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Social Networking - Engaging access students in a 

collaborative learning experience 

 



Who? 

• I.T trainer with Training & Publications group of IS Services 

Trinity College Dublin 

• I.T tutor for the Trinity Access Programme 

• M.Sc. Technology and Learning 

 

 

 



Why? 

• Trinity Access Programme - Tackling social exclusion, through 

a range of innovative, targeted initiatives for individuals who, 

for socio-economic reasons, have not yet realised their full 

educational potential.  

 



Trinity Access Programmes (TAP) 

• 2004 TCD first Irish University to establish 15% target for 
non-traditional students 

• Central aspect of TCD’s strategy to encourage under 
represented groups to realise their full educational potential 

• Four separate & interlinking aspects to TAP’s work  

 



 

The Schools & 

Community 

Outreach Links 

 

Developing Alternative 

Admissions Routes, 

Policies & Procedures 

Learning What 

Works: TAP 

Evaluation & 

Research 

 

The Post Entry 

Progression 

Programme 

 



Rationale for Targeted Entry Routes 

• Increase in participation rates in higher education over last 
25 years has not been shared equally across socio-economic 
groups (OECD 2004)  

• Differentiated expansion in the Irish context is well 
documented (Clancy 1988, 1995, 2002; Clancy & Wall 2000; 
Fitzpatrick & O’Connell, 2003) 

• Proportion of students from lower socio economic groups 
continues to be lower (Thornhill, 2004) 

• Class-based participation figures mirror other countries (Tett 
& Blair, 1999; Parry, 1997; Cooke et al., 2004)   
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Academic Year 

Entrants to TCD 1998-2010 
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Academic Year 

Graduates from TCD 2002-2010 



Impact & Achievements  

TAP in Numbers 
 

• 400 TAP graduates from Trinity since 2002 

• 157 TAP students entered degree programmes through TAP 
routes in 2010 

• 524 TAP students currently in undergraduate study 

• 725 students from TAP linked schools progressed to higher 
education in 2009 

• 5,000 students, parents and teachers participated in primary 
and second level activities in schools and on campus 

 

 



‘What Happened Next?’ Graduate 
Destinations Research, 2010 

 

• Academic outcomes at graduation are equivalent to 

‘traditional’ students 

• Starting salaries equivalent to ‘traditional’ students 

• 57% TAP graduates engaged in further or professional study 

post-graduation 

• Graduates mainly represented in the public sector, health and 

education 

 

 



Course Objectives 

Objectives 

Satisfaction 

Knowledge 

Confidence 

Skills 

Guidance 

Preparation 



Course Structure 

 

• An academic & personal preparation course for degree 

level studies 

• Full-time course, running from mid September to mid 

May 

• Approx. 25 places are available each year on each 

course 

• Free 

• Students are registered students of Trinity 

College/Liberties College 

 

 



Subjects 
Educational Guidance, Study Skills, IT 

Arts 

Science 

Social Sciences 



Student Supports 

 

• Financial 

• Pastoral Care 

• Maths Help Room 

• Writing Resource Centre 

• Computer Facilities 

• Trinity Student Supports 

• Social Programme 

• Grant Thornton Mentoring Programme 

 

 



The Track Record of the FCYA 

 

• Over the last 4 years... 

 

– 92% progressed onto degree courses in TCD 

– 98% retention rate on degree course  

 

 



Class of 09/10 progressed into… 

• History (1) 

• English & Ancient History (1) 

• English & Sociology (1) 

• Geography & Psychology (1) 

• Psychology (1) 

• Modern Irish & Sociology (1) 

• Sociology & Social Policy (1) 

• Social Studies (1) 

• Law (2) 

• BESS (2) 

• Nursing/ Midwifery (4) 

• Dental Science (1) 

• Medicine (2) 

• Occupational Therapy (1) 

• Physiotherapy (2) 

• Science (1) 



Pedagogy – Out with the old 



Pedagogy – In with the new 

Blended learning, collaboration, 
reflection, social constructivism,  

peer-mentoring,  

Wikis, Podcasting, Blogging, Virtual 
Worlds 

 



What are the problems/issues for 
students? 

• Digital Divides – skill set 

• Geographical exclusion 

• Physical disabilities 

• Socio-economic 
exclusion 

 

• Significantly poorer 
access to technology  

• Reinforces the existing 
learning divide 

• Only rectified when 
gaining access in higher 
education 

 



How - Engagement? 

Virtual Learning Environments 

Blended Learning 

Collaboration 

Mentoring 

 



VLE - Moodle 



VLE - WebCT 

 



Today’s reality – Social Networks 

“These teens were born 
into a digital world 

where they expect to be 
able to create, 

consume, remix, and 
share material with 

each other” 

 

Lee Rainie, Director, Pew 
Internet and American 

Life Project 

 



Aim 

Research Question:  

“In what ways can a Web 2.0 themed VLE help enable 

students, from social and economically excluded 

backgrounds, to engage in collaborative learning 

experience? “ 

 
With the emphasis on promoting collaboration and knowledge sharing this study seeks to 

leverage effectively the Web 2.0 tools available to engage students within a social VLE 

 



When? 

  

“Our own Bebo?” 



What is Ning? 

• Ning is a social networking 

service that allows users to 

set up their own networks. 

• There is a 'free' service, 

funded by advertisements, 

and a paid-for service with 

some additional features. 

 



Ning – Pros & Cons 

• It’s very easy to set up. 

