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[bookmark: _GoBack]	Over the past few years, one of the leading developments to affect society on a global scale is the explosive rise in online social networking tools especially with Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and blogs. In fact, because its usage has reached such epic proportions in people’s daily lives, global society has come to be known as having entered the ‘age of social media’. This of course is not at all surprising when certain statistics are considered. For instance, in looking at Facebook alone, there are approximately 500 million Facebook users worldwide and from them, more than 30 billion bits of content material, from blogs and web links to photos are shared each month (Wells, 2011). As a result, many educators, both in high school and in post-secondary institutions, are now commonly adopting and integrating social media in their instructional design strategies. Moreover, when closely examined, it appears that many learning benefits arise from incorporating social media in educational instruction through its ability to promote an increase in the level of interactivity and engagement, enhance collaboration and communication as well as to satisfy the significant need to adequately prepare learners for their future careers.

	One of the most distinct advantages that social media offers in respect to education and learning is that it has the ability to significantly increase the level of engagement and interactivity among students. In examining why this is the case, it is apparent that one reason is because of their familiarity with such technology since many of today’s learners, also known as digital natives, have grown up using video and computer games as well as online virtual worlds and simulations like Wii Sports, Sims Online and World of Warcraft (Wankel, 2009). Similarly, even though the age of social media users do, to an extent vary, the majority are the younger generations and like with most other things in life, the more these students use social media, the more comfortable they become with it. Likewise, the simple fact that so many teenagers and young adults are the ones consistently interacting with it in their personal lives, implies that they are very much attracted and intrigued by it. This can be seen as, “they carry mobile phones, media players, game devices, laptop computers and know how to use them. They know the Internet not as a transformative new technology but as a fixture in their environment” (Rheingold, 2008, p. 25). It therefore only seems logical that when social media is integrated within classroom instruction, the chance of eliciting the same kind of excited response becomes typical, given that they already possess the basic knowledge of how it functions and the desired appeal. 

	In addition to students’ familiarity and comfort level, another element of social media that makes it more effective in learning, is that it is fundamentally a hands-on enterprise. In essence, what that means is that social media, among other things, is based on participation and active involvement (Rheingold, 2008). As such, Facebook, Twitter, blogs and many other forms of social media work the same way since with each, the individual user does not solely sit at the computer and passively view what others have shared. Rather, they too have the opportunity to be actively engaged by responding and contributing their own thought-provoking and creative comments, information, images and videos. So, using any type of social media, and incorporating it within educational instruction would likely result in a higher level of interactivity. This in turn, would offer a more valuable effect on student learning, like in Seymour Papert’s philosophy of constructionism that believes “learning by doing is better than learning by being told” (Bruckman, 2005, p. 1). More specifically, as in constructivism, the philosophy of constructionism is based on the notion that learning is a process wherein individuals actively construct knowledge from their own personal experiences. What constructionism adds, however, is that this knowledge building is most effective when the learner is actually creating a personally meaningful product, whether it is making a sand castle on the beach, designing an object with Logo or constructing a theory of the universe (Bruckman, 2005; Papert, 1991). Hence, it can be seen how, through its self-manipulative properties, social media can efficiently be used to gain that sort of meaningful learning as advocated by constructionism, and so is why many educators are currently embedding social media as a strategy in their instructional designs. One such instructor is a theatre professor at the University of North Carolina who used Second Life to teach his students about Shakespeare. In doing so, he had students create and control their own characters to collectively experience what it was like to see a play in Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre (Blankenship, 2010). Taking this case into account, along with many other instances of social media integration, it becomes better understood that giving students the prospect to learn by doing and to be actively involved will likely yield a stronger impact on their own learning. 

