach. It adopted a mixed-method ap-
proach by collecting both quantitative and qualitative data to examine their ex-
pectations and preferences on social media tools.  

Contribution Despite the technology’s potential for facilitating teaching and learning, the ef-
fective use of  social media in higher education has been a recurring problem for 
many educators and institutions. This study addresses the deficit and proposes a 
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theoretical framework that consists of  student’s own experience and teacher-ini-
tiated scaffolding students’ adequate use of  social media in formal learning us-
ing participatory design approach.  

Findings Results indicate that students wanted to use social media to gain knowledge, 
collaborate, communicate with each other and embraced the implementation of  
the participatory design approach, which offered them a greater sense of  partic-
ipation and ownership. Furthermore, our research has revealed that despite gen-
erally being familiar with social media use in everyday life, students relied at least 
partially on their lecturer’s guidance in adopting social media in the specific do-
main of  formal learning. 

Recommendations  
for Practitioners 

To incorporate social media in education, the ultimate goal is to enhance stu-
dents’ use of  social media tools for better and more effective learning. Our 
study recommends initiating organizational change in universities to the adop-
tion of  new pedagogies which allows students’ autonomy and lecturer’s scaf-
folding support to demonstrate the pedagogy’s positive influence by social me-
dia in teaching and learning.   

Recommendations  
for Researchers  

Researchers could examine and compare the effects by implementing the theo-
retical framework suggested in this research in different education levels, e.g., 
secondary school education. The researchers could consider cognitive, psycho-
logical, and social factors on incorporating social media into formal learning.  

Impact on Society Social media has gained its recognition in everyday lives and academic field; 
however, the feasibility of  social media-assisted pedagogies depends on individ-
ual educator solely. The current article provides a new pedagogy that educators 
can refine by students’ levels of  social media proficiency and their learning ex-
pectations for institutions from around the world to make the best use of  social 
media as part of  formal university education. 

Future Research With the rapid development of  social media, further studies are worthy to ex-
amine the longitudinal impact of  the current and the latest social media peda-
gogy with participatory design in scaffolding university students’ inquiry group 
project work on potential for use in formal learning and extent to co-create col-
laboration with lecturers.  

Keywords social media, higher education, pedagogy design, participatory-design approach 

INTRODUCTION 

Social media are web-based services that allow individuals, communities, and organizations to collab-
orate, connect, interact, and build community by enabling them to create, co-create, modifies, share, 
and engage with user-generated content that is easily accessible (McCay-Peet & Quan-Haase, 2016). 
The majority of  university students worldwide use social media in their everyday lives (Dragseth, 
2020; Ivala & Gachago, 2012). Compared with traditional media, which focuses on the uni-direc-
tional knowledge transmission and acquisition, social media offers flexible channels that enable active 
participation, collaboration, and knowledge sharing among users (Chugh & Ruhi, 2018; Mao, 2014). 
Educators have identified social media’s potential for facilitating formal learning, and in recent years 
have begun devising instructional strategies that incorporate social media in education (Chen & 
Bryer, 2012; Hashim et al., 2018; Mpungose, 2020). Yet, social media implementation in higher edu-
cation remains a decision made by individual lecturers rather than a systematic approach originating 
from decision-makers at institutions (Sobaih et al., 2020; Tess, 2013).     

In the last decade, the author has explored pedagogies that scaffold university students’ group pro-
jects on social media by conducting related research, adopting various approaches such as teacher-led, 
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student-led, and participatory design. Previous studies began as a teacher-led approach and discov-
ered from the students’ comments that it was desirable to have teacher’s training and guidance for in-
corporating social media in education (Chu, 2008). And sufficient guidance and instruction from 
teachers are equally important to facilitate students’ collaboration (Chu et al., 2013). In the early 
2010s, with the increasing familiarity of  social media, the author adopted a student-led approach as 
students were more equipped to explore different platforms. On this basis, distilling 10 years of  ex-
perience and presenting findings from the latest approach – the participatory design approach, de-
votes to theoretical and pedagogical contributions.            

First, it proposes a theoretical framework outlining how lecturers and students can contribute to the 
use of  social media in facilitating group project work using the participatory design approach. Sec-
ond, it addresses the broader issue of  the lack of  systematic implementation of  social media in edu-
cation and discusses how an innovative pedagogy, once proven effective, could be more widely 
adopted on an institutional level through lecturers and university policy-makers’ collaborative effort. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

FIVE CLAIMS OF SOCIAL MEDIA, AND THREE DOMAINS IN WHICH 
STUDENTS CAN USE SOCIAL MEDIA 
Chu (2020) reviewed that social media can be distinguished by three major themes: user-generated 
content, sharing and community and five claims: user-generated content/creation (Ayeh et al., 2013; 
Saura et al., 2019; Sensarkar, 2009), prosumer (Johnson et al., 2014; Lam, 2019; Ritzer & Jurgenson, 
2010), co-creation (Rice, 2009; Staub & Hodel, 2016), sharing (Ahmed, 2019; Martin & Tapp, 2019; 
García-Martín & García-Sánchez, 2013), and community (Hemmi et al., 2009; Yan et al., 2013; 
Gomez-Vasquez & Romero-Hall, 2020). Table 1 summarises the major activities in each area and 
gives examples of  relevant applications. 

Social media can be used in three domains (Chu, 2020): everyday life, informal learning, and formal 
learning, illustrated in Figure 1. The outer circle reflects the totality of  university students’ use of  so-
cial media, for the purposes of  leisure and learning. Chu (2020) observed that within this totality, stu-
dents used social media in the domain of  everyday life, followed by informal learning and then for-
mal learning. Students were not engaged in the activities described in the five claims of  social media 
in informal and formal learning as much as they do in everyday life. This observation will be dis-
cussed further to identify ways of  using students’ current social media practices in a formal education 
setting.  

 
Figure 1: Conceptual framework of  university students’ social media use  
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Table 1: The five claims of  using social media (Adapted from Chu, 2020) 

Three major 
themes  

Five claims Major practices/activities in-
volved 

Tools/applications 

User-gener-
ated content 

User-gener-
ated con-
tent/cre-
ation 
 

(1) Creating and producing me-
dia content for public forums 

Social networking sites (e.g., Facebook, 
Twitter, Delicious, Instagram, LinkedIn, 
TikTok);  
Social file sharing tools (e.g., YouTube, 
Flickr, Snapchat); 
Co-writing tools (e.g., PBworks, Google 
Docs, Wikipedia);  
Blogs;  
RSS;  
Forums 

Prosumer (1) Contributing to the creation 
of  content, while simultane-
ously consuming it 
 

Social networking sites (e.g., Facebook, 
Twitter, Delicious, Instagram, LinkedIn, 
TikTok);  
Social file sharing tools (e.g., YouTube, 
Flickr, Snapchat); 
Co-writing tools (e.g., PBworks, Google 
Docs, Wikipedia);  
Blogs;  
Forums 

