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Abstract

The rapid development of social networks has decisively contributed to the
configuration of a new environment in the field of distance education (Jones,
2020) which also has an impact on adult education. The research objective is
the attitude of teachers towards the use of social media in the context of their
training. At the same time, the role and pedagogical utilization of Social
Networking in the context of Teacher training was investigated. The Labora-
tory for Advanced Learning Technologies in Lifelong and Distance Learning
[e-Learning Lab] of the Department of Education of the University of Crete
designed and created a new Social Network which was pedagogically utilized
during teacher training. The results showed that Social Media can be used
pedagogically in various levels: communication, collaboration, interaction, as
well as participatory learning.
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1. Introduction

According to international literature, social networks under pedagogical condi-
tions (Anastasiades, 2017) can contribute to the enhancement of communica-
tion, interaction (Greenhow & Askari, 2017) and social presence (Lim & Rich-
ardson, 2016) in distance learning environments (Anastasiades & Kotsidis, 2013)

expanding the scope of offered learning opportunities.

The purpose of this paper is to research the pedagogical utilization of social

networks in teachers’” distance training. The research makes optimal use of a
comprehensive and collaborative social network environment, which was de-
signed and implemented by the The Laboratory for Advanced Learning Tech-

nologies in Lifelong and Distance Learning [e-Learning Lab] of the University of
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Crete.

The structure of this paper is as follows: In the first section, reference is made
to the modern role that social networks play in distance education. In the second
section, the focus is on the collaborative learning social networking environment
“Learning & Social Network/LSN” developed by the e-Learning Lab of the Uni-
versity of Crete. The third section presents and discusses the research metho-
dology applied, while in the fourth section the results drawn from the utilization
of the environment in the training of teachers are presented. Finally, analysis of

the conclusions and reference to future research priorities related to LSN follow.

2. Utilization of Social Networks in the Field of Distance
Education

Social networks, due to their openness, easiness of use and interaction, can sup-
port the learning process (Anastasiades & Kotsidis, 2013; Ophus & Abbitt, 2009),
acquiring a significant place in the demand for open education and continuous
training (Anastasiades, 2019).

In particular, social networks introduce a participatory culture for both the
trainees and the trainers (Tseng, & Kuo, 2014) contributing to the development
of a dynamic and flexible learning and teaching environment (Tess, 2013).

The collaboration between a trainer and a trainee, as well as the collaboration
of peers (i.e. among trainees), is one of the most important reasons why social
networks can be used in alternative ways in education (Zhang, 2010). Simulta-
neously, Learning Management Systems provide access to a wide range of
knowledge, to a large number of trainees, at their own convenience in terms of
time and space (Cooke, 2017).

The above applications can effectively work in conjunction with Social Net-
works utilizing the philosophy of a participatory culture in which there are many
opportunities for someone to be creative through their active participation in
building knowledge and being involved in the learning process and communi-
cating in a collaborative learning environment. However, the success of social
networks in the facilitation and improvement of the learning processes depends
on the particular characteristics of each particular case. Nevertheless, social
networks must create the conditions for maximum level of autonomy for the
trainees while providing them with the opportunity to create communities of
interaction as well as the required framework of support and cooperation (An-
derson, 2017).

The collaborative learning environment “Learning & Social Network/(LSN)”
was created based on the above educational opportunities offered by Social Me-

dia and the pedagogical framework (Anastasiades, 2017).

3. The Collaborative Learning Social Networking
Environment “Learning & Social Network/LSN” of the
E-Learning Lab

The “Learning & Social Network/(LSN)” was designed and implemented by the
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Laboratory for Advanced Learning Technologies in Lifelong Learning and Dis-
tance Education [e-Learning Lab] of the Department of Education of the Uni-
versity of Crete based on the open platform Elgg and it constitutes an open col-
laborative social networking environment.

It was created to encourage interaction between human resources aiming at
the implementation of collaborative learning through the social interaction ca-
pabilities provided by web 2.0 applications (Anastasiades, 2017; Daud & Zakaria,
2012).

Instructors and trainees have the ability to create a personalized teaching,
learning and social networking environment combining the structured nature of
eLearning environment with the philosophy of participatory culture of web 2.0
technologies.

Figure 1 shows that it provides:

1) Social Networking Environment.

2) Collaborative Environment.

3) Environment of Educational applications/tools.

