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20BABSTRACT  
 
It was the aim of this study to investigate physical education undergraduate students’ 
views on the use of social networking, one of the most typical representations of Web 2.0 
technologies. In order to do so, the researcher, who was the instructor of the class, 
entitled “Fair Play Education in Sport”, introduced Ning and its educational aspects to her 
students with a 50-minute presentation prior to the study. Following this, the students 
were encouraged to use this networking for 15 weeks in parallel with their class. During 
this application, the researcher helped the students to make the best use of Ning in 
educational settings. Upon the implementation, the researcher interviewed the students 
(n=19) in five groups on the basis of the questions prepared and piloted earlier. The 
interviews demonstrated that the students enjoyed using social networking in 
educational settings.  
 
The findings of the study were the following: Increasing student-student and teacher-
student interaction, enhancing student motivation and classroom climate, sharing 
materials with the instructor and students, making use of students’ interests and needs, 
and making learning process more interesting and permanent. The research concluded 
that social networking could be used in PE classes effectively.  
 
Keywords: Web 2.0, social networking, PE students.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Web 2.0 has been in use since Q’Reilly (2005) described it as “web-based technology 
that facilitates and promotes communication and sharing among others worldwide”. This 
two-way interaction Web 2.0 technologies provide is of great significance in education 
due to their open nature, ease of use and support for effective collaboration and 
communication (Coutinho, 2008; Gura and Percy, 2005).  
 
The new version of Web, which differs from Web 1.0, can be very useful in contributing 
to the effectiveness of learning processes as long as 21st century educators employ them 
effectively. Richardson (2008) offers four benefits of using these technologies in 
educational settings; 

 
 new opportunities for learners to take more control of their learning and 

access their own customized information, resources, tools and services,  
 an array of expressive capability,  
 more collaborative of working,  community creation, dialogue and sharing 

knowledge, d) a setting for learner achievements to attract an authentic 
audience.  
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In order to address 21st century kids, known as “digital natives” (Prensky, 2001), 
“Generation N” (Caldwell et al., 2006) “Net Generation” (Toman et al., 2005) 
“Grasshopper Mind” (Raines, 2005), it is more than a requirement that web 2.0 
technologies be utilized in educational settings. As McLoughlin and Lee (2010) claim, 
digital-age students want an active learning experience that is social, participatory 
and supported by rich media. Along those lines, situated learning theory shifts the 
view of learning from a cognitive process to a process of participation in an emotional 
sense in the social world (Lave and Wenger, 1990, cited in Lave and Wenger, 1998).  
 
This shift leads to a growing interest in the need to support and encourage learners 
control over the whole learning process (Dron, 2007). Siemens (2007) believes that 
the world is changing and schools and universities play a key role in accommodating 
this change by transforming learners and preparing them to function in the world that 
is unfolding. Several researchers (Conole and Creanor, 2007; Windham, 2005a, 
2005b) report that many students today juggle work and study, expect Internet 
connectivity and web based services and more importantly view social networking 
tools as being central to their lives. Thus, teachers of these digital students need to be 
equipped with digital literacy to creatively integrate ICT (Information and 
Communication Technologies) into their courses (Silverman, 1997). Otherwise, an 
unfilled gap is likely to occur between teachers and their students, which may hinder 
the learning process. 
 
As far as physical education is concerned, it is believed that web tools can be used by 
PE (Physical Education) teachers to develop their own performances and to foster 
students’ learning processes. Several studies looked at issues such as office 
applications (Güclü, 2010; Silverman, 1997; Yaman, 2007a; 2007b; 2009) multimedia 
software and its impact on motor skills (Mohnsen, 2008), instructional video analysis 
software to improve pupils’ understandings on underlying concepts and techniques 
(Ladda et al., 2004), effects of web technologies on students’ satisfaction (Vernadakis 
et al., 2012), and web developers as physical educators (Papastergiou, 2010). In a 
similar fashion, multimedia educational software, in Mohnsen’s research (2008), 
constituted an important tool which; 
 

 helped students understand PE-related concepts,  
 introduced students to motor skill techniques,  
 provided simulations and practice experiences,  
 supported self-paced learning and unlimited practice,  
 provided immediate and constructive feedback, and  
 accommodated various learning styles.  