Co-creation (1) Co-producing a piece of  
work as part of  a group  
 

Social networking sites (e.g., Facebook, 
Twitter, Delicious, Instagram, LinkedIn);  
Co-writing tools (e.g., PBworks, Google 
Docs, Wikipedia);  
Blogs;  
Forums 
Microsoft Teams 

Sharing (1) Publishing, editing and shar-
ing content 
(2) Commenting, blogging, in-
stant messaging 
(3) Social tagging 
(4) Uploading and downloading 
content 
 

Social networking sites (e.g., Facebook, 
Twitter, Delicious, Instagram, LinkedIn, 
TikTok); 
Social file sharing tools (e.g., YouTube, 
Flickr, Snapchat); 
Co-writing tools (e.g., Google Docs, Wik-
ipedia);  
Blogs; 
Peer-to-Peer applications (e.g., BitTorrent, 
KaZaa); 
Instant messaging applications (e.g., 
WhatsApp, Skype, WeChat) 
Microsoft Teams 

Community 
 

(1) Socialising 
(2) Discussing 
(3) Mobilising crowds/commu-
nities for social movements 
(4) Mass collaboration 

Social networking sites (e.g., Facebook, 
Twitter, Delicious, LinkedIn, Yammer, 
TikTok);  
Forums; 
Co-writing tools (e.g., PBworks, Google 
Docs, Wikipedia); 
Instant messaging applications (e.g., 
WhatsApp, Skype, WeChat) 
Microsoft Teams 
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PREVIOUS PEDAGOGIES ADOPTED: TEACHER-LED AND STUDENT-LED 
APPROACHES 
For three years starting in 2007, a teacher-led approach was used to guide students to conduct their 
group projects on social media (Chu, 2020). This was shortly after social media, e.g., MySpace and 
Facebook, had gained global momentum in the mid-2000s (Boyd & Ellison, 2008). Most of  the stu-
dents weren’t familiar with the tools available and how their features could support formal learning. 
Lecturers should become a role model in using social media actively and effectively if  they expect 
students’ active participation in incorporating social media (Kara et al., 2020). The teacher-led ap-
proach worked well as the lecturer was able to provide scaffolding support to students on his choice 
and ways of  working on the social media platforms in a formal learning environment. 

After three years of  observations in using the teacher-led approach, the student-led approach was im-
plemented (Chu, 2020). Students entering university in the early 2010s had more experience using so-
cial media, possibly from their daily lives. Based on their higher familiarity, some students wanted to 
apply their experience of  using social media from everyday life to formal learning and were eager to 
select and try out alternative tools suggested by the lecturer. For example, some students preferred to 
use Google Docs, rather than the Wiki platform suggested by the lecturer. The author then realised 
that the students were ready to decide on which social media tool(s) to use in conducting their in-
quiry group projects and switched to the student-led approach. Students were then free to decide 
which social media tools to use, and how to customise the platform (e.g., lay out or organise 
pages/sections) to facilitate their collaborative process. 

PARTICIPATORY DESIGN APPROACH  
From observing the implementation of  the student-led approach, the lecturer discovered some stu-
dents were more experienced in using social media, and their experiences were applicable from their 
everyday use to formal learning. To harmonize the differences among students and maximize the ef-
fects of  applying social media to formal learning, the lecturer adopted a participatory design ap-
proach.  

A participatory design approach is a framework that highlights the active contributions of  both de-
signers and users when designing a product or infrastructure (Reich et al., 1996; Sanders et al., 2010). 
Here, the designer refers to the lecturer, and the users refer to the students. It is an essential design 
strategy for creating artifacts and experiences that reflect the voices of  the population being designed 
for and with (Coenraad et al., 2019). The involvement of  users in the design conceptualization phase 
is advantageous because designers and experts obtain immediate feedback from their target users on 
improving the features and content of  a specific design (Reich et al., 1996; Davis et al., 2018).  

The participatory design approach is a potential strategy to improve educational practices by optimiz-
ing collaboration between students, teachers, and designers, which is tantamount to developing an 
effective learning environment (Könings et al., 2014). This optimization can be explained by the fact 
that the purposes of  social media activities for formal learning differs from everyday life (Chu, 
Zhang, et al., 2017). Students who can use social media in their daily lives skilfully would not auto-
matically be proficient in using it for formal learning purposes. Thus, weighing the pros and cons of  
the two previous approaches used, the participatory design approach was adopted to develop an ef-
fective social media environment with one or more social media tools that continually examines stu-
dents’ needs. Students who conducted their inquiry group project under this approach had the auton-
omy to choose the social media tools they preferred and then adapted and/or developed it to suit 
their project’s needs with the lecturer. Throughout adapting or developing the social media environ-
ment, the lecturer provided scaffolding support in training and resources. 
There are five elements in the participatory design approach (Clement & Van den Besselar, 1993; 
Kensing, 1982), as outlined and identified (Albouys-Perrois et al., 2018; Kensing & Blomberg, 1998; 
Simonsen & Robertson, 2013): 
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1. Access to relevant information 
2. Possibility of  assuming independence in addressing problems 
3. Contribution to decision-making 
4. Appropriate development methods 
5. Possibility of  alternative technical and organizational conditions 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

USE OF SOCIAL MEDIA IN HIGHER EDUCATION GROUP PROJECT WORK 
A bulk of  studies examined social media’s affordances in teaching and learning. The majority of  liter-
ature in this category considered social media to be useful. A perception study examined how social 
media could be used to enhance collaboration and foster a sense of  community among students 
(Chugh & Ruhi, 2018). Empirical studies showed that using social media helped improve students’ 
academic performance in general regardless of  the types of  activity and by collaboration with their 
peers on social media (Al-rahmi et al., 2014; Chugh & Ruhi, 2018; Santoveña Casal, 2019; Talaue et 
al., 2018). Interestingly, Stathopoulou et al. (2019) discovered that students from higher education ar-
gued that social media could be particularly effective in reinforcing memory and accommodating 
learning styles that were associated with more visual elements in the class.  

Some researchers have developed social media-assisted pedagogies and refined them over time: 
adopting a design-based research method. For example, Zheng et al. (2015) carried out their peda-
gogy, reflected on four iterations, and provided suggestions for educators to effectively implement 
collaborative activities on wikis. Also, they emphasised that a well-designed pedagogy is essential to 
the success of  any technology-facilitated higher education learning activities. On that basis, Li and 
Chu (2018) developed a conceptual model of  a wiki-based collaborative writing pedagogy using de-
sign-based research method, which provided a good example for utilising this method to design and 
develop pedagogies.  