• It’s free - those teaching 13-18 year olds can have an ad-free 

version for free. A commercial version is available. 

• You can set up your own private network. 

• It is very customisable. 

• Development of the software is dependant on the company. 

• Advertising and lack of institutional branding 



Ning - Applications 

• File exchange & sharing 

• Photos 

• Videos & Music 

• Live chat 

• Blogging 

• Instant Messaging 

 

• Discussion board 

• Specific groups 

• Latest activity 

• RSS feeds 

• 3rd Party integrated 
apps – Google Docs, 
Flickr, Facebook 

 



Ning - Administration 

• 50 students aged from 15-55 

• 8 admins (tutors & lecturers) 

• 50% Mature students 

• 25% Digital Immigrants 

• http://tap2008.ning.com 

 

 



Ning – Implementation 

• If we want to achieve effective online learning 

(Salmon, 2000) proposes a 5-step model with 

emphasis on directing students to engage in critical 

thinking and self-evaluation. 

• In this context any prejudices, race, gender, age, skill 

set and socio-economic background are removed from 

online learning. 



Implementation – Steps required 

• Step 1: students require individual access and the 
skills to use the communication tools.  

• Step 2: students create an identity online and 
finding others with whom to interact.  

• Step 3: students give information relevant to the 
course to each other.  

• Step 4: course related group discussion takes place 
and interaction becomes more collaborative.  

• Step 5: students look for benefits from the system 
that will help them achieve their goals. 



So what has changed? 

• Students are defining where they meet and discuss 

issues of relevance to them today 

• Technology has changed – social and business 

networks 

• Society too has changed – social networking online 



What’s so different about Ning? 

What’s so different from using Moodle or WebCT? 

• It’s their domain – external 

• More opportunity to collaborate and socialise 

• They are comfortable within this environment, not un-

similar to Bebo or Facebook 

• More opportunity to share resources 

• Moodle & WebCT are both very ‘institutionalised’ 



Student content 



The effect 

 



The design 

1. Blended Learning – (Hofmann, 
Miner, 2008) – enrich the 
learning process. 

2. Web 2.0 - (Anderson, 2008) 
facilitate communication, 
sharing and collaboration.  

3. Formation of on-line Learning 
Communities- (Salmon, 2000) 
achieve effective online 
learning. 

4. Peer Mentoring - (Burgstahler 
and Cronheim, 2001) facilitate 
the learning development 
process. 

5. Reflection - (Dewey, 1933) learn 
from experience. 

 

1. Combine both classroom and 
VLE models to deliver materials 

and tasks.  
2. Implementation of accessibility 

to Web 2.0 
applications/services. Sharing of 

user generated content. 
3. Implement scaffolding learning 

process (5-step model). 
4. Messaging and chat system to 

post Q&A. 
5. Blogging service is implemented 

within the VLE as a means to 
post reflections.  

 



Methodology 

• Study Method: Qualitative & Quantitative 

• Research questions: Was it an interesting and satisfactory 
collaborative learning experience? Did Tap Life add value to 
existing class lectures? Was help available online when 
needed? What did not work? 

• Ethics: Course attendees fully aware of the studies purpose 

• Bias: All reasonable attempt by the author to remove any bias 

• Data Sets: Survey, observation, interview, reflection 

• Implementation: Live from 21st October 2008 

• Summary: Extensive array of data to base findings 



Web Analysis 

  



Findings 

• The website has promoted collaborative learning, as it 
afforded the users an opportunity to create dynamic 
content, share ideas, discuss and instantly connect 
with their peers 

• Certainly from the responses of students and tutors 
alike the social network website has made an impact 
on the delivery and pre-conceived ideas of what 
learning is. 



Tutor - thoughts 

“And that you can have specific groups and invite individuals 
to participate, you need that type of framework. I also like 
the community it creates for TAP, the sense of community 
spirit within this program is excellent, because I think it 
bonded the students together and I think they needed 
that. The fact that it is interactive was also good. I note 
that they used the blog at the beginning for student 
presentations and I felt that was fantastic because it gave 
them a broader audience. I think that was excellent for 
them; they are very bright students, what they need is 
confidence and a sense of being part of a community of 
scholars. They do need a forum for debate and intellectual 
discussion” 



Student - thoughts 

“questions could be asked that time did not permit 
during the lecture. Also clarification of items and 
additional information and reading suggestions were 
given. Could also vent my frustration from time to 
time if something was particularly difficult for me. 
Also invaluable for help from other students and 
different points of views and suggestions.” 



Examples 

• Used very effectively in History – first assignment is a 
blog entry 

• Galvanising support - fundraising 

• Great ongoing political/economic debate with 
Foundation Course and undergraduate students, and 
alumni 



My Office... Post IMF Bail Out 

http://www.facebook.com/photo.php?pid=16096858&id=766800187


Today – TAP Life & Ning 

 
 
 

Ning announce phasing out of  
‘free-service’. To be replaced by new 

paid models. 
 

• Ning Mini - $2.95/month  
• Ning Plus - $19.95/month 
• Ning Pro - $49.95/month 



Conclusion 

• There were some interesting unexpected outcomes 
with regard to tutor’s experience of Web 2.0 
technologies, censorship and the issue of copyright of 
content published within the VLE 

• Approximately 92% of the students took part in the 
survey and unanimously declared a very positive 
response to the introduction of a Web 2.0 VLE 

• Students and educators alike agree that the 
introduction of this artefact has successfully engaged 
students in a collaborative learning experience 


