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General Introduction  

Our societies are forged by change. As the Industrial Revolution changed 

the way people lived in the 18th and 19th centuries, the 20th and 21st centuries 

have been shaped by the creation, distribution and manipulation of digital 

information (Castells, 2011).  Within such societies, where information is seen 

as a commodity (Goulding, 2001; Malone & Elichirigoity, 2003), people need to 

share large amounts of data, send and respond to messages, exchange 

arguments. 

Although such advances in communication (and information) are already 

integrated in the everyday life of different parts of society, they are not fully 

integrated in educational settings. Since education is essentially linked to 

communication amongst people, it is expected that such advances in 

communication are also integrated to schools. However, schools may 

experience problems with integrating such technological advances. From the 

use of overhead projectors in the 1960s, to videocassettes in the 1980s and 

1990s, and to smart boards connected to the internet in the 2000s onwards, 

the issue of how to integrate communicative technologies in a meaningful way 

for students remains. More recently, the use of Social Networking Sites (SNS), 

such as Twitter or Facebook, has become one of the hot issues in education. 

Thus, there is still a need to promote an educational change that 

encompasses cultural and societal demands, such as the use of digital tools for 

communication in schools, so students and teachers can meaningfully benefit 

from the advances of communication technologies. Such advances can 

potentially lead to more agentive and argumentative communication, which is 

an important (and emancipatory) goal of educational change.  

Considering that in some educational contexts, as the one described by 

this thesis, classrooms can have up to 90 students (Bárbara, 2015), teachers 

have limited time to communicate with students, or to have a proper 

discussion of a given topic with them. In addition, simple classroom procedures 

between teachers and students, for instance scheduling a test, or proposing a 

group activity, may fail due to the lack of effective communication between 

teachers and students.   

Since communication always involves two or more people (Lisina, 1985), 

its efficiency depends on the quality of the interactions among all participants, 

either in the wider society or within schools. As most students have access to 

digital forms of communication, we assume that they can also contribute to 

changing communication at schools by using digital tools, with guidance of 
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teachers. According to Mercer and Howe (2012), understanding the patterns of 

communication in a classroom is an essential step for changing them. In our 

research, by using groups on Facebook we try to understand not only how 

teachers may influence classroom communication, but also the role of 

students in such communicative process. 

Many researchers have demonstrated interest in investigating the use of 

SNS in educational settings and how they may impact on communication 

between teachers and students (Baskerville, 2012; Bowman & Akcaoglu, 2014; 

Charlton, Magoulas, & Laurillard, 2012; Tsai & Tsai, 2013). In addition, there 

are studies on how pre-service teachers use Facebook for activities during their 

training (Hou, 2015; Tseng & Kuo, 2014; Yeh, 2010), or on how the use of SNS 

impacts learning at colleges and universities (Alagoz, 2013; Hewitt & Forte, 

2006; Ledbetter & Finn, 2013). 

Considering the research on the use of digital technology at schools, there 

are some gaps in the literature that need further exploration. First, there is 

limited literature on the use of SNS in educational levels other than higher 

education, such as elementary or secondary education. Second, there is a 

limited number of studies about teachers who are already in service and have 

limited or no access to training on how to integrate and develop the use of 

digital media with students. Third, there is a need to explore the educational 

implications of online communication between teachers and students. 

We started this research project because we wanted to understand the 

classroom dynamics when teachers and students try to implement new 

cultural tools, in our case, groups on Facebook, with the least interference 

from outside. By giving freedom to students and teachers to act, we expect to 

understand how teachers and students create an environment in which 

participants have the possibility of becoming autonomous and responsible 

subjects of their activities. In addition, by giving voice to participants, we 

expect them to argue more and to express themselves when needed. 

Consequently, our research aim is to explore how teachers and students 

use groups on Facebook as a communicative tool, and how such activity 

impacts communication in everyday classrooms. As the use of new online 

communicative activities may change the ways of communicating among 

students and teachers, we might wonder whether and how these new 

conditions could affect learning. It is important to highlight here, however, that 

it was not our objective to improve subject matter learning directly, but to 

provide tools so effective communication could take place, and that students 
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and teachers could become more autonomous in the teaching-learning 

process. 

Therefore, the four studies presented in this thesis aim at addressing the 

following overarching question: “how is communication among teachers and 

students affected by using Facebook groups for educational purposes?” While 

addressing this question, we aimed to fill the three research gaps previously 

described: a) we worked with upper-elementary and secondary education 

students and teachers; b) the teachers who participated were already in 

service for more than five years and had had no training on digital media; and 

c) we explored how the use of SNS influenced communication, by focusing on 

students’ agency and argumentative activities.  

All studies presented in this thesis (from Chapter 2 to 5) were framed 

under the Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) (Engeström, 2015; 

Leontiev, 1978; Vygotsky, 1988), which will be described in the following 

section. 

Theoretical framework – Key concepts 

Cultural-historical activity theory 

By using CHAT, we investigate and conceptualize the activities inside the 

groups on Facebook as communicative activities. Each of our studies departs  

from the notion that social-cultural lives are organized by cultural activities, 

which are directed by an object (or goal) (Leontiev, 1978). Every activity, by its 

turn, is composed by actions. For instance, communication, as an activity, 

comprises a network of (verbal) actions of questioning, replying, suggesting 

something, explaining, providing arguments, etc, in order to reach an object. 

One of our underlying assumptions is that communicative activity is a 

tool-mediated activity (Vygotsky, 1988). According to van Oers (2013), every 

tool-mediated activity can be characterized by the level of involvement of the 

participants, the rules they follow, and by the degrees of freedom they have in 

the activity. Consequently, participants can adapt the rules to their specific 

needs, which can potentially result in a better engagement of all the 

participants (as will be discussed in the method section, this had implications 

for the choice of the methodology as well). Thus, many of the rules for the 

communicative activities presented in this thesis were created collaboratively 

by students and teachers, for instance, who could post or how often teacher or 

students should post in the Facebook groups. 
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The use of tools is a central aspect for understanding a cultural activity. 

According to Leontiev (2009), the use of tools leads to consciousness of the 

object of the action in its objective properties (Leontiev, 2009, p. 191). A tool is, 

at the same time, a social object that has a certain mode of use developed 

socially, regulating human actions (Leontiev, 2009, p.192). In other words, 

tools give cultural content to the actions of the subject, and help us to carry 

out activities (Wertsch, 1998). In order to communicate, in the studies 

described in this thesis, researcher, teachers, and students use the groups on 

Facebook as a mediational tool. It is important to highlight that people may 

have different senses (conceptions) in the beginning of an activity. However, 

by discussing, and collaboratively acting, subjects may reach a shared meaning 

for the activity in later stages of its development (Cunha Jr., 2017). 

In addition, the use of groups on Facebook may be perceived differently 

by teachers and by students, given the different backgrounds they have. Such 

differences may produce different needs for an activity. According to Leontiev 

(1978), the need is what motivates an activity. In our studies, we try to 

consider the different emergent needs all the stakeholders (teachers and 

students) have in their activities, particularly in the communicative activities, 

through which all the participants can together find the best way of achieving a 

shared objective and reaching their common goals.  

From a CHAT perspective, activities are permeated by interpersonal 

interactions, that consist in mediated influences on each other’s (material, 

verbal, mental) actions, which may lead to human development (van Oers, 

2013a). In our studies, we considered three types of interpersonal interactions: 

interactions among teachers, teacher/students, and students/students. In the 

studies presented in this thesis, such interpersonal relations were built through 

participants’ discourses. Therefore, we considered how one’s discourse was 

influenced by and influenced others’ discourses within a community, as 

described by  Bakhtin (1952).  

Activities are also influenced by cultural and historical contexts in which 

they take place. For instance, traditional classrooms presented a model of 

communication where teachers were responsible for transmitting knowledge, 

and students were considered passive subjects (Freire, 1970). In the recent 

past years, there is a tendency to approach communication in classrooms in a 

more dialogic perspective (Mercer & Howe, 2012; van der Veen, de Mey, van 

Kruistum, & van Oers, 2017), so students are also responsible for knowledge 

construction. According to Engeström (2001), such historicity is also a key 
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component of an activity. To Engeström, every activity takes shape and 

transforms over time. Consequently, to understand such transformations, we 

need to consider the history of the activity itself, as well as the history of the 

context in which it is inserted. 

In order to achieve a shared objective, some activities require higher 

commitment from the participants, where they are required to become agents 

of the activity. That is, they become autonomous and responsible participants 

who are able to make changes to a pre-established condition, in order to reach 

the object shared by the community. However, agency has been described in 

the literature as an individual characteristic, which is used to achieve individual 

objectives (Ebrahim, 2011; Goodman & Eren, 2013; Hilppö, Lipponen, 

Kumpulainen, & Virlander, 2015).  

Our studies differ from this individualistic notion of agency. Given the 

collaborative nature of our studies, we viewed the concept of collaborative 

agency, in a way similar to Miettinen (2013), in order to understand to what 

extent participants would collaborate with each other in order to achieve a 

collective objective.  

In Figure 1, we present a schematization of an activity, considering our 

main theoretical guidelines.  

 
Figure 1. Representation of a tool-mediated activity 

From the diagram presented in Figure 1, we understand that the school 

community departs from a historically evolving practice, in which a collective 

need for enabling communication between teachers and students is pursued. 
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Having a relative degree of freedom to collaborate in the construction of the 

rules for the activities (from a CHAT perspective), participants have the 

opportunity to become agents.  

In the process for achieving a shared object, students and teachers make 

use of mediational tools, for instance, groups on Facebook, for undertaking 

communicative activities in a multivoiced process. Multivoiced means that 

every participant has an idea or concept, which relates and interacts with 

others’, so new meanings are created collaboratively (Bakhtin, 1952). For every 

shared objective achieved, there is a need to reconsider the historically 

evolving practices of the group, so a new activity (or organization of the 

activity) can be introduced.  

In order to develop such an activity, a critical-collaborative environment is 

necessary, that is, participants need to be aware of their roles, so they can 

reflect on previous outcomes, in order to envision new possibilities for the 

future. Freire (1967, 1970) suggests that there is a need to understand how 

subjects are inserted in the world, that is, how people are inserted in the 

decision-making process, and not only how they act in an activity. For that 

reason, we follow a research methodology that maximally enables 

collaboration among participants (students, teachers and researcher), which 

will be described in the following section. 

Methodology 

The research methodology used for data production in this thesis was the 

Critical Collaborative Research (CCR), an intervention-type research introduced 

by Magalhães in the 1990’s (Magalhães, 1990, 2011, 2016), and which is 

developed on the basis of Vygotsky’s ideas on praxis and praxis-development 

(Vygotsky, 1998, Chapter 15), and on Engeström’s elaborations of Cultural-

Historical Activity Theory (see Magalhães, 2016). In addition, CCR is developed 

on the basis of critical pedagogy (Freire, 1967; Giroux, 1988; McLaren, 1995), 

so that teaching and learning is understood as an emancipatory act of 

conscientização (critical consciousness) (Freire, 1970).  

In our studies, we understand critical as the capacity subjects have to 

make their own choices in order to reach a shared object. By critically-

collaborating with each other, participants are more autonomous and 

independent to act, that is, they have the opportunity to become collaborative 

agents (see Chapter 4). In addition, this process of critically making choices and 

acting collaboratively is permeated by argumentation (see Chapter 5). As 

proposed by Bredo and Feinberg (1982), the critical perspective allows all the 
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participants, including the researcher, to act creatively in the entire research, 

evaluating and reconstructing the research work according to their needs, 

allowing them a relative degree of freedom to create and adapt the rules of 

the activities. This is in line with the CHAT perspective, as discussed in the 

preceding section.  

To better understand the concept of critical collaboration used in this 

work, Pennycook (2004) adds that the critical work is not only to map or to 

understand a given situation, but it can be used to create new possibilities of 

work, and to involve all the participants and their individual perspectives 

(voices). According to Magalhães (1998), while critically-collaborating with 

each other, all the participants also become researchers of their own actions, 

in a way that they are ‘we’, and not ‘I’ plus ‘the other’, so all the participants – 

and not only the researcher – are seen as agents of reflection and change 

(Magalhães, 1990, p. 55) of the intervention. 

In this thesis, we understand intervention as the process where 

participants, in collaboration with the researcher, have decided to use a new 

mediational tool in order to change a given activity. In our case, we assume 

that the introduction of Facebook groups for educational purposes has the 

potential for changing teacher-students communicative activity.   

In order to implement a school intervention, we consider that teaching 

and learning are activities that take place in complex and continuously 

changing activity systems. Since schools tend to change according to social 

demands, by integrating new tools or artefacts to its routine, there is a need 

for a research methodology, such as CCR, which entails an open-ended social 

innovation into their routines, and not a finished mass product (Engeström, 

2011, p. 602) that can be replicated in another setting. 

According to Magalhães, CCR aims at  

building collective contexts for collaborative knowledge production 

involving all participants in theoretical-practical negotiations that might 

encourage comprehension, as well as questioning both the meanings 

conveyed by actions, and the interests that based [underpinned] them 

(Magalhães, 2016, p.40)  

CCR provides us with tools to understand an intervention as an on-going 

transformational process that is constantly re-shaped in the interactions of the 

participants, as described by Long (2001). By collaboratively constructing the 

intervention with the stakeholders, we consider them as actors who can make 
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sense of what they are doing, without interference of the researcher (Melucci, 

1996).  

An important reason for using CCR in our research project is that it 

departs from a concrete need from the stakeholders, in our case, the need for 

improving communication between teachers and students. This is consistent 

with CHAT tradition, which states that every tool-mediated activity is 

motivated by a need (Leontiev, 1978). 

By using a group on Facebook (mediational tool), teachers and researcher 

were responsible for developing a strategy of how to use online groups with 

the students, so they could communicate more effectively with students 

(object of the activity). After starting using the groups with students, students 

could also collaborate with the teachers and provide feedback on the activities. 

That is, students were also responsible for creating the rules and suggesting 

changes to the activities in the online groups.  

Another issue to be considered in CCR is that it is not only limited to the 

discussion inside a given group, for instance the group of teachers on 

Facebook, or the groups of teacher-students. What participants consider inside 

that group will have an implication for the schools they work at: any feedback 

teachers have of their work with the groups, from either students or school 

management team, will serve as starting point for discussions and possible 

transformations of the activities. 