While there is no lack of  case studies of  using social media in higher education, there is a lack of  
consensus of  a best practice or approach adopt social media in teaching and learning. University lec-
turers are, understandably, exploring how to approach social media’s pedagogical integration best. 
The prevalence of  social media in learning remains a relatively recent technology development, de-
spite its ubiquity in students’ everyday lives, it has not been considered for a learning medium by a 
growing number of  educators until recent years. Hence, from the existing studies, a research gap has 
been observed on the best practice and effectiveness in adopting social media in higher education 
classroom level. Despite the technology’s affordances in facilitating communication, its successful or 
effective use is influenced by various factors. Recent case studies were analysed by Ahmad and Ju-
maat (2016), which summarised factors influencing student’s interaction on social media such as de-
sign and structure of  the site, sense of  belonging to the platform, pedagogical support available, 
course design, and students’ readiness. Al-Qaysi et al. (2020) outlined that perceived enjoyment, sub-
jective norm, self-efficacy, perceived playfulness, perceived critical mass, and openness were the most 
frequent factors that significantly influenced the social media adoption in higher education. Other 
studies found that there were nuances such as students’ previous learning experience and technical 
backgrounds (Chu, Capio, et al., 2017), as well as education levels (Du et al., 2016). As such, educa-
tors are recommended to sufficiently prepare for the incorporation and design of  social media-as-
sisted pedagogy into higher education before its implementation (Chugh & Ruhi, 2018; Lai et al., 
2012; Ohei, 2019; Tu et al., 2012). These studies display the need of  an effective pedagogical frame-
work for implementing social media into higher education formal learning context.  

Jordan (2019) reviewed the best characterized benefit on how and why academic social network sites 
were used among educators was for dissemination of  academic publications such as academia.edu 
and research gate. On an institutional level, the implementation of  social media in higher education 
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remained a decision made by individual lecturers, rather than a systematic approach originating from 
decision makers at the institution (Sobaih et al., 2020; Tess, 2013). This is reflected by the number of  
relatively small-scaled case studies that have been published. Tinmaz (2012) pointed out that institu-
tions often suffered from a deficiency of  learning theories or frameworks to guide educators to effec-
tively implement social media related pedagogies. While the use of  social media in formal learning 
has garnered much interest among educators (Chen & Bryer, 2012; Hashim et al., 2018; Mpungose, 
2020), the implementation of  such pedagogies remains individually motivated rather than institution-
wide (Sobaih et al., 2020; Tess, 2013). This reflects the need for educators spearheading the imple-
mentation of  innovative pedagogies to promote them to fellow educators.  

The studies above demonstrate the shortage of  an effective pedagogical framework for implementing 
social media into higher education in formal learning context from the classroom and institution 
level.  

THE CURRENT STUDY 
The aim of  this study was to propose a theoretical framework for scaffolding students’ effective use 
of  social media in formal learning using participatory design approach and outlines practical sugges-
tions for lectures and institutions looking to implement this new pedagogy. Based on the research 
gap identified, the current study sets out to answer the research questions below:  

RQ1: After gaining knowledge/experience with social media for education, what do students want to 
do with social media for informal and formal learning? 

RQ2: To what extent do students find the participatory design approach effective for formal learning 
through co-creation in social media environments? 

RQ2.1: How were the students’ experiences in using the participatory design method for social 
media platforms? 

RQ2.2: What were the students’ views on adopting the participatory design method to co-
create social media environments with their lecturer for formal learning? 

METHODOLOGY  

PARTICIPANTS 
The research was conducted at a university in Hong Kong, students from two courses (Knowledge 
Management in the BSc in Information Management program, and Research Methods in the MSc in 
Library and Information Management program) were invited to participate. Since this research intro-
duced an intervention in students’ knowledge of  social media, the researcher scheduled for two one-
hour consultations with each group to review their project progress and offer guidance. As this meas-
ure demanded a considerable amount of  time, it would have been difficult to involve lecturers and 
students in courses which the researcher was not personally involved in. Therefore, the researcher 
adopted the convenience sampling method and invited his students to participate in this research 
(Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). 

The Knowledge Management course was delivered twice and the Research Methods course was de-
livered three times. All students received information and instruction on how social media can facili-
tate learning for the duration of  the courses. However, only students who gave their informed con-
sent after having been duly informed about the study’s methods and implications were invited as the 
participants in the research. 
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IMPLEMENTATION OF THE PARTICIPATORY DESIGN APPROACH  
For each of  the five cohorts of  participants, the lecturer for the two courses (i.e., the researcher) im-
plemented a participatory design approach to co-create a social media environment for formal learn-
ing. At the beginning of  their project, the students were invited to use one or more social media tools 
to complete the group project work for the course. Both the lecturer and the students played a signif-
icant role in creating a suitable social media environment. This stage specifically addresses RQ2. Stu-
dents could choose Wiki, Google Doc, or other form of  social media that facilitated co-writing.  

The participatory design approach illustrates how students naturally work and learn with the wide 
range of  social media tools. The students engaged in choosing a social media tool and designing the 
learning environment actively with the scaffolding support from their lecturer. In order for students 
to acquire a basic understanding of  how social media tools could be used for learning, the lecturer 
conducted a brief  introductory workshop session within the first three weeks of  the course covering 
various social media tools. Students were required to read at least one journal article (out of  the three 
articles provided by the lecturer) to be familiar with the latest studies. Then, the lecturer met each 
group of  students twice for consultations on the project topic and the social media tools. During the 
consultations, the lecturer first facilitated negotiations toward a goal that was mutually agreed with 
the students to implement a formative assessment and provide feedback. Researchers could have an 
initial understanding on how students select the social media tool for their group projects. After the 
consultation, students decided which social media tool would work best for their projects. For both 
courses, groups of  3-5 students worked on their project work for about 2-2.5 months with a social 
media tool. The projects were a case study for the BSc Knowledge Management course and a critique 
on a Master’s thesis for the MSc Research Methods course.   

Four of  the five requirements of  the participatory design approach (Albouys-Perrois et al., 2018; 
Kensing & Blomberg, 1998; Simonsen & Robertson, 2013) were addressed through the different 
components of  the course implementation (see elements 1–5 on Page 6). The fourth requirement 
was not evaluated as it was applicable to the participatory design of  complex platforms. It was in-
cluded in the first round of  data collection but withdrawn for subsequent phases. Since the online 
social media platform developed by the students was rather simple and found that it was difficult to 
respond to this requirement in the individual interview conducted at the end of  the course. 

DATA COLLECTION 
This study adopts a mixed-method approach by collecting quantitative and qualitative data using four 
research instruments: a questionnaire, a focus group interview, an individual interview, and students’ 
self-reflection. Specifically, the four research instruments were used in addressing RQ1, and the indi-
vidual interview was used in addressing RQ2.  

All participants were asked to fill in the questionnaire (see Appendix A1). The questionnaire con-
tained 9 questions designed to acquire an initial understanding of  students’ experience with social 
media in terms of  the three domains – everyday life, formal and informal learning. The questions 
covered their usage frequency, familiarity, perceived benefits, and concerns of  social media on the 
three domains from their experience during the coursework. The results were derived and contrib-
uted as a basis for focus group interviews and Q.12 – Q.19 in the individual interviews for RQ1. 

Focus group interviews with cohorts of  students were designed to develop an in-depth understand-
ing of  what students want to do with social media for the three domains (see Appendix B). There 
was a total of  8 questions. Questions 1 – 6 encored the focus on their experience from part A of  the 
questionnaire that students were invited to share their experience with social media in informal and 
formal learning. For question 7 – 8, it synced with part B of  the questionnaire, which focused on 
their purpose and perceived benefits of  social media based on the five claims of  using social media 

 
1 All appendices can be downloaded from https://doi.org/10.28945/4703 
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(UGC, prosumer, co-creation, sharing, and community). There was a total of  20 groups (7 from BSc 
studies and 13 from MSc studies), with 4–5 students in each group (see Table 2). 

