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Social media has become a pervasive element of higher education; however, the 
experiences of faculty and students with its educational use remain underexplored. 
This study employed a transcendental phenomenological design to investigate the 
lived experiences of three faculty members and 12 students who used Facebook as 
a learning tool. Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews 
and analyzed using Moustakas’ transcendental phenomenological method, which 
allowed for the identification of the essence of participants’ experiences while 
minimizing researcher bias. Findings indicate that Facebook facilitates communication, 
supports collaborative learning, and provides flexible access to educational resources, 
enhancing academic engagement. Participants reported benefits, including immediate 
information sharing and interactive peer support. However, challenges were also 
noted, including privacy concerns, potential distractions, and the informal nature 
of interactions, which may affect structured learning. These findings suggest that 
while Facebook can supplement formal education meaningfully, it should not 
replace traditional instruction. The study offers practical guidance on balancing 
engagement, privacy, and curriculum integration, providing educators with insight 
into thoughtfully leveraging social media in higher education. By presenting both 
benefits and limitations, this research contributes to a nuanced understanding of 
Facebook’s educational role and informs strategies for its practical use.
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Introduction

In recent decades, social media has emerged as a revolutionary force reshaping 
communication, collaboration, and information dissemination across multiple disciplines, 
including education. Platforms such as Instagram and Facebook have become integral to 
everyday digital interaction, shaping how individuals connect, learn, and express themselves. 
Although social media platforms were initially designed for social networking, they have 
evolved into a multifaceted digital ecosystem offering functionalities such as group creation, 
real-time messaging, content curation, and asynchronous discussions. These features have 
sparked considerable interest among educators exploring creative and innovative approaches 
to enhance student engagement, promote collaborative learning, and extend educational 
experiences beyond traditional classroom boundaries (Qassrawi and Karasneh, 2023; 
Woodford et al., 2022; Salas-Rueda, 2021; Liljekvist et al., 2020).
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Despite the increasing prevalence of social media in educational 
contexts, most empirical research has predominantly employed 
quantitative methodologies, focusing on variables such as academic 
performance, user behavior, and platform engagement (Dule et al., 
2023; Hoi and Hang, 2021a; Fu and Li, 2020; Low and Wong, 2021). 
While these studies have produced valuable insights into measurable 
outcomes, they often overlook the complex experiential and emotional 
realities that accompany social media use in academic life. For 
instance, how educators and students feel, reflect, and construct 
meaning through these digital interactions remains largely 
unexplored. Prior research has tended to treat social media as a tool 
rather than a lived environment that shapes affective, cognitive, and 
social dimensions of learning. Notably, there is a scarcity of qualitative 
research that dives into the lived experiences of faculty members and 
students, who represent key stakeholders in implementing technology-
enhanced pedagogical practices (Dennen et al., 2020). Addressing this 
underexplored dimension is essential to understand not only how 
social media supports learning but also how it affects users’ sense of 
connection, motivation, and professional identity within 
higher education.

This study addresses this gap by employing a phenomenological 
research design to investigate how Facebook is perceived and 
experienced by educators and students in higher education. 
Specifically, the research examines how faculty members and students 
manage the affordances and constraints of Facebook in their academic 
work, the pedagogical rationales underlying their use of the platform, 
and the socio-technical dynamics that influence their engagement. In 
doing so, this research aligns with recommendations in the field of 
educational technology for more contextualized, interpretive, and 
experience-driven approaches to understanding digital learning 
environments (Kumi-Yeboah et al., 2020; Stickler and Hampel, 2019).

The study aims to provide practical insights into how Facebook 
can be meaningfully integrated into higher education. To achieve 
these aims, the study is guided by the following research questions:

	 1)	 What are faculty members’ lived experiences with the 
educational use of Facebook?

	 2)	 What are students’ lived experiences with the educational use 
of Facebook?

Literature review

Social media in educational contexts

Educational research has extensively explored the pedagogical 
integration of social media platforms, with studies highlighting their 
potential to support active learning, peer collaboration, learner 
autonomy, and improved academic performance (Astleitner and 
Schlick, 2024; Qureshi et al., 2021; Ansari and Khan, 2020). Social 
media tools provide learners ubiquitous access to educational content, 
facilitate communication across time and space boundaries, and 
support participatory pedagogies emphasizing learner autonomy and 
interaction (Al-Rahmi et al., 2022; Hamadi et al., 2021; Poshka, 2020).

Social media platforms have attracted interest for their capacity to 
enhance both formal and informal learning. Previous research has 
reported the utilization of Facebook groups to sustain academic 
discussions, collaboratively develop knowledge artifacts, and foster 

communities of inquiry (Duha et al., 2022; Vázquez-Cano and Díez-
Arcón, 2021; Liljekvist et al., 2020). These online environments enable 
learners to exchange feedback, share relevant resources, and engage 
in reflective conversation, thereby reinforcing constructivist 
pedagogical approaches that view learning as a socially situated 
process (Alismaiel et al., 2022; Virtanen et al., 2022; Timonen and 
Ruokamo, 2021).

However, much of this body of work remains descriptive, focusing 
primarily on reported benefits rather than critically comparing how 
different methodological or theoretical approaches conceptualize the 
role of social media in learning. Recent meta-analyses (Greenhow and 
Askari, 2015; Manca, 2019) suggest that while quantitative studies 
often emphasize engagement and performance metrics, qualitative or 
phenomenological research foregrounds emotional, relational, and 
contextual dimensions that remain underexplored. This divergence 
underscores a conceptual gap that this study directly addresses.