CCR, Design Based Research, and Action Research 

It is important to note that CCR methodology is different from other well-

known methodologies, such as design based research (DBR) (as to Brown, 

1992; van den Akker, Gravemeijer, Mckenney, & Nieveen, 2007) or action 

research.  

While DBR presents a more vertical organization, with the researcher 

steering and taking care of the research design, CCR is built under a more 

horizontal organization, giving voice to all participants to collaboratively 

construct the research design (Ninin, 2013). According to Engeström (2011), 

when using a design research, although participants collaborate and provide 

feedback for future cycles of developments of the design, researchers are in 

charge of establishing the design that is to be implemented. In the case of an 

educational intervention, as described in the four studies of this thesis, the 

researcher, teachers and students need to critically evaluate what they and the 

others are doing in order to reorganize the research setting, and 

collaboratively decide how to make it better than before.  
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Second, the main objective of DBR is to increase the relevance of research 

for policy and practice (van den Akker et al., 2007). For CCR, the main objective 

is to promote conditions for the participants to act and reflect on their actions 

(Cunha Jr., 2017). That is, CCR departs from the need of grassroots changes, so 

participants can benefit from such changes in order to further achieve learning 

improvements. It is also important to highlight that CCR, unlike field 

experiments, does not use treatment and control groups. 

From a CHAT and a Bakhtinian point of view, DBR can be criticized for 

neglecting the role of tradition and history in the production of theories and 

practices (Engeström, 2011). CCR explores not only the historicity of the 

community, but also considers the historicity of every participant involved, in a 

multivoiced process, in order to achieve a shared object. That is, all the 

participants have voice in order to propose a solution to a problem that is 

common to all of them.  

Participants are then expected to become agents in collaboration with 

others. By becoming agents, they have more opportunities for solving the 

contradictions that emerge from the activities, with a greater possibility of 

achieving transformations in the activity system (Magalhães, 2011; Liberali, 

2009).  

To a certain extent, CCR shows some resemblance to action research, as 

introduced by Kurt Lewin (1946), as a way of investigating social practices and 

collaboratively solving problems within that practice. According to Lewin, 

action research had to be problem-oriented, focused on the needs of 

participants, critical on the current status quo, leading to empirical verifiable 

propositions, and interpretable in a specified theory (Reason & Bradbury, 

2007). The main difference between CCR and Action research is the position of 

the researcher, who is not steering the process of praxis development into a 

specific direction based on a dominating research question. (The role of the 

researcher in our research project will be further clarified in the following 

section). 

In conclusion, CCR fits the purpose of our studies, which is to understand 

how teachers and students used groups on Facebook as a communicative tool, 

and how such activity impacted communication in everyday classrooms. Since 

CCR is conceived to deal with an activity in a real setting, it helps us 

understanding how changes in communication emerge from daily practices, 

and how such changes are integrated to the schools’ routines. From the critical 

pedagogy perspective, this is a valid and reliable way of researching school 
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contexts, since it empowers and emancipates the subjects to act in their 

contexts, by collaboratively constructing their social reality. 

The role of the researcher 

According to Magalhães (1990), the role of the researcher includes 

working with the participants and reciprocally understanding, stimulating and 

challenging each other’s interpretation of reality (Magalhães, 1990, p. 54). The 

role of the researcher is, then, to collaborate with the participants, by using his 

theoretical repertoire and relate it to the activities, so participants and 

researcher can jointly find a solution that best fits their problems by combining 

practice and theory.  

Since it is not the role of the researcher to steer the intervention process, 

but to promote critical reflection among the participants, the language used 

for communicating is a core issue. For instance, when questioning the other 

participants, it is then desirable that the researcher asks wh-questions instead 

of yes/no-questions to the other participants. The use of wh-questions enables 

the participants to critically reflect before providing their answers, and not 

only to confirm (or not) a hypothesis from the researcher. 

From a CCR perspective, there are two distinct roles for the researcher. 

First, as a participant of the intervention, who has empirical experience and 

context knowledge. Second, as the researcher, who investigates and reports to 

the academy how the activities evolve. 

As a participant in the studies reported in this thesis, it was my role to 

question the teachers and students about their choices. Also, it was my role to 

contribute with my empirical experiences as a secondary education teacher, 

who had already used online groups with students, and theoretical knowledge.  

Such participation of the researcher in the groups was important, for 

instance, in cases in which students suggested in their own groups how to 

optimize the use of the groups on Facebook, and to bring such suggestions to 

the group of teachers, so teachers could also discuss the possibility of adopting 

what the students suggested. However, the teachers of the group where 

students suggested a change could also bring that discussion to the group of 

teachers instead of the researcher himself. 

In order to better understand the need for CCR, in the following section 

we briefly describe the general context of crisis faced by secondary education 

in Brazil, where this study was conducted. 
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Research context 

Secondary education in crisis 

In Brazil, upper-elementary and secondary education face a huge crisis. 

Among the issues, we can list overcrowded classrooms (ranging from 40 to 90 

students), no infrastructure at schools (lacking from basic materials such as 

toilet paper to computer labs), and cuts on educational funding. The 

combination of such factors impacts directly on the quality of teaching-

learning and on how teachers and students communicate at schools (Deus, 

2015). Consequently, using groups on Facebook would provide teachers the 

opportunity to overcome problems such as those described above, and to 

interact more with students in cases it is not possible to happen during regular 

classes. 

The educational crisis can also be observed in terms of students 

performance: in the Basic Education Development Index (IDEB) – an index used 

in Brazil in order to measure the performance of the students – in a scale from 

0 to 10, the last national average was 3,7 (INEP, 2016). Table 1 demonstrates 

the evolution of IDEB since 2005, considering the national average and the 

average of the Southeast region, where this research was conducted, also 

comparing the public and private educational network results. It is alarming 

that from 2011 on, there has been no progress on IDEB both in the national 

and regional (southeast) educational networks. In addition, all the results of 

the two last IDEBs are below the expected results.  

Table 1. IDEB average in Brazil and Southeast region. 

  
IDEB 
2005 

IDEB 
2007 

IDEB 
2009 

IDEB 
2011 

IDEB 
2013 

IDEB 
2015 

Brazil Total 3,4 3,5 3,6 3,7 3,7 3,7 

  Expected  
3,4 3,5 3,7 3,9 4,3 

Brazil Private 5,6 5,6 5,6 5,7 5,4 5,3 

  Expected 
 

5,6 5,7 5,8 6,0 6,3 

Brazil State 3,0 3,2 3,4 3,4 3,4 3,5 

  Expected 
 

3,1 3,2 3,3 3,6 3,9 

Southeast Total 3,6 3,7 3,8 3,9 3,9 3,9 

  Expected 
 

3,6 3,7 3,9 4,1 4,5 

Southeast Private 5,7 5,7 5,6 5,8 5,4 5,5 

  Expected 
 

5,7 5,8 6,0 6,2 6,4 

Southeast State 3,2 3,4 3,5 3,6 3,6 3,7 

  Expected 
 

3,3 3,3 3,5 3,8 4,1 

 

The inertia of IDEB results has demanded authorities to take emergency 

actions. In 2016, just after the impeachment of President Dilma Roussef, the 
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new government has been trying to reform secondary education by means of 

provisional measures, without consulting educational specialists. In addition, 

such reforms do not consider the particularities and historicity of each context, 

which compromises the outcomes and changes on educational quality. 

Besides, the federal government recently approved a constitutional 

amendment, in which the public expenses, including education, are frozen for 

the next 20 years (Alessi, 2016).  

Such measurements have caused protests among secondary education 

students all over the country, since no new investments in education will be 

possible. By October 2016, more than 1200 schools were occupied by students 

as a way of protesting against the constitutional amendment (Tokamia, 2016) 

and the other reforms proposed by the federal government.  

Considering such a scenario, that is, a scenario of crisis, it is urgent to 

provide secondary education students with minimal educational conditions so 

they can have tools for growing both as individuals and as citizens. One way of 

providing them with learning opportunities, and to compensate what is 

missing at schools, is by using online groups, as proposed in this thesis. 

Why Facebook? 

Being a multimodal platform (Hunt, 2015; Valencia, 2016), Facebook 

allows sharing different types of digital files (e.g. texts, videos, pictures, links to 

other websites) (Lemos & Cunha Jr, 2017). It also provides tools for 

synchronous and asynchronous forms of communication among its members 

(Goodband, Solomon, Samuels, Lawson, & Bhakta, 2012). In addition, it offers 

advantages over specific educational applications, for instance, its adaptability 

for different uses (Cayton-Hodges, Feng, & Pan, 2015), that is, it allows 

teachers and students to adapt the use of Facebook groups according to their 

actual needs. Such characteristics of Facebook may provide teachers with tools 

to enhance communication among themselves, and between teachers and 

students to achieve educational aims more effectively. 

Another characteristic of Facebook is that it allows the creation of groups 

for specific purposes (Park, Kee, & Valenzuela, 2009; Pi, Chou, & Liao, 2013). 

The familiarity with using groups on Facebook for everyday issues gives us the 

possibility of using them for educational purposes (Aaen & Dalsgaard, 2016; 

Prescott, Wilson, & Becket, 2013). The groups on Facebook also provide the 

participants with the opportunity for developing collaborative activities (Lin, 

Yang, & Sung, 2014) and to enhance communication (Bowman & Akcaoglu, 

2014; Savvidou, 2013). Considering that there is no moderator or page 
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manager (Facebook, 2017) in the groups on Facebook analysed in this thesis, 

there are no external constrains to the participants into what extent they are 

allowed (or not) to participate in the discussions. 

By using groups on Facebook, we explore how such groups are 

implemented and used in secondary education schools from different 

perspectives. First, by using a group on Facebook only for teachers, the 

teachers have the opportunity of sharing their experiences with other teachers 

on using digital tools with their students. By critically collaborating with their 

peers, that is, by presenting and discussing with other teachers previous 

experiences on the use of digital media they had with students, they create a 

learning space in which they can enhance their use of digital media in 

classrooms. Second, from groups of teacher-students on Facebook, we explore 

the effects the groups have in communication and collaboration between 

teacher-student and among students. 

Departing from this perspective, the use of groups on Facebook seemed 

to be a useful tool to provide students and teachers with an alternative 

communication channel, which may lead to the development of students’ and 

teachers’ classroom practices. In addition, the use of Facebook groups may 

impact on other classroom practices, for instance, students’ argumentative 

activities. Thus, understanding how groups on Facebook are used in secondary 

school settings possibly benefit a much broader audience than teachers and 

students who participated in this research. 

The use of Facebook groups was also motivated by three practical issues. 

First, a great part of secondary education students and teachers were 

connected to Facebook. Second, teachers and students were already familiar 

with using the groups for private issues. Third, it would involve no extra costs 

for schools, since the participants used their privately-owned equipment for 

accessing the groups on Facebook.  

Organizing the groups on Facebook 

Teachers and students who participated in this research were all from the 

public educational network and their schools were in the Southeast region, the 

most economically and technologically developed region in Brazil. Six schools 

were located in the south of the state of Minas Gerais, and seven in the 

metropolitan area of the city of São Paulo, in the state of São Paulo (See Figure 

2 for an approximate location of every school in the map). In total, 43 teachers 

and 667 students participated in the research. 
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Figure 2. Approximate location of the schools.  

It is important to point out that the invited teachers worked in schools 

that were very different from one place to the other. For instance, one of the 

groups of teacher-students that participated in our studies was from a school 
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located in a small town in Minas Gerais, which was the only secondary 

education school of the city, with approximately 600 students. That is a 

common scenario in countryside cities in Brazil, in which all secondary 

education students have only one school to go. Although such cities have only 

one secondary education school, they are enough for answering the demand 

of students, and keep an average of 30 students per class. 

In the other extreme, another group of teacher-students was from the 

city of São Paulo. In the metropolitan area of São Paulo, schools can have up to 

3000 students, and the average of students per class is 40. In addition, the 

public educational system comprises a network of more than 1200 schools 

(only for the municipality of São Paulo). 

Organizing teachers’ and students’ groups on Facebook 

The first step taken to start our research was to invite secondary 

education teachers to participate in a group on Facebook, which was named 

TFC – Teachers using Facebook in the Classroom (see Chapter 2). For that, I 

invited teachers with whom I had worked before, or other teachers I knew that 

would be interested in joining TFC. At first, I invited eighteen teachers and, 

subsequently, those teachers invited twenty-five other teachers from their 

networks. 

Such an apparent selection bias can be justified by three main factors. 

First, because of CCR approach, the research project is not imposed onto the 

participants. CCR, despite allowing more freedom to the participants to act, 

enables a limited range of participation, since it deals with concrete needs of a 

given group (which is also legitimized by CHAT principles). Second, I did not 

know the schools where the teachers were working beforehand. I contacted all 

the teachers via Facebook, and only after they joined TFC they provided 

information about their schools or students. In that sense, the selection of the 

schools was random, and different contexts were considered. Third, the 

snowball strategy used to compose the group of teachers enabled other 

teachers, who were not known by me, to join the group. We are aware that 

our approach does not enable the formulation of laws, but it still enables the 

formulation of rules and regularities, which are valid under certain conditions, 

with similar people and similar contexts (Mayring, 2007). 

Afterwards, all the 43 teachers were invited to create groups on Facebook 

to work with their students. The teachers were free to choose the students, as 

long as they were older than fourteen, which is the legal age for using 

Facebook. From the 43 teachers, twenty–two created groups of teacher-
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students on Facebook, and five of them allowed me to participate in the 

groups. We will discuss different aspects of communicative activities of the five 

groups of teacher-students in Chapters 3, 4 and 5. 

Considering the two types of groups on Facebook, that is, TFC and 

teacher-students’ groups, we can visualize the structure of the groups in Figure 

3. Since the teachers were free to choose the students and groups to work 

with, some teachers used the group with only one class, other with more than 

one class, and another teacher used different groups for different classes. 

Figure 3. Structure of the groups on Facebook 

Data collection and data analysis 

For the studies that compose this thesis, we relied in different data 

sources: posts from TFC, and from the five groups of teacher-students; two 

open-ended questionnaires responded to by the teachers, and one multiple 

choice online survey responded to by the students.  

