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Virtual mentoring using social networking

Project Summary 

Social networking is a global phenomenon which  as noted by Boyd (2008, p.  136) has provided a “whole new social realm for youth”.  This project’s objective was to investigate how social media could be embraced for the purposes of academic adjustment.  A preliminary study established that Peer mentoring via ‘Facebook’ had the greatest potential.  This was due both to its immense popularity amongst the student body, including international students, alongside the ability for contact with students to commence before formal student induction.  

A pilot virtual mentoring model utilising a ‘Facebook’ group was introduced in August 2010.  Incoming students were sent a link to the group as part of the joining instructions.  The majority of the cohort joined this group, posted queries and became mutual friends within days of these letters being distributed. Although students did engage with the ‘Facebook’ resources this was over a short-time scale.  International students were found to use ‘Facebook’ less frequently than their UK counterparts this is believed to be linked to the current ‘Facebook’ ban in China.  Formal evaluation illustrated that good relationships between the students had quickly been established and they had a strong commitment to the University demonstrated by a 100% retention rate.  However, scrutiny of students’ ‘Facebook’ pages highlighted the sharing of information which is not safe or appropriate in a publically available context. This has highlighted the need for students to be advised on the appropriate use of privacy settings. 
Final Report: Virtual mentoring using social networking

What was done? 

Peer mentoring is one popular form of intervention which is designed to assist in the academic adjustment process (Crisp and Cruz, 2009).  The majority of schemes are based on face to face contact once students have entered University 


(Clark, Andrews and Ingelby, 2010) ADDIN EN.CITE .  Peer mentoring in a virtual form is rare and evaluation of any virtual scheme does not yet appear to feature within peer mentoring or academic adjustment literature. This project was an attempt to readdress this by introducing a pilot model of peer mentoring facilitated through the social media site ‘Facebook’.  

How was it done? 

In April 2010, agreement was reached with one programme - BA (Hons) Marketing Management - in Newcastle Business School, Northumbria University to trial a pre induction mentoring scheme.  Action research was deemed an appropriate methodology for pilot evaluation due to its establishment as a means to more effective teaching and learning which by as suggested by Bhattacharya, Cowan, and Weedon (2000) lies in the middle of a feedback based continuum which could lead to general conclusions of universal educational value.  

The first phase of action research process related to the recruitment and training of the mentor, taking place between April and May 2010.  Following a selection process, a mentor was recruited from the second year of the programme taking part in the pilot.  As co-researchers the mentors become involved in designing the site to engage students whilst ensuring a professional manner was adopted.  A number of Facebook options were considered: the mentors own personal profiles; a non-personal account; or a Facebook Group.  All Facebook accounts feature a “wall” in which general messages can be posted.  These messages can also include photos, web links and videos.  Groups also include a discussion board and an events notice board.  These extra features and the advanced security features a Facebook Group appeared to offer indicated that this format should be adopted.

The period between May 2010 and August 2010 was spent creating materials for the site.  .  Primary data collected in a preparatory stage of this research also indicated that Northumbria’s students emphasise the importance and usefulness of this amongst other factors to them (Gannon-Leary and Smailes, 2009).  

These resources included:

· Guide to the campus, including internal room layouts.  

· Photographs of students from Year 2 including quotes passing on advice;

· A guide the academic referencing style use at Northumbria;

· Details of the ‘Ask Liz’ service.  A one stop shop which 


(Mayhew et al., 2010) ADDIN EN.CITE  found to be factor common to successful orientation programmes;

· A guide to interpreting the timetable;

· Details of the Students’ Union activities in the Welcome week.

As part of the University acceptance processes, students were sent details of the ‘Facebook’ group in the joining instructions.  Within days of these letters being distributed, the majority of new students (85%) had joined the ‘Facebook’ group.  In the following few days, the mentor also received questions from students, the replies to which were posted publically either onto the wall or a discussion page.  Examples of queries related to issues such as the number of hours they would be expected to attend and reading lists for the programme’s modules.  Mentors continued to post information to the ’Facebook’ groups during the autumn term.
Why was it done? 
Students’ adjustment to Higher Education is one of the more prominent areas of pedagogic research.  The most significant author in this area being Vincent Tinto (1975).   