Affordances and constraints of using social 
media in education

Numerous studies have identified unique affordances of using 
social media for educational purposes, including enhanced teacher-
student communication, increased student engagement, and the 
development of supportive learning communities (Hoi, 2021; Ansari 
and Khan, 2020; Muls et al., 2019). For instance, Chen and Ramzan 
(2024) found that social media posts can boost learners’ motivation 
and performance in learning English as a second language. Similarly, 
studies show that class groups created on Facebook promote social 
bonding and learning among high school students, fostering a sense 
of solidarity and unity among them (Muls et al., 2019). Furthermore, 
the interactive nature of social media allows students to collaborate 
more effectively, exchange ideas, and receive immediate feedback, 
further enhancing the overall learning experience (Ali, 2023; 
Hoi, 2021).

However, integrating social media into educational environments 
also introduces significant challenges. Informal nature often these 
platforms blur the distinctions between personal and academic spaces, 
raising concerns about professionalism, data privacy, and the ethical 
use of resources (Brown, 2020; Rukavina et al., 2021). Furthermore, 
potential distractions and multitasking on social media have been 
associated with reduced academic performance, especially when their 
use is not integrated into well-structured educational frameworks 
(Hamadi et al., 2021; Masood et al., 2020).

Researchers have also noted that students and educators may 
exhibit resistance to use commercial social media platforms in 
academic contexts due to concerns of surveillance, exposure, and 
identity conflict (Al-Qaysi et al., 2023; Balushi et al., 2022; Dzara et al., 
2021; Haşiloğlu et al., 2020). These fears highlight the necessity of 
intentional instructional design, clear communication of expectations, 
and the development of digital literacy competencies to support 
meaningful and ethical social media use in education.

In sum, these studies reveal a fragmented landscape where 
positive affordances and negative constraints are often treated 
separately. A more integrative synthesis, such as the one pursued in 
this study, helps reveal how these tensions manifest in the lived 
experiences of educators and students navigating the pedagogical use 
of social media.
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Pedagogical design and implementation

Researchers suggest using social media as a supplementary 
tool that aligns with constructivist and connectivist learning 
concepts to enhance its educational potential (Ali, 2023; Hoi and 
Hang, 2021a, 2021b; Todorovic et al., 2020). For example, 
instructors may use closed Facebook groups to facilitate 
asynchronous discussions, crowdsource ideas, and share 
multimedia content relevant to course objectives (Woodford et al., 
2022; Todorovic et al., 2020; Chen and Bryer, 2012). When 
combined with explicit guidelines and support structures, such 
practices can foster engagement and inclusivity while reducing 
risks associated with unregulated use.

However, existing studies primarily reflect general usage trends 
and self-reported results, lacking an in-depth and comprehensive 
understanding of how faculty and students experience these tools in 
their daily academic activities. By adopting a phenomenological lens, 
this research advances the field by integrating fragmented insights into 
a coherent framework focused on lived experience and meaning-
making in higher education.

Theoretical framework

Three theoretical lenses guide this study: sociocultural theory, 
constructivism, and the Community of Inquiry (CoI) model. Together, 
they offer a foundation for understanding the pedagogical dynamics 
of Facebook in higher education.

Sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1980) claims that learning is 
primarily social and mediated by cultural instruments. These 
platforms serve as a mediational tool facilitating learners’ 
co-constructing knowledge through interaction, negotiation, and 
collaborative engagement. These interactions are shaped by the 
sociocultural contexts in which learning occurs, making it essential to 
consider how institutional norms, disciplinary practices, and digital 
literacies influence the utilization of technology.

Constructivist theory (Piaget, 1971) supports this perspective and 
emphasizes learners’ active involvement in meaning-making 
processes. With its support for learner-generated content, peer 
feedback, and self-directed exploration, social media aligns with 
constructivist pedagogies by allowing learners to take initiative in 
knowledge construction, engage with multiple perspectives, and 
connect learning to real-world contexts.

Finally, the CoI framework (Garrison et al., 1999) offers a model 
for understanding online learning environments through the 
interaction of cognitive, social, and teaching presence. Social media 
platforms provide opportunities to support all three presences: 
cognitive presence through discussion and inquiry, social presence 
through relationship-building and identity expression, and teaching 
presence through instructor facilitation and guidance. However, the 
informal design of these platforms requires precise integration to 
maintain a balanced and productive learning community.

By integrating these theoretical perspectives, this study aims to 
explore how faculty and students experience and interpret the 
educational use of Facebook. The findings are expected to contribute 
to ongoing debates in educational technology by highlighting the 
contextual, pedagogical, and experiential factors that shape digital 
learning practices in higher education.

Methodology

Research design

This study adopts a transcendental phenomenological framework 
to examine the lived experiences of faculty members and students in 
utilizing Facebook as a social media platform for educational 
purposes. Although a variety of platforms (e.g., Twitter, Instagram, 
LinkedIn) were available during the study period, Facebook was 
chosen as the focal context because it served as the one of the most 
commonly used and pedagogically structured environment among 
participants for group discussions, content sharing, and course-related 
communication. To minimize personal bias and enhance objectivity, 
the researcher practiced epoche, or bracketing, throughout the study 
by maintaining a reflexive journal documenting personal assumptions 
and reflections (Husserl, 1970).