 
Specifically designed for primary and secondary school students, such software 
programmes played a key role in teaching cognitive concepts such as fitness concepts 
and motor skills including basketball skills (Siskos, Antoniou, Papaioannou, and 
Laparidis, 2005; Vernadakis et al., 2012). The results of the aforementioned two 
studies indicated that the software offered very promising results concerning the 
concepts namely fitness and motor skills.  
 
Another area of research in the context of PE in terms of web technologies is that 
Internet offers numerous opportunities to remain professionally current by providing 
various information sources and facilities for communication with colleagues (Lazerte 
and Lathrop, 2006; Pennington et al., 2004; Thornburg and Hill, 2004). In line with 
modern learning approaches, web technologies are designed to offer constructivist-
learning experiences for students.  
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The trend that students are encouraged to design individual projects combining 
various digital media and text images is existent in 21st century school environments. 
According to a research study conducted in the USA, PE teachers are aware of the 
importance of web technologies at the service of education and pupils better 
understand the concepts and skills under study and critically reflect on their progress 
through these technologies (Mohnsen, 2008). In other words, such technologies are 
likely to help students evaluate the learning process, which ultimately leads them to 
be aware of their competencies more effectively. Despite the popularity of online 
technologies at the service of education, surprisingly not many studies are available in 
the field of physical education except a few (Ladda et al., 2004; Lazerte and Lathrop, 
2006; Mohnsen, 2008; Özsoy, 2011; Pennington et al., 2004; Sezen, 2009; Silverman, 
1997; Siskos et al., 2005; Papastergiou, 2010; Thornburg and Hill, 2004; Vernadakis 
et. al., 2012).  
 
More specifically, the importance of social networking, one of the most striking 
realizations of Web 2.0 technologies, is not mostly pronounced in the studies of 
physical education. Web 2.0 technologies can be effectively used for PE students who 
receive both theoretical and applied classes. For instance, web technologies can be 
employed in theoretical classes like fair play education, sports philosophy and 
olympism where topics such as ethics, sports personship, match-fixing and aggressive 
behaviors are interactively discussed. These theoretical classes are very important 
especially in terms of increasing the quality of learning and teaching processes, and 
making use of recent technological innovations to capture students’ attention. In a 
similar vein, in online environments, current sports events can be integrated into 
classroom environments so as to increase the effectiveness and dynamics of the class.  
 
This way students are encouraged to research about the topics, which is mostly 
related to personalized learning experiences. Thus, the use of social networking is an 
important component of educational processes for students. In this regard, this study 
aims at investigating undergraduate students’ views on the use of social networking 
in educational settings with a specific emphasis on Ning.  
 
EDUCATIONAL THEORIES AND SOCIAL NETWORKING 
 
Boyd and Ellison (2007, p. 1) describe social networking sites as “web-based services 
that allow individuals to construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded 
system, to articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and to 
view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the 
system”. Abbitt (2007) states that there has been “tremendous growth in the 
popularity of websites focusing on social activities and collaboration. Since SixDegrees 
was introduced as the first social networking site, sites such as MySpace, Facebook, 
Cyworld, Bebo and Ning have attracted the attention of millions of users, many of 
whom have integrated these sites into their daily practices (Boyd and Ellison, 2007).  
 
Several researchers (Albion, 2007; Barlett-Brag, 2006; Pettenati and Ranieri, 2006; 
Selwyn, 2007a, 2007b) maintain that social networking is the best place for several 
learning theories and approaches namely a) informal learning, b) cooperative 
learning, c) communities of practice (CoP). The concept of informal learning is all that 
is learned throughout life in day-to-day processes at home, work and leisure (Mason 
and Rennie, 2007). Informal learning refers to all kinds of learning that occurs outside 
the curriculum of formal or informal institutions. Employing two main categories 
namely intentionality and consciousness, Schugurensky (2000) offers three various 
forms of informal learning:  
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Self-directed learning, incidental learning and socialization. Once the characteristics 
of informal learning are considered, it is evident that new technologies, more 
specifically social networks, create great opportunities for learners to experience this 
kind of learning. Mazman and Usluel (2010) examine the potential of social 
networking, namely Facebook in educational settings.  606 participants of the study 
who use social learning in their educational contexts confirm that they experienced 
social learning due to the possibilities social networking offers.  
 