Mayhew, Vanderlinden and Kim (2010) ADDIN EN.CITE  recognize that these programmes for improving retention are open to criticism as evaluation rarely makes a direct link to student learning.  This is often due to the concentration of many induction (or orientation programmes) focusing on the social dimensions of the adjustment process.  This is understandable as Christie et al.  (2008, p.  567) states “becoming a university student is an intrinsically emotional process” and as cited by Dyson and Renk (2006, p.  1232) “all new students go through an adjustment phase upon entry to a university with each student varied in his or her own pace of development.” 
The one factor consistently noted within retention research is the crucial six week period at the start of University where students often decide whether or not to continue studying at an institution (see for example,


 Heirdsfield, Walker and Walsh, 2008 and Perry et al.  2001) ADDIN EN.CITE .  Studies generally point to University as being a potential lonely experience and therefore as stated by Christie et al. (2008) university cultures need to adapt and become accountable for the adjustment process.

Peer mentoring is one well established method employed by HE institutions to assist in the integration of students into university.  The topic attracts a profusion of research which is reviewed on a regular basis, most recently, by 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
Crisp and Cruz (2009) and Terrion and Leonard (2007)
.  

Peer mentoring has been proven to increase student retention 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(see for example Boud, Cohen, and Sampson (2003) and Muldoon (2008))
, as well as generally improving the first year experience of students 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(see for example, Farrell et al (2004) and Mee-Lee and Bush (2003))
.  

The majority of UK peer mentoring schemes work on a face to face basis once students enter university 


(Clark et al., 2010) ADDIN EN.CITE .  However, the 21st Century has brought about a change in the way literature describes the typical student age group.  Commonly students joining HE now were born in the 1980s or 1990s.  Technology is seen now as being an integral part of everyday life and as such these students are increasingly viewed as  the Net Generation or Digital Natives (Oblinger and Oblinger, 2005; Prensky, 2001).  DeGennaro (2008) points out that educators now need to craft learning design around the technologies which are important to them.  This would suggest peer mentoring is one way in which technology should now be incorporated. 
In a recent UK report, 


Clark et al. (2010) ADDIN EN.CITE  found that over 80 UK institutions operate some form of peer mentoring.  The content analysis conducted indicated that virtual based schemes are a rarity.  Only nine institutions appeared to be using some form of virtual support, the majority of which supplemented face to face sessions by email contact.   Northumbria University was also interested in exploring how technology could be used in a mentoring context and three forms of technology were initially considered: 
· Virtual Learning Environments (VLE);
· Social Networking – spaces for personal profiles which can be publically shared;

· Virtual worlds – an example of which is Second life which enables the creation of characters that interact in reality or fantasy based environments.

These technological models were assessed using two methods - a desk-based review of the relevant literature complemented by a traditional survey approach.  Selection was based on the following criteria highlighted as facilitating academic adjustment:

· Would the technology allow contact to be made with the students pre induction?

· What technological skills would be required on the part of:

· A student mentor and/or academic staff;

· A ‘joining’ student?

· How established is the use of the technology within HE?

· Is the technology suitable for initiating peer interaction?

· What is the current usage, across all demographic factors, of these technologies amongst the incoming student population?

A recent article (Smailes & Gannon-Leary, 2011) summarises the three models considered against the above criteria.  The evidence gathered as part of this preliminary research indicated that a model involving social networking sites had the greatest potential for supporting academic adjustment through peer mentoring.  This was primarily due to its immense popularity.   Facebook was clearly the student preference with three quarters of the respondents declaring the use of it on a daily basis and no cultural differences in use were found.  In addition the ability for the academic adjustment process through mentoring to occur before formal student induction was viewed as a distinct advantage.
What effect did it have? 

