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Summary 

The Digital Media and Photography teams at Carnegie College started using 
Facebook as a hub for blended learning delivery in December 2010, when Scotland 
was hit by severe snowstorms.  Travel was precarious over a number of weeks and 
students started using Facebook as a means of communicating with each other and 
then with lecturers, in order to keep up with their college workload.   

Putting learning at the heart of the social experience, combined with a development 
and delivery platform based on Google Apps, (through the domain 
Carnegiedigital.com) proved to be extremely effective in improving student 
participation in coursework and student support social through networking sites. 

About the Institution 

MediaSpace is an innovative centre for delivery of Art & Design, Digital & Social 
media and Photography curricula within Carnegie College.  As a result of the college 
restructuring their computing and IT departments about 14 years ago, Carnegie was 
one of the first colleges to recognise the growing importance of the then emerging 
Creative Industries.  A Creative Technology curriculum was initially developed with 
seed funding from the Scottish Funding Council, which grew into MediaSpace; a 
purpose built, stand alone building on the main campus.   

The Challenge 

The main challenges faced by the MediaSpace team were diminishing resources of 
both time and money.   Budgets for development time for front line teaching had 
diminished to practically zero, whilst over the same period the requirement for 
course and activity development had increased.  There was a growing need to find 
new ways of developing material and delivering programmes to an increased cohort 
of students.  In many respects, the College depended on staff working evenings and 
weekends to introduce and maintain programme delivery.   

Another challenge was the marketing of their courses.  The College marketing 
strategy is of a broad nature, having to market the College itself and all the courses 
as a whole.   This was not an ideal publicity scenario for the more creative courses.  
Key selling points were being overlooked and specific market segments not reached.  
Student profiles were not as well matched as they could have been for what was on 
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offer, which led to a higher rate of attrition.  Key Performance Indicators such as 
student retention and student support were a major challenge and cause for a re-
think about why students drop out of their courses or fail to achieve their chosen 
qualification.  Was there a way of catching these students and resolving their issues 
before the situation becomes critical?  Was erratic attendance an indication of a 
problem or the cause of the problem?  The challenge was to find a method of 
attracting the right students for media courses and improving on retention and 
success rates. 

This project was a response to these challenges, where a light touch management 
approach allowed the MediaSpace team to develop a prototype system that might 
offer a potential solution to their resource problems. 

 

The Activity 

Carnegie College has had Moodle as its online learning platform for over 5 years, but 

as far as the staff at MediaSpace were concerned, the need for permissions via third 

parties and issues over flexibility had made the VLE unwieldy for course delivery.  

There was a natural migration towards other delivery platform that were easy to use 

and accessible to students and staff, no matter where they were.  The diagram 

below shows the components system that have emerged so far: 

 

 



¶ Google Apps looked to offer more freedom and flexibility to collaborate, 

develop, deliver and manage student work.  It also helped with problems 

over lack of storage for digital material. 

¶ Facebook offered a Social Media hub with inherent capabilities for 

communication, group building and marketing. 

¶ Wordpress allowed the students to build an impressive body of work, create 

a suitable online presence and helped with target setting and self-

management.  It was also useful to staff for marking and verification.  

Students regularly back the blogs up to xml files for their tutors which are 

easy to store. 

 

    

Access to low cost digital content development and delivery systems enabled the 

MediaSpace team to launch their online teaching pilot with carnegiedigital.com on 

Google sites in late 2010.  Facebook class groups were set up for 6 classes from NC 

to Degree level and students used Wordpress blogs for portfolio building, managed 

via Google RSS reader.   

Given the flexibility of these components, staff and students were able to use the 
system according to their personal preferences and needs.  The most successful 
component to date has been the Facebook (Fb) and the class groups.   Students can 
join closed class groups linked to their own Fb accounts and the majority make good 
use of them for things like additional delivery support, peer review and 
communication. 

This organic growth of use, led by the students, came into its own with the severe 
winter and heavy snowfalls in late November and December 2010, when students 
and staff struggled to make the journey into college.  Communication continued via 
the Facebook class pages and lecturers were able to continue supporting and 
advising students online. 

One very positive result from using Fb class groups was peer experience sharing.  
{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǿƻǊƪ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ άƭƛƪŜέ ōǳǘǘƻƴ 



ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǿŜƭƭΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƘƛǘǘƛƴƎ άƭƛƪŜέ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǇŜŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ŀ ǳƴƛǘΦ  
This was very encouraging to the student group, helping with morale and team 
building. 

While the Google and Wordpress components are developing at a slower rate, in 
terms of how Facebook has taken off, the MediaSpace team feel that given time and 
over a longer development period, these other components will come into their own 
as the team work towards a more balanced system. 

 

The Outcomes 

 

Using the Facebook/Google/Wordpress system for blended learning has had a 
significant impact on both students and staff.   From a student guidance and support 
perspective, issues which might well have forced a student to drop out of the course 
have been caught and addressed in real time.   Staff were able to pick up on 
problems such as bullying or lack of bus fare and find a way of addressing these 
issues before they became critical and students dropped out.   