The choice of phenomenology aligns with the study’s aim to 
provide a nuanced exploration of participants’ interactions with social 
media in educational settings. By prioritizing their lived experiences, 
this approach seeks to uncover the fundamental meanings and 
structures that shape the use of Facebook as a learning platform. This 
study is particularly significant as it addresses gaps in the literature, 
offering insights into how social media is used across diverse academic 
disciplines and educational levels, an area that previous studies (e.g., 
Dabbagh and Kitsantas, 2011; Hew, 2011) have only partially explored. 
Additionally, this method facilitates a nuanced understanding of the 
interplay between technological affordances and pedagogical 
practices, thereby contributing to the growing body of literature on 
the role of social media in education.

Participants and sampling

This study employed criterion sampling, a purposeful sampling 
strategy in qualitative research, to recruit participants who met 
predefined criteria aligned with the research purpose (Patton, 2002). 
Specifically, participants were required to have prior experience using 
Facebook for educational purposes, such as facilitating 
communication, sharing academic content, or engaging in learning-
related interactions. This criterion ensured that participants could 
provide rich, relevant, and reflective insights into the phenomenon 
under investigation.

The final sample consisted of three faculty members and 12 
students from a public university in Turkey. Faculty members were 
selected from various academic fields, including Computer Education 
and Instructional Technology, Educational Sciences, and Social 
Sciences. This disciplinary diversity allowed for a more comprehensive 
understanding of how social media is perceived and utilized for 
educational purposes in higher education settings.

The student participants were enrolled in either bachelor’s or 
master’s programs across a range of departments, including 
Curriculum and Instruction, Guidance and Psychological Counseling, 
Information Systems, and Physical Education and Sports. Their 
inclusion broadened the scope of perspectives, particularly in terms 
of academic level and field-specific expectations concerning digital 
educational tools.

The sample size of 15 participants was deemed sufficient to reach 
data saturation, which is considered a standard indicator of adequacy 
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in phenomenological research (Creswell and Poth, 2018). Saturation 
was observed when recurring themes and patterns began to emerge 
consistently across interviews, indicating that additional data were 
unlikely to yield novel insights. While phenomenological studies do 
not aim for statistical generalization, the findings are contextually 
situated within the Turkish higher education environment, and their 
transferability should be considered in relation to similar 
institutional settings.

Table 1 provides detailed demographic and experiential 
information about the participants, including age, gender, academic 
discipline, level of education, general social media usage, use of social 
media for educational purposes, and teaching experience.

Data collection

Ethical approval was obtained from the Institutional Review 
Board of Middle East Technical University, Türkiye. All participants 
provided informed consent, and participation was voluntary. 
Confidentiality and anonymity were ensured, and data were securely 
stored with identifying information removed during transcription and 
analysis. Data were collected through a series of in-depth, semi-
structured interviews with faculty members and students. The 
interviews were designed to elicit detailed descriptions of the 
participants’ experiences with Facebook-mediated educational 
practices. The interview questions focused on the participants’ 
perceptions of Facebook as a learning tool, the challenges they 
encountered, and how Facebook impacted their teaching or learning 
practices. The open-ended and flexible questions allowed participants 

to share their unique experiences. Follow-up questions were used to 
probe deeper into emerging themes or issues that participants had not 
initially addressed. A sample set of interview questions is provided in 
Appendix A to enhance methodological transparency.

To gain a comprehensive understanding of the evolving 
experiences of participants, the interviews were conducted at three 
different points throughout the academic term: at the beginning, 
middle, and end of the term. This longitudinal approach enabled a 
deeper exploration of how the use of Facebook as an educational tool 
evolves over time and in response to various stages of the academic 
process. Each interview lasted approximately 60–90 min and was 
conducted in person. Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed 
verbatim for analysis. In addition to the interviews, field notes were 
taken to capture nonverbal cues and contextual information, further 
enriching the analysis. Table 2 summarizes the longitudinal 
progression of participants’ engagement with Facebook across three 
data collection points, reflecting how their practices evolved from 
pragmatic use toward participatory engagement and critical reflection.

Data analysis

Data were analyzed using Moustakas (1994) transcendental 
phenomenological analysis framework, which is designed to uncover 
the essence of participants’ lived experiences through a structured, 
multi-step process. The first step, epoche, involved the researcher 
intentionally bracketing personal preconceptions and biases regarding 
the use of Facebook in educational settings. This process of bracketing, 
integral to transcendental phenomenology, allowed the researcher to 

TABLE 1  Demographic characteristics and Facebook experience of faculty members and students.

Participant 
ID

Course 
number

Gender Age Department Degree General 
Facebook 

experience 
(in years)

Facebook 
experience for 

educational 
purposes (in years)

Teaching 
experience 
(in years)

Faculty member

FP1 1 M 47 CEIT Ph.D. 8 5 20

FP2 2 F 38 ES Ph.D. 9 5 3

FP3 3 F 41 ES Ph.D. 9 3 13

Student

SP1 1 M 25 CEIT B.Sc. 6 6 ̶

SP2 1 M 25 CEIT B.Sc. 8 5 ̶

SP3 1 F 24 IS B.Sc. 7 3 ̶

SP4 1 F 25 CEIT B.Sc. 6 4 ̶

SP5 2 F 23 CI B.Sc. 4 4 ̶

SP6 2 F 23 COUN B.Sc. 9 5 ̶

SP7 2 F 25 CI B.Sc. 7 2 ̶

SP8 3 M 31 PES M.Sc. 5 3 ̶

SP9 3 F 27 CI M.Sc. 7 3 ̶

SP10 3 M 31 CI M.Sc. 9 2 ̶

SP11 3 F 29 CI M.Sc. 2 2 ̶

SP12 3 F 26 CI M.Sc. 8 5 ̶

FP = Faculty Participant; SP = Student Participant. CEIT = Computer Education and Instructional Technology; ES = Educational Sciences; IS = Information Systems; CI = Curriculum and 
Instruction; COUN = Guidance and Psychological Counseling; PES = Physical Education and Sports. B. Sc. = Bachelor of Science; M.Sc. = Master of Science; Ph.D. = Doctor of Philosophy.
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approach the phenomenon with a fresh, unbiased perspective and 
focus solely on the meanings conveyed by the participants 
(Moustakas, 1994). To ensure ongoing reflexivity throughout the 
study, the researcher maintained a detailed reflexive journal, 
documenting emerging assumptions, analytical decisions, and 
personal reflections.

