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Introduction 
We're all experts at using Facebook and Twitter for our social lives, but have you ever thought of using 

these platforms for your studies? This guide will discuss the benefits of social network sites and 

beyond, and introduce you to some cool tips and tricks that will give you the edge.  

 

As social media evolves and its use changes, so does its definition (Cohen, 2011). Davis et al. (2012) 

provide the following recent definition:  

… the term social media technology (SMT) refers to web-based and mobile applications that 

allow individuals and organizations to create, engage, and share new user-generated or existing 

content, in digital environments through multi-way communication. 

 

Using social media entails particular kind of literacies i.e. skills which include the ability to engage in a 

medium for production and consumption as well as the social ability of using the medium alongside 

others. Howard Rheingold (author of Net Smart: How to Thrive Online, 2013) argues that there are five 

social media literacies: attention, crap detection, participation, collaboration and network awareness. 

He summaries the relationship between these as follows: 

Attention is the starting place for all media use; crap detection is necessary for effective 
participation; knowledge of individual participation is by its nature enmeshed with 
collaborative communications that take place through networked publics.  
 

This guide encourages you to think about these social media literacies while we navigate 10 ways of 
using social media for your studies. There are many more - this is just a start! 
 
 Share how YOU use social media for your studies with @nicolapallitt on Twitter. 
 

10 Ways to use 
Social Media for 

your Studies @UCT 
 

By Nicola Pallitt 
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1. Start/Join a Facebook study group 
There’s more to Facebook than reading UCT Confessions. Starting a Facebook group is really easy. You 
can invite peers from your course to this group. Facebook groups can be open (i.e. accessible to 
anyone), closed (i.e. you need to request to join the group) or secret (i.e. you can only access the 
group page if its administrator invites you). If you do not wish to start one yourself, ask your peers if 
they know of fellow classmates who are already part of a Facebook group for your course. You may find 
that an open Facebook group for the whole course is useful in particular ways, whereas a secret 
Facebook group set up for your study group only has a different purpose. Here are some examples of 
posts that you are likely to engage in when using these kinds of groups: 
 
Facebook group for course: What is the assignment due date? 
Facebook study group: Let’s meet in the library at 11am. Please share Google doc or Dropbox links to 
your summaries. 
 
Facebook groups differ from pages that you can ‘like’, only reading the timeline and occasionally 
commenting. In a Facebook group, you can make posts, create events, share links, pictures, videos and 
documents.  
 
Here is an example from a postgraduate research group, Digimob (Digital & Mobile Media Researchers): 

 

There are many tools that you can use to facilitate your study group Facebook activities, from chat to 
‘Notecentric’ (a note taking app that you can use inside of Facebook). You can also share links to 
documents saved on your Google Drive (Tip: make sure you have checked your sharing permissions 
before posting the link on Facebook) or DropBox. Facebook groups can also be very useful for when you 
are doing group projects and need to coordinate activities and collaborate on documents.  

Useful links:  
Setting up a Facebook group (Centre for Learning and Performance Technologies) 

http://c4lpt.co.uk/social-media/how-to-use-facebook-for-social-learning/setting-up-a-facebook-

group/ 

How to use Facebook for Social Learning 

http://c4lpt.co.uk/social-media/how-to-use-facebook-for-social-learning/ 

 

http://www.facebook.com/apps/application.php?id=2558208834#!/apps/application.php?v=info&id=2558208834
http://c4lpt.co.uk/social-media/how-to-use-facebook-for-social-learning/setting-up-a-facebook-group/
http://c4lpt.co.uk/social-media/how-to-use-facebook-for-social-learning/setting-up-a-facebook-group/
http://c4lpt.co.uk/social-media/how-to-use-facebook-for-social-learning/
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Discussion: 

1. What does using a Facebook group for your study group remind you off? A WhatsApp group? What can 

you do in a Facebook group that you can’t do on WhatsApp? 

 

2. Is using a Facebook study group cheating? Read this short article and share your opinions. Link: 

http://www.marketingpilgrim.com/2008/03/is-creating-a-facebook-study-group-cheating.html 

 

2. ‘Like’ a Facebook page relevant to your studies 
Don’t be confused by Facebook topics and pages. Topics are similar to Wikipedia entries. You can 

request to edit these topics, in a similar way to posts on Wikipedia. 