 

Table 2: Focused group interviews 

Level of  study Cohort Number of  groups 
BSc First cohort 2 
BSc Second cohort 5 
MSc First cohort 2 
MSc Second cohort 6 
MSc Third cohort 5 

Total 20  
 

Individual interviews were conducted over the phone at the end of  the semester (see Appendix C). 
They gathered students’ insights on designing, building, developing, testing, and refining their social 
media environments (see Table 3). It allowed researchers the capacity to obtain a comprehensive de-
scription of  students’ experience on participatory design approach of  co-creating the social media 
learning environments. Students evaluated the usefulness of  the social media environments for their 
inquiry group projects in Q.3 – Q.9 and Q.12 – Q.19, which contributed to RQ1. Q.1 – Q.4 ad-
dressed RQ2.1 on their experiences based on the four elements of  the participatory design method. 
Q.10 and Q.11 projected students’ views for RQ2.2 on adopting the participatory design method as 
if  they were the lecturers in helping their students design a social media platform for a group project 
in higher education.  

 

Table 3: Individual student interviews  

Level of  study Cohort Number of  students 
BSc First cohort 4 
BSc Second cohort 11 
MSc First cohort 10 
MSc Second cohort 13 
MSc Third cohort 17 
 Total 55 

 

Students were expected to prepare a self-reflection after reading one of  the three selected articles on 
social media (see Appendix D). They could express their experience and afterthoughts on social me-
dia usage in everyday life, informal and formal learning freely, and how they planned on incorporat-
ing social media into their group projects. 

DATA ANALYSIS 
Qualitative data was analysed using thematic analysis to help identify, extract, and organise the key 
themes and sub-themes. Thematic analysis allows researchers to describe the dataset in rich detail and 
interpret the various aspects of  the research topic (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012). The researcher first 
familiarised himself  with the data by transcribing, reading, and re-reading it while noting down ideas 
for themes. When thematically consistent passages were noted, initial codes were generated. The re-
searcher then categorised the data by code, before collating these codes to form overarching themes. 
These themes were then checked for validity in relation to the extracted text in the initial codes and 
the entire dataset, resulting in a ‘thematic map’. The finalised themes were then named and defined, 
so that their specifics could be related to the research questions and literature. 
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Thematic analysis was applied to transcripts of  students’ responses to the open-ended questions in 
the questionnaire, students’ reflection exercises, focus group interviews, and individual interviews. 
These were analysed through axial coding with NVivo 9.0, leading to the development of  themes.  

The data for RQ2 was collected from five cohorts over a period of  1.5 years, to ensure intensive, 
long-term involvement (Maxwell, 2012) and data richness. Member checking was applied to eliminate 
bias (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019; Creswell & Miller, 2000; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Yin, 2014). Dis-
crepant evidence and negative cases were identified and analysed to examine the overall argument 
(Maxwell, 2012). Quantitative results were triangulated with qualitative results (Maxwell, 2012). Data 
reliability for RQ2 was ensured by having 2 experienced NViVo users to code transcripts. The first 
coder analysed and coded 100% of  the data and devised a complete coding scheme (see Appendix E) 
for the project. The second coder was assigned to code 20% of  the data. Good inter-rater reliability 
was established as the two raters displayed over 80% agreement of  ratings (Miles & Huberman, 1994; 
Miles et al., 2020). 

RESULTS 
The results are presented in two main sections according to the two research questions. 

STUDENTS’ USE OF SOCIAL MEDIA FOR LEARNING 
Table 4 shows the formal learning activities by the number of  BSc and MSc students who wanted to 
perform with social media tools after gaining knowledge and experience. The data was extracted 
from the questionnaire’s fundamental understanding and their description from the focus group and 
individual interviews. If  there were any social media tools they had used before (not for learning pur-
poses), the students were asked if  those tools had the potential for formal learning.  

Table 4: Activities students want to use social media in formal learning 

Domain Activity Social Media 
Tool 

Number of  
BSc students 
(n=33) 

 Number of  
MSc students 
(n=53) 

Formal 
learning 

Collaboration and com-
munication in group 
projects (“Group pro-
jects”) 
 
 

Facebook 2 (6%) 4 (8%) 
Google Docs  2 (6%) 5 (9%) 
Skype 1 (3%) 1 (2%) 
WhatsApp 2 (6%) 2 (4%) 
Wiki  2 (6%) 2 (4%) 
WeChat 0 (0%) 2 (4%) 
Forum 0 (0%) 2 (4%) 
Subtotal 9 (27%) 18 (34%) 

Gaining knowledge 
 

Wiki 4 (12%) 5 (9%) 
Blog 1 (3%) 1 (2%) 
Facebook 0 (0%) 1 (2%) 
YouTube 7 (21%) 2 (4%) 
Forum 3 (9%) 1 (2%) 
Google Docs 1 (3%) 1 (2%) 
Subtotal 16 (48%) 11 (21%) 

Content sharing 
 
 

Facebook 2 (6%) 1 (2%) 
Forum 0 (0%) 1 (2%) 
Google Docs 0 (0%) 3 (6%) 
YouTube 1 (3%) 0 (0%) 
Skype 1 (3%) 0 (0%) 
WhatsApp 1 (3%) 0 (0%) 
Subtotal 4 (12%) 5 (21%) 
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The results show that students wanted to use more social media tools for “group projects” and “gain 
knowledge” activities in formal learning. These two activities received 27 counts each in total. In par-
ticular, 16 of  the BSc students (48%) wanted to gain academic knowledge mainly through YouTube, 
stating, for example, “YouTube will be a good choice for (audio-visual versions of) articles or jour-
nals” (BSc-Cohort 1-TMaM). In this quote from the focus group interviews, the student referred to 
the pool of  videos explaining theoretical concepts uploaded by YouTube users. In another interview, 
a student reported that videos demonstrating how to solve a complex math problem were helpful in 
walking him through the steps of  calculations (BSc-Cohort 2-DHKJ). With YouTube’s multimedia 
platform, students found the combination of  text, visuals, graphics, and audio attractive, and these 
elements helped them learn more effectively. Hence, YouTube was often a source of  knowledge in 
the domain of  formal learning. While the platform supports both dissemination and consumption of  
videos, as well as interaction among users in the comments section, students mostly reported using it 
as consumers, i.e., watching videos. Students using YouTube for formal learning limited their use to 
watching informative videos to enrich their knowledge on a topic, rather than participating in the 
community by disseminating their own knowledge. One of  the cases was different, in which a stu-
dent produced a video for a media course and learnt how to tailor the video’s content to boost the 
number of  “likes”, an important metric of  audience engagement in social media (BSc-Cohort 1-
KAICS). This example differed from the students’ use pattern for YouTube, as the course focused 
on media that enabled students to both produce and consume in social media interaction. 