New technologies facilitate the design of online communication and information 
exchanges to empower the learners and create an enriched social learning landscape 
(Bartlett-Bragg, 2006). Likewise, the use of social networking supports the 
development of informal learning in that it keeps learners busy doing variety of things 
on their own raises their awareness and shapes their thinking frames (Gillet et al., 
2008).  
 
Finally, Selwyn (2007a) pinpoints that there is a need for educators to be wary of 
simply importing informal Web 2.0 application into classrooms on the presumption of 
transforming formal education into informal learning processes. Additionally, Web 2.0 
applications receive much enthusiasm in educational settings because they reflect 
daily life, contain spontaneous relationship, and trigger the knowledge creation and 
sharing very properly.  
 
Another educational theory behind social networking, cooperative learning can be 
described as “a set of processes which help people interact together in order to 
accomplish a specific goal or develop an end product which is usually content specific” 
(Panitz, 1996). Along those lines, teachers tend to share the authority with their own 
learners, which foster the development of collaboration and cooperation between 
learners and the teacher.  
In this connection, the use of web technologies at the service of education allows 
learners to access any kind of information, ideas, documents, and experiences 
regardless of the border and the time.  
 
This, without a doubt, triggers collaborative learning among learners. The second-
generation net tools like blogs, wikis, podcasts, RSS and social networking sites have 
a great contribution to collaborative learning environments where learners co-work 
on different kinds of projects (Selwyn, 2007a). The term, communities of practice, 
was first used by Lave and Wenger (1991, cited in Lave and Wenger, 1998, p. 22) to 
refer to “the process of social learning that occurs when people who have a common 
interest in some subject or problem collaborate over an extended period to share 
ideas, find solutions and build innovations”. According to Wenger (2006), 
communities develop their own practice through a variety of activities including 
problem solving, requests for information, and seeking experience. Learning is no 
longer seen as “the acquisition of knowledge within the mind of an individual, but as 
the movement from peripheral to full participation in a community of practice” 
(Wubbels, 2007). As seen above, several learning theories and approaches are much 
related to the concept of social networking mainly because of the overlapping 
characteristics. 
 
NING  
 
Ning (197Hhttp://www.ning.com), a typical social networking site, is a web-based social 
platform launched in 2005. As of June 2011, Ning has 65 million monthly unique 
visitors globally on its platform (Frommer, 2011). Ning has 90,000 customers with 
social websites on the Ning Platform (Geron, 2011).  
 
 

http://www.ning.com/
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Its current venue is US$30.0 million (2011 est.). Like other social networking sites, it 
is a fast growing one with similar features that others offer. This site offers 
possibilities for is users to create their own social networks depending on their 
interests and favorite activities. Ning allows users to do the following actions. a) text 
searching, media sharing (e.g. photos, music, and videos), interaction (e.g. forum, 
chat, comments, blog), and content delivery (e.g. RSS feeds). One of the most crucial 
features of Ning is that it offers the users to customize their sites and to design the 
site’s appearance in light of their own purposes.  The reason why Ning was chosen for 
this study was because it was associated with educational settings in the relevant 
literature.  
 
MATERIAL AND METHODS 
 
Participants 
In order to answer this research question, this study was carried out with a group of 
physical education undergraduate students (N= 19; F=12, M=7) in a state university 
in Turkey. The participating students were enrolled in the class "Fair Play Education in 
Sports" conducted by the researcher. The researcher opened a group in Ning, an 
online platform for people to create their own their own social networking. Before the 
semester began, the researcher gave a 50 minute-interactive presentation to 
introduce Ning to students so that they could be familiar with this social networking. 
During the presentation, she also focused on the educational benefits of Ning giving 
some specific examples from the literature.   
 