 

 

 

Facebook pages related to a field of study can be humorous, provide news or links to academic 

content, or even offer a combination of these. The ‘About’ section of this page should make this clear 

as well as a quick browse down the timeline of the page. 

http://www.marketingpilgrim.com/2008/03/is-creating-a-facebook-study-group-cheating.html
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‘Like’ relevant pages to stay up to date with information in your field.  

 

Exercise:  

Can you find a Facebook page relevant to your field of study? 
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3. Using Twitter for Research 
Search: Have you ever found a source for an academic essay via social media? Some essay topics 

require you to use current examples or relate to news media. If you are reading a research article, 

check if the author is on Twitter. You may find that they tweet recent publications and ideas related to 

this work that you may like to cite in an essay.  

Ask: Once you have found relevant experts on Twitter, you may like to ask them a question that can 

help you in answering an essay topic. You can also interview experts via Twitter or use it to co-ordinate 

an interview via email or phone call.  

 

Useful links:  

How to cite a tweet (Harvard style): http://www.remedialthoughts.com/2012/05/harvard-reference-

system-and-citing.html 

5 Great ways students can use Twitter for research: 

http://www.fractuslearning.com/2012/12/19/students-twitter-for-research/ 

Twitter for Research: Why and How to Do It, Including Case Studies: 

http://www.twitip.com/twitter-for-research-why-and-how-to-do-it-including-case-studies/ 

 

4. YouTube videos and podcasts 
YouTube is a great resource for educational videos, documentaries, etc. For example, if you are doing 

an essay on social media and activism and refer to the Kony video by Invisible Children or describe it in 

your essay, it may be a good idea to cite this famous viral YouTube video. You are also likely to find 

news footage, panel discussions and interviews relevant to essay topics. 

There are also many YouTube video channels that can help you make sense of lecture content or 

improve your writing skills. Some of these are listed below. You may like to share some of these with 

your peers on a Facebook group or via Twitter  

Sometimes you may find a useful podcast – audio of a lecture, interview, etc. These links can also be 

shared with peers and cited. 

 

http://www.remedialthoughts.com/2012/05/harvard-reference-system-and-citing.html
http://www.remedialthoughts.com/2012/05/harvard-reference-system-and-citing.html
http://www.fractuslearning.com/2012/12/19/students-twitter-for-research/
http://www.twitip.com/twitter-for-research-why-and-how-to-do-it-including-case-studies/
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Useful links: 

How to cite a YouTube video (Harvard style): 

http://libweb.anglia.ac.uk/referencing/harvard.htm 

How to cite a podcast (Harvard style): http://www.harvardgenerator.com/references/podcast This is a 

useful online Harvard citation generator.  

Khan Academy: http://www.youtube.com/user/khanacademy There are various topics that you can 

subscribe to, such as Physics, Chemistry and Mathematics. 

Academic Writing Skills (Cambridge UP Japan): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ux6Jxd9RkHU 

 

5. Google+ 
Do you have a Gmail account? Set up a Google+ profile. In Google+, you can find and choose to follow 

people. Once you follow a person, you can add that person to one or more circles. You can create 

various circles and share links with people in these circles. Circles help you to group people based on 

your academic and social networks. This is helpful if you want to share information with a particular 

group of people (provided they are also on Google+) rather than your entire network (such as sharing to 

your Facebook timeline).  

You can also set up or join an existing Google+ Community. Google+ Communities are interactive 

forums, which allow people to discuss, share ideas and interact with people with similar interests. 

Google+ allows you to do similar things to Facebook and is also mobile compatible, but some people 

prefer to use Google+ as it separates out their personal social interests from their professional or 

academic work.  

You can also experiment with Google Hangouts (previously known as Google Chat and GTalk) for 

chatting to peers in your study group, via instant messaging or video. There are many features that can 

help you to co-ordinate group work. You can have up to ten people taking part in a video call and you 

can share your screen, take notes, or to collaboratively edit pre-existing Google Docs (see 31 Ways to 

use G+ in HE).  