Data from the posts were saved every six months as a .pdf file. However, 

by the time the posts were coded for writing each chapter, we updated the 

number of students of each group, as well as the posts of each period. For 
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instance, there were cases where students moved from and to the school. In 

such cases, students were excluded or included in the groups of teacher-

students. Consequently, the tables used for describing the groups depicted in 

each chapter of this thesis may slightly differ from each other. 

The questionnaires responded to by the teachers were sent via Facebook, 

using TFC and private messages to the teachers; and the online survey 

responded to by students was sent as a link in each group of teacher-students. 

To analyse the data, we departed from a qualitative methodology, looking 

at discursive and multimodal characteristics of the posts, and discursive 

aspects of the questionnaires. Although our analysis was oriented from a 

qualitative perspective, some descriptive statistics were used so we could 

understand how communicative activities inside the posts evolved over time, 

as well as to summarize the answers to the questionnaires.  

All posts were coded using Atlas.Ti. From the discursive aspects of the 

posts (and questionnaires), we analysed the thematic content, discourse 

positioning, enunciate responsibility, discursive initiative, and the type of 

discourse. Among the multimodal aspects of the posts, we considered the type 

of post, content of the post, number of likes, number of comments and date of 

occurrence. The combination of discursive and multimodal aspects of the posts 

enabled us to understand how communication, collaboration, agency and 

argumentation developed over time. 

Quality assurance 

In order to ensure comprehensiveness and trustworthiness of our data 

sources and collection, and of our findings and conclusions, we applied quality 

safeguards methods such use of different data sources and methods. 

Questionnaires, online survey, and chat logs with the teachers were used in 

combination with the data of the posts of each group on Facebook described 

in this study. 

For data analysis of each study, since data was in Portuguese, a second 

interpreter from Brazil was used. Skype meetings were conducted with the 

external interpreters in order to explain the coding scheme used for each of 

the studies described in this thesis (chapters 2 to 5).  

Subsequently, the external interpreters had access to the raw .pdf files of 

the groups, so they could re-code the data using the same list of codes used by 

me. The methods and coding schemes used in each study are presented in 

Appendix 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5. After re-coding and checking the data, Skype 

meetings were conducted with the external interpreters involved with coding 



Chapter 1 

19 

the data for further discussions of the analysis. In addition, the coding scheme 

was extensively explained to the promoters, so they could also suggest 

changes or improvements to it.  

Outline of the dissertation 

All empirical studies that compose this thesis are guided by the following 

main research question: how is communication among teachers and students 

affected by using Facebook groups for educational purposes? We asked this 

question because it is important for us to understand how new cultural and 

societal demands impact on education. Therefore, we wanted to explore to 

what extent it would be possible to integrate such demands in a meaningful 

way for students and teachers, so they could benefit from the advances in 

communication for educational purposes.  

To answer this question, each of the four studies presented here focused 

on one specific aspect of how Facebook groups were used for educational 

purposes. Each study starts out from its own research question, necessary to 

answer the main question. In addition, this thesis also presents the general 

introduction (Chapter 1) and the general conclusions (Chapter 6), to evaluate 

the extent and the validity to which the main research question could be 

answered.  

In Chapter 2, we depart from the following question: Why and how 

teachers use TFC as a collaborative space? To understand that, we conducted a 

study about TFC. In that group, 43 teachers from different schools, as well as 

the author of this thesis, could share their experiences on how to use digital 

media with their students. Activities at TFC started in June 2012. Six months 

after TFC had started, some teachers created closed groups on Facebook so 

they could work with their students. Teachers continued using TFC after the 

work with the students started. 

After having an overview of how TFC was used by the teachers, we need 

to understand how teachers use the groups of teacher-students. The research 

question guiding Chapter 3 is: How do secondary education teachers use 

Facebook groups with their students? In that chapter, we describe how five 

teachers use groups on Facebook with their students, and how such a use 

impacts on communication among teachers and students. The five teachers 

were from two different regions in Brazil and had more than five-year 

experience in teaching. To understand how teachers used the groups, we 

performed a qualitative analysis of the posts from the five groups of teacher-

students, also considering some multimodal aspects of the posts. Chapter 3 is 
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focused on the use of the groups of teacher-students on Facebook from the 

teachers’ perspective. 

Because of the study presented in Chapter 3, there was a need to 

investigate to what extent students become communicative agents in the 

groups. Thus, Chapter 4 is based in the following research question: How does 

students’ agency evolve while using groups on Facebook? In that study, we 

focus on how students’ agency in the groups on Facebook evolves over time. 

From the posts of the groups of teacher-students, we analysed if and how 

students first became agents, and whether such agency would further develop 

into collaborative agency. That is, we explore how students’ agency evolves 

from becoming agent for personal benefits, to becoming agents to solve a 

collective issue collaboratively. The understanding of students’ agency also 

contributes to answering our main question, since agency (and engagement) 

can be interpreted because of the activities developed in the groups on 

Facebook 

One last aspect that needed further investigation was the content of the 

posts. In order to gain such an understanding of the posts, in Chapter 5 we ask 

the following question: How do students and teachers use posts in groups on 

Facebook and how does argumentation emerge within groups’ communicative 

activity? Answering such a question enables us to explore how students’ 

conversation develops qualitatively over time. Moreover, we are interested in 

how argumentative activities impact on collaboration in the groups. In this 

chapter, the focus is on the interactions between teachers-students and 

students-students. To understand how argumentation evolves and impacts on 

collaboration, we performed content, conversational and discursive-

argumentative analysis of the posts, and complemented the analysis with 

students’ responses to a questionnaire, which they responded to by the end of 

the research.  

The four questions presented in each study will help us to formulate our 

understanding of how the use of Facebook groups affects communication 

between teachers-students. In Chapter 6, we bring our final critical evaluation 

of our studies in relationship to the theoretical assumptions, and our 

responses to the main research question. We end with remarks and 

considerations about the use of groups on Facebook for educational purposes 

in the present and future, and how it may impact on agentive communication 

in educational settings. 
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Abstract 

This study explores the use of Facebook for educational purposes, as a 

collaborative online space for enabling communication among teachers from 

different schools. The article describes how a group of 43 teachers on 

Facebook, from various schools in the southeast region of Brazil used a group 

on Facebook as a collaborative space for communicating among each other. 

On the group, these teachers shared experiences about the use of digital 

technologies in their secondary education classes. This study is based on 

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (Engeström, 2015; Leontiev, 1978), 

considering the group on Facebook as a tool for mediating communication. 

The objective of this study is to explore why and how teachers collaborated 

with each other on Facebook, and to study how communication among them 

evolved in the process. We examined the posts on that group from 2012 to 

2014, and two questionnaires responded online by the teachers in June 2012 

and in December 2013. Our findings suggest that teachers tend to critically 

collaborate in smaller groups and that further online communication evolved 

outside the group of teachers, with the creation of smaller groups on Facebook 

inside their schools. 

 

Keywords: Online communication, Collaboration, Secondary education, 

Facebook. 
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Collaborating on Facebook: teachers exchanging experiences through social 

networking sites 

 

Education is essentially linked with (multi-modal) communication 

amongst people. In the course of human history, communication has evolved 

from oral to written, and more recently, to communication with the help of 

digital tools. While schools tend to follow these cultural developments, they 

often experience problems with integrating new tools into their practices. It is 

expected that the recent innovations in human communication with the help 

of digital tools will follow the same evolutional path into schools. 

With the popularity of Social Networking Sites (SNS), like Facebook, 

LinkedIn or Twitter, people are easily connected to each other. The distances 

between them are reduced and sending or sharing written files, pictures or 

videos is getting simpler. SNS are also a space to expand the relations people 

have, like the academic relations teachers have inside schools, to a virtual 

space where people relate to others who are in completely different contexts 

(van Dijk, 2006). In addition, the Internet is making possible mass-scale 

applications of knowledge and knowledge sharing, which may be applied to 

transform the educational contexts (Bentley, 2009).  

Facebook is nowadays the largest SNS, with more than 1.23 billion users 

in the world, and more than 90,000,000 users in Brazil (Facebook, 2015). 

Because of the large number of users, research on digital media has increased 

in the last years, and there is an increasing interest on its use at schools, 

especially in emergent countries like Brazil (Unesco, 2013). There is also a 

growing interest in the use of Facebook for educational purposes (Baskerville, 

2012; Hilton & Plummer, 2012; Kalman, 2013). 

However, those studies are mostly concerned with undergraduate 

students, with regards to improving their communication skills (Goodband et 

al., 2012), evaluating the differences between foreign and domestic students 

(Gray, Chang, & Kennedy, 2010), exploring how students perceive the 

university (Hewitt & Forte, 2006) or monitoring how students use Facebook at 

home (Junco, 2014). In addition, they work with pre-service teachers (Charlton 

et al., 2012) and investigate how they learn to use digital technology with their 

future students. Some authors also express concerns about the way people are 

exposed in SNS, saying that this line of communication can open doors to 

personal lives which neither students nor educators may want exposed 

(Hutchens & Hayes, 2014, p. 6). In addition, educators must be aware of how 
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they need to behave in those networks to avoid damage to their credibility 

(Kimmons & Veletsianos, 2014). 

The use of Facebook by teachers can be a new communication channel 

between teachers and students (Savvidou, 2013) and a favourable space for 

promoting learning (Heo & Lee, 2013), showing the students that the teacher is 

aware of the contemporary culture. Thus, that motivated use can have a 

positive result in the relationship between teacher and students (Mazer, 

Murphy, & Simonds, 2007) and improve their knowledge of digital technology 

by working in groups (Baskerville, 2012). As a multimodal platform, the use of 

Facebook has also advantages over specific educational applications, like its 

adaptability for different uses (Cayton-Hodges et al., 2015). 

However, there is little literature about teachers who are using SNS in 

other educational levels, such as secondary education, nor about in-service 

teachers who are also working with SNS, as highlighted by Cunha Jr. et al 

(2016). Thus, the above mentioned studies do not consider the possibility of 

collaboration among teachers, in a way that they critically share what they 

have been doing in relation to the use of those technologies at schools, which 

for Austin and colleagues is fundamental for engagement with digital 

collaboration (Austin, Smyth, Rickard, Quirk-Bolt, & Metcalfe, 2010). Shukor 

(2014) also highlights that online collaborative environments allow discussions 

to occur at a greater depth, allowing people to build new knowledge remotely. 

The aim of this study is to describe why and how teachers used a group 

on Facebook, named Teachers who use Facebook in Classrooms (from now on, 

TFC) (Professores usando Facebook em sala de aula – in Portuguese), as a 

collaborative space where they share their experiences on new digital 

technology inside classrooms with other teachers. Thus, we focus on why and 

how the teachers collaborated and shared their experiences on using new 

digital technologies with other teachers in TFC, and how communication 

among them evolved over time. In order to pursue those objectives, we set up 

a research project for two years, with teachers and students from different 

schools in Brazil. 

In the following sections, we describe the theoretical and methodological 

background for this study, our results from the discussions in the TFC group 

and the implications of the use of groups on Facebook among teachers. 

Activity theory and collaboration in social networking sites 

In this study, we consider the TFC group as a space where the teachers 

are engaged in a collaborative activity, in which they have the opportunity to 
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discuss ways of using activities involving digital tools (media) in class. By 

interacting with each other and considering the historical context, the teachers 

are able to use different “old” communicative tools (spoken or written texts) 

and are able to reflect critically on how to use digital media with their 

students.  

All the interactions on TFC group are mediated by speech, which 

according to Vygotsky is a means of social interaction, a means of expression 

and understanding. In addition, human speech emerges with the need to 

interact socially in the labour process, linking one individual with others, 

leading to new needs for means of social connection (Vygotsky, 1999). 

Moreover, Leontiev highlights that behind every activity there is a need. In 

Leontiev’s definition, activity is a process that is elicited and directed by a 

motive, in which one or another need is objectivised (Leontiev, 1978, p. 164). 

Departing from the needs teachers have for using digital tools in their 

communication with their students, by interacting with each other they are 

able to raise a shared object, which can be how to better work with their 

students or how to enhance communication with their students by using 

digital tools, and establish the rules for those activities. 

Despite of discussing how and what to do with the students, the teachers 

among themselves must consider what kind of activity is accomplished inside 

an online group. In that sense, the teachers are a community, and hence they 

collaboratively establish rules and division of labour for using the group, like 

who can make posts or what should one comment. Those elements from 

society and context – rules, community and division of labour – are essential 

parts to be considered in an activity system (Engeström, 1999). By starting out 

from a Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) approach, we can build 

deeper understanding of activities involved inside the Facebook platform. 

Considering Facebook as a multimodal platform, Vygotsky’s ideas on 

written communication are very important for this study, since communication 

between researcher and teachers, and communication among teachers, is 

mostly written and asynchronous. According to Vygotsky (1988), written 

communication is a more elaborated form of communication, in which we 

need to consider the receivers’ background in order to be fully understood 

when writing a message. 

From the CHAT-perspective, we also consider the role of collaboration in 

the development of all the people involved in the process. Collaboration is 

understood as a process of participating in purposive, tool-mediated 
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discourses and knowledge construction. These discourses potentially provide 

opportunities for conflicts, and emphasise the importance of collaboration, 

since it involves the presence of others for the construction and negotiation of 

new meanings. In a collaborative process, people construct together the rules 

and the division of labour for a given activity. All the participants are expected 

to be in a constant learning process and to develop their expertise in 

collaboration with their partners (Liberali, 2009).  

When collaborating with others, one would feel oneself stronger and 

more capable than working alone. According to Magalhães (2011), the 

collaborative process is essential to raise, share and question the participants’ 

senses (meanings and connotations) about a given topic. The process is shaped 

through the construction of shared meanings, that is, people bring their initial 

senses to a discussion, and in this process, new shared meanings can be 

created through those discussions, in such a way that new senses may emerge 

(Vygotsky, 1999).  