Measures  
Upon the implementation, the researcher interviewed them by asking the questions 
prepared and piloted earlier. The interview questions went through different 
processes before they were used to collect the data of the study. First, fourteen 
questions were formulated on the basis of the learners’ experiences online. Dörnyei 
(2003) believes that in the process of writing questions some external feedback is 
indispensable especially when an initial item pool is prepared.  
 
With this in mind, these questions were sent off to two experts on the use of web 
technologies in psychical education to get their suggestions for content/construct 
validity. In light of the suggestions made by these experts, it was decided that ten 
questions would be enough to use in the first place. Field-testing, which is an integral 
part of questions writing is “piloting the questions at various stages of their 
development on a sample of people who are similar to the target sample for which the 
questions have been asked” (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 112).  
 
These ten questions were piloted with five students who were familiar with social 
networking. Fourth, after the implementation of the questions, it turned out that some 
interview questions were not clear enough for participants to respond properly. The 
questions that could be considered to be vague were removed from the list of 
interview questions. Fifth, there were five questions left to collect students’ views on 
the use of social networking in educational settings.  
 
Finally, the researcher conducted a semi-structured interview with the participating 
students. After the participants were informed about the content and objectives of the 
study, the interviews were conducted with one participant at a time, between 40 
minutes and 50 minutes. All interviews were audio taped and transcribed verbatim. 
The interview sessions were completed in Turkish and in three weeks during April 
2011. 
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Procedures   
As time continued, the researcher uploaded everything related to the class she was 
teaching. The syllabus, class notes, exam dates, discussion questions, course content, 
relevant links and assignments were uploaded regularly on the website. Furthermore, 
the students were asked to open a personal account where they were also encouraged 
to upload class materials, videos, pictures, links, assignments they prepared and to 
comment on these materials in an interactive way. The researcher helped them 
whenever necessary to overcome technical difficulties.  
 
Analysis 
The analysis of qualitative data was mostly based on categorizing the data collected 
immediately. The qualitative data were analyzed by the researcher. The constant 
comparative method, which is derived from the grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin, 
1990), was used in analyzing the data. Strauss and Corbin (1990) state that the 
constant comparison method has four distinct stages: comparing incidents applicable 
to each category, integrating categories and their properties, delimiting the theory, 
and writing the theory. In the process, the data were read until some underlying 
themes were discovered. These themes were transformed into the aspects, the 
findings of the study. The procedure was completed after validating all the data with 
the participants. The final step was to translate the processed and categorized data 
into English.  
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
This study explored physical education undergraduate students’ views about social 
networking namely Ning in educational settings. Overall, it found that students mostly 
considered Ning as an effective educational tool. The findings of the study indicated 
that students’ experiences in Ning focused on two main aspects, namely; 
 

 increasing student-student and teacher-student interaction on several 
topics like class assignments, group projects, relevant course content and 
examinations, and  

 enhancing student motivation, affective learning, and classroom climate 
(see Table: 1 for a detailed review).  

Table: 1 
Students' Views on the use of Ning 

 

Aspects 

 
Participants  

(n=19) 

 
Increasing student-
student and teacher-
student interaction 

Improving the communication between student-student 
and teacher-student 19 
Sharing materials with the instructor and students  15 
Cooperation  18 
Accessing to the lecturer 11 
Providing feedback with students easily  16 

 
Enhancing student 
motivation, and  
classroom climate 

Increasing motivation  17 
Enabling students to transfer  the content into daily lives 

17 
Making use of students’  
interests and needs  16 
Making the learning process  
more interesting and permanent 15 
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Increasing Student-Student and Teacher-Student Interaction 
One of the most valuable findings of this research was that students regarded the use 
of social networking in educational settings as increasing student-student and 
teacher-student interaction.  
 
Even though there were aspects related to this specific finding, we put related 
dimensions under the category of “increasing student-student and teacher-student 
interaction” mainly because the dimensions are more or less related to each other. 
 

“Ning has enabled us to communicate more with the instructor at 
any time. I sometimes fail to understand the concepts discussed in 
the class. I was asking about them online. The instructor was 
helping me out right away” (Student B).  