 

Useful links: 

Google+ for university students 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1jwtKOxiicGSLt1C21DrCicK_7Som8nHdqeggUitLHBQ/edit 

Google Students - Google news and updates especially for students 

https://plus.google.com/+GoogleStudents/posts 

31 Ways to Use G+ in Higher Education 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1WG6RjvDbiv7Z9Vv4qWR2CvFIEvKmZ2qdD1JEv1T5rfo/edit 

8 Ways teachers and students can use Google Plus http://www.educatorstechnology.com/2012/04/8-

ways-teachers-and-students-can-use.html 

3 Easy ways to create a Google+ hangout with your students (also applicable for study groups) 

http://www.educatorstechnology.com/2013/05/3-easy-ways-to-create-google-plus.html 

 

http://libweb.anglia.ac.uk/referencing/harvard.htm
http://www.harvardgenerator.com/references/podcast
http://www.youtube.com/user/khanacademy
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ux6Jxd9RkHU
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1jwtKOxiicGSLt1C21DrCicK_7Som8nHdqeggUitLHBQ/edit
https://plus.google.com/+GoogleStudents/posts
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1WG6RjvDbiv7Z9Vv4qWR2CvFIEvKmZ2qdD1JEv1T5rfo/edit
http://www.educatorstechnology.com/2012/04/8-ways-teachers-and-students-can-use.html
http://www.educatorstechnology.com/2012/04/8-ways-teachers-and-students-can-use.html
http://www.educatorstechnology.com/2013/05/3-easy-ways-to-create-google-plus.html
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6. Blogs 
Doing research for an assignment? Perhaps some of your gurus that you have to read have blogs? 

Academics use blogs to make their research available by linking to their publications (similar to 

Academia.edu). You can find blogs by searching for an academic’s profile, while many blogs will link to 

other blogs in a related field. 

You might even like to start your own blog, where you can reflect on things you are learning at 

university and engage with students in similar fields by subscribing to their blogs and commenting on 

their blog posts. Blogging is a great way to share your thoughts and opinions, enhance your writing 

skills, build your online profile and can be lots of fun too! 

If you want to set up your own blog, there are many free platforms to get you going. You can use the 

Vula blog feature or you choose a free blogging platform like WordPress or Blogger. 

 

  

An example of a WordPress blog – see http://nicolapallitt.wordpress.com/  

 

Useful links: 

Academics and universities should embrace blogging as a vital tool of academic communication and 

impact http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2011/06/20/academics-blogging-vital-tool-for-

academic-communication-impact/ 

Why grad schools should require students to blog http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/literally-

psyched/2013/04/12/why-grad-schools-should-require-students-to-blog/ 

Incorporating Blogging into Education (good discussion of the benefits of blogging and tips for 

responsible student blogging) http://www.instantshift.com/2012/10/11/incorporating-blogging-into-

education/ 

3 Good Reasons why Blogging is Great for College Students http://www.reviewzntips.com/blogging-for-

college-students/ 

 

http://nicolapallitt.wordpress.com/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2011/06/20/academics-blogging-vital-tool-for-academic-communication-impact/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2011/06/20/academics-blogging-vital-tool-for-academic-communication-impact/
http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/literally-psyched/2013/04/12/why-grad-schools-should-require-students-to-blog/
http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/literally-psyched/2013/04/12/why-grad-schools-should-require-students-to-blog/
http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/literally-psyched/2013/04/12/why-grad-schools-should-require-students-to-blog/
http://www.instantshift.com/2012/10/11/incorporating-blogging-into-education/
http://www.instantshift.com/2012/10/11/incorporating-blogging-into-education/
http://www.reviewzntips.com/blogging-for-college-students/
http://www.reviewzntips.com/blogging-for-college-students/
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7. Social Media for Extra-Murals, Campus Societies and lifelong learning 
You can also use social media to stay updated on extra mural activities and society events on campus.  
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Have you ever tried a MOOC? MOOCs are massive open online courses that you can join for free online. 

Class Central is a great MOOC aggregator. Joining a MOOC is a great way to learn about effective ways 

of being part of an online community and often MOOCs model interesting uses of social media and 

other online tools that you may want to use later on to increase your productivity at varsity. 

 

8. Social Media for Residence & Faculty Life 
Many UCT residences have Facebook pages and Twitter handles. Keep in touch with your residence 

through these channels. You can also use it to find out who your residence tutors are that can assist 

you with subject-specific questions.  
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Many UCT faculties and departments are also using social media. You can ‘like’ or ‘follow’ them to stay 

informed and feel part of an online community.  