4) File management environment.

3.1. The Pedagogical Framework

The proposed pedagogical framework adopts the approach which implies that
Advanced Internet Learning Technologies should not be considered as a neutral
teaching medium, but should be used in pedagogical terms (Lionarakis, 2006),
serving the ultimate goal of developing a collaborative environment (Anasta-
siades, 2017).

3.2. Technological Design

LSN’s technological design was based on the use of Elgg open source software,
which is provided by the General Public License (GNU-GPL) thus ensuring the
freedom of distribution, modification and usage of its source code (Anastasiades,
2018).

LSN was based on the following principles of Social Software Design (Dron,
2007) including: adaptability, evolvability, segmentations, trust, stigmergy, so-
ciability and connectivity.

4. Methodology

Within the context of the 16-week distance learning program, entitled: “Utilizing
Web 2.0 in Modern School—From Theory to Practice with an Emphasis on

The Structured Nature of LSN

‘ EDUCATIONAL & SOCIAL NETWORK / LSN ‘

—  / \ .

Social Networking File Management
Environment Environment

Collaborative Environment of Educational
Environment Applications

Figure 1. The structure nature of LSN.
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Cooperation, Creativity and Critical Thinking”, organized by the Pedagogical
Department of Primary Education and in particular the Laboratory for Ad-
vanced Learning Technologies in Lifelong and Distance Learning of the Univer-
sity of Crete, the research of the educational utilization of the collaborative
learning social networking environment “Learning & Social Network/LSN” of the
e-Learning Lab, which constitutes the analysis unit, was implemented. The de-
sign of the research, focusing on the operation of LSN as a comprehensive online
educational and social environment used in the educational process of teachers,
was included in the general pedagogical planning of this educational program, as
an integral part of it.

The purpose of the main research is to investigate the pedagogical utilization
of social networks in the distance education of teachers. On this basis, the re-
search question that arise can be stated as follows: “What has been the contribu-
tion of the integrated collaborative learning social networking environment
‘LSN’ to the learning process of the trainees in the context of the specific training
program?”.

The sample of the research consisted of 45 out of the 50 trained teachers who
participated in the distance learning program of the case study and completed
the questionnaire. The questionnaire was selected as a mean of data collection.
Cronbach’s Alpha reliability index was used to evaluate the reliability of the
questionnaire. The value results was 0.961 providing evidence for the fact the
questionnaire designed, distributed and filled in as a research instrument has a

high reliability index.

5. Results

Based on the proposed methodology, the results of the investigation of the con-
tribution of the collaborative learning social networking environment “Learning
& Social Network/LSN” of the e-Learning Lab integrated in the learning process
of the trainees are presented.

Table 1 shows that participants used LSN very often. Specifically, 55.6% of the
sample used LSN 2 to 3 times a week while 33.3% of the respondents reported
using LSN on a daily basis. Additionally, 11.1% of users entered and interacted
with it once a week.

Table 2 reveals that LSN allows to the users to communicate with their col-
leagues at their own convenience (4.53) while at the same time are provided with
the ability to express their views more clearly and openly (4.16). In addition,
participants believe that LSN provides them with the opportunity to have an ef-
fective (4.09), more detailed and in-depth communication (4.02) with their col-
leagues. Finally, they do not seem to agree with the fact that LSN inhibits their
ability to express their thoughts and opinions (1.98).

Table 3 shows that participants believe that LSN can support their effort to
collaborate. On the basis of the results depicted in Table 5 it becomes apparent
that participants believe that LSN can support their effort to collaborate to a
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Table 1. Frequency rate of LSN usage.

Frequency rate of LSN use n %
Daily 15 333
2 - 3 times a week 25 55.6
Once a week 5 11.1

Once a month 0 0
TOTAL 45 100

Table 2. LSN and communication.

Questions n Average SD

LSN allows me to communicate with my colleagues at times that I choose. 45 4.53  0.661

LSN allows me to have a more detailed and in-depth
e 45 402  0.988
communication with my colleagues.

LSN allows me to communicate with my colleagues efficiently. 45 4.09 0.996
LSN allows me to express my views more clearly and openly. 45 416 0976
LSN inhibits my ability to express my thoughts and opinions. 45 1.98  1.422

Table 3. LSN and collaboration.