Once the students were informed about the ’Facebook’ group, as the principal researcher I began to undertake regular observation of activity in the groups.  Observations of wall activity showed that the students quickly became ‘Facebook’ friends with each other - although, international students were found to have fewer friends.
To assess whether the supporting materials provided had been useful, a traditional survey approach was used.  The survey questions gathered both factual information (e.g. resources used, frequency of access) and opinion in the form of Likert statements.  Although the cohort was small (n=20) a 100% response rate was achieved.  

Demographic analysis revealed that the majority of the group originated from the UK.  There were four international students in the cohort, 3 originating from China, one student from the Middle East.  More than 50% of the students noted that they were the first generation in their family to attend university - a group known to be more likely to leave HE (Ishitani, 2006). 
The vast majority of the cohort (80%) used ‘Facebook’ on at least a daily basis.  However, cultural differences in use were now evident. In 2009, China banned ‘Facebook’.  Although, the students from China had ‘Facebook’ accounts, these were used less frequently, had far fewer friends (both from the cohort and in general) registered on the account.  ‘QQ’ is now the most prevalently used site in China and this was also clearly the more popular and frequently used site for the Students in this case. 
All but one, an international student, said that they had visited the ‘Facebook’ Group at least a few times although most said that the last time the site had been accessed was within the first couple of weeks of the first semester.  Notably, two of the international students reported they had accessed the site recently which may illustrate the additional stress (e.g.  ‘cultural shock’) international students experience (Baron and Carr, 2007).  
When questioned about the resources, students listed the practical elements: timetable and referencing guides; building map and Students’ Union links as being the most popular, illustrating the importance highlighting both academic and social aspects of University life.  There were significant numbers of people claiming they had not used some of the resources.  This included the on stop shop (‘Ask Liz’) service, an element highlighted by 


(Mayhew et al., 2010) ADDIN EN.CITE  as an orientation programme success factor.  However, this could also infer that the information on the ‘Facebook’ group was sufficient for their needs.  

Despite a lack of prolonged engagement with the virtual mentor, no one at end of the pilot had withdrawn from the programme.  Notably, as part of the observation process, in January 2011, one male student, on his ‘Facebook’ wall, clearly expressed doubts about the programme and considered leaving.  ‘Facebook’ was quickly used by other members of the programme to pass on very balanced advice; this conversation was concluded by the student posting his decision to stay. Overall the 1000% retention rate has been a pleasing outcome for this project.
How are people hearing about it? 

The dissemination of the project has taken place in at a number of levels.  Within the institution I was invited to present the findings of this project at Northumbria University’s annual research conference.  The findings have also been disseminated as part of a regional learning and teaching conference and an abstract has been accepted for the University’s annual learning and teaching conference in September 2011. 

Additional conference abstracts have been submitted to UK based conferences e.g. Seda Annual conference, Improving Student Learning.

There has been international interest in the work conducted, particularly in Portugal, where three short papers have been presented and accepted for publication.  In addition, a journal article has been prepared and will be shortly be submitted for review. 
Full citations for dissemination activities linked to the project are as follows:
Referred Journal article

Smailes, J. and Gannon-Leary, P. (2011) Peer Mentoring– is a virtual form of support a viable alternative? Research in Learning Technology, 19(2) pp. 127-140
Articles in refereed conference proceedings

Smailes, J. and Fontainha, E. (2011) A model for utilizing social networking for academic adjustment purposes. 15th Biennial of the International Study Association on Teachers and Teaching, 5 – 8 July 2011, University of Minho, Braga, Portugal.

Smailes, J. and Fontainha, E. (2011) Academic Adjustment: a pilot to assess the potential of a virtual mentoring scheme. Proceedings of the 6th Iberian Conference on Information Systems and Technologies 15–18 June, Chaves, Portugal. 
Smailes, J., Crumbley, J. and Fontainha, E.  (2010) Pilot to investigate peer mentoring in a virtual format. Proceedings of the IADIS (International Association for Development of the Information Society) International Conference e-Society 18-21 March Porto, edited by Piet Kommers and Pedro Isaias, pp 421-425
Other refereed conference papers 

Smailes, J. and Warne. N. (2011) Social Networking, examining its potential for student support. 4th Regional (3 Rivers consortium) Learning and Teaching Conference 12 April 2011, Northumbria University, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK

Smailes, J. (2011) Social Networking and Academic Adjustment.  Northumbria Research Conference, 4-5 May 2011, Northumbria University, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK

What has been learnt? 