Following epoche, the researcher engaged in horizontalization, a 
process in which significant statements from the participants’ 
descriptions were identified and listed. These statements were then 
treated as having equal value and analyzed to form meaning units. The 
analysis was conducted using MAXQDA 2022 qualitative analysis 
software (VERBI Software, 2022), which facilitated systematic 
organization of the data, coding, and theme development. Initial codes 
were inductively generated from the participants’ verbatim statements 
and then grouped into subthemes based on conceptual similarity. The 
resulting meaning units were organized into broader thematic clusters 
that reflected common structures and patterns across the participants’ 
experiences (Moustakas, 1994). To enhance analytical transparency 
and rigor, Table 3 presents a sample excerpt from the coding structure 
used in MAXQDA, illustrating how raw statements were progressively 
clustered into subthemes and final themes.

At this stage, imaginative variation was applied to move beyond 
the surface description of experiences toward the identification of the 
underlying structures of consciousness. Through iterative reflection, 
the researcher explored how participants’ experiences of using 
Facebook were intentionally constituted — that is, how meaning arose 
through their perceptions, interactions, and reinterpretations of digital 
space. This process enabled the articulation of both the textural (what 
was experienced) and structural (how it was experienced) dimensions 
of the phenomenon.

In the final stage of analysis, the researcher synthesized the 
emergent themes into a textural description and a structural 
description. During synthesis, representative quotations supporting 
each theme were identified and used in the Results section to illustrate 
how these abstract meanings were grounded in participants’ lived 
experiences. Finally, these descriptions were integrated into a 
composite synthesis of essence — a statement capturing the invariant 
meaning that transcends individual differences and reflects the shared 
experiential core of participants’ engagement with Facebook as a 

pedagogical space. This reflective and iterative process ensured 
phenomenological integrity by maintaining fidelity to participants’ 
lived meanings and grounding all themes in empirical evidence 
(Creswell and Poth, 2018).

Trustworthiness and rigor

To ensure the trustworthiness and rigor of this study, several 
strategies were employed, reflecting both qualitative research best 
practices and the principles of phenomenology. As Lincoln and Guba 
(1985) argue, trustworthiness in qualitative research is crucial to 
demonstrate that the findings are both credible and grounded in the 
data. One of the primary methods used in this study was member 
checking, which allowed participants to verify the accuracy of the 
interview transcripts and the researcher’s interpretations. Participants 
were invited to review their transcripts and provide feedback or 
corrections, ensuring that their perspectives were accurately 
represented and enhancing the credibility of the findings 
(Shank, 2002).

In addition to member checking, the researcher engaged in peer 
debriefing to further strengthen the study’s trustworthiness. This 
process involved structured discussions with colleagues familiar with 
qualitative research methods, providing an opportunity for critical 
reflection on the findings and the analytical process. Peer debriefing 
helped identify potential biases and ensured that the study’s analysis 
was credible and well-supported by the data.

To enhance the rigor of the study, the researcher maintained a 
reflexive journal throughout the research process. This journal 
documented personal reflections, potential biases, and assumptions 
that emerged during data collection and analysis. By engaging in 
reflexivity, the researcher sought to remain aware of how individual 
perspectives might influence the study and consciously tried to 
mitigate these biases (Creswell and Poth, 2018). The journal also 
allowed the researcher to track changes in data interpretation 
throughout the study, providing a more nuanced understanding of the 
participants’ evolving experiences.

TABLE 2  Summary of longitudinal evolution in participants’ experiences 
with Facebook for educational purposes.

Time 
point

Focus of experience Emerging meaning 
structures

T1

Initial exploration of Facebook 

as an informal communication 

tool for coordinating 

coursework.

Pragmatic use; technological 

familiarity; spontaneous adoption 

driven by convenience rather than 

policy.

T2

Expansion into participatory 

learning and peer interaction; 

Facebook functions as an 

academic community space.

Sense of belonging; shared 

authorship; emergence of 

distributed leadership and 

emotional support.

T3

Critical reflection on the 

affordances and limitations of 

Facebook in sustaining 

academic engagement.

Awareness of boundary ambiguities, 

emotional fatigue, and ethical 

concerns alongside appreciation of 

connected learning.

T1 = Beginning of term; T2 = Middle of term; T3 = End of term.

TABLE 3  Sample of the coding structure.

Example 
raw 
statement

Initial code Subtheme Final 
theme

“I sometimes 

hesitate before 

posting anything 

academic on 

Facebook.”

Negotiating 

online identity

Role tension 

between academic 

and personal self

Navigating 

Boundary 

Ambiguities

“Group 

discussions often 

became 

supportive spaces 

beyond 

coursework.”

Emotional 

connectedness
Sense of belonging

Constructing 

Community and 

Belonging

“Facebook became 

part of my daily 

academic routine.”