	In relation to the hands-on nature of social media, another reason interactivity and engagement are both positively correlated to each other and to learning, is that it generally teaches students to subconsciously become responsible for their own knowledge building (Li, 2012). This often occurs because when a student is expected to independently interact with the material, especially when it includes something they are interested in like social media, they simultaneously also tend to care more about their individual progress making it more important for them to succeed. In support of this, Howard Rheingold, one of the most respected leaders in the online education revolution explains “…the benefits of social media to students are plenty: greater engagement, greater interest, students taking more control and responsibility for their education (Blankenship, 2010, p. 40). In other words, when students are more engrossed and self-directed in their own learning, they are also more likely to develop a deeper understanding of the knowledge and skills expected of them. This exact result was observed in a study conducted by George and Dellasaga at the Penn State College of Medicine wherein students in the medical humanities curriculum were required to contribute to Twitter, a collective blog, Skype and YouTube as part of their course. While some students were skeptical at first, by the end of the course it was concluded, “…integrating these tools, which have infiltrated popular culture, led to greater student involvement in the learning process. This was evidenced by the fact that students in both classes acted on their own accord to use social media platforms in composing and disseminating their final projects” (George, 2011, p. 432). These results, coupled with the high favorability rating students gave the course on their evaluations, demonstrates that when student are given the ability to personally influence their own knowledge attainment in a learning process that they enjoy, the potential for true meaningful learning to occur significantly increases (George, 2011). 

	Social media, according to the Merriam Webster dictionary, is defined as “forms of electronic communication such as web sites for social networking and micro blogging through which users create online communities to share information, ideas, personal messages, and other content like videos” (Merriam Webster, 2012). Within that definition the key word is communication since it is what forms its basic framework, regardless of the different types of social media. For example, the intention of Facebook and Twitter is to provide a platform for people to connect and share aspects of their personal life with profile details, text, images and videos. Blogs and YouTube on the other hand are geared towards content sharing with more thought out ideas and information or videos (George, 2011). Yet despite the variations in purpose, what they do have in common is that through its consistent use, unique communities develop, allowing people from all over the world to easily communicate with one another in a more social and relaxed environment. At the same time it also presents the possibility to have a distinct impact on all different users in the way that they can feel more comfortable and at ease to open up and share their thoughts, feelings and experiences with others. Furthermore, in applying this to an educational setting, if various social media were integrated into the methods of instruction, the likelihood of most students especially those who are shy to speak in front of others would improve. In particular, allowing learners the chance to share their thoughts and creative abilities in a more relaxed and less direct environment would help them to develop and shift their private voice to a more public voice. In turn, that can lead to a higher degree of self-confidence and comfort in individuality along with more effective public participation and self-expression (Rheingold, 2008). This type of power in expressing ones voice through social media can best be depicted by a group of MBA students who had taken a business communication course at the University of Texas. As part of the course, the students had gone on a two-week study tour to China and were required to share their experiences in a course blog as well as take photos and videos according to a certain model they had learned about (Kelm, 2011). From that, the professor noticed how valuable the students’ comments in the blog were because it not only allowed them to express themselves with a more holistic picture, but it also gave insight that would have been difficult to obtain in a traditional classroom. Moreover, the professor also realized, after the course was complete, that “using blogs in our courses and as part of the study abroad experience has changed the dynamics of our communication…the blog has enriched the communication not only among the current students but for the future participants as well” (Kelm, 2011, p. 511). Although this example is based on just one class, the key concept behind this is widely applicable in that utilizing social media within education instruction has the ability to improve communication within the class, and the voice of each individual student. 


	In addition to augmented communication, social media also provides the benefit of increased collaboration, which can be applied in many contexts and subjects. In fact, according to the Babson Survey Research Group, 30% of college and university faculty across the United States use social networks to communicate with students outside of class and 52% use online videos, podcasts, blogs and wikis as collaborative tools during class (Blankenship, 2010). These figures are not at all astonishing because promoting group work and collaboration in and of itself implies a greater opportunity to amplify the amount of intelligence and knowledge gained, since data obtained as a collective group will always outweigh the limited amount an individual can absorb (Kelm, 2011). Therefore using social media tools that inherently create a collaborative environment in education instruction, will most likely make the goal of expanding the students wealth of knowledge through sharing that much more attainable. In a broader sense, some of the methods that this can be done are by using Facebook as a course management system or to generate class discussions. Blogs can also be implemented to have students work on a collective research project or even just to share relevant information on course topics. Similarly, students can use YouTube to share a video project or Twitter to track a particular concept, keep a learning diary or even to take a quiz (Wanger, 2011). A more specific approach, nonetheless, that was used by a high school history teacher in Los Angeles, was to have students use Twitter as a means to obtain information, which in this case was on religion and commerce for a Middle Colonies unit. In doing so, students were easily able to create a timeline of great information they found on the topic and then share it with their classmates. Relatedly, in a high school biology classroom in New Jersey, the teacher arranged for the students to communicate with another class in a completely different state on a collaborative Jurassic Park project. Through Google Docs and Skype, students from both classes were able to virtually meet to design parks found in various geologic time periods (Shein, 2012). While both of these examples are based on high school classes, similar uses of social media have been used in post-secondary programs too. For instance, it has become commonplace for medical students at the Mercer University School of Medicine in Georgia to use social media within their tutorial groups. As such, Facebook became an invaluable tool to arrange meetings and to share information, and YouTube, iTunes and other MP3s are very often used as visual learning tools and online lecture (Wells, 2011). Thus, taken together, it is evident that social media can be incorporated in many different capacities and in each one serves as an asset to enhance communication and collaboration. 