In addition, considering the TFC group, the participants should not limit 

their discussions only to the group: what they consider inside that group has 

implications for the schools they work in, and the feedback given by other 

members of the community to the teachers serve as starting point for 

discussions and possible transformations on the research. This approach is 

consistent with CHAT and is called critical-collaborative research (CCR). CCR 

has been widely applied to educational intervention research in Brazil for the 

last 20 years, and is based on the works of Magalhães and her colleagues 

(Cunha Jr., 2015; Magalhães, 1998; Ninin, 2013). 

However, different types of collaboration may emerge from a given 

context. Fullan and Hargreaves (2000) point to comfort collaboration, in which 

people try to collaborate with others in such a way that they do not expose 

themselves to the risks of being criticized or to comments they would not like 

to have. Another kind of collaboration is the complementary collaboration, 

where the work is characterized by a division of labour based on 

complementary expertise, disciplinary knowledge, roles and temperament 

(John-Steiner, 2000, p. 198).  

In our case, we are interested in yet another kind of collaboration, which 

promotes the development of critical engagements among the participants 

during the whole research project since, on a theoretical basis, we expect that 

this will encourage the participants to innovate their communicative activities. 

In our data analysis, we mainly concentrate on the changes that occurred 
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along the process in the organization of the community, including its ways of 

communicating, because of teacher’s collaboration on Facebook.  

Research methods and methodology: online critical collaborative research 

Set up of the study 

Our longitudinal case-study began in mid-2012 and is part of the research 

project titled "Social Networks: integrating new technologies to secondary 

education in Brazil", involving 43 teachers and more than 1000 students. There 

is yet not so much known about the long-term dynamics of the integration of 

digital technologies in secondary education and its effects on the evolution of 

communicative activity. That is why we decided to explore the situation for 

two years in a case-study. The first author of this article is the filed researcher 

in this study. In that group of 43 teachers, members share their experiences on 

the use of digital technology among themselves, reporting their experiences 

with their own group of students on Facebook. Within those groups, teachers 

work in many ways, using videos, images, texts, so to complement what they 

are teaching in classes. In order to participate and monitor the discussions, the 

researcher is also a participant in all the groups.  

In that broader research project, we plan to focus on three different 

issues regarding online critical collaboration. First, in the group of 43 teachers 

we explore why and how communication evolves and how collaboration 

emerges from the interactions among teachers. Second, from the groups of 

teachers/students we focus on the role of the teachers in those groups and 

how these teachers perceive changes in their classes when using online 

groups. Third, we explore how students from the groups of teacher-students 

perceive improvements or changes after using the groups. The present article 

only reports on the first issue. 

Recruiting participants for the study 

Initially, the researcher invited some teachers who were familiar with SNS 

and already with a profile on Facebook, from schools he worked at before, or 

teachers he knew from other places. The main objective for this group was to 

create a critical collaborative group, where teachers presented and discussed 

all their experiences at schools when using digital technology. The privacy 

setting of the group is set as secret, such that only the teachers in the group 

see what is discussed or posted there. 

In order to expand our teachers’ network, after being invited the teachers 

were encouraged to invite other teachers from their schools, or other teachers 
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they knew, who might be interested in such a discussion. Of the 43 teachers of 

the group, the teachers invited 25. In total, 30 are woman and 13 men. 

Considering age, 12 teachers are below 30, 15 are from 31-40 and 16 are older 

than 41 years old. Regarding teaching experience, there are nine teachers with 

3-5 years, eight with 6-10, 11 with 11-15 and 15 with more than 16 years of 

experience. The teachers in the group were from Minas Gerais and São Paulo, 

two states from the Southeast of Brazil, an economically developed region. 

Procedure 

After the group was formed, the participants of TFC group started the 

discussions about teachers’ experiences of using SNS at schools, on the group’s 

timeline. All the participants, including the researcher, are supposed to be 

involved actively and creatively in the entire process, evaluating and 

reconstructing the investigated shared practice according to their needs. The 

researcher has the role of deepening the discussions and stimulating the 

participants to interact by asking questions or commenting what is done by the 

other subjects. Thus, the participants are required to reflect not only on what 

they are doing, but also on what all the other participants are doing and 

discuss it, so all the participants are responsible for co-building the research 

design (Ninin, 2013). By doing so, the best possible practice under the given 

circumstances is constituted for the researcher to validly answer his research 

questions. In the group, the participants post and discuss what the colleagues 

are doing with their students. In addition, they post texts, videos or any other 

material that might help the other teachers to deal with digital technology at 

schools.  

Data-sources  

The data for the study presented here consist of the posts on the TFC 

group, and two online questionnaires responded to by the teachers at 

different moments. All data presented in this article were produced online, 

with no physical contact among the researcher and the teachers, and 

translated from Portuguese by the first author. The posts from TFC group were 

followed from June/2012 to July/2014. Every six months, a .pdf file of the 

discussions inside that group was generated using a .pdf printing software. 

The first questionnaire was sent to the teachers as a post on the group’s 

timeline on Facebook, in June/2012, with the purpose of identifying the initial 

senses teachers had about SNS, and consisted of the following open questions: 

a) How do you understand Social Networking Sites (SNS)?, b) How do you use 
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SNS?, c) How do you think students use digital communication?, and d) How to 

make possible the use of such a tool inside classrooms? 

The second questionnaire was sent as a private message on Facebook in 

December/2013 to every teacher in the group. This change of strategy was 

decided because some teachers (30% of participants) did not reply to the first 

questionnaire. Thus, the answers had to be returned directly to the researcher. 

The questionnaire consisted of the following open questions: a) What are the 

difficulties that you, as a teacher, have about the use of digital technology with 

your students?, b) How can every teacher contribute to this group of teachers 

on Facebook?, c) What are students’ opinions about using or not using SNS at 

schools?, and d) How do you believe the use of SNS can contribute on 

teaching-learning in your area? The response rate was 90%. 

Methods of analysis 

In this study, we analysed the posts from TFC group according to socio-

discursive interactionism (Bronckart, 1999) and from a conversational analysis 

perspective (Kerbrat-Orecchioni, 2006). Besides, we analysed other 

multimodal features from the posts. The categories used for analysis are 

summarized in Table 1. 

First, we coded who made the post and who commented to the posts 

(using teachers’ names) using Atlas.Ti. Subsequently, the posts were coded by 

date of occurrence and by the period of the day teachers interacted (morning, 

afternoon, evening), and the number of participants who saw or liked the 

posts and comments in the group (seen by #, and like button are displayed 

below every post on Facebook). For the conversational perspective, the 

comments were counted and classified in initiative/responsive categories in 

order to trace who started the discussions or participated on them. These 

characteristics enabled us to trace the progress of the discussions inside the 

TFC group and how they evolved in time. After categorizing the posts, we 

analysed how the group interactions evolved in time. We defined all the 

comments and discussions triggered by the posts in the TFC group as group 

interactions.  

The responses to the questionnaires were classified according to their 

thematic content, and analysed in terms of discourse positioning, that is, which 

person is responsible for what is said. This analysis allowed us to understand 

how collaboration developed in the TFC group. 
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Table 1. Categories of data analysis 

Posts 
1. Who makes the post Teachers (by name) or researcher 
2. Post commented by Teachers (by name) or researcher 
3. Date and number of occurrence Posts were classified by date of occurrence, considering also the 

day of the week, and counted by period 
4. Seen by and Likes The number of people who saw or liked a given post  
5. Types of comments Initiative or responsive. Initiative comments are comments that 

introduce a new thematic content to a discussion. Responsive 
comments are comments which respond to a given thematic 
content 

Questionnaires 
6. Thematic content Thematic content is the main theme that emerges from a given 

discourse. There were no previous categories established by the 
researcher. 

7. Discourse positioning The discursive positioning indicates if a person feels himself 
responsible for the activity or if he transfers the responsibility 
to another person. By using different pronouns (I/you/he), the 
speaker takes responsibility for something or transfers the 
responsibility for what is said to another person. 

 

Ethical consideration 

In this study, all the participants were volunteers and free to leave the 

project at any time. Their privacy was ensured by anonymity and no personal 

information was used in this study. In addition, an informed consent was given 

by the teachers for research purposes. The research project was also approved 

by the Ethics Committee of Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. 

Quality assurance 

To ensure the quality of our data sources, collection procedures, and of 

our findings and conclusions, different data sources and methods were used. 

In this study we used the data from the posts and questionnaires, and applied 

multimodal and conversational analysis. For data analysis, a second interpreter 

was used. The coding scheme (Appendix 2) was explained to the second 

interpreter via Skype meeting (see Appendix 1).  

After returning the coded file, Skype meetings were conducted in order to 

discuss the cases in which divergences between the researcher and second 

interpreter occurred. The coding scheme was extensively discussed with the 

supervisors, so they could also collaborate to further development of the 

analysis. Finally, the manuscript was submitted to two professors for peer-

review before submission to the journal. 

 

 



Chapter 2 

31 

Findings 

As stated in the Set up of this study, the findings described below describe 

why and how communication evolves and how collaboration emerges from the 

interactions among teachers. We draw our findings based on two 

questionnaires responded to by the teachers, as well as from TFC group. 

Findings from the questionnaires 

From the first questionnaire, when asked how teachers understand SNS, 

most teachers answered: a place for establishing relationship among friends 

(26%), followed by interaction among all users (20%), sharing and transmitting 

information (13,5% each). Teachers also perceived SNS as an extension of real 

life, a way of facilitating communication, a place for entertainment (7% each), 

but also as a way of wasting time (5%). In relation to how teachers use SNS, the 

answers were also related to entertainment and to be in contact with other 

people.  

Considering the student’s use of digital communication, the teachers 

guessed that students only use SNS for leisure and to share pictures or movies. 

In response to how to make possible the use of SNS at schools, we concluded 

that some teachers felt it was not a good idea to use them at schools, but most 

of them saw the space as an opportunity to extend their contacts with 

students outside schools. For them it would be a space for sending homework, 

texts, or extra materials related to what they are discussing inside class. 

Besides fulfilling the institutional need for using digital media, as proposed by 

the Brazilian National Guidelines (Brasil, 2000), teachers found a new motive 

for using Facebook groups: improving communication with students. 

From the second questionnaire, when considering the difficulties about 

using digital technologies, teachers highlighted that they did not face big 

problems when talking to the students about its use at schools. However, 

some teachers indicated that although they knew how to use SNS, they did not 

know how to explain to the students how to use them. Another problem raised 

by the teachers from our group on Facebook was that some teachers from 

their schools were reluctant to accept using digital media with students. There 

were also technical problems, like instabilities in the network for accessing 

Internet in some places in Brazil, especially in places in rural areas. 

Teachers were also asked how they could contribute to TFC group, and 

we observed that while most of the teachers (80%) had the idea that they 

needed to share their experiences with using digital technology in the TFC 
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group, they pointed out that they should interact more with the other 

teachers, and that they were not doing that in practice. 

When asked about their views on students’ opinions about using or not 

using SNS at schools, all the teachers argued that the students did not know 

how to make appropriate use of it in schools and that some students were also 

reluctant to accept rules when using SNS. However, teachers again highlighted 

that using Facebook would be an opportunity for collaborating and improving 

communication with students. In relation to how SNS could contribute to 

teaching-learning, all teachers agreed that the possibility of using other 

resources, often not available at schools, like links to videos, images or texts, 

made it easier for students to understand what is taught at school. The 

teachers also pointed out that the use of SNS with students would be a good 

opportunity to show the community, that is, students’ parents or relatives, 

what they do at schools. 

Findings from the analysis of the posts  

Of the posts on TFC, we considered all 36 posts on the group’s timeline. 

The posts were made by teachers and the researcher, from June/2012 to 

July/2014.  

From the posts of the first year of the research (from June/2012 to 

June/2013), TFC was used for discussing practical issues on how to use 

Facebook, for instance how to add students who were not teachers’ “friends 

on Facebook” to the groups of teacher-students, or how to share different 

media in the groups. In addition, during that first period, teachers used the 

group to establish the first rules on how to use the groups of teacher-students. 

During the second year (from July/2013 to July/2014), TFC was used mainly for 

presenting what was done by students in the groups of teacher-students and 

to reorganize the rules for the activities considering suggestions made by 

students. 

Our analysis on how the interactions evolved in time revealed a surprising 

result. After an increase of interactions at the beginning of the research, the 

number of interactions fell over time. Here we considered also the average of 

participants following the discussions in every post. In the four periods 

considered in our timeline, July-December/2012, January-June/2013, July-

December/2013 and January-June/2014, we observed an increase in the 

number of interactions and in the number of posts from Period 1 to 2, and 

then a decrease from Period 2 to 4. Meanwhile, the views per post were the 
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only feature with a stable number in the first period, but also presenting a 

decrease in the last two periods (see Figure 1). 

Within the 36 posts in the group, we also analysed how the interactions 

started. The researcher turned out to be the main responsible for initiating the 

topics, with 44 initiative comments, and the other teachers were responsible 

for 21 initiative comments. In addition, the researcher had a considerable 

number of responsive comments (28 comments), against 38 of the other 

teachers.  

 

Figure 1. Progress of interactions in the TFC group over a 2-year period 

It is important to highlight that from a CCR, as described by Magalhães 

(1998), the researcher is also an active participant in the discussions. That is, 

the researcher is not only an observer (such as an ethnographer), but should 

be responsible for triggering new discussions and engaging the other 

participants into those discussions. 

Another finding relevant to this study is that the teachers mostly use 

Facebook in the evening, at night, and during the weekends. Most of the posts 

on the group were commented on during the weekends, when teachers have 

free time to answer. This might explain the low number of interactions, since 

teachers may want to use their free time for other purposes than discussing 
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things related to work. For that reason, the posts published on Fridays were 

more likely to be seen or commented on by other teachers.  

So far, we have discussed some general characteristics of the TFC group in 

a 2-year period based on quantitative descriptors. For a deeper understanding 

of the process, however, a qualitative analysis of the teachers’ interpretations 

of events and attribution of meanings is needed. We will discuss the data from 

a qualitative point of view in more detail in the next section. 

Findings from qualitative data analysis  

The answers to the first questionnaire showed that most teachers were 

not concerned about the possibility of collaborating with other teachers in the 

beginning of the intervention project, which is the focus of this study. In their 

answers to the questions of this questionnaire, the teachers expressed their 

initial senses about SNS. For more than 80% of the teachers, the SNS were 

spaces for “sharing information in different ways”, or “a place for interacting 

with other people”.  