In conjunction with the observation of student ‘Facebook’ activity, the questionnaire distributed to students attempted to evaluate how successful the virtual mentor had been in terms of academic adjustment. This was achieved through the use of Likert statements which were an amalgamation of proven questionnaires designed to measure factors such as commitment to the organization, relationships with peers and mentors, plus persistence towards learning (Cole, Field, & Harris, 2004; Sanchez, Bauer, & Paronto, 2006).
Krause et al.(2005) note that successful learning communities rely on successful peer interaction.  The virtual mentoring model did indeed appear to assist in this process. As well as the speed at which the incoming students interacted both with the group and themselves indicated this. In addition questionnaire responses from the cohort, students felt they have developed good relationships with their peers which they felt had had a positive influence on their intellectual growth.  Despite the success of the introducing course colleagues only half of the cohort felt that the information provided on the ‘Facebook’ group had prepared them for University life and only one third felt that the group had increased their confidence.  Notably, a similar proportion stated they had not felt confident in posting any questions.  Responses which explored relationships with the mentors yielded much lower response rates which may indicate that some form of face to face contact may indeed be preferred.

Alongside good peer relationships, Peel (2000) also stresses the importance of students developing personal relationships with staff. This was explored by the questionnaire.  The staff very well thought of, with over three quarters of the cohort believing they showed a genuine interest in teaching.  Smaller numbers, around half of the cohort, felt that the staff showed interest in them as people.  There was also a desire expressed by the cohort for more informal and academic contact with the staff.  This could be achieved through future models, where resources and/or advice could be posted to ‘Facebook’ directly by the staff.

Pendleton (2005) notes how experience not matching expectation can be a factor which affects retention.  In this case positive results were received. Students showed strong levels of commitment both to their learning and the University.  The vast majority of the cohort felt they had chosen the right University with two thirds saying they would recommend the University to others and half the cohort, even at this early stage, would consider a further qualification with the University.

Interestingly, the observation of ‘Facebook’ activity highlighted a potential area of concern.  Very few students made use of the privacy settings on ‘Facebook’ and significant numbers of students posted some form of personal contact information e.g. email addresses, phone numbers.  In a number of cases the tone and content of many ‘Facebook’ wall posts would not be looked upon in a favourable light by prospective employers.  These findings are similar to those of a number of US studies which warn of the potential negative implications which may arise from ‘Facebook’ use. 


(Gross and Acquisti, 2005; Kolek and Saunders, 2008; Lenhart et al., 2007; Peluchette, 2010) ADDIN EN.CITE .  This finding highlighted the need for institutions to consider the development of advisory policies on the use of social networking.
Where might it lead and what next?
Although, the overall outcome of the pilot has not been as positive as hoped,  there is enough potential indicated through the strong cohort identity formed at a very early point to take forward the virtual peer modelling concept as a pre induction introduction to the University.

Newcastle Business School intend to roll out the Virtual Mentor concept to its undergraduate programmes in the future.  As a result of pilot evaluation, future models, would still utilize ‘Facebook’ but a non-personal account will replace the use of a ‘Facebook’ group.  To account for the current ban in China, ‘QQ’ will also be investigated for its potential to host pre induction materials.  The resources provided could be improved to include video introductions and it is believed that academic staff could also use the resource for communication purposes. 

 Students will also be advised on the use of ‘Facebook’ privacy settings as this can protect both themselves and the institutional image. 

 In parallel, other avenues of development will be explored including extending the use of social networking and examining opportunities for collaborative activities between Economics students in the UK and Portugal.
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