Questions n Average SD
Easiness of forming an LSN team. 45 442 0.892
I believe that LSN helps to develop a sense of learning community. 45 4.53  0.757

I believe that LSN allows me to collaborate more often with the members

. 45 4.07  0.939
of my team, compared to other Learning Management Systems (LMS).

I believe that LSN allows me to collaborate more often with other users,

. 45 3.98 0.941
compared to other Systems Learning Management Systems (LMS).

I believe that LSN supports the creation of learning communities. 45 436  0.802

I believe that LSN enhances collaborative learning by
i : 45 444 0725
creating collaboration groups.

great extent. Specifically, users believe that LSN helps them to develop a sense of
community learning (4.53) as it enhances collaborative learning by creating col-
laboration groups (4.44), where they can easily create their own groups (4.42)
and supports the creation of learning communities (4.36). Finally, participants
believe that LSN allows them to collaborate more frequently with both their
team members (4.07) as well as other users (3.98) compared to other Learning
Management Systems (LMS).

Table 4 shows that participants believe that LSN is easy to use, as they believe
that LSN allows them to easily post comments (4.76), share content (image, text,
video, etc.) (4.44) but also are free to discuss comfortably and comment upon
the ideas of their colleagues (4.40). In addition, participants consider the LSN

friendly for both the experienced user (4.71) as well as the novice user (3.73),

DOI: 10.4236/jss5.2021.91007

97 Open Journal of Social Sciences


https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2021.91007

K. Kotsidis, P. Anastasiades

Table 4. LSN and usability.

Questions n Average SD
LSN navigation is easy. 45 4.51 0.787
The appearance of LSN is attractive. 45 393  0.963
It tooks a long time to get acquainted with LSN. 45 2.09 1.019
LSN is considered as friendly for the novice user. 45 3.73  1.095
LSN is considered as friendly for the advanced user. 45 4.71  0.549

LSN allows me to comfortably discuss and comment

45 4.40 0.889
upon the ideas of my colleagues.

LSN allows me to easily share content (image, text, video, etc.). 45 444 0918

LSN allows me to post comments easily. 45 476 0.435

since they find it easy to navigate (4.51), with an attractive design (3.93) without
requiring much time on their behalf to become familiar with its environment
(2.09).

According to Table 5, participants believe that LSN can greatly support their
effort for interaction and understanding throughout the training process. Spe-
cifically, users believe that LSN supports their effort to interact directly with
other trainees (4.56), who responded directly to their questions to a very high
degree (4.76), as well as with their trainer (4.44). In fact, participants used LSN
to a great extent in order to share and discuss their ideas (4.56) saving also time
to think about other trainees’ comments (3.98). Finally, the trainees considered
it very important for the training process, the fact that they themselves had the
ability to create content through LSN applications (4.13).

Table 6 shows that participants found that LSN has been very useful in the
training process (4.13), as they reported that LSN greatly enhanced their learn-
ing effort (4.47) and through using LSN they were able to respond to the needs
of training program more directly (4.44), stating that they are very pleased with
their overall LSN experience (4.44). The very positive response concerning the
LSN from the trainees, realizing its usefulness, is exhibited by the fact that they
themselves stated that they will use the LSN in future trainings as well (4.33).
Trainees believe that LSN allows them to agreeably use its applications, through
which they learn (4.31), enabling them to complete their tasks (study the materi-
al, activities) faster (4.31). At the same time, survey findings provided evidence
that LSN significantly helped trainers to organize their training material (4.29),
while presenting information of different types and levels (text, image, video)
(4.04). Finally, participants consider the integration of the various tools (blog,
wiki, etc.) into the LSN environment very important in order to create a custo-
mized learning environment (4.24), considering that LSN does actually have the
tools (blogs, wiki, etc.) so that they may be able to create their own personal

learning environment (4.24).
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Table 5. LSN, interaction, and learning.

Questions n Average SD
T'use LSN in order to share and discuss my own ideas. 45 456 0.785
LSN gives me time to think about other people's comments. 45 398 1.097
LSN supports my effort to interact directly with other trainees. 45 4.56  0.586
LSN supports my effort to interact directly with my trainer. 45 444 0813
Other users responded promptly to my questions. 45 4.76  0.435

How important has been the opportunity provided to users 45 413 0842
to create content throughout the training process. ’ ’

Table 6. LSN and usefulness.