 
As easily seen in the remarks above, the use of Ning helped improve the 
communication between student-student and teacher-student, which is an important 
aspect of effective learning. In other words, the fast communication increases 
interaction in the form of web-based communication, which is in tune with the study 
of Fischman (2008). In a similar fashion, Keleş and Demirel (2011) came up with 
similar results in their research in that Facebook assisted course facilitated the 
aspects like sharing and cooperation, accessing to the lecturer, and also visualizing 
the course content for some students. Another important finding emanating from the 
research was that the use of Ning created unique opportunities for participating 
students to exercise situated learning as learning was viewed mostly as a process of 
participation in the social world. As Lave and Wenger (1991, cited in Lave and 
Wenger, 1998) argued, learning emerges from engagement in social interaction. 
 

“It is possible that we continue learning more about the concepts 
outside the class. Thanks to Ning, specifically videos and posts, we 
were given a chance at interacting with each other to take a deeper 
understanding of the related concepts” (Student A). 

 
The concepts such as community of learners, community of inquiry, learning 
community and community knowledge were very related to students’ comments. As is 
seen above, the participating students were involved in a social interaction 
surrounding them in a constructive sense. Furthermore, the social networking served 
as a platform where students could easily exchange their ideas, assignments or 
projects at ease. As Selwyn (2007a, 2007b) puts it, social networking provides 
meaningful contexts for learning to take place.  
That is to say, Ning helped the instructor connect with her students about assignment, 
upcoming events, useful links and samples of work outside the classroom.  
 

“It was pretty feasible to exchange documents online. More importantly, 
when I found something I thought useful and interesting for my 
classmates, I posted it online so that they could view it. Later on, we 
exchanged our ideas about the issue” (StudentC). 

 
This statement is highly related to the concept of social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978). 
The concept of social web is commonly linked to and supported by applications of 
social media that are designed for social interaction and information exchange. In this 
particular regard, the success of social networking rests on how well students are 
socially connected to each other. Yet another crucial aspect of social networking in 
educational settings is that it has the capacity to enable peer-feedback as expressed 
by Mason and Rennie (2007).  
 
 



284 

 

More specifically, the students were giving feedback to each other’s work very 
effectively through Ning. When a student posts on any assignment, his/her 
classmates comment on the work in question. This obviously triggers the collaboration 
among peers, which is in line with the principles of cooperative learning.  
 
This finding is related to the assumption that social networking is being considered as 
an educational tool because of its beneficial qualities such as peer-feedback, goodness 
of fit and interaction.  
 

“I was able to reach the class notes very easily. In the other classes, 
I have a difficult in reaching class notes. I have to photocopy them, 
which takes a lot longer than I think. Ning, however, allows me to 
reach the class materials at ease (Student  D.” 

 
Ning, in this study, helped students reach any kind class materials very easily, which 
could also be considered to be a motivating factor. That is to say, the students 
reported that like all social networking sites, Ning was very influential in offering 
great opportunities for students to get the materials related to specific class. This is a 
very important finding because 21st century kids should be allowed to exchange the 
information easily and fast (Gross and Acquisti, 2005; Hewitt and Forte, 2006). 
Likewise, Russo, Watkins, and Groundwater- Smith (2009) also related social 
networking in CoPs (Community of Practices) to informal learning. They posited that 
social media played a central role in creating knowledge-sharing experiences in 
informal settings.  
 
Enhancing Student Motivation, And Classroom Climate 
In the 21st century, the understanding of learning has gone through several 
alterations in line with the changing landscapes of educational actions. Situated 
learning theory which shifts the view of learning from a cognitive process to a process 
of participation in the social world recommends that students be involved in a learning 
environment where they are motivated to take actions to learn. As Campbell (2006) 
puts it, learning ecologies created great opportunities for students to increase their 
motivation. In this regard, the 21st century students can be more motivated to learn 
specifically when their interests and learning go hand in hand. In other words, if 
students’ daily activities are reflected in their learning processes, it is likely that the 
learning process will be actualized at the very best level. Educators are under 
obligation to know what is going on in their own lives so that they can create learning 
ecologies accordingly. The participating students had the following views regarding 
the motivation Ning offered/provided.  
 