 

9. Social Media for Technical Assistance 
Do you know about the ICTS Facebook page? Tutors are available around the clock to help answer IT 

support related questions. For example, if your laptop gets a virus and you do not know what to do, 

they will be able to advise you online. ICTS also post useful IT related stories and entertaining images 

related to using technology on campus. 
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10. Social Media for Bookmarking 
Do you collect links of webpages and store them in a variety of places such as your browser bookmarks 

tab, or hard drive, on Facebook, or in your email? Do you share links by emailing them to your peers? A 

social bookmarking system allows users to save links to web pages that they want to remember and/or 

share in a central place. Links can be saved privately or shared with certain people or groups. If you 

have a study group, you can use a social bookmarking service to collectively gather links and resources 

in one place, and you can add notes or tags to the links. When you add a new bookmark, you can 

choose to alert others in your study group (who have subscribed to the service). Digg, Reddit and 

Pinterest are popular social bookmarking services. However you can also use a Google Doc or wiki to 

collect links and resources.  

 

Useful links: 

Social bookmarking in plain English (video) http://www.commoncraft.com/video/social-bookmarking  

Top 15 Most Popular Social Bookmarking Websites | September 2013: 

http://www.ebizmba.com/articles/social-bookmarking-websites  

 

Conclusion: This is great, but what’s the point? 
You have a choice of a range of social media platforms that you can use to help you with your studies. 

How you choose to use it is up to you. Today’s students have more options for communicating than 

ever before – leverage it to gear up your academic life. 

 

Sources: 
Cohen, H. 2011. 30 Social Media Definitions. Available online: http://heidicohen.com/social-media-

definition/ 

Davis III, C. H., Deil-Amen, R., Rios-Aguilar, C., & Gonzalez Canche, M. S. (2012). Social Media in 

Higher Education: A literature review and research directions. Available online: 

http://www.academia.edu/1220569/Social_Media_in_Higher_Education_A_Literature_Review_and_Res

earch_Directions 

Rheingold, H. 2012. Net Smart: How to Thrive Online. MIT Press. 55 Hayward Street, Cambridge, MA. 

Rheingold, H. 2013. Social Media Literacies Syllabus: College/University. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1whawicjQdSDh1ohWF4-CDnSrrpkjfFtnpc6632vGBvg/edit 

 

For interest: 
Tips for Using Social Media While Studying Abroad 

http://www.mandysmashups.com/uploads/2/3/2/7/2327632/social_media_abroad_handout_updated_

-_may_2013.pdf 

How Students and Graduates Should Use Social Media: Professionally [INFOGRAPHIC] 

http://theundercoverrecruiter.com/social-media-students-graduates/ 

Study shows students display 'visitor' and 'resident' characteristics when using social media for 

learning  http://phys.org/news/2013-04-students-visitor-resident-characteristics-social.html 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Web_page
http://www.commoncraft.com/video/social-bookmarking
http://www.ebizmba.com/articles/social-bookmarking-websites
http://heidicohen.com/social-media-definition/
http://heidicohen.com/social-media-definition/
http://www.academia.edu/1220569/Social_Media_in_Higher_Education_A_Literature_Review_and_Research_Directions
http://www.academia.edu/1220569/Social_Media_in_Higher_Education_A_Literature_Review_and_Research_Directions
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1whawicjQdSDh1ohWF4-CDnSrrpkjfFtnpc6632vGBvg/edit
http://www.mandysmashups.com/uploads/2/3/2/7/2327632/social_media_abroad_handout_updated_-_may_2013.pdf
http://www.mandysmashups.com/uploads/2/3/2/7/2327632/social_media_abroad_handout_updated_-_may_2013.pdf
http://theundercoverrecruiter.com/social-media-students-graduates/
http://phys.org/news/2013-04-students-visitor-resident-characteristics-social.html
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Why do Students Use Social Media? A global survey http://www.topuniversities.com/blog/why-do-

students-use-social-media 

How Students Benefit From Using Social Media http://www.edudemic.com/2013/02/how-students-

benefit-from-using-social-media/  

 

 

 

http://www.topuniversities.com/blog/why-do-students-use-social-media
http://www.topuniversities.com/blog/why-do-students-use-social-media
http://www.edudemic.com/2013/02/how-students-benefit-from-using-social-media/
http://www.edudemic.com/2013/02/how-students-benefit-from-using-social-media/