Habitual 

engagement

Cognitive 

integration of 

Facebook

Reimagining 

Facebook as an 

Academic 

Ecosystem
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Furthermore, an audit trail was maintained to document each step 
of the data analysis process, ensuring transparency and facilitating the 
replication of the study. This audit trail included detailed records of 
the coding process, thematic development, and decisions made during 
the analysis, reinforcing the study’s rigor and accountability 
(Moustakas, 1994).

By employing these strategies – member checking, peer debriefing, 
reflexive journaling, and maintaining an audit trail – the study adhered to 
trustworthiness and rigor, ensuring that the findings were credible and 
rooted in participants’ authentic experiences.

Results

This section presents the study’s findings through the lens of 
transcendental phenomenology, grounded in the lived experiences of 
faculty members and students who engaged with Facebook for 
educational purposes. Utilizing Moustakas (1994) structured 
analytical approach, including epoche, horizontalization, clustering 
of meaning units, and synthesis of textural and structural 
descriptions, the analysis revealed a nuanced and layered 
understanding of how Facebook was experienced, reimagined, and 
negotiated as a pedagogical space in higher education.

Through rigorous thematic coding and interpretation, three 
comprehensive themes were identified: (1) Reimagining Facebook as 
an Academic Ecosystem, (2) Constructing Community and Belonging 
through Participatory Culture, and (3) Navigating Boundary 
Ambiguities and Emotional Labor in Hybrid Learning Spaces. These 
themes reflect both shared perceptions across participants and deeper 
intentional structures through which participants constituted meaning 
within their digital academic worlds.

Reimagining Facebook as an academic 
ecosystem

This theme illuminates how participants’ consciousness of 
Facebook shifted from perceiving it as a social medium to 
constituting it as an academic “lifeworld.” Participants described 
how Facebook originally used for informal interaction was 
gradually transformed into an academic infrastructure through 
user-led experimentation and adaptation. This transformation 
involved both behavioral and perceptual reorientation, revealing 
the intentional process through which a familiar digital 
environment became imbued with academic meaning. Several 
participants noted that their prior experiences with Facebook and 
Learning Management Systems (LMSs) enabled them to repurpose 
new platforms with minimal friction. As one faculty 
member reflected:

“Before I ever used Facebook for anything academic, I already had 
years of experience with MSN, Skype, and Moodle. The structure 
was familiar—groups, chats, file sharing. It didn’t feel like I was 
learning something new.” (FP3)

From a textural standpoint, participants’ adoption of Facebook 
stemmed from everyday pragmatic needs; structurally, it reflected an 
intentional reinterpretation of technological affordances as 

pedagogical possibilities. Particularly in situations where official LMSs 
were perceived as rigid or cumbersome, Facebook offered a responsive 
and integrated alternative. What began as informal use sharing - 
reminders or clarifications - gradually deepened into dialogic 
engagement, resource sharing, and assignment coordination.

“Initially, I used Facebook for the same reason everyone else did –
social stuff, catching up with friends. But then, without realizing 
it, it became the main tool I used to manage class updates.” (SP6)

As Facebook became routine, participants used it to share 
academic content, post questions, conduct group work, and interact 
with faculty asynchronously. One student likened checking the 
Facebook group to a daily ritual:

“I check the Facebook group as part of my morning routine – just 
like checking email or my calendar.” (SP1)

In essence, participants’ experience demonstrates a process of 
domestication not only of technology but of meaning—Facebook became 
part of their academic being-in-the-world, where communication, 
identity, and learning intertwined in pre-reflective routines.

Constructing community and belonging 
through participatory culture

This theme reveals how participants’ sense of belonging and 
community were constituted through affective and intersubjective 
engagement within the Facebook environment. Facebook became a 
participatory academic community where emotional connection, 
collaboration, and peer learning flourished. This transformation was 
not merely organizational but experiential — students’ agency 
reflected a shift in intentionality from compliance to co-authorship of 
the learning space.

“We asked our professor to start a Facebook group because 
everyone was already checking Facebook. It just made sense to use 
one platform instead of switching between e-mail, WhatsApp, and 
the official LMS.” (SP9)

Students’ earlier initiatives to establish and administer Facebook 
groups demonstrated their ability to influence the cultural and 
emotional aspects of their learning environments. However, it is 
important to note that, for the courses examined in this study, faculty 
members had already created the Facebook groups for pedagogical 
purposes rather than students initiating them.

Faculty members reported that the Facebook setting allowed for 
more authentic interactions and provided more profound insight into 
student thinking. The informality of Facebook fostered a sense of mutual 
presence and encouraged contributions from students who typically 
remained silent in more formal settings. These accounts indicate that 
authenticity and presence were not only outcomes but phenomenological 
conditions of participation — moments in which the self was 
experienced as both visible and connected within a shared lifeworld:

“What surprised me was how much more I got to know my 
students when we were interacting on Facebook. It wasn’t just 
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about the course; it was about building relationships and 
community within the Facebook group.” (FP1)

Students described how the group culture shifted from instructor-led 
discussions to peer-driven dialogue. Facebook enabled them to initiate 
threads, share links, and engage in interdisciplinary knowledge 
exchange, without needing explicit permission or centralized control.

“We didn’t wait for someone to post anymore. We started the 
discussions ourselves and invited others to join. It became a habit, 
like checking the Facebook group with our morning coffee.” (SP8)

A form of distributed leadership emerged, where students played 
active roles in shaping the learning process. Knowledge was not 
merely transmitted by faculty but co-constructed through interaction, 
reflection, and collective sense-making:

“Someone would post a relevant TED Talk or a news article, and 
the conversation would take off from there. We weren’t just 
learning from the professor—we were learning from each other in 
the Facebook group.” (SP10)

Faculty participants described a shift in pedagogical positions—
from content delivery to facilitation and synthesis – highlighting their 
evolving role in this decentralized environment:

“My role changed. Instead of managing every post, I found myself 
curating and redirecting the energy that students brought to the 
Facebook group.” (FP2)

Importantly, the Facebook groups functioned as emotional support 
and belonging spaces, particularly during stressful academic periods. 
Participants recalled moments when the Facebook group served not only 
as an educational hub but as a source of empathy and encouragement.