Another positive benefit was greater course discussion and engagement.  Students 
not inclined to engage in class discussions were seen to participate in online chats.  
Students check their personal Fb space on a regular basis, so messages regarding 
missing course work and deadlines were picked up before they become critical.  
There was also a noticeable improvement in course portfolio journals since the 
introduction of WordPress, with students using blog posts for their portfolio work.  
Some of the students were being creative, adding a variety of media to their blogs 
such as photographs, music clips and video into their portfolios and there was clear 
evidence of a maturity of progress in displaying their work. 

Of course, there are some less positive sides to using social networking sites for 
teaching.  This was especially a concern with some students being under the age of 
18 in the group.  Bullying and bad language cropped up but this can also occur in a 
classroom and needs to be addressed in a similar way.  The MediaSpace team felt 
that in some ways it is easier to deal with online bad behaviour as there is evidence 
of swearing and shouting.  It was noted that a social norm of netiquette developed 



within the group with an element of peer pressure and group expectation of respect 
towards each other in their Fb space, especially regarding their online courses. 

A further area of improvement noted was that students became more aware of their 
online presence and personae.  There was a greater appreciation that information 
on Fb and their portfolio work was being viewed by peers and others, including 
potential employers.  Using Fb in this way highlighted privacy and security issues.  
Students were re-thinking both the online image they displayed and their online 
name, many of which were nicknames and cartoon characters.  Since the use of Fb in 
teaching, the MediaSpace team noticed that some students have changed their 
amusing Fb image to using their real name and photograph, now appreciating their 
online visibility.  

Of course, using Fb with students is only an addition to class time and class 
discussion, not a replacement.  From a teaching perspective, the MediaSpace team 
felt that using Fb made lives easier in many respects, with positive benefits 
outweighing the negative.  However, at times it felt like they could never escape 
their students and there is a danger in being drawn in too much with the student 
experience.  Guidelines and terms of use need to be spelled out to students from the 
outset, clarifying acceptable behaviour and response times to posts.  This will need 
to be repeated on a regular basis as a reminder that staff are not on call 24x7.  Staff 
will have to develop new working practices to build this system into their working 
lives. 

The concerns regarding the marketing of the creative industries courses is becoming 
ƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƴƻǿΦ  IŀǾƛƴƎ ŀƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ Ƙŀǎ άǳǇǇŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƎŀƳŜέΣ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƴƎ 
more interest through their website and word of mouth.  Potential students can look 
at the work that is available online and have a clearer understanding of the nature of 
the course work and topics covered.   

In light of the success of using Facebook/Google/WordPress with several groups over 
the last 12 months, did the group think the continued use of social media for 
learning and teaching was sustainable?  Could this practice be rolled out to the rest 
of the college?   

ά¸ŜǎΣ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊƻƭƭŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘǎ ǉuite easily.   It 
would be a policy matter.  Senior management would need to develop an institution 
wide policy.  It has reached the stage where they will have to look at it.  The Student 
¦ƴƛƻƴ ǳǎŜǎ CŀŎŜōƻƻƪ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŘǊƛǾŜƴΦέ    

The MediaSpace team feel that Social Media tools such as Facebook and the 
associated system they had developed could be easily adopted by other institutions 
facing similar challenges.  ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƳŀǎǎƛǾŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ 
challenges in terms of support ŀƴŘ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ƻƴƭƛƴŜΦέ  Moreover, that the impact of 
online learning could force a radical rethink in the physical side of college life.  ά²Ŝ 
need to stop thinking in terms of a College as purely a building.  It is a big mistake to 
build a new college based purely on the physical attendance of a set number of 
students.  Systems like ours are a greener form of learning reaching more people, 
more effectively with less travel, and ultimately fewer resource hungry classrooms.έ 



The teaching team at MediaSpace noticed that blended learning cut down on 
development time and delivery costs and is more efficient and effective, giving 
improved retention and achievement.  It is also more learner centred and culturally 
relevant, especially with the 16 to 25 year old age group.   ά²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ 
ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǿŜƭƭ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŎƘ ǘƘŜ пD ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΦέ 

Lessons Learned 

¶ Significant change can occur, driven from the bottom up, when staff are 
given the freedom to respond to external pressures. 

¶ /ǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ CŀŎŜōƻƻƪ άǿƻǊƪέ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘΦ  .Ŝ ŎŀǊŜŦǳl around issues to do with 
friends and privacy settings. 

¶ Google apps can be confusing, especially when there are multiple users, but 
it seems to be a worthwhile long term investment in time and energy. 

¶ Choose a blog platform and stick to it.  Students need support in learning to 
use blogs and you would not want to support a variety of blog platforms. 

¶ Not everyone likes working this way. 

 
 

Useful Links 

https://sites.google.com/a/carnegiedigital.com/start/ 

 

Disclaimer 

The Regional Support Centre Scotland supports the development of educational e-
learning. We may refer to specific products, processes or services.  Such references 
are examples and are not endorsements or recommendations and should not be used 
for product endorsement purposes. 
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