Questions n Average SD
LSN has strengthened and reinforced my learning effort. 45 447 0.842
LSN helped me organise my training material. 45 429  0.869
I believe that LSN was useful for the training prOcess. 45 413 1.036

I believe that by using LSN I have been able to meet the needs of the

5" i 45 444 0841
training program more directly.

I would also use LSN in future trainings. 45 433 0.879

I have the ability to complete my tasks (material study, activities)
R 45 4.31  1.062
faster by using LSN.

LSN simultaneously displays information of different types and levels

. . 45 4.04 1.086
(text, image, video).

LSN allows me to use its applications in a pleasant way,
. 45 4.31 0.848
through which I learn

I believe that LSN has the tools (blogs, wiki, etc.) to guide and enforce 45 424 0.883
me to create my own personal learning environment. ’ ’
How important do I consider the integration of the various tools to be
(blog, wiki, etc.) in the LSN environment to create a personal 45 4.24  0.830
learning environment?

I am totally happy with LSN. 45 444 0.867

6. Discussion

In this paper, the results concerning the design, implementation and evaluation
of the integrated collaborative learning social networking environment “Learn-
ing & Social Network/LSN” designed and implemented by the e-Learning Lab of
the University of Crete, have been gathered, recorded and presented.

In particular, it was found that research participants consider that they can
use LSN in the training process for their optimum learning and development
benefits:

1) Communication: According to the participants in the survey, LSN provided
flexibility in terms of communication time, confirming similar findings of prior
relevant studies (Ophus & Abbitt, 2009), providing possibilities for expressing

opinions, in a climate of cooperation without fear of error, in an informal and
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less stressful atmosphere than scheduled classroom lessons and ultimately creat-
ing the conditions for effective communication.

2) Collaboration: According to the participants in the research, LSN provided
them with the conditions of a shared learning environment, allowing them to
easily and quickly create their own groups, in which they communicated, shared
material, proceeded to provide feedback to the views of group members as oc-
curred in previous research (Conole & Alevizou, 2010). LSN has had the flexibil-
ity in creating and managing groups by almost all of the community users,
which in turn contributed to the collaboration, through communication and in-
teraction.

3) Usability: According to the participants in the research, the trainees could
easily navigate the LSN and it did not take long for them to become familiar with
it, as it provided them with an easy mechanism through which they could com-
municate and move on, sharing multimedia at their own pace. The results con-
firmed previous research findings which focus on the easiness of use of social
networks (Wopereis et al., 2010) since trainees considered its environment friend-
ly and attractive, realizing its student-centered dimension, due to its user-friend-
liness (Ebner, Holzinger & Maurer, 2007).

4) Interaction and Learning: The research participants noted that it was im-
portant that they could share and discuss their ideas and interact with both their
trainer and other trainees, which is in line with Rollett et al. (2007) research
findings as well as with many others who argued that when we collaborate and
share ideas, communities can be much more productive than when we work in-
dividually. In fact, this ability provided to users by LSN in order for them to
create content was very important for the training process, confirming relevant
previous research findings (Bitar, Melki, & Chammas, 2013).

5) Usefulness and Participatory Learning: According to the view of the par-
ticipants who took part in the research, the LSN provided multiple benefits re-
garding daily communication and collaboration of users in groups and through-
out the community through sharing of files and discussions in forums, resulting
in favourable conditions for sharing ideas and exchanging suggestions and opi-
nions in groups with the trainees themselves presenting innovative ideas (Yilmaz
& Keser, 2016). Trainees also noted that it was important for them to be able to
publish their ideas in the blogs they created, as well as to receive constructive
feedback through other users’ comments (Bitar, Melki, & Chammas, 2013).

Finally, through their LSN interface (educational material), the trainees were
helped to organize their study and at the same time were able to complete their
work, confirming a survey by Bosch (2009), which stated that trainees “down-
load” more freely and directly their organized educational material, which has
multiple learning benefits for themselves.

Consequently, the LSN combines the functionality of social networks and the
tools of collaborative research and knowledge building and can be a pedagogi-
cally differentiated environment for social networking and collaborative learning

for the educational community.
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In this regard, further issues raised by the present study that go beyond the
scope of the training programs remain to be explored. These issues need to be ad-
dressed by implementing social networks for participatory and quality learning in

wider learning populations in the field of vocational training and lifelong learning.
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