Structurally, this theme captures how participants’ consciousness 
of community emerged through mutual recognition, emotional 
resonance, and habitual engagement — the lived essence of 
participatory belonging in digital academia.

Navigating boundary ambiguities and 
emotional labor in hybrid learning spaces

Although Facebook facilitated access and community-building, it 
simultaneously blurred personal and academic boundaries, raising 
ethical and professional concerns. This theme explores how participants 
experienced the tension between accessibility and exposure — a lived 
ambiguity between the personal and the professional self. Faculty 
members expressed concern about the ambiguity of their roles and the 
pressure to manage both pedagogical and social expectations. The 
informal nature of Facebook sometimes made it difficult to maintain 
an appropriate professional distance. The reflective hesitation in their 
accounts illustrates the oscillation between freedom and vulnerability 
that marks the phenomenological texture of digital presence:

“Sometimes I would write a comment and then second-guess 
whether it was too informal. I didn’t want to come across as too 
friendly or too distant.” (FP3)

While students experienced emotional labor mostly in managing 
visibility and performative aspects, faculty members faced additional 
burdens related to pedagogical responsibilities and ongoing student 
support. Participants also reported a sense of emotional fatigue caused 
by Facebook’s 24/7 connectivity. This expectation was reported to be 
more intense among faculty than students, with female faculty noting 
a particularly high burden of emotional labor, intersecting with 
societal expectations around gendered care:

“I often felt I had to respond immediately, even outside work 
hours. The constant need to support students emotionally was 
exhausting, especially as a female faculty member.” (FP3)

Students reported similar pressures, although their experiences 
were shaped more by performative concerns and privacy management 
than by pedagogical responsibilities:

“Even though it wasn’t mandatory, it felt like I had to check 
Facebook every day, just in case something came up. It was like 
being on-call all the time.” (SP9)

Students described an ongoing tension between the desire to 
engage and the sensation of vulnerability. The visibility of their 
personal profiles, combined with academic expectations, produced 
discomfort and performative anxiety. This ambivalence shows the 
structural conditions under which participants’ self-consciousness 
was heightened — the gaze of others, the visibility of one’s profile, and 
the performative nature of participation:

“I was always wondering if I should clean up my profile, untag old 
photos, or change my privacy settings. It made the experience feel 
less academic and more performative.” (SP6)

Beyond personal boundaries, participants raised broader concerns 
about platform governance and institutional oversight. Faculty 
members questioned the ethical implications of requiring students to 
use a commercial platform like Facebook for educational purposes:

“There’s a policy vacuum. I wasn’t sure what the rules were. Was I 
even allowed to require students to use social media for 
coursework?” (FP3)

At a deeper level, it unveils the internal dialectic of empowerment 
and exposure that constituted participants’ lived experience of 
Facebook as a pedagogical lifeworld. While Facebook offered 
immediacy, flexibility, and community, it also demanded emotional 
labor co-shaped by role, gender, platform affordances, and academic 
culture, ethical navigation, and ongoing negotiation. Overall, 
emotional labor in this hybrid context reflects the complex interplay 
between personal and professional boundaries. Facebook’s success as 
an educational tool depended not only on how it was used but also on 
how it was framed, moderated, and institutionally supported.

Essence of the experience

Synthesizing the textural and structural descriptions, the essence 
of the experience lies in the participants’ gradual attunement to a 
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hybrid digital-academic lifeworld. Through habitual engagement, 
intentional reinterpretation, and affective resonance, they constituted 
Facebook not merely as a tool but as an extension of their academic 
consciousness — a space where learning, identity, and emotion 
coalesced. Its significance resided not in the technology itself but in 
the evolving awareness through which participants made sense of, and 
were transformed by, their participation.

Discussion

This study aimed to explore how faculty members and students 
experience the educational use of Facebook through a transcendental 
phenomenological lens. The findings revealed three major themes: (1) 
Reimagining Facebook as an Academic Ecosystem, (2) Constructing 
Community and Belonging through Participatory Culture, and (3) 
Navigating Boundary Ambiguities and Emotional Labor in Hybrid 
Learning Spaces. These themes illuminate the complex, layered, and 
often contradictory ways in which a mainstream social media platform 
like Facebook can be appropriated for academic purposes.

Reimagining Facebook as an academic 
ecosystem

Participants in this study described a bottom-up, user-driven process 
in which Facebook evolved into a functional academic space. This aligns 
with previous findings suggesting that digital tools are often appropriated 
in unplanned ways to meet users’ needs (Coggins et al., 2021). Rather 
than following institutionally mandated approaches, faculty and students 
integrated Facebook naturally into their academic routines, driven by its 
familiarity, accessibility, and immediacy.

This theme also resonates with the concept of “technology 
domestication” (Hynes and Richardson, 2009), where users 
incorporate technologies into everyday life through adaptation, rather 
than formal training. Similar to findings by Mpungose and Khoza 
(2020), participants bypassed the official LMS, which they often 
perceived as rigid or bureaucratic, in favor of Facebook, which they 
were already using in their daily lives.