Students tended to be more active prosumers on other social media tools and were more interested in 
sharing and co-creating on tools such as Google Docs and Facebook. Eighteen of  the MSc students 
(34%) wanted to enhance group project communication mainly through Google Docs and Facebook, 
for instance stating “I think (Facebook) can be used for formal learning. For example, opening a Fa-
cebook group for group projects which I can keep it private or open. I can comment or upload pic-
tures if  I am a member of  that particular group” (MSc-Cohort 1-AH). The MSc students found 
Google Docs and Wiki to have the highest potential. Most students interviewed reported having used 
Google Docs to share both informal and formal learning materials when conducting group projects 
(MSc 14-1 WSA). In addition, some students reported having used it for document exchange (BSIM 
14-4 DHKJ). Google Docs was chosen for file sharing as students recognised its ability to help dis-
seminate information quickly (BSIM 14-4 DHKJ). They used it as a platform to gather information 
when working on group projects (BSIM 14-4 GKH). Students would even use Google Docs during 
lectures (MSc 14-1WSA). This could be because the tool supports real time co-editing, which was 
useful for students wanting to quickly take notes in lectures and consolidate each contributor’s notes 
into one single document.  

The students recognised the importance of  sharing in the co-creation of  knowledge. A preference 
for “learning in groups” was observed in the interviews. One student pointed out that sharing con-
tent is useful because knowledge is only available in one’s mind until expressed to others, only then 
does it become shared knowledge within a community (BSIM 14-4 DHKJ; MSc 13-3 P). Google 
Docs facilitates knowledge sharing, which in turn promotes brainstorming, as information contrib-
uted by one group member may inspire insight and opinions from others (BSIM 14-4 GKH). This is 
especially useful when there is a wealth of  expertise on different areas from individuals within the 
group (BSIM 14-4 DHKJ).  

Another consideration for adopting a social media platform was its ability to support later collabora-
tion. The students found the version history record in Google Docs useful (MSc 13-6 An). This 
function was helpful for reviewing their written projects, as it clearly showed each group member’s 
contribution and enabled them to access older documents if  they needed to revert to a previous ver-
sion.  

While the students praised social media’s affordances for sharing and co-creation, they also com-
mented on its shortcomings. Some students experienced technical issues where a platform would 
only support certain file formats and caused inconvenience (MSc 14-1 WSA). For the same reason, 
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students deemed tools like Skype or WhatsApp not useful for sharing or co-creation. Although both 
programs support file sharing, students categorised them as instant communication tools and did not 
find them user-friendly for document sharing (BSc 14-4 DHKJ).  

Cultural-political factors also played a role in the students’ choice of  social media for sharing and co-
creation in formal learning. In the group projects, certain groups were comprised of  local (Hong 
Kong) students and students from mainland China. When students went back to mainland China 
during the project period, they had difficulty accessing platforms banned such as Facebook, and 
found them not useful for co-creation (MSc 14-4 MX). This hindered communication. 

The above anecdotes reinforced the finding that students were able to recognise the affordances and 
limitations of  each social media platform and could find the appropriate tools for their learning activ-
ities. This correlation suggested that students were more motivated to use social media that they per-
ceive it as useful for a certain purpose. This created significant pedagogical implications for lecturers 
who intend to incorporate social media in their curriculums – it is imperative that lecturers and stu-
dents reach a consensus about which social media tool and how they will utilise the tool in education.  

PARTICIPATORY DESIGN APPROACH ’S EFFECTIVENESS OF SOCIAL MEDIA 
FOR LEARNING  
This section was split into the following two sub-sections according to the two sub-questions. 

Students’ experiences on co-creating social media environments with their lecturer in 
participatory design approach  
During the individual interviews with the students, the researcher asked questions about their experi-
ence, focusing on the four elements of  the participatory design approach (Albouys-Perrois et al., 
2018; Kensing & Blomberg, 1998; Simonsen & Robertson, 2013). Table 5 contains the descriptive 
data from the students’ views on their experience using the participatory design method to co-create 
an online social media platform conducive to their group project work. 

Table 5: Students’ experiences using the participatory design method to co-create a social 
media environment conducive to formal learning 

  Strongly disagree < ------------------------- > Strongly agree  Mea
n 

SD 
 Number of  BSc and 
MSc students (n=52) 

1 2 3 4 5  
 

1. I had sufficient access 
to relevant information 
(e.g., articles, an introduc-
tory workshop) about ap-
plying social media in 
formal learning. 

0 4 11 30 11 3.86 0.82 
(0%) (7.1%) (19.6%) (53.6%) (19.6%)   

2. I felt that I had auton-
omy/independence in 
solving problems related 
to the social media plat-
form design.  

0 5 9 37 5 3.75 0.74 
(0%) (8.9%) (16.1%) (66.1%) (8.9%)  

 

3. I contributed to the 
decision-making process 
regarding which social 
media tool to employ for 
the group project.  

2 2 8 29 15 3.95 0.94 
(3.6%) (3.6%) (14.3%) (51.8%) (26.8%)  

 

4. I had the opportunity 
to decide to change my 
group’s social media plat-
form when needed.  

3 1 13 29 10 3.75 0.96 
(5.4%) (1.8%) (23.2%) (51.8%) (17.9%)  
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The students had a positive experience based on the four elements of  the participatory design 
method. One of  their significant considerations was convenience, e.g., whether they need to tweak 
the platform’s layout or switch to another platform. 

Regarding the access to information, the students were satisfied that they had access to the relevant 
information to conduct formal learning activities on social media. A major source of  information 
was the lecturer’s introduction to various social media platforms. Several students expressed that they 
found it useful to learn how they could make use of  different social media platforms from the lec-
turer’s demonstration (MSc 13-1 CKHC KHAC; MSc 14-1 WSA). They considered this as a reliable 
and authoritative source of  information. Regardless of  their prior experience in using other social 
media platforms, they would adopt the platforms recommended by the lecturer (MSc 13-1 CKHC 
KHAC). Their second source of  information was peers. Students with past experience using a partic-
ular social media platform would share their knowledge with their peers during class (BSc 14-6 
DCYT). The third source of  information was the guidelines available online, either uploaded by the 
lecturer (e.g., the Moodle, a learning management system) or compiled by the developers (e.g., the 
Google Docs help page). Students did not consider these extra materials as a necessity to read thor-
oughly. But they were helpful when they encountered a specific situation and required assistance (BSc 
13-1 KKLK). From the same instrument, Table 6 shows the students’ evaluation of  “sufficient ac-
cess to relevant information” and “autonomy in solving problems” across different social media plat-
forms.  