	In a separate light from other benefits, integrating social media within education instruction truthfully also helps better prepare students for their future careers. In many ways this can be attributed to the many companies and organizations that currently use social media in their business strategy since “from January 2011 to June 2011, Internet staffing firm Onward Search reported that the number of jobs with the phrase ‘social media’ in their description increased by more than 45 percent” (Ullman, 2012, p. 24). Moreover, some companies have even begun to create entire positions just based on overseeing and managing social media relations. In considering why this has become more popular, it seems that the answer is twofold. That is, on one hand most of the companies that take advantage of social media tools do so because that is where their consumers are; in order for them to successfully reach their target markets, they must continuously find new ways to connect and advertise through those same mediums. On the other hand, the longer this business strategy continues to stay a popular trend, the more companies need to engage in it too so as to stay competitive (Ullman, 2012). 

	Consequently, the need for student preparation in how to use social media, at least at a basic level, has become more important so that they learn it in a more professional context than what they gain from personal use. In response, many high school and post-secondary institutions have started to re-design their programs to include social media skills and techniques. One such school is the Career & Technical Education Academy in South Dakota as they provide high school students’ with an industry-related education by offering vocational training. Those who attend are given the opportunity to work with top quality equipment and technology just like they would in a workplace (Careless, 2012). Another college that made comparable changes is the Madison Area Technical College in Wisconsin wherein Kristin Uttech, a marketing instructor, began communicating with local employers to learn what type of skills they were looking for and through that ended up launching a social media certificate program in 2010. In her account of that experience she explained that their business partners told her “we could not find evidence of cost-effective, high-quality training, even though we knew that 60 percent to 70 percent of marketing jobs required some element of social media” (Ullman, 2012, p. 25). As such, Uttech designed the new program to teach students the different strategies, techniques and general mind frame needed to succeed in social media campaigns. For example, within one course project, students developed an online marketing campaign that they would actually execute with Facebook advertisements, blogs and promotion via Google AdWords (Ullman, 2012). Then, by the time they graduate they not only learned as much as they would have before, but also are in a much better position to find a job and start their career. 

	Since the launch of social media within education, there have been many students who have been productive in finding jobs because of those new skills learned. For instance, in a communications course at the California State University the professor brought in a guest speaker who explained to the class that he was offered a position as a reporter at a major newspaper because the editors had followed his blog online and were very impressed (Blankenship, 2011). Likewise other students, such as those studying medicine, have often used social media like Facebook to reach professional contacts in their industry and develop connections. That was the circumstance with one medical student when she learned about the relief efforts surgical teams were partaking in to assist Haiti after the major earthquake through Facebook. Choosing to read more, the student found a link from the post to the MSF Doctors Without Borders website and then with a little more research found an online post from a doctor at Operation Gives Back giving instructions on how to help out if interested and information to contact her (Wells, 2011). What makes this story so intriguing is that all of the professional related information and connections were made within minutes, something that could only have been done using social media. As such, although preparation for ones future career has and always will be an important aspect in learning, it is now even more evident that social media has developed into a vital means to achieve that.  

	Overall, integrating social media in education instruction, both at the high school and post-secondary level, allows for many significant benefits in student learning to be reached. One such advantage is that is it can easily increase the level of interactivity and engagement among learners because it essentially is a hands-on enterprise and most students today are already familiar and comfortable with it. As well, social media has the natural capacity to strengthen collaboration and communication among students by participating, constructing and giving power to their public voice in a social and indirect environment. Social media also provides students with realistic preparation for their careers as it is now and will continue to be an integral tool in the future. 
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