However, this study extends prior research by demonstrating that 
this transition was not merely technical but deeply cultural. It emerged 
from shared digital fluency and was sustained by ongoing social 
negotiation among users, suggesting that pedagogical innovation can 
arise from the informal rather than the institutional. This process can be 
interpreted through a constructivist lens, as faculty and students 
collectively co-construct knowledge and redefine learning spaces 
(Vygotsky, 1978; Piaget, 1971). This finding aligns with constructivist 
principles, showing how users actively shape the learning ecosystem 
according to their needs. Additionally, recent post-pandemic literature 
confirms the acceleration of informal, user-driven technology adoption 
(Kniffin and Greenleaf, 2024).

Constructing community and belonging 
through participatory culture

The findings also highlighted the role of Facebook in cultivating a 
participatory learning culture characterized by relational connectedness, 

co-constructed knowledge, and emotional support. This aligns with 
Jenkins et al.'s (2009) concept of “participatory culture,” which 
emphasizes low barriers to expression, strong support for creating and 
sharing content, informal mentorship, and a sense of social connection 
among participants. Similarly, Greenhow and Lewin (2015) discuss how 
social media platforms can bridge formal and informal learning, 
fostering participatory digital cultures. Greenhow et al. (2009) further 
note that such platforms support collaborative knowledge construction 
and provide emotional support among learners.

Faculty members shifted from content deliverers to facilitators 
and community builders, similar to what Garrison et al. (1999) 
describe as the “teaching presence” in the CoI framework. These 
observations illustrate how the CoI model’s components—teaching 
presence, social presence, and cognitive presence—can be applied to 
understand students’ and faculty’s experiences on Facebook. This 
aspect is consistent with social presence theory, emphasizing relational 
and cognitive engagement.

While previous research has acknowledged the potential of 
Facebook to support academic interaction (Vázquez-Cano and Díez-
Arcón, 2021; Sacks et al., 2021; Hoi and Hang, 2021a; Tess, 2013), this 
study enriches that understanding by revealing the emotional 
dimensions of community building, especially in moments of 
academic stress. Participants viewed the Facebook as a safe space not 
only for intellectual engagement but also for empathy and motivation, 
suggesting that Facebook can help mitigate the isolating aspects of 
academic life when framed appropriately. This aligns with theories of 
social presence and digital well-being, highlighting the pedagogical 
importance of relational and emotional support in online learning 
environments. This perspective also integrates recent post-pandemic 
evidence on digital well-being and emotional labor (Romero-
Rodríguez et al., 2023).

Importantly, the study also revealed subtle inequalities and power 
dynamics within these instructor-created Facebook groups. Variations 
in students’ digital literacy, comfort with online visibility, or 
willingness to engage shaped participation. Faculty-mandated use of 
a commercial platform raises questions regarding digital privacy, 
potential marginalization of less proficient or less willing students, and 
broader ethical implications. Addressing these dynamics deepens the 
understanding of participatory culture and emphasizes that 
educational technology use is never neutral but embedded within 
relational and institutional power structures.

Navigating boundary ambiguities and 
emotional labor in hybrid learning spaces

Despite its benefits, participants expressed concerns regarding the 
blurred boundaries between personal and academic domains. Faculty 
struggled with role ambiguity, while students felt exposed and anxious 
about their online identities – issues frequently noted in the literature 
(Van Den Beemt et al., 2019; Heidari et al., 2020; Abdous, 2019; 
Carpenter and Harvey, 2019; Joiner et al., 2005). These experiences 
can be interpreted through the lens of digital labor and emotional 
labor theories (Bayne et al., 2020), emphasizing the hidden 
pedagogical and emotional work involved in online 
academic engagement.

The expectation of constant availability on social media created 
emotional fatigue for many participants, leading to perpetual 
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connectedness (Sheng et al., 2022; Zheng and Ling, 2021; Bright et al., 
2014; Fox and Moreland, 2014; Tuğteki̇n, 2023). Moreover, ethical 
concerns about institutional policies and privacy were raised, reflecting 
broader debates around platform governance and educational 
responsibility (Lachheb et al., 2023; Finefter-Rosenbluh and Perrotta, 
2022; Berry, 2019). Applying CoI and constructivist perspectives helps 
explain how these boundary ambiguities and emotional labor affect the 
learning experience and social interactions in hybrid educational spaces.

This theme contributes to the growing discourse on “invisible labor” 
in digital education, particularly emotional and relational labor that goes 
unrecognized but significantly shapes users’ experiences (Bayne et al., 
2020). The findings emphasize that without institutional guidance or 
digital literacy training, the use of Facebook in education may reinforce 
inequalities and emotional burden rather than alleviate them. These 
findings are consistent with recent post-pandemic literature highlighting 
technostress, digital labor, and emotional fatigue (Daud, 2025).

Conclusion

This study offers an in-depth phenomenological understanding of 
how faculty members and students experience the use of Facebook in 
higher education. By examining participants’ lived experiences, the 
study revealed that Facebook is not merely a communication platform 
but an evolving academic ecosystem co-constructed through habitual 
use, relational dynamics, and pedagogical adaptation. The findings 
indicate that while Facebook facilitates collaborative learning, 
knowledge sharing, and a sense of community, it simultaneously 
introduces challenges related to boundary ambiguity, emotional labor, 
and ethical uncertainty. These dynamics can be conceptualized as a 
“dual-edged sword,” reflecting the simultaneous affordances and 
constraints of social media in academic contexts.