Table 6: Students’ evaluation of  “sufficient access to relevant information” and “autonomy 
in solving problems” 

Elements of  participatory design BSc (n=15) MSc (n=37) 
1. Sufficient access to relevant information 
Information about Source   
Google Course 3 2 
Wiki Course 5 11 
Social media in general Course 3 14 
 Self-learning 2 2 
Others Course 0 4 
YouTube Course 0 3 
Forum Course 1 0 
Blogs Self-learning 0 1 
 Subtotal 14 37 
2. Autonomy in solving problems 
Problems with Social media tool   
Making comments Google  1 0 

PBworks 0 1 
Tracing revision history Google  1 0 
Granting access Google  0 3 
Looking for keywords Wiki 0 1 
Information management and 
retrieval 

 0 1 

Receiving RSS PBworks 0 1 
Finding solutions with others Teammates 2 4 
 Forum 1 1 
Finding solutions alone   4 3 
  Subtotal 10 23 

14 out of  the 15 BSc students and all of  the MSc students agreed that they had “sufficient access to 
relevant information”. 3 of  the BSc and 14 of  the MSc students mentioned that they had obtained 
relevant information about “social media in general” and various social media tools from the course 
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and self-learning. For instance, one student responded, “The lecturer provided some materials during 
the course. And I obtained information on PBworks, the tool that my group used for building our 
collaborating platform” (MSc 13-6 LHW).  

Regarding autonomy, the students perceived that they had autonomy to choose their preferred social 
media tool. The majority (10 of  the 15 BSc students and 23 of  the 37 MSc students) agreed that they 
had autonomy in solving problems. One of  the groups shared how they encountered some problems 
with RSS. They were able to solve the problem independently and indicated that “we went onto 
Google and searched how to deal with the problem, and we were able to solve it” (MSc 13-6 KHT). 
However, one of  the students shared that some of  their peers lacked the initiative to explore differ-
ent options and preferred reaching a consensus to use the tools recommended by the lecturer con-
veniently (MSc 13-1 CKHC KHAC). This mindset carried through when they decided on the layout 
for their platform, they were not motivated to brainstorm any new methods or designs.  

Table 7 shows the students’ evaluations of  “contributing to the decision-making process”. Students 
were asked whether they contributed to their group’s decision-making about the social media tool for 
their project during the individual interview. 

Table 7: Students’ experiences of  “contributing to decision-making”  
and “deciding to change” 

Elements of  participatory design BSc (n=15) MSc (n=37) 
3. Contributing to decision-making 
Comparing pros and cons 3 4 
Group discussion/negotiation 5 17 
Guidelines from class 0 4 
Choosing social media tool/s that favor collaboration 5 2 
Individual decision-making 1 7 
  Subtotal 14 34 
4. Opportunity leading to the decision to change 

Layout changed in Google Docs 1 1 
Tool changed from Google Docs to PBworks 0 1 
Group decided 3 16 
Student could decide individually  0 3 
  Subtotal 4 21 

A great majority (14 out of  15 BSc and 34 out of  37 MSc students) agreed that they had contributed 
to the decision-making process. Most of  the decisions regarding the social media tool for the stu-
dents’ projects (5 BSc projects and 17 MSc projects) were made through group discussions and nego-
tiations. For example, one of  the students shared their decision-making process. Each group member 
came up with alternatives of  the social media tools and rated each tool. They picked PBworks for 
their project eventually (MSc 13-6 CYL). They agreed that the lecturer made it clear that students 
were free to adopt their choice (MSc 13-1 CHKC KHAC), and that they played a major role in de-
signing the platform’s layout (BSc 13-1 MKY). One of  the students acknowledged that they were 
“not very professional” in using social media, and the training provided by the lecturer enabled them 
to “finish the project and use the tools independently” (MSc 13-1 KL). 

Students were asked whether they had the opportunity to switch to another social media platform 
during the project period. There were some mixed responses. One of  the students reflected that the 
group did not change their platform over the course of  the project. He felt that his group members 
preferred to use the easiest and most straightforward platform. He would be open to changes if  the 
proposed changes could improve their collaboration (MSc 13-1 CKHC KHAC). Another student re-
flected a critical point of  view that several members of  the group noticed some shortcomings of  the 
current social media tool. However, they continued to use the same tool without any changes because 
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most of  the group members thought that they had worked out a smooth collaboration process and 
opposed changes (MSc 13-1 CKHC KHAC). These comments reflected the students’ emphasis on 
“convenience”, or the ease of  collaboration. They were conscious that the social media tools might 
not be perfect in terms of  functionality. However, if  the shortcomings were tolerable, they preferred 
to collaborate on the current tool rather than starting fresh.  

As students preferred a smooth process and the ease of  working together, the lecturer’s role in intro-
ducing students to various social media platforms could be influential during their selection. Lectur-
ers should keep themselves up to date on the latest developments of  the social media tools available, 
so they are able to advise which tools may best suit students’ learning activities. Otherwise, given stu-
dents’ reliance on information provided by their lecturers, they may make their decisions based on 
outdated information and miss the opportunities to use the latest technology. 

Students’ views on co-creating social media environments with their lecturer in 
participatory design approach  
Table 8 and Table 9 shows the students’ rating and their responses respectively on their experience 
using the participatory design method as if  they were the lecturer. The data was extracted from Q.10 
of  the individual interviews. The results were positive (with an average rating of  3.79 out of  5). 

Table 8: Students’ ratings on using the participatory design method to co-create a social me-
dia environment conducive to formal learning as if  they were the lecturer 

  Strongly disagree < ------------------------ > Strongly agree                                    Mean SD 

 BSc and MSc (n =52) 1 2 3 4 5  

 

If  I were the lecturer, I 
would implement this par-
ticipatory design method 
to help my students de-

sign the social media plat-
form for their group pro-

ject 

0 7 8 26 14 3.79 0.95 

(0%) (12.7%) (14.5%) (47.3%) (25.5%)  

 

 

Table 9: Students’ responses to the statement, “If  I were the lecturer, I would implement this 
participatory design method to help my students design the social media platform for their 

group project” 

  BSc (n=15) MSc (n=37) 
 Reason Yes (n, %) No (n, %) Yes (n, %) No (n, %) 
Give guidance to students 4 (25.0%) 1 (6.3%) 6 (15.8%) 2 (5.3%) 
Ensure progress 4 (25.0%) 0 (0.0%) 6 (15.8%) 1 (2.6%) 
Respect students’ needs 4 (25.0%) 1 (6.3%) 7 (18.4%) 3 (7.9%) 
Other 2 (12.5%) 0 (0.0%) 13 (34.2%) 0 (0.0%) 
 Subtotal 14  2  32  6   

 

A common positive response from the students was that they could receive guidance and feedback 
from the lecturer. They agreed that the lecturer’s support was useful. One of  the students said, “Stu-
dents can get a clearer direction when they are working on the project because of  the lecturer’s sup-
port” (MSc 13-6 MWOC).  Students expressed that they preferred different channels to receive the 
lecturer’s feedback during the interview. Some students valued the lecturer’s input in the face-to-face 
consultation sessions more (BSc 14-6 IHKH), as the verbal exchange allowed them to follow up on 
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questions and receive extensive advice or feedback immediately. Other students preferred the online 
comments written by the lecturer on the social media tool, as they were able to receive feedback 
without going through the time-consuming process of  scheduling a consultation session between the 
group and the lecturer (BSc 14-6 DCYT). 