From the perspective of the Cultural-Historical Activity Theory, those 

answers express the value of a given object for the person in his everyday life 

(van Oers, 2012). Those values are expressed through meanings, that is, the 

personal meanings words have for the person, which may vary according to 

the social activity people are involved in (Newman & Holzman, 2004). By 

discussing (and collaborating) with other teachers, the teachers attribute new 

meanings to the activities, which may become (or not) a shared meaning for 

the group. 

In addition, teachers suggested new possibilities for using Facebook. One 

teacher, for instance, wrote “I believe the use of Facebook would be possible 

at schools if we [teachers] discuss with the students the ways for using them”. 

Following Magalhães (2011), this can be seen as an initial movement toward 

critical collaboration, since the teachers want to establish the rules for using 

SNS with the students, and not for or by the students.  

From the answers of the second questionnaire, the teachers kept a 

defensive position, that is, they gave the responsibility of the problems to the 

other teachers in the group. When one teacher from our group on Facebook 

wrote “some teachers are reluctant”, according to Kerbrat-Orecchioni (2006), 

we can infer two main meanings in that utterance: first, the use of some might 

mean I (the teacher), in a way that he/she does not want to work with that; 

and second, that the problem is the other person. By transferring the 

responsibility to the other, the teacher exempts himself/herself from being an 



Chapter 2 

35 

active participant in the groups, becoming a mere spectator in the activity. 

From that example we could observe, following Bronckart (1999), the 

distinction between the first person perspective (I and we) and the third 

person perspective (he or they).  

In another example, one of the teachers from the group wrote, “they 

should share what they are doing”. In this case, the teacher is concerned with 

what the others are doing and does not consider what she is doing herself, 

since the teacher who suggested the others to make more contributions to the 

group, did not make any suggestions in the group on Facebook. 

In this excerpt, one teacher stated “the problem is that students don’t 

accept it [rules]. They [students] like technologies, but they don’t accept the 

rules for using them inside classroom.” When teachers use the pronoun they 

to refer to the students, instead of using I or we, according to Kerbrat-

Orecchioni (2006), the teachers are keeping distance from the problem, and 

giving students the responsibility for mistakes or possible failures. Rules, 

according to Engeström (2015), play a fundamental role in the constitution of 

every activity. In this case, if the rules are not explicitly put, or constructed 

together with the students, teachers feel they will not succeed in working with 

technology with their students.  

Teachers provided another shared insight when they agreed that the use 

of SNS is a way of linking the community they live in to the school. One teacher 

stated “it [Facebook] can be a tool where parents also participate in what is 

done at school”.  

The findings related to time of the posts suggest that teachers are 

working by themselves, at home, since all of them teach in Secondary 

Education level, which is common in the mornings in Brazil. It also suggests 

that the teachers do not work together inside schools, where they might 

discuss and learn about how to use digital media at schools. According to 

Datnow & Park (2009), teachers need a specific time at schools to build such 

collaborative spaces and to plan, share, evaluate, and construct together with 

the other teachers of the school opportunities for improving their own skills 

related to technology. 

Considering the interactions inside the TFC group (see Figure 2), during 

the first year of the study, we observed an increasing engagement of the 

participants. The decrease in the second year is understood in two ways: on 

the one hand, from post intervention chat messages on Facebook, it turned 

out that five teachers who stopped following the group had not actually left it. 
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They argued that they did not have time to combine the use of an online 

platform with the demands they faced at schools, or with any incentive from 

the schools in which they work to continue in the TFC group. They further 

agreed that if they had time available for that they would use the online 

groups more often. On the other hand, three teachers who were not 

interacting in TFC group reported that they were spending their time with the 

groups of students, which is another focus of our research project, and two 

teachers were working with a new group of teachers in their schools.  

Another issue about the interactions in TFC to be considered is that the 

teachers tend to see the researcher as the main collaborator in the group. All 

the tensions and conflicts posed by the teachers are expected to be solved by 

the researcher. From a critical-collaborative perspective, the teachers need to 

take the responsibility for enabling the creation of new possibilities for the 

resolution of the tensions or conflicts among the teachers themselves, without 

the interference of the researcher.  

From post-intervention chat messages with ten teachers, we noticed that 

teachers from two different schools started a group on Facebook for the 

teachers in their schools, to work with them in a similar way as proposed by 

our study. According to those teachers, having a group inside the school would 

be easier for them to exchange their experiences with digital media, since they 

could combine both online and face-to-face discussions at schools. In addition, 

the schools provided them part of the mandatory weekly meetings at schools 

for those teachers to discuss the use of digital technology. One of these 

schools even created a Facebook page, where parents and students follow up 

what is done in that school.  

After an increasing number of collaborations, it was gratifying to see that 

some schools endorsed the use of Facebook after the intervention was 

finished, thus autonomously expanding the use of Facebook beyond the initial 

conditions of the intervention. Figure 2 summarizes this process. The vertical 

line in the middle separates the focus of this study to new events that were 

triggered by it. As a critical-collaborative research, the use of the group 

enabled the participants to act in their communities and create new activities 

based on what was done previously. 
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Figure 2. Evolution of communication in the TFC group 

Discussion and Conclusions 

Going beyond TFC group 

In this article, we presented an explorative longitudinal case-study about 

the use of Facebook by teachers. From our first research aim – why on how 

teachers used the TFC group as a collaborative space – we observed that 

teachers pointed out that the main need for using groups on Facebook at 

schools would be to optimize communication with students. Teachers were 

also aware that they are supposed to use such digital technologies, as 

described by Brasil (2000), but they also pointed out that students are very 

important in the process of implementing such tools at schools. That concern 

goes as described by Cunha Jr. (2016), who highlights the students as an 

important stakeholder for the success of a school intervention project. 

From the collaborative perspective, the predominant kind of 

collaboration developed by the teachers is what Fullan and Hargreaves (2000) 

call comfort collaboration, which means that the teachers somehow 

participate and collaborate with others but avoid taking risks or being criticized 

by the others. In addition, the possibilities for staying connected to the 

Internet impacted in the construction of the collaborative process. Moreover, 

the teachers still see the researcher as the one who can solve all the problems 
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in the group. This may explain the biggest number of initiative/responsive 

comments of the researcher in the discussions inside the group. It was an 

attempt to make the other teachers engaged in the activity and to give them 

responsibility to solve a given topic and to avoid the comfort collaboration 

inside TFC group. 

In order to answer the second research aim, regarding the evolution of 

communication in the TFC group, we conclude that, firstly, the creation of a 

critical collaborative environment is not a matter of simply connecting 

teachers online. It demands time from the participants and requires them to 

be fully engaged in this process, like suggested by Magalhães (1998).  

In addition, the multiplicity of contexts was quite difficult to be 

understood by the participants and it suggested that only being connected 

with other teachers is not a productive strategy by itself. This was 

corroborated by the findings presented in Figure 1, in which we observed a 

decrease of interactions after the second period considered in this study. The 

teachers must have a common shared object to pursue (Engeström, 

Nummijoki, & Sannino, 2012) so they really construct something. In the widely 

connected society we live in, people tend to see the web-based connection as 

the only way of living, and maybe it is not the only case. We are all connected, 

but we must learn how to make the proper use of it.  

However, we could observe transformations on the communities of the 

research participants. While the work in the TFC group was not sufficient to 

create a strong online collaborative workspace for teachers, it did enable the 

teachers to create stronger small groups in their communities to continue their 

discussions about the use of digital tools at schools. In addition, the changes in 

the meetings at the schools, and the availability of time for discussing the use 

of online tools, caused by three teachers from TFC, were a positive result of 

this study. This may also explain the decrease in the number of posts as TFC. 

Although we could not achieve critical collaboration among teachers, as 

suggested by Magalhães (2011), we suggest that CCR can still be seen as 

suitable methodology for educational studies, since it enabled some of the 

participating teachers to create on their own initiative new online groups for 

discussion in their schools, in which they collaborated critically with each 

other. That highlights how teachers are strongly influenced by their cultural-

historical contexts, and still require face-to-face meetings with the colleagues 

in order to implement changes in the school settings. The process described in 

Figure 2 supports this claim: the teachers who worked in the same school were 
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able to create new groups on Facebook and to discuss its practical implications 

for educational issues either face-to-face or online. 

According to Magalhães (1998), research conducted under the CCR 

approach would result in transformations of the activities, in a way that all 

participants work collectively. However, Parrilla (2004) argues that every 

transformations in an educational setting are slow, and take time, so they do 

not immediately create expressive tensions in the school context. Thus, still 

according to Parrilla, it would be necessary to set up a longer follow-up period 

to analyse the possible transformations in this given virtual context because of 

the interventions. 

Based on this study, we tentatively list some requirements that teachers, 

and all school personnel, should consider when working with SNS groups: 
• Be committed and engaged in the group; 

• Take time to discuss with the colleagues; 

• Plan, apply, evaluate and reconstruct the digital activities based on feedback 
from students and other teachers; 

• Expose what teachers are doing to the other teachers in the school;  

• Criticize the other’s comments. 

Our study has, however, some limitations too. Since this study was 

undertaken in two of the most economically developed states in Brazil, we 

cannot generalize our findings. Even in this scenario, it was hard to conduct 

this study. Considering that there is a lack of resources in most of schools in 

Brazil, especially in the north and northwest regions, it will take time until a 

massive online connection between teachers/students take place.  

Another limitation can be observed from the small number of interactions 

inside the TFC group According to Senge (2009), it takes time and commitment 

to really reach a level of collaboration among the participants. Senge also 

argues that teaching is among the most individualistic professions, which leads 

to a lack of commitment in collaborative activities. Nonetheless, we observed 

collaborative patterns emerging in posts with more than five 

initiative/responsive comments. 

In our study, it turned out that teachers and students from public schools 

are trying to implement new uses of digital technology, even in 

underprivileged contexts. Our results suggest that it is plausible to assume that 

the online interactions between teachers and students are of high relevance 

for educational innovation and research. More attention should be paid to it in 

the years to come. 
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Abstract 

This paper reports on how teachers, from different cities in Brazil, used groups 

on Facebook and how communication between teachers and students was 

affected by using such groups. This study is framed under the Cultural-

Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) perspective, and is conceived from a 

methodological background that invites participants to collaborate during the 

research. We examined posts from the groups on Facebook from 

February/2013 to June/2014 by a qualitative approach, including some 

quantification of part of the data, and analysed responses to a questionnaire 

for teachers by the end of the research. Our findings suggest the teachers used 

the groups for different purposes, which led to more communication between 

teachers and students – online and in-classroom – and in students’ 

engagement in the classrooms.  

 

Keywords: collaboration, teacher/student communication, online interaction, 

engagement. 
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Teachers and Facebook: using online groups to enhance students’ 

communication and engagement in education 

 

Many teachers and students are familiar with using digital media, for 

instance, Facebook for private communication (Cunha Jr., Van Oers, & 

Kontopodis, 2016) and for participating in groups. The familiarity with the use 

of groups on Facebook opens the possibility for teachers to create groups for 

educational purposes (Charlton et al., 2012; Hewitt & Forte, 2006), in order to 

discuss themes related to classroom practices with their students. According to 

Bowman and Akcaoglu (2014), the connection between teachers and students 

provided by Facebook can potentially be an addition to learning environments 

were students’ engagement is limited by the lack of communication between 

teachers and students. 

Although there are several studies that demonstrate the educational 

potential of Facebook, there are still several research gaps. First, such studies 

have been mostly conducted with college and university students (Alagoz, 

2013; Ledbetter & Finn, 2013; Oldmeadow, Quinn, & Kowert, 2012; Wan, 

Wang, & Haggerty, 2008), because of which the educational potential for 

teachers and students in elementary and secondary education remains 

unclear. Second, they focus on pre-service teachers (Chen, Liao, Chen, & Lee, 

2011; Hou, 2015; Tseng & Kuo, 2014; Yeh, 2010). Thus, there is a lack of 

studies focusing on the use of Facebook in other educational levels, like 

elementary or secondary schools, and the lack of studies concerned with the 

use of online technology among teachers who are already working at schools. 

The present study aims to fill these gaps by addressing how secondary 

school teachers use Facebook groups with their students, which provide 

educators with a platform to move beyond the traditional teaching model. 

According to Freire (1970), in the traditional teaching model, so-called banking 

education, the teacher is the one with knowledge and students are the ones 

who learn. By using Facebook groups, teachers and students have the 

opportunity to become partners in learning, not only for a given moment, but 

also for longer times, having the possibility of creating a sustained community 

of learners, that is, a community in which the participants use such tools 

regularly and autonomously. In addition, that sustained process enables the 

integration of digital technology in a meaningful and intentional way at schools 

(Noteborn, Dailey-Hebert, Carbonell, & Gijselaers, 2014), resulting in a 

potential effective addition to learning (Bowman & Akcaoglu, 2014). 
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The study described in the present paper was conducted in Brazil. Here, 

most public secondary education schools are not equipped with digital 

resources (OECD, 2014), and, where they are available, there are not enough 

to be used by all the students. Therefore, we chose to use Facebook because 

most teachers and students already have an account on that network, are 

familiar with its functional aspects (Cunha Jr., Van Oers, et al., 2016), and can 

use their own mobile devices to participate in the groups.  

In order to understand the effects of the use of Facebook groups on 

communication between teachers and students, we ask the following 

questions: (1) how do teachers use groups on Facebook with students?, (2) 

how does communication between teacher–students evolve during the 

process of using such groups?, and (3) what are teachers’ perceptions 

concerning the engagement of students in the discussions, online and in the 

classroom? 

In this study, we conceive of the groups of teacher–students on Facebook 

as a space that provides students and teachers with the opportunity to form a 

sustained community of scholars and learners who engage in a collaborative 

activity in which they explore ways of improving communication (Bowman & 

Akcaoglu, 2014). On the one hand, the participants in this communicative 

activity follow shared rules about what/how/when to make posts or 

comments, while on the other hand they still have some freedom to create 

new possibilities for working in the given group, and for collaborating with 

others. In such processes, new rules are often negotiated, resulting in more 

engaged participants in the activities in that group (van Oers, 2013b). 