The study highlights that the educational use of Facebook is more 
influenced by users’ shared digital practices than by institutional 
directives. Faculty and students redefined the platform’s purpose 
through culturally embedded routines and collective negotiation, 
transforming Facebook into a hybrid academic space. This organic 
appropriation suggests that educational innovation can emerge not 
only through formal structures but also through informal, user-led 
practices that reflect contextual needs. The findings further advance 
the concept of “digital boundary management,” theorizing how faculty 
and students navigate and negotiate the blurred lines between personal 
and academic spheres.

In addition, the blurred boundaries between personal and 
academic life present persistent tensions, highlighting the emotional 
and ethical complexities of using Facebook in educational settings. 
These findings suggest that while Facebook can effectively 
complement formal learning environments, it should not be 
considered a primary educational platform without thoughtful 
design and institutional support.

Practical implications for educators and 
institutions

For instructors, leveraging Facebook may foster increased student 
engagement and relational connectedness, particularly when used to 
supplement formal instruction. However, instructors should be 

mindful of workload management and privacy considerations when 
integrating Facebook or similar social platforms into their courses.

For higher education institutions, it is critical to establish detailed 
policies that specify data ownership, acceptable usage hours, and the 
right to opt for alternative platforms, and to offer targeted digital 
literacy programs covering privacy management, ethical online 
behavior, and informed consent for educational social media use. 
Institutions should also develop clear procedures for reporting and 
addressing privacy breaches or boundary violations.

For policymakers and instructional designers, this study 
highlights the importance of contextualizing digital tools within the 
lived realities of educators and learners. Technology adoption should 
not be based solely on functionality but should also consider the social 
and emotional implications of platform use.

Additionally, institutions are encouraged to develop structured 
digital literacy programs that address technical competence and 
ethical social media use. These programs should establish transparent 
guidelines for responsible communication and data privacy and 
design workload management strategies that prevent faculty burnout 
in hybrid and online learning environments. Collectively, these 
strategies provide a theoretically informed framework for balancing 
the benefits and challenges of Facebook or similar social media 
integration in higher education.

Recommendations for future research

Future studies could explore comparative analyses of different 
social media platforms [e.g., WhatsApp, Discord, Instagram, Twitter 
(X)] and their pedagogical affordances. Longitudinal research 
involving a more diverse set of institutions and cultural contexts 
would enrich understanding of how social media use evolves over 
time. Additionally, research on faculty development programs that 
include social media pedagogy may yield practical frameworks for 
ethical and sustainable integration. Further research could also test 
and refine the “dual-edged sword” and “digital boundary management” 
frameworks in different educational contexts, contributing to higher-
level theoretical development.

Limitations and future directions

While this study offers valuable insights into the lived experiences 
of faculty members and students who use Facebook for educational 
purposes, several limitations must be acknowledged. First, the sample 
size was relatively small (n = 15) and drawn from a single public 
university in Turkey. While this is consistent with phenomenological 
research, which emphasizes depth over breadth, it limits the 
generalizability of the findings to other institutional or cultural 
contexts. Second, the study focused exclusively on a specific social 
media platform, Facebook, excluding other social media platforms 
that are also commonly used in educational contexts. Future research 
could adopt a comparative approach to examine how different 
platforms are experienced and appropriated by diverse user groups. 
Third, although efforts were made to bracket the researcher’s 
assumptions through epoche and reflexive journaling, the interpretive 
nature of qualitative inquiry always carries the risk of subjective 
influence. Triangulation with other data sources, such as classroom 
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observations or participant diaries, could enhance future research. 
Fourth, the study focused on students and faculty members, excluding 
under perspectives or those of administrators and instructional 
designers, whose experiences could provide a more comprehensive 
picture of institutional dynamics.

When interpreting the findings, it is important to consider the 
unique characteristics of the Turkish higher education system, 
including its institutional hierarchies, workload expectations, and 
digital infrastructure, which may differ from those in other countries. 
These factors may affect how social media practices and pedagogical 
innovations develop and persist across institutions. Future research 
could build upon these findings by exploring cross-cultural 
comparisons, examining the evolution of social media use in post-
pandemic hybrid learning environments, or investigating the role of 
emotional labor in maintaining digital academic spaces over time.
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Appendix A

Sample interview questions

This appendix presents a sample of the semi-structured interview questions used to explore participants’ lived experiences of using Facebook 
for educational purposes. Questions were organized around three key domains reflecting the study’s longitudinal design: (1) initial adoption 
and expectations, (2) evolving practices and community formation, and (3) boundary management and emotional experiences. The 
phenomenological approach allowed participants to elaborate freely, with follow-up prompts as needed.

	 1.	 Initial Adoption and Expectations (Time 1)
	o	 How did you first begin using Facebook for academic purposes?
	o	 What motivated you or your peers to use it rather than formal learning platforms (e.g., LMSs)?
	o	 What were your initial feelings or expectations about its usefulness for teaching or learning?
	o	 Can you describe an early moment when you realized Facebook might support your educational goals?

	 2.	 Evolving Practices and Community Formation (Time 2)
	o	 How has your use of Facebook changed over time in your courses or study groups?
	o	 What kinds of interactions (posts, comments, discussions, file sharing, etc.) became most valuable to you?
	o	 In what ways, if any, did you feel a sense of belonging or community within your academic Facebook groups?
	o	 How did participation or collaboration differ from your experiences in more formal settings?

	 3.	 Boundary Management and Emotional Experiences (Time 3)

	o	 How do you balance personal and academic identities while using Facebook?
	o	 Have you experienced any form of stress, fatigue, or emotional tension related to constant connectivity?
	o	 How do you decide what to share publicly versus privately in academic interactions?
	o	 What concerns do you have about privacy, professionalism, or institutional support when using social media for education?
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