Also, students recognised the value of  giving the lecturer access to their social media platform. It al-
lowed the lecturer to see their progress and intervene when necessary (e.g., when they were off-topic) 
(BSc 13-1 MKY). This reflected that although “ensuring progress” was one of  the reasons that the 
students supported implementing participatory design, they did not expect the lecturer to drive them 
to do work. Instead, they trusted the lecturer to act as a gatekeeper who would prevent them from 
taking the wrong path. 

A similar response that the students supported the participatory design approach is the respect for 
students’ needs. Students recognised that the purpose of  adopting this method was to empower them 
to decide how they would learn (i.e., collaborate on a project), but it also allows the lecturer to offer 
guidance along the way. One of  the students mentioned that they preferred this pedagogical method 
because “it lets the student choose, make their own decision and let [the lecturer] check last” (MSc 
13-1 YL). Another student believed that the participatory design process gave the students a chance 
to self-reflect. The self-reflection enabled them to clarify their understanding of  concepts and find 
out their learning needs (MSc 13-6 LYC). This was in line with another student’s response that the 
process made them “think about which social media tool design is the most suitable for [their] own 
project” (MSc14-1 YYZ). 

While most of  the students were positive about the implementation of  a participatory designed so-
cial media tool, one of  the students was against the requirement of  using a social media tool in a 
course. He believed that the tool would not be effective unless they were self-motivated to incorpo-
rate into their projects. “If  students are forced to use a social media tool, they will not use it again af-
ter the course. I think it would be more desirable to introduce the tools during lessons. The lecturer 
can share some links with the students and let them decide which tool they would like to use [if  any]” 
(MSc 13-6 KHT). 

The findings of  this section show that the students rated the participatory design method favourably. 
Their responses reflected that the approach balanced their needs for training and freedom to navigate 
through the tools and the collaboration process appropriately. The participatory design method com-
bined the strengths of  the two other methods tested by the researcher in earlier trails (teacher-led and 
student-led) and was positively received as a result. 

DISCUSSION 
This section highlights the major contributions of  this research. The study results are analysed fur-
ther to support the development of  the theoretical concept and to make practical suggestions to en-
hance the pedagogy.   

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Numerous case studies proved that social media is beneficial in higher education in many aspects, 
this study confirmed the coherent positive influence of  social media in high education group pro-
jects. However, when adopting social media in higher education teaching and learning, there is a lack 
of  consensus of  a best practice or approach. The ultimate goal of  this study is to enhance students’ 
use of  social media tools for better and more effective formal learning.  

The participatory design approach offers students a two-fold scaffolding support, firstly from their 
own experience (the rectangle in the bottom left of  Figure 2), and secondly – and equally importantly 
– from their teacher’s expertise (the rectangle on the right of  Figure 2). Students have been using so-
cial media in their everyday lives, and their experience and knowledge obtained in everyday use led to 
their use in the informal learning domain. Students have the potential to transfer their experience and 
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knowledge from using social media at home to school, which is working towards the formal learning 
domain (Potter, 2011). At the same time, teachers contribute to their students’ ability to incorporate 
social media tools into their formal learning through various practices. They provide information 
sources such as articles for reference and information at the beginning of  the projects. Teachers pro-
vide a certain level of  training on social media tools to their students, and specific scaffolding sup-
port, such as initiating face-to-face group consultations with their students. The input from the stu-
dents and teachers will heighten students’ perceived usefulness and familiarity with social media tools, 
and in turn empower them to effectively make use of  social media for formal learning (Chu, 2008). 

 
Figure 2: Theoretical framework of  scaffolding in participatory design methods for students’ 

effective use of  social media in formal learning 

From this study, students responded positively and recognised the value from the interaction with the 
lecturer by the participatory design approach. Based on the findings, this study proposes a theoretical 
framework outlining the use of  scaffolding processes in participatory design approach. The frame-
work posits that the participatory design approach enables students to build the teacher’s input with 
their past experience and knowledge into their effective use of  social media in formal learning. In this 
framework we assume that, given the scaffolding support offered under the participatory design ap-
proach, students will experience the four elements of  the participatory design platform put forward 
by Kensing (1982) and Clement and Van den Besselar (1993), and identified by Kensing and 
Blomberg (1998), Simonsen and Robertson (2013) and Albouys-Perrois et al. (2018). The results 
showed that the majority of  the students experienced these four elements when they used the social 
media tools for formal learning, therefore, the findings support the initial assumption.  

We have established that the process is empirically feasible, and that there is potential for students 
and lecturers to co-construct the learning experience under the participatory design approach from 
this study. It is essential to establish that this approach is effective for learning. The interviews with 
the students revealed that they enjoyed autonomy in learning while appreciating their lecturer’s advice 
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to a certain degree, especially in the early stage of  the project when they had to decide which social 
media tool to work on. This theoretical framework factored in students’ learning preferences, allowed 
sufficient room for exploration and ensured that they received guidance along the progress from 
their lecturer. The lecturer may tailor his advice to scaffold individual students’ learning outcomes 
without hindering students’ autonomy based on their capability. The pedagogy is concurrent with 
some of  the best practices in teaching and learning. For example, the use of  wikis in group project 
writing encourages “less student passivity and more active, collaborative learning”, while the use of  
the participatory design approach enables the use of  “less one-size-fits-all approaches to learning and 
more differentiated approaches to instruction to meet the needs of  individuals” (Zemelman et al., 
2012). 

PEDAGOGICAL ASPECT 
This section explains how the theoretical framework can be applied to enhance the pedagogy.  

Over the years, three approaches have been applied to create a social media environment for formal 
learning: teacher-led, student-led, and participatory design approach. The problem with the teacher-
led approach was that some students were familiar with some social media tools and did not enjoy 
using the tool selected for their project by the lecturer. The student-led approach’s problem was stu-
dents’ lack of  understanding and experience in incorporating social media into formal learning pre-
vented them from using social media in general or some social media tools for their group projects. 
Alternatively, with the participatory design approach, the lecturer provided some information such as 
articles for students to learn about the usefulness of  social media for formal learning. They provided 
basic training on using social media during lessons and commented on the students’ social media de-
sign for their group work during consultations. Meanwhile, the students took the responsibility of  
deciding which social media tool to use and designing the tool in a way that best suited their needs. 
For structuring courses at both Bachelor and Master’s level, the participatory design approach seems 
to be the best approach of  the three, as confirmed by the results of  this study. 

The study results have demonstrated how the participatory design approach could help students se-
lect the social media tools they would like to incorporate into their formal learning activities. When 
the students evaluated their engagement with the four experiential elements that constitute the partic-
ipatory design approach, the majority of  the students agreed that they were able to practise auton-
omy in solving problems, which implies that applying social media tools in formal learning could be 
beneficial for academic self-efficacy. It may lead to better learning outcomes. As such, it is crucial for 
teachers and lecturers to make good use of  social media in assigning group projects and various tasks 
in the course. This practice is not limited to tertiary education, as technology and the Internet are in 
widespread use in secondary schools, social media and the participatory design approach employed in 
this research can be relevant for secondary school education. 