Considering the social aspect of human communication, which is also 

present in social networking sites (SNS), Freire (1967) highlights humans as a 

being of relationships, who are not only in the world, but with the world, in a 

plural relationship with it. In that relationship, man is able to transform the 

world. As transformative beings, “people produce not only material goods, but 

also social institutions, ideas and concepts” (Freire, 1970, p. 101). That 

transformative process takes place through activities, which consist of 

(reflective) actions. Thus, it is essential to participate in the activities with 

critical awareness of everyone’s role as subjects of transformation. In this 

manner, Freire draws attention to transformative education, which means that 

the teacher is not the one who merely teaches, but also the one who is taught 

in dialogue with the students, and while being taught also teaches. By using 
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SNS, teachers are able to discuss with and learn from the students, for instance 

with respect to how to better use digital media in classrooms. 

Cultural-historical activity theory and Facebook 

In order to understand those transformations, this study is framed within 

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory—CHAT (Engeström, 1987; Leontiev, 1978; 

Vygotsky, 1999). which conceives of human communication and 

transformation in a similar way as Freire described above. The CHAT approach 

provides us with the theoretical concepts that enable us to understand the 

implications of how mediational tools, in this case digital technology, tend to 

change human activities and educational practices. According to van Oers 

(2013a), human development should be considered as a process based on 

interpersonal interactions with the help of cultural tools in a given socio-

historical context. According to the author, every tool-mediated human activity 

can be characterized on the basis of the level of involvement of the actors, the 

type of rules, and the degrees of freedom that are allowed to the participants 

for making choices. That is, although teachers and students follow rules for the 

activities, they still have some freedom to change or adapt those rules to their 

needs. All sociocultural activities can be carried out in such a way that the 

participants respect the rules of a given activity, while they enjoy some 

degrees of freedom for the interpretation and use of rules, tools and goals, and 

are deeply engaged in the activity (van Oers, 2013b). 

From this CHAT perspective, we consider the groups on Facebook as 

having an environment enriched with mediating tools for communication and 

learning. Being a collaborative environment, to a certain extent it allows the 

subjects in the groups to be free to act and interfere collaboratively in the 

research, being responsible also for reflecting, evaluating, and reconstructing 

the research work according to the needs of a given activity. This approach 

calls attention to four main aspects in the research process: (1) starting point, 

with a real-life problem of the participants; (2) process, in which the contents 

and the course of the intervention are subject to negotiation, giving autonomy 

of decision to the participants; (3) outcome, with locally appropriate solutions 

and potential for enhancing agency among the participants; and (4) the 

researcher’s role, acting as a stimulator for discussions in the groups. 

From such collaborative perspective, all the stakeholders are considered 

as subjects and (within limits) free to act within the research. Thus, the 

subjects of the study are not limited to only being research objects: in our case 

the groups of teacher–students on Facebook. The actions inside those groups 
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may impact on other teachers and students from the schools who are not 

participating in the research study, in a way that possible feedback from them 

is used as a starting point for discussions and transformations of the given 

research (Cunha Jr., Van Oers, et al., 2016), and also impacts the other 

members of that community.  

As suggested by Magalhães (1998), collaboration is a central issue: all the 

participants should be researchers of their actions. Mediated by language, the 

participants are involved in the activity and have the possibility to talk, 

question other’s ideas, and ask for clarification, constructing a process of 

shared evaluation and reorganization of practices (Magalhães, 2011, p. 36). 

Considering that SNSs rely heavily on peer interactions and collaboration, a 

study on SNS requires a methodological approach that enables us to 

understand how interactions and collaboration between the participants 

develop over time. Such a research methodology is called critical collaborative 

research (discussed in detail in the next section), which has been widely used 

in educational contexts in Brazil for the last 20 years (Cunha Jr., 2015; Liberali, 

2009; Magalhães, 2011), and is also used in the present study as the main 

assumptions of this methodology are compatible with CHAT-tenets . 

Research setting 

Context of research 

This study started in February 2013 and was part of a research project 

involving 43 teachers and more than 500 students from the three last grades 

of secondary education. The research project consisted of a group of teachers 

on Facebook (TFS), in which the teachers could discuss how to better use 

digital technology at schools (Cunha Jr., Van Oers, et al., 2016); and every 

teacher from the TFS group could have groups to work with their students. 

These teacher–students groups could be used by teachers and students, for 

instance, as a complement to what was discussed in class or as a warming up 

to what would be discussed in the following class. This study reports on the 

communicative process that occurred inside five groups of teacher-students. 

The use of groups on Facebook started as a way of improving 

communication between teachers–students and as an alternative to cope with 

the lack of technological tools at schools in Brazil. Moreover, students 

frequently requested the use of digital tools at schools. For this study, teachers 

and students used only devices of their own, and, as a result, they were not 

dependent on the resources available (or not) at schools. 
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Procedures and participants 

The first author of this study was the field researcher and will be referred 

to from now on as the researcher. The researcher posted a question on the TFS 

group asking teachers which of them would be interested in creating groups on 

Facebook for working with students. Five teachers volunteered to create the 

groups and to be studied by the researcher. 

The five teachers were aged 26 to 34, being three men and two women, 

with more than five years of experience in teaching. Three of them were from 

small cities in the state of Minas Gerais and the other two were from the 

metropolitan area of São Paulo. All of them taught in public secondary 

education schools. The researcher was also a participant in the five groups, in 

order to follow up what was done inside those groups. The 385 students who 

participated in the five teachers’ groups were aged 14–18 years. Below, we will 

refer to the groups as G1-Biology, G2-Sciences, G3-History, G4-English and G5-

Portuguese. Table 1 gives an overview of the groups’ organization.  

On Facebook, the groups were labelled using the subject matter and 

teacher’s name, for instance, Biologia Professor X (Biology Teacher X). The 

researcher suggested that the teachers start working with one classroom per 

group, but teachers were free to choose the students to work with: two 

teachers worked with only one class and the other three worked with more 

than one class in the same group. After the groups of teacher–students were 

formed, they started to post links to texts, videos, and pictures about what 

they had discussed at school, and as a classroom agenda. Both teachers and 

students could post on the groups, and the posts considered are for this study 

are from January 2013 to June 2014. Together with the researcher, the 

teachers agreed that they would have no strict limits for posting, giving them 

flexibility and autonomy to choose the most appropriate moment for starting a 

discussion in the groups. 
 

Table 1. Teachers and groups’ structure overview 

Group Curricular 
Subject 

Teacher’s 
age and 
sex 

Teacher’s 
experience 
(in years) 

Location 
of the 
school 

Classes 
per 
week 

Number 
of 
students 

Number of 
classrooms 
in the 
group 

Grade 
(US as 
reference) 

G1-Biology Biology 26/male 5 Minas 
Gerais 

2 22 1 10 

G2-Sciences Sciences 30/female 8 Minas 
Gerais 

2 220 7 8-9 

G3-History History 26/female 5 Minas 
Gerais 

2 33 1 10 

G4-English EFL 30/male 9 São 
Paulo 

2 77 3 12 

G5-Portuguese Portuguese 34/male 10 São 
Paulo 

6 33 1 11-12 
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All the participants in this study were volunteers and their privacy was 

ensured. Teachers and students were aware of the research purposes of the 

groups and were free to leave the groups at any moment. In addition, an 

informed consent was given by the teachers and by the parents of the 

students. This research was also approved by the Ethics Committee of Vrije 

Universiteit Amsterdam. 

Data sources 

The data reported in this study were drawn from three sources. First, we 

used the posts from the groups of teacher–students from January 2013 to June 

2014; second, a questionnaire with open-ended questions was administered to 

the five teachers previously mentioned, by the end of 2014; and third, 

individual chat logs with the teachers were saved. All the data were in 

Portuguese and translated by the researcher. 

Posts from the groups of teacher–students 

The posts were submitted by teachers, students, and researcher from 

February 2013 to June 2014. In order to collect and store the data, we 

generated a .pdf file from the groups every six months. From those posts, we 

analysed how participants interacted during the research. 

Online questionnaire 

The questionnaire was developed by the researcher and used to 

understand the teachers’ perspectives about how they used the groups and 

how it impacted on their students. It consisted of seven open-ended questions: 

(a) What other technological resources, besides the group on Facebook, are 

you using with the students? (b) What do students usually comment about 

using the group on Facebook? (c) What could be done in order to have more 

engagement of students in the activities inside the group? (d) Why did you 

choose to work with one or more classes in your group? (e) What is your 

biggest challenge for using digital resources in your school? (f) What benefits 

do you perceive when using digital technologies with your students? (g) How 

do the other teachers from your school perceive this kind of activity in your 

school? 

Chat logs with the teachers 

The chat logs were small conversations with the teachers that occurred 

during the period studied. In those chat logs the teachers could ask the 

research questions or provide feedback about any specific task developed in 

the groups. 
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Methods of analysis 

In the present study, a qualitative approach was adopted, together with 

coding the open-ended qualitative data and comparing their distribution. In 

order to gain understanding of how communication and the use of the groups 

of teacher–students evolved over time we analysed the activities from a CHAT 

perspective. We focused on meanings and on the development of tool-

mediated activities in the groups, considering the involvement of the 

participants, the rules they followed, and the degrees of freedom (van Oers, 

2013b), as well as the process of meaning negotiation (discursive aspects).  

We then classified the posts from the groups of teacher–students. On 

Atlas.Ti, a software for qualitative analysis, we coded the posts from each 

group according to the following categories, which are described in Table 2: (1) 

the date and number of occurrence, (2) the type of post (e.g. the modality), 

and (3) its content (i.e. the theme of the post). For this step of analysis, we 

considered only the main posts of every group.  

In order to analyse the collaborative patterns of the responses to posts 

(comments made by the participants), discursive aspects were considered 

next, following the principles of conversational analysis (Kerbrat-Orecchioni, 

2006) and discursive interactionism (Bronckart, 1999). According to Kerbrat-

Orecchioni (2006), communicative interaction is based on allocution (who says 

what to whom), interlocution (the exchange of words), and interaction itself 

(the influence one speaker has upon another).  

By analysing some of the discursive aspects present in the interactions, 

we are able to identify how collaboration and rules for the activities evolved 

over time. The discursive aspects of the posts that were distinguished are also 

explained in Table 2: (4) who started the post, (5) the enunciate responsibility, 

(6) the type of answer, and (7) how the discussion ended.  

As a second step, the responses from the questionnaires were analysed in 

order to explore the perceptions teachers had regarding the use of the groups 

on Facebook with their students. Third, the chat logs were analysed as a 

supplement to the answers provided by the teachers to the questionnaire. 

Both the questionnaires and chat logs data were gathered in Excel spreadsheet 

files for analysis and interpretation, using the same discursive categories used 

for the analysis of the posts (see Table 2). 
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Table 2. Categories of analysis of the posts 

Posts 
1. Date and number of occurrence Posts were classified by date of occurrence and counted by 

period 
2. Type of posts links to blogs,  

links to external website,  
links to videos,  
images,  
texts,  
uploaded text files,  
texts with images 

3. Content of posts class routine/agenda,  
complement to what is studied in classroom,  
extra-curricular courses for students, 
information about admission exams for universities,  
interdisciplinary themes,  
introduction to new themes before classroom,  
work done by students,  
miscellaneous 

Discursive aspects of the posts 
4. Post initiated by Teacher, Student, Researcher 
5. Enunciate responsibility Who takes responsibility for what is said: teachers, students or 

researcher. By using different pronouns (I/you/he), the speaker 
takes responsibility for something or transfers the 
responsibility for what is said to another person. 

6. Type of answer Simple: does not add new information to what was said before, 
for example, when a person replies “Ok” or “I agree”. 
Complex: expands what is being discussed. For example, a 
person agrees (or disagrees) with what is said, but adds a 
question or another information to the previous enunciate.  

7. Discussion end Concluded discussion: the post has no questions or comments 
without answers. 
Open discussion: the post has a comment without answer or 
solution for a problem. 

 

Quality assurance 

In order to guarantee the quality of our data sources, collection 

procedures, and of our findings and conclusions, multiple data sources (posts 

and questionnaires) and methods (multimodal and discursive) were used. For 

data analysis, a second interpreter, who was a professor of Applied Linguistics, 

was used. The coding scheme (Appendix 3) was explained to the second 

interpreter via Skype meeting (see Appendix 1). After returning the coded file, 

Skype meetings were conducted in order to discuss the cases in which 

divergences between the researcher and second interpreter occurred. The 

coding scheme was extensively discussed with the supervisors, so they could 

also collaborate to further developments of the analysis. Finally, the 

manuscript was submitted to two professors for peer-review before 

submission to the journal. 
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Findings 

Type and content of the posts 

For the type of post, we found seven main categories: links to blogs, links 

to external websites, links to video, images, texts, uploaded text files, and texts 

with images. The most used post was the link to external websites, with 90 

occurrences. This was followed by posts with texts, with 69 occurrences, and 

links to videos, with 29 occurrences. The least used type of post was the link to 

blogs, with only three posts (see Table 3 for all the posts). 

Table 3. Type of posts 

Type of the post G1-
Biology 

G2-
Sciences 

G3-
History 

G4-
English 

G5-
Portuguese 

TOTAL 

Links to external websites - 18 2 66 4 90 
Texts 5 10 9 13 32 69 
Links to videos 5 18 1 4 1 29 
Images - 11 - - 11 22 
Text with images - 7 - - 12 19 
Uploaded text files - 2 - 1 3 6 
Link to blogs - 1 - 1 1 3 
TOTAL: 10 67 12 85 64 238 
 

Considering the content of the posts, they were classified in class 

routine/agenda as: complimenting what was studied in the classroom, extra-

curricular courses for students, information about admission exams for 

universities, interdisciplinary themes, introduction to new themes before class, 

work done by students, and miscellaneous. Our data show that the Class 

routine/agenda and Interdisciplinary themes were the only two categories 

used by all groups. In addition, the only group to present Work done by 

students was G2-Sciences. 

The different Totals can be explained due to the different number of 

weekly classes the teachers have. There are two Biology, History and English 

classes a week; three Science classes a week; and six Portuguese classes a 

week. In addition, the number of students participating in each group also 

influenced the number of posts. However, G4-English presented the highest 

number of posts, which will be explained in the next section. 

Using the groups for different purposes 

In G1-Biology, the teacher used the group mainly to complement what 

was studied in the classroom. That is, he shared links to videos and texts that 

would provide additional information to students about the topic studied in 

class. Without the groups on Facebook, it would not have been possible for the 

teachers to provide that information, due to time constraints or a lack of 
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material resources. From his answers to the questionnaire, the teacher 

indicated that he perceived increased interest from the students during classes 

after he had shared the links to videos and texts. He also stated that the use of 

visual tools such as videos helped students to understand the basic concepts 

studied in Biology. 

In G2-Sciences, the teacher also used the group mainly to complement 

what was studied in the classroom. The teacher made 36 posts out of the 67 

for that group. The teacher used the group in a very interesting way: she 

invited students from grades 8–9, who were from seven different classes, to 

participate in the same online group. Thus, the grade 8 students could see 

what grade nine students were discussing. In the questionnaire, the teacher 

said that she felt this motivated the students in grade 8 with respect to 

sciences, as they would be taught in the next year. In fact, she indicated this 

was the main reason for using the online group. Similarly to G1-Biology, the 

teacher used a considerable number of videos and links to external websites. 

In the questionnaire, she also indicated that the videos and references to other 

texts enabled students to act critically toward what was discussed in 

classroom. 

G3-History differed from the two previous groups: the teacher used 75% 

of her posts mainly for class routine/agenda. In addition, the teacher in G3-

History was one of two teachers who used a post for introducing a new theme 

before class. In the questionnaire, the G3-History teacher explained that using 

the group as a class routine/agenda was a way to optimize time spent for 

organizing the activities in class, since History teaching in Brazil deals with long 

texts. Thus, the teacher was mostly concerned with the organization of 

different activities in class. 

In G4-English, the group was mostly used as a bulletin board. From 85 

posts, 27 posts (32%) were dedicated to information about admission exams 

for universities, and 27 (another 32%) to inform about external courses for 

students. The reason for this use of the group as a bulletin board lies in the 

educational phase of the students–grade 12, which is the final year of 

secondary education. In a chat log, the teacher, who also teaches in a 

vocational school, indicated that he was concerned with the admission exams 

for universities or admission to vocational schools. 

In the last group, G5-Portuguese, the teacher used the group specially to 

inform students about class routine/agenda, having 66 posts (70%) of the 

posts within that theme. In this case, the teacher was a language teacher and 
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had six classes a week with that group, which demanded more organization 

from the teacher regarding the schedule. In those posts, the teacher requested 

students to take materials to schools or to prepare a task before the classes. By 

using the online group in this manner, the teacher could have more time for 

the in-class tasks than before using the groups on Facebook with their 

students, as described by the teacher in a chat log. 

Communication and engagement 

In addition to the groups’ descriptions, we investigated how the 

communicative process evolved over time in the groups by looking at the dates 

that group contributions were posted (summarized in Figure 1a). Four groups 

showed an increase in the number of interactions (posts and comments to the 

posts) during the period studied. The only group that showed a decrease in the 

number of interactions was G4-English. The reason for this decline is that the 

teacher left the school in October 2013. No data are presented for G1-Biology 

for the first period (February 2013 to June 2013) because the teacher started 

working with his group in July 2013. 

From analysing the posts of the groups of teacher–students according to 

the person who initiates the post, 152 were initiated by the teachers, 75 by the 

students, and 11 by the researcher. Although teachers were responsible for 

more than 60% of the total number of posts, it is also interesting to observe 

that the number of posts initiated by teachers decreased over time, as 

described in Figure 1b. 

Figure 1a. Number of interactions by groups. Figure 1b. Number of posts from teachers in 
relation to the total number of posts 
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The decrease in the number of posts from the teachers demonstrates 

that teachers gave the students more responsibility inside the groups. After 

the initial period, the researcher observed that the students had a more active 

role in the groups, since the teachers also gave the students freedom to post 

things related to what was being studied or to start a new topic of discussion 

inside the groups. For this reason, the number of posts started by the teachers 

dropped in the last period considered in this study, while the overall number of 

posts increased. It is important to highlight that this decrease of posts from 

teachers was intentional, so students could act more in the groups.  

The increase in participation of the students within the groups was 

verified by the “seen by” counter on every post on Facebook. The first posts 

presented a 50% “seen by” rate, while the final posts presented a “seen by all” 

rate. Another indicator of students’ engagement was observed from the 

answers to the questionnaires. The teacher from G1-Biology highlighted that 

“the students are more engaged, concentrated and participate more during 

the classes,” while the teacher from G3-History responded that “the students 

also see the groups as a possibility for engaging students that are not 

interested in a given topic.” 

All the teachers who worked with the groups highlighted in the 

questionnaire that students were interacting and participating more in the 

classroom discussions after having a complementary post on Facebook. 

According to one of those teachers, this happens because “they [the teachers] 

become part of the culture that students are used to have.” By giving the 

students some freedom to post and to comment on what was posted by the 

teachers, the participants increased the number of interactions, as shown in 

Figure 1b. The increase in interactions was also possible due to the more 

collaborative environment provided by the groups on Facebook.  

In general, the teachers showed a positive feedback about using online 

groups in the questionnaire and in the chat logs. All of them noticed the 

increasing engagement of the students for the themes studied, and, in some 

cases, there was an interest in gaining extra information about what was being 

studied. The teachers also commented that the students created groups on 

Facebook for other teachers in their schools. In addition, the teachers who 

used the group on Facebook with only one class were able to compare the 

results from the students who were using the online groups with students of 

the same level who were not using them. They highlighted that those students 
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using the online group were more engaged in the studied topics than the other 

classes who were not using it, as witnessed in Figure 1b. 

Discussions 

Answers to research questions 

Regarding our first research question (how do teachers use groups on 

Facebook with students?), we observed that, although teachers used their 

groups for different purposes, two themes were common to all the groups: the 

use of the groups as a “Class routine/agenda” and the “Interdisciplinary 

themes.” We understand the first as a way of optimizing the time spent in 

classroom for planning and organizing the activities proposed by the teachers; 

thus, the teachers have more time in class to help students in matters related 

to the topic studied (Parrilla, 2004). The second goes in the direction of what is 

proposed by the Brazilian National Guidelines for Education (Brasil, 2000; 

2014), which encourages teachers to work in an interdisciplinary way, 

exploring their curricular components together with other teachers. 

These different uses of the groups make sense from a CHAT perspective 

(Leontiev, 1978), as the teachers and their respective student groups may have 

had different needs given the particular educational situation they were in. For 

instance, while the teacher from G1-Biology would share links for reviewing 

content before tests, the teacher from G4-English was sharing links to courses 

or university admission exams with his students. 

Regarding the second research question – how does communication 

between teacher-students evolve during the process of using such groups? – 

we conclude that the use of groups on Facebook optimized communication 

between teacher–students. All five teachers reported in the questionnaire that 

their students started interacting with them more in the classroom. That 

increase in interactions was also reflected in the growing number of average 

posts over time. In that sense, the posts from the teachers lead the students to 

interact more inside classroom, which in turn lead the students to post more 

inside the groups (see Figure 1b). 

An example of how communication was affected was observed in G4-

English: although the teacher left the school he was working in, he kept up the 

group with his former students as a way for keeping them updated about 

external courses, job opportunities, and admission tests for universities. 

Usually, teachers who leave a school in Brazil simply cease all relationships 

with the school they leave. In that case, the use of groups on Facebook 
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enabled a sustained connection between teacher–students. For our third 

research question – what are teachers’ perceptions concerning the 

engagement of students in the discussions, online and in classroom? – we 

concluded that teachers were aware of a higher engagement of their students 

who were part of the groups on Facebook in relation to those students who 

were not part of a group. After one year working with the group on Facebook, 

teachers reported that their students collaborated more with each other, and 

expressed more interest in the topics studied. The teachers’ perceptions of the 

engagement of the students were consistent with the process described in 

Figure 1b teachers’ posts decreased while students’ posts increased. 

Furthermore, we observed in some posts that all the students “saw”1 the 

message from the teacher, which means that the students became more 

engaged in that group. 

According to the teachers, an example of increased students’ engagement 

was that the students started asking other teachers from the school to use 

groups on Facebook as well. Due to the nature of our research setting, 

teachers and students did not only transform themselves in the process, but 

the implications of their transformations also have impacts and transform 

others from the same community. This is consistent with the findings of Lemos 

(2014), who states that sustainable transformations must go beyond the 

research settings to be effective. As suggested by Magalhães (2011), when the 

participants are engaged in the process, and already know each other, the 

collaborative process among them is more likely to happen. 

Another demonstration of increased students’ engagement pertains to 

grading. In the six first months of the research, all the teachers needed to give 

their students extra credits in order to motivate them to participate in the 

Facebook groups. According to Freire (1967), there is a transition period when 

you need to keep a certain tradition until a new rule emerges from the 

context. After the third period described in this study (from November 2013 to 

March 2014), the teachers stopped grading participation. This was a decision 

made by the teachers, together with their students. From that period onward, 

the participation of students in the groups increased, as can be observed from 

Figure 1(b). This situation is characteristic of critical collaborative research, in 

which the rules for the activity are discussed together with the participants, so 

that new rules are collaboratively constructed (Engeström, 2001; Magalhães, 

2011). 
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Collaborating in the groups 

For the development and implementation of the use of groups on 

Facebook with students, collaboration played an important role. Since it was a 

new activity for everyone, teachers were mainly responsible for posting on the 

group wall at the beginning of the research. Gradually, the teachers started 

sharing the responsibilities inside the group with the students, in a way that 

the number of posts initiated by the teachers decreased over time. This can be 

seen as a type of collaborative activity, as pointed out by Magalhães (1998), in 

which people not only work together, or delegate tasks, but they all actually 

share responsibilities and have a voice to make changes in the process. 

In order to come to collaboration inside the groups on Facebook, 

providing the teachers with the freedom to adapt the rules of the activity, as 

proposed by van Oers (2013b), was necessary for the development of the 

activities. Without impositions from the researcher regarding what teachers 

should do in those groups, the teachers gained autonomy and responsibility 

for their groups. In that sense, the teachers were also free to create new rules 

for their groups, so they could expand communication with the students, 

which is essential for any transformation in education (Freire, 1970). Thus, 

teachers began having a central role in the groups, that is, he/she was mainly 

responsible for starting a post, and then this role was slowly transferred to the 

students. 

Collaboration from students is also important, since the interactions 

between teachers and students are changing with the new information and 

communication technologies (ICTs), that is, students bring information from 

different sources to school, and knowledge is no longer only in the power of 

the teachers. Students’ collaboration can be seen as a way to move beyond 

banking education, as suggested by Freire (1970). 

Conclusions 

As discussed in the introduction of this chapter, studies on the 

educational potential of digital tools tend to focus on pre-service teachers 

rather than teachers who are already working at regular schools. In addition, 

the students’ collaboration on implementing changes in educational settings—

in a bottom up process—is typically not considered. The present study aimed 

to fill this gap by describing how teachers used online groups with their 

students, how the online communicative process evolved, and how teachers 

perceive students’ engagement. The use of online groups as a mediation tool 
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enabled the teachers to use different digital materials with their students and 

to enhance classroom discussions about the topics they were studying. 

The present study illustrates the benefits that could be obtained from 

using Facebook groups for educational purposes. In summary, this study 

demonstrates that using SNS at schools implies the engagement of the 

participants to potentially enhance teacher–student communication and 

collaboration, and lead to a sustained community of learners. Making use of 

what was available, that is, teacher’s and students’ own technological devices, 

teachers adjusted the use of the groups to the needs of each group and to the 

particularities of each socio-cultural context, leading to more engagement of 

students and more use of digital technology at schools. 

Admitting the use of groups on Facebook (or another SNS) with students 

is possible almost anywhere in the world; the need for implementing such 

groups may vary from country to country. In our study, we were focused on 

how communication between teacher/students could be enhanced, in order to 

minimize some of the problems faced by the teachers, as described in the 

introduction, and as a possibility of developing a sustained relationship 

between teachers/students. In addition, the critical-collaborative approach 

adopted for using the groups on Facebook in this study implies a horizontal 

construction of the activities, that is, with no imposition from researchers or 

teachers, and considering the educational needs from one context to context. 

Although it was possible for us to observe how the use of Facebook 

groups as a mediational tool potentially impacted on communication between 

teachers and students, this study was limited to only five groups of teacher–

students. In that sense, investigating the use of SNS in a broader educational 

context (and in other educational contexts) opens the possibility for the 

development of future research on this field. 
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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to describe on the basis of our long-term exploratory 

study how students’ agency evolves over time while using groups on Facebook. 

For understanding the activities involved in such groups, this study is framed in 

the Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT). Its methodological perspective – 

Critical Collaborative Research (CCR) – allows all participants to become 

subjects of the (design of the) research, acting as co-authors of the way 

Facebook groups can be implemented in classrooms. This paper focuses on five 

groups of secondary education teacher/students on Facebook, from two 

different regions in southeast Brazil. We did a qualitative analysis including 

some quantification of the longitudinal data, which comprises an online survey 

responded by the students and the posts of the groups from February/2013 to 

June/2014. Our findings suggest that student’s agency can evolve from 

individual agency to collaborative agency while using the groups on Facebook, 

and that such evolution is made possible by our open and many-sided 

educational interactions (which could be studied with the help of CCR). 

 

Keywords: collaborative agency, communication, online groups, secondary 

education, collaboration 
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Students on Facebook: from observers to collaborative agents 

 

Digital communication tools such as Social Networking Sites (SNS) are 

changing our ways of interacting with others (Ishtaiwa & Aburezeq, 2015), and 

are highly integrated in the out-of-school daily life of a student. However, it is a 

challenge for educational settings to profit from the communicative advances 

provided by online tools, especially in developing countries, which still have 

constraints with respect to access to digital technology (Archer, 2005; OECD, 

2014). Although the use of digital technologies is propagated, yet there is 

neither equipment at schools to enable a mass scale use of new media, nor 

enough support for teachers inside the schools. 

Despite this lack of resources, there is a growth in the access to 

broadband and mobile internet connection in Brazil. According to the Getúlio 

Vargas Foundation, there were more than 300 million devices connected to 

the internet in 2015, of which 154 million were smartphones (Exame, 2015). In 

addition, more than 92 million people were connected to Facebook (Facebook, 

2015). Students in urban areas in Brazil are among those who have access to 

SNS via mobile phones with an internet connection (Cunha Jr., van Kruistum, et 

al., 2016; Lee, Kim, & Kim, 2014). 

This lack of relevant equipment and teacher abilities regarding the 

application of SNS is probably to some extent a worldwide phenomenon. 

Hence, we can expect an increase in the number of researchers focusing on 

the use of SNS for educational purposes. For instance, Goodband and his 

colleagues (2012) studied how the use of SNS could enhance communication 

among students, while other researchers were focused in other aspects of the 

use of SNS in the classrooms (Aaen & Dalsgaard, 2016; Prescott et al., 2013; 

Sumuer, Esfer, & Yildirim, 2014). However, in most of the studies on SNS for 

education, the participants are undergraduate students or pre-service 

teachers.  

Thus, there is a potential to explore the use of social networks at other 

educational levels, such as secondary education. Research outcomes in this 

domain would provide opportunities for teachers, who are already working, to 

gain knowledge on working with SNS. Moreover, students can have an 

additional communication channel with their teachers and other students. As 

SNS platforms allow for collaboration among students, their usage could 

furthermore help students become more agentive and collaborative in the 

educational process.  
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The aim of the present study is to gain understanding of how students’ 

agency evolves while using a class group on Facebook, in a context in which 

participants are expected to collaborate with each other. The connection 

between collaboration and agency, as well as how we understand its 

development, will be explained in the following section. 

From agency to collaborative agency 

Many studies have demonstrated how students and teachers become 

agents in the teaching/learning process (Ebrahim, 2011; Goodman & Eren, 

2013; Hilppö et al., 2015; Lindgren & McDaniel, 2012; Mäkitalo, 2016; Siry, 

Wilmes, & Haus, 2016). In such studies, agency is mostly defined by focusing 

on the individual’s perspective. Agency is manifested, for example, in “the 

power that subjects have to choose what happens next” (Lindgren & McDaniel, 

2012), or “the capability of the individual to make a difference to a pre-existing 

state of affairs or course of events” (Giddens, 1986, p. 14).  

In this study, we conceptualize agency as the ability subjects have to 

control their own actions (Laitinen, Sannino, & Engeström, 2016), by wilfully 

and responsibly engaging themselves in an activity, based on their own 

convictions. Such approach to individual agency is important for this study 

since students may act in order to achieve personal goals, for instance 

improving their learning on a specific subject matter. 

Following Miettinen (2010, 2013), we argue that individual agency as it 

has been currently defined, is not enough for the understanding of how 

collective activities transform over time. Starting from the notion of 

‘distributed cognition’ (Salomon, 1997), we assumed that ‘agency’ could also 

be conceived as a distributed phenomenon. We adopted Miettienen’s notion 

of collaborative agency, since it enabled us to understand how people develop 

new activities together. According to Miettinen, collaborative agency arises 

when two or more people with different types of expertise work together to 

solve a problem they could not solve alone, resulting in a new product or 

service. For him, this process happens when one person who has expertise in 

one area (e.g., an engineer) depends on another person from a different field 

(e.g., a surgeon), so they combine what they know acting collaboratively. For 

instance, the engineer and the surgeon would combine their knowledge in 

order to develop a robot for conducting remote surgeries.  

In this article, we understand collaborative agency as a collective 

capability of a community in which actors pool their goals, knowledge and 

abilities to work together to find a solution for a given collective problem, 
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while being able to apply or transpose that solution beyond the initial group to 

another activity in collaboration with peers. Together with other agentive 

students, they wilfully use the concepts learned from a previous activity and 

apply them to another activity, focusing on a collective object, and not only for 

personal motive.  

Cultural-historical activity theory and critical collaboration on Facebook 

To better understand how students collaborate with each other and 

become collaborative agents in the groups on Facebook, the present study is 

based on Cultural-Historical Activity Theory – CHAT (Engeström, 2015; 

Leontiev, 1978; van Oers, 2012). This theoretical framework enables us to 

understand how the cultural and historical contexts impact on the activities in 

our object of study. We examined how the use of Facebook groups as a 

mediational tool for online activities impacted on students’ agency inside and 

outside class.  

As it is required from a CHAT perspective, needs, motives and situational 

demands have to be taken into account for a deep understanding of human 

activity (Leontiev, 1978). Since all activities performed by the participants of 

this study are developed under a collaborative perspective, new demands may 

emerge during the activities, within the Facebook groups. For instance, 

teachers and students may have a different perspective on how often they 

should post in the groups. In that case, for satisfying their needs properly, they 

have to decide together what is the most suitable for them. 

In addition, participants – teachers and students – are assumed to follow 

the rules created by them on how/what/when to make posts or comments, 

while still having freedom to create new possibilities of working or for 

changing those pre-established rules. In that process of negotiating rules for 

the communicative activities, participants feel more responsible for the work, 

resulting in a better engagement of the participants (Cunha Jr., van Kruistum, 

et al., 2016).  

Considering students have the possibility of collaborating for developing 

the design of their communicative activities, as was the case in our study, this 

can lead to an even better engagement of the students and result in a greater 

possibility for the sustainability of the activities (Cunha Jr., 2016). Furthermore, 

it can result in further developments of the activities, or even on their 

expansion to other settings. For that, students need to be autonomous and 

responsible for the activities developed, which are requirements of becoming 

agents in the activities (Freire, 2011). It is important, though, that students can 
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be both individual agents – considering agency as suggested by recent 

literature (Haapasaari & Kerosuo, 2015; Sannino, 2015), focusing on personal 

objects/goals, and collaborative agents, as proposed by this study, focusing on 

a collective objective/goal, transcending the initial aims of the activity.  

In order to provide the participants with opportunities for developing 

collaboration, in the activities analysed in the present study we followed the 

Critical Collaborative Research (CCR) approach, which has been widely used in 

educational contexts in Brazil for the last 20 years (Cunha Jr., 2016; Liberali, 

2009; Magalhães, 1998). CCR is particularly suitable for studying the 

development of agency, as this approach considers all the stakeholders as 

agents, free to develop collaborative agency in the research process, and co-

author of the research design. Thus, what the participants initially did inside 

the groups of teacher-students can for example be transferred to the other 

teachers and students from the same community who were not participating 

in the research program. For instance, students who were using the groups on 

Facebook had the freedom to influence the willingness of other students or 

teachers who were not part of the study to use the groups. In such a way, 

participants were allowed to expand the initial boundaries of the activities. 

Magalhães (1998, 2011) suggests that collaboration is a central issue for 

educational change, and that all the participants benefit from becoming 

researchers of their actions. The participants are involved in an activity, 

mediated by language and by other tools, and have the possibility to talk, to 

come to new shared meanings from questioning others’ senses, ask for 

clarification, and to construct a continuous process of shared evaluation and 

reorganization of practices (Magalhães, 2011, p. 36). Considering that 

Facebook relies heavily upon interactions and collaboration among students 

and teachers, it yields an ecologically valid setting in which no rigid 

structuration is imposed on the participants. Consequently, CCR is a suitable 

tool to understand how participants develop agency through online 

interactions and collaboration over time.  

Research setting 

Context of research 

This study is part of a longitudinal research project involving 43 teachers 

and more than 500 students from the five last years of basic education in 

Brazil, which started in February 2013. The aim of the larger project was to 

study how teachers and students used groups on Facebook as a 
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communicative tool, and how such activity impacted communication in 

everyday classrooms. First, we created a group on Facebook only for teachers, 

which was used for planning and discussing how to use the groups with the 

students (Cunha Jr., Van Oers, et al., 2016). Second, the teachers were asked 

by the first author of this study (from now on, the researcher) to create a 

group on Facebook to work with their students. Those groups were used for 

different classroom activities, such as sharing additional material related to 

classes, complementing a discussion, planning activities for a following class, 

among others (Cunha Jr., van Kruistum, et al., 2016).   

The use of groups on Facebook was proposed by the researcher as a way 

of improving communication between teachers/students, and as a way of 

exploring the students’ potential of becoming collaborative agents in a 

learning activity that uses their everyday knowledge and tools. Those groups 

were created by the teachers, together with the researcher, and all the 

participants, teachers and students, were free to make posts or to comment 

the posts, in the most suitable way for the given moment, according to the 

students’ and teachers’ needs.  

The groups on Facebook were chosen because students and teachers 

were already connected to that social network, and Facebook enables the 

users to create closed groups, where only the participants can share files, 

discuss the posts and see what is published. In that sense, students can share 

videos, links, texts, or any other material related to what the teacher works on 

with the students during the classes. This use of the groups also impacts on the 

traditional classroom organization, and the teacher is no longer the only one 

who has knowledge, but also the students can contribute to a shared 

knowledge construction on the basis of their own funds of knowledge. 

The present article will report on the interactions inside five groups of 

teacher-students, with a focus on the students’ interactions in the online 

groups. For this project, we mostly used devices privately owned by the 

students and teachers, like their own mobile phones, computers or tablets, 

since the schools could not provide technological support. Despite the lack of 

resources offered by the schools, all the invited students were able to join the 

groups.  

Procedures and participants 

From the group of teachers participating in the larger research project, 

five authorized the researcher to follow up their groups with the students as a 

group member. The teachers were responsible for choosing and inviting the 
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students from one or more classes to participate. In case one student was not 

in the teacher’s friend list on Facebook, another student who was already in 

the group could add his/her peers.   

There were 372 students participating in the five groups of teacher-

students, aged from 14-18 years, which corresponds to the two final years of 

elementary education and the three years of secondary education in Brazil1. All 

the participants involved were from public schools: two in the metropolitan 

area of São Paulo and three from the countryside of Minas Gerais. In addition, 

the students participated in only one group. For this study, the groups were 

labelled G1-Biology, G2-Sciences, G3-History, G4-English and G5-Portuguese. It 

is important to highlight that each subject matter has a different weekly 

curricular workload, varying from one to six classes a week. In the groups 

considered in this study, the Portuguese teacher had six classes a week, while 

the others had two. Table 1 provides an overview of the groups. 

Table 1. Groups overview 

Groups Location of 
the school 

Classes 
per 
week 

Number of 
students 
by group 

Boys Girls Number of 
classrooms 
in the group 

Grade 
(USA as 
reference) 

G1-Biology Minas Gerais 2 19 7 12 1 10 

G2-Sciences Minas Gerais 2 220 92 128 7 8-9 

G3-History Minas Gerais 2 27 14 13 1 10 

G4-English São Paulo 2 73 34 39 2 12 

G5-Portuguese São Paulo 5 33 10 23 1 12 

 

After the groups were formed, teachers and students started using the 

groups in different ways, for instance to make posts about the themes they 

were discussing in class or about what would be discussed in the following 

classes (see Cunha Jr., van Kruistum, et al., 2016). The teachers did not provide 

students with general rules or guidelines with respect to the frequency of 

posting, nor to the content of the posts. Students could post anything they 

considered suitable for a given moment, and comment on what other students 

posted, as well as being requested by the teachers to conduct a research and 

make a post about a specific topic with specific deadlines. 

                                                           
1 The Elementary and Secondary educational levels are part of the Basic Education, which is mandatory for 

all children and teenagers in school age (for more information, see (Brasil, 2000) 
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Data sources 

Data reported in this study were drawn from two sources: first, from 

posts of the five groups of teacher-students, and second, from an online 

survey administered to the students by June/2014. All the information 

reported in this study was first analysed in Portuguese. After that, the excerpts 

used in this article were translated into English by the researcher for 

communicative reasons. 

Posts from the groups of teacher-students.  

The posts were made by the teachers and students from February/2013 

to June/2014. All data generated by these posts were saved as a .pdf file every 

six months for each group by the researcher. From the posts, we analysed how 

the students interacted during the research and how they developed 

collaborative agency in that process of posting and commenting in the groups. 

In total, we analysed 238 posts from the five groups. 

Online Survey.  

The online survey (Appendix 6) was developed by the researcher and was 

used to understand the students’ perspectives on the use of the groups. The 

survey was created at freeonlinesurvey.com, and sent to the students as a link 

in every group of teacher-students. In the first three questions, the students 

could indicate their educational level (primary or secondary), age (from 13 to 

+18) and the group they were in (G1, G2, G3, G4 or G5). In the fourth question, 

they responded how many times a week they access Facebook, and in the fifth 

they could respond whether using the groups was a good or bad experience 

for them.  The sixth, seventh and ninth questions were about the perceived 

benefits, possibilities for improving the groups, and achievements of the 

students. They comprised multiple responses, in which every student could 

choose from one to nine different options.  

The students could also add any other relevant information in an open-

ended field (other answers) in each question. The eighth questions asked the 

students if they perceived any rise in their final grades. The last two questions 

were open-ended, and the students could highlight what they liked most and 

what they did not like about using the groups. The online survey was 

responded to by 152 students (out of 372). The responses were automatically 

generated by the freeonlinesurvey.com system and an .xls report was 

generated after the students responded to the survey.  
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Methods of analysis 

Identifying collaborative agency 

In our understanding, collaborative agency, then, can be identified in two 

ways: from linguistic markers and from the results of the activities. To identify 

the first, we can observe the use of plural pronouns (for instance we, us and 

our), plural forms of verbs, which are inflected in Portuguese (and nouns, in 

some cases). In other words, in the beginning of the research process, the 

subjects can be more centred on the “I” (individual) than in the “we/us” (in the 

collective), and with time this may change, so that the “we/us” becomes 

stronger. From those linguistic aspects, we can identify how the subjects 

collaborate and act with each other.  

Through language, the subjects shape their roles in the interactions, and 

can assume a more passive or agentive position, using, for example, pronouns 

(or verbs) that implicate or blame the others in the discourse (Bakhtin, 1952). 

For Bakhtin (1952), each linguistic utterance is unique and related to a specific 

person, but determined by particular sphere of communication. In that sense, 

by analysing students’ discursive actions, which are unique but socially built, 

there is the possibility of reorganizing relations that are socially and historically 

mediated, enabling the participants to act in alternative ways (Postma, 2015). 

The second way of identifying collaborative agency is from the results of 

an activity that lead to wilfully adopting another