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Social Software (definition and examples):

The term ‘social software’ covers a range of software tools which allow users to interact and share data with other users, primarily via the web. The key aspect of a social software tool is that it involves wider participation in the creation of information which is shared. Examples: blogs, wikis, social bookmarking (eg Delicious), photo-sharing sites (eg Flickr).

What did we investigate?
We examined the use of social software in the UK FE and HE sectors to collect evidence of the effective use of social software. In this study, data from 26 initiatives was collected, analysed and synthesised. The cases chosen give a spread of tools, subject areas, contexts (part-time, full-time or distance learning), levels of study, and institutions (FE and HE). 
How did we investigate?

A case study methodology was followed and both educators and students were interviewed to find out what they had done, how well it had worked, and what they had learned from the experiences. 
What did we find out?

Effects on institutions: A number of the case studies provided firm evidence of the positive impact of social tools on student retention, as students who were struggling were picked up in formal and informal contributions on social tools and offered support. 

However, institutions face the dilemma of adopting and recommending tools in the public domain over which they have no control. On the other hand, the institution’s VLE may not provide tools with as rich a functionality as is available in the tools which are in the public domain. Further, none of the case studies reported coherent institutional policies about the usage of social software tools for either educators or students. 

Effects on educators: The educator’s role is changing from being a provider of information to a facilitator or moderator, which raises training needs, workload issues, and adjusting to a ‘new’ way of teaching. 

There is a potential problem with assessment as the educators are expected to mark the work of an individual student but this may prove to be very difficult for collaborative work. The lack of assessment proved to be an issue in a number of the case studies showing that this area is perhaps still somewhat immature in its development. 
Effects on students: Social software tools support a variety of ways of learning: sharing of resources (eg bookmarks, photographs), collaborative learning, problem-based and inquiry-based learning, reflective learning, and peer-to-peer learning. Students gain transferable skills of team working, online collaboration, negotiation, and communication, individual and group reflection, and managing digital identities. Several cases studies identified the development of communities of learners who, in some instances, stayed in touch after completing the course.

However, sharing and collaboration brings in additional responsibility and workload, which some students find inflexible and rather ‘forced’. The study found that students have concerns about privacy and the public nature of the tools for their academic activities. 

How can you find out more about the study?

The report and case studies are on: http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/projects/socialsoftware08.aspx
Please contact: Shailey Minocha [s.minocha@open.ac.uk] or Heather Williamson [h.williamson@jisc.ac.uk]