PERSPECTIVE ON SOCIAL MEDIA BENEFITS FROM STUDENTS IN 
DIFFERENT EDUCATION LEVELS 
Previous studies proved that social media is beneficial for students’ performances in improving stu-
dents’ academic performance by collaborations and effective in reinforcing memory and accommo-
dating learning styles (Talaue et al., 2018; Santoveña Casal, 2019; Stathopoulou et al., 2019). This 
study examined social media’s benefits for formal learning from the students’ perspective after gain-
ing knowledge and experience of  using social media across various tools and their education pro-
grams. For bachelor’s degree students, the most popular activity is to gain knowledge by YouTube. 
Surprisingly, as a well-known social tool, Facebook is the least preferred social media tool for this ac-
tivity. The least popular activity for bachelor’s degree students is content sharing through forums and 
Google Docs. On the contrary, the most favoured tool for Master’s degree students in content shar-
ing activities is Google Docs. It is first-ranked for collaboration and communication in group pro-
jects. The results showed the difference in selecting a social media tool for the same formal learning 



Lai, Yang, & Chu 

79 

activity across two education levels. There is a potential that multifunctionality can be one of  the rea-
sons students favoured a social media tool for formal learning. Further studies are recommended to 
examine the students’ preference for the social media tool in higher education.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR EDUCATIONAL PRACTICE 
This study found that students generally perceived the application of  social media tools in formal ed-
ucation to be positive and useful, and showed the value of  incorporating social media in formal uni-
versity education and practice. To incorporate social media in education, the ultimate goal is to en-
hance students’ use of  social media tools for better and more effective learning. While there are indi-
vidual lecturers who are willing and motivated to invest time and effort initiating and finessing social 
media related pedagogies, organisational change will be needed for the majority of  lecturers to adopt 
these new pedagogies (Du et al., 2016).  

Our study recommends initiating an organizational change at universities to adopt social media to 
formal education. It can provide adequate support for lecturers to utilise social media as one of  the 
teaching tools on a massive scale. To students, it creates the space for their autonomy to enjoy the 
positive influence by social media in teaching and learning. The process of  organisational change is 
summarised in three steps (see Figure 3). The first step is a structural change in university policies 
such as performance evaluation and/or new teaching-related funds. In the first step, university or fac-
ulty-level measures can be taken to help students fully utilise social media tools in educational con-
texts, by providing the necessary conditions and incentives. For example, the university may add an 
item in staff  performance appraisals where students can evaluate lecturers’ innovations in teaching. 
Incentives may be provided to encourage lecturers to apply social media tools, for example, allocating 
funding or time off  for staff  development training, and hiring part-time lecturers or assistants to 
cover the lecturers’ teaching duties while they focus on researching/testing innovative pedagogies. 
With sufficient structural change, step two will occur: lecturers will feel motivated to incorporate so-
cial media in their teaching practice. The pedagogy can be refined to match students’ levels of  social 
media proficiency and their learning expectations. As the early adopters begin to see the success in 
their innovative pedagogies, it can encourage their fellow educators. At this stage, the institution will 
experience the third and final step in the organisational change process: a cultural change brought 
about by the diffusion of  innovative pedagogies. 

 
Figure 3: The process of  organisational change to promote social media use in higher edu-

cation (adapted from Chu & Mok, 2016) 

The success of  this process depends on both the university policy-makers and lecturers. With social 
media platforms surge and plummet, subscribing and sustaining membership for social platforms is 
costly for faculty members. Therefore, it is important for institutions to develop or subscribe their 
platforms at an institutional level and provide professional development programmes for faculty 
members (Kara et al., 2020). Management support from university policy-makers is important, as it 
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plays a key role in bringing the top-down structural change that encourages staff  to adopt new peda-
gogies. Some lecturers working on the front line of  teaching and learning will initiate pedagogical in-
novation, and others will keep an open mind to try new pedagogies. The former is essential in pro-
moting top-down structural change as an early adopter, while the latter is integral to the adoption of  
new pedagogies and eventual cultural change after seeing the success. The present study may act as a 
primer to initiate organisational change in universities. It proposes and tests the social media peda-
gogy implemented in group projects using the participatory design approach and demonstrates the 
pedagogy’s positive influence in teaching and learning. The researcher will use the results of  this 
study to persuade university policy-makers to promote the new pedagogy, in the hope of  spreading 
this type of  practice and improving teaching and learning where group projects are concerned.  

CONCLUSIONS 
To investigate how university students might make the best use of  social media as part of  their for-
mal university education, a mixed-method research was conducted to investigate students’ prefer-
ences and effectiveness of  participatory design approach for using social media in formal learning. 
Results show that students preferred to use social media to gain knowledge, collaborate and com-
municate with each other. Furthermore, we examined how the participatory design approach contrib-
uted to helping the students to co-create a social media environment in the formal learning domain 
with their lecturer. In general, the students appreciated the autonomy inherent in the use of  social 
media to co-create a formal learning environment, and embraced the implementation of  the partici-
patory design approach, which offered them a greater sense of  participation and ownership. The stu-
dents appreciated the lecturer’s support that helped to address their needs and they could self-moni-
tor their work in formal learning.  

This study builds on the findings in the study by Chu, Zhang et al. (2017) that students are more en-
gaged in social media activities in their everyday lives, and less in informal learning and formal learn-
ing context. Some students are confident in social media’s usage in general, they rely at least partially 
on their lecturer’s guidance in adopting social media to the specific domain of  formal learning. Tak-
ing note of  the students’ behaviour, this study translated this observation into theoretical and peda-
gogical implications for higher education. Compared to the student-led and teacher-led approaches, 
the participatory design approach enables the lecturer to offer the necessary scaffolding support 
without compromising students’ autonomy. This approach is concurrent with the best practices in 
teaching and learning outlined in Zemelman et al. (2012). 

Moreover, this study recognises that some lecturers’ challenge of  stepping out of  their comfort 
zones in incorporating social media in teaching. To facilitate this change, university management can 
offer initiatives such as funding opportunities to support pedagogical innovations, including teaching 
and learning innovations in lecturers’ annual performance assessments (Du et al., 2016). It is impera-
tive that lecturers realise and become familiar with the potential of  social media, for the effective in-
tegration of  social media into formal education.  

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH  
From this study, one of  the limitations was a potential that multiple factors interfered with students’ 
choice and experience of  social media tools in formal learning apart from the lecturer’s guidance that 
lacks further exploration, as the study focuses on their perceptions and experience in the participa-
tory design approach. In the future, researchers could consider cognitive, psychological, and social 
factors on integrating social media into formal learning by in-depth interviews and case studies. An-
other limitation was the feasibility of  the theoretical framework across different education levels, re-
searchers could investigate the potential of  the theoretical framework with participatory design in dif-
ferent education levels, e.g., secondary school education. It is worth examining if  the autonomy that 
the students experienced will lead to better learning outcomes. Moreover, with the rapid development 



Lai, Yang, & Chu 

81 

of  social media, further studies are worthy to examine the longitudinal impact of  the current social 
media tools from this study or some new tools in the future.  
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