“It is a great thing to use Ning in educational settings. It is not 
what we used to do in the past. Paper documents! Ning is easier 
and more interesting, I think. More importantly, I have a Facebook 
account. I use something like Facebook (Ning) for educational 
purposes” (Student G). 

 
The students were of the opinion that using social networking played a key role in 
motivating them to learn more about the content itself. This is mainly because they 
really enjoyed being online in Ning discussing several issues related to the course. As 
Prensky (2001) claims, students’ interests should be reflected in learning processes, 
which will pave the way for the development of learning skills.  Ajjan and Harsthone 
(2008) presented very similar benefits of social networking sites in educational 
settings.  
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First, it increases students’ learning to a great extent.  
 
Second, it facilitates interaction between the teacher-students, and students-
students.  
 
Third, it makes students more motivated for the classes.  
 
Fourth, it develops students’ writing skills. Finally, it makes easier for students to get 
involved in the learning process.  
 
As is easily seen, the findings of the current research are very in tune with those of 
several studies (Norris, 2002; Resnick, 2001; Wellman, Hasse, Witte, and Hampton, 
2001). Thus, using social networks in an academic context is attractive for 
undergraduate students. Students will be given a chance to acquire new knowledge 
through subliminal, effective and smooth learning processes while taking part in 
enjoyable interactive situations mediated through interesting and motivating tools 
and content (Gillet, El Helou, Yu, and Salzmann, 2008). 
 
CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS  
 
This study set out to investigate the physical education undergraduate students'  
experiences with and views on the integration of social networking sites in the 
examined courses. The interview results indicate that participating students find the 
use of social networking namely Ning very useful specifically in terms of two 
dimensions: a) increasing student-student and teacher-student interaction on several 
topics like class assignments, group projects, relevant course content and 
examinations, and 2) enhancing student motivation, and classroom climate. The 
findings are in tune with those of relevant studies in the literature (Ajjan and 
Harsthone, 2008; Rebecca et al., Selwyn, 2007a).  
 
The findings are highly critical mainly because there are not many studies available in 
the area of physical education and PE teachers’ or student teachers’ perspectives on 
the use of social networking in educational settings. On the whole, student teachers 
seemed to feel that Ning should be employed in educational settings due to following 
reasons. First, Ning offer great opportunities for students and teacher to interact with 
each other in a social manner. Second, it allows students to reach the class content 
and materials posted very easily online. Third, it encourages students to share their 
assignments and projects with each other.  
 
Fourth, it offers a platform where students and teacher can discuss the relevant topics 
and give feedback to each other’s work.  
 
Fifth, it enables students to focus on the class materials outside the classroom, which 
is closely linked to independent learning.  
Finally, it increases students’ motivation to do more research about the topics in 
question. Therefore, social networking plays a salient role in reaching students and 
developing student teachers’ experiences with web technologies by offering more 
opportunities for greater motivation, negotiation and decision-making.  In light of the 
findings gathered from the students, it turned out that they did not have any negative 
opinions about the use of social networking. Rather, they believed that social 
networking could contribute to the effectiveness of learning/teaching processes. A 
social networking account for a specific class is believed to offer great opportunities in 
the following way: 
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 It keeps students motivated for the class  
 It serves a platform where students are encouraged  

to discuss the relevant issues  
 It keeps the content updated at any time  
 It enables students to pose questions about the class  

content and to receive responses at once. 
 
These opportunities are so striking that teachers and students are under pressure to 
make use of social networking in educational settings. On the basis of the findings of 
this research study, the following points should be considered seriously in educational 
settings. 
 

 In order to attract the attention of PE students, sports events may be 
posted online so that a discussion forum can be created to keep the topic 
updated, which fosters the acquisition of relevant topics.  

 These social networking sites can also be used for practice classes. For 
instance, social networking can be used while teaching how to teach 
volleyball and basketball.  

 
More specifically, students can be recorded when they are teaching these skills and 
these recordings can be shared on these social networking sites in order for them to 
give feedback to each other’s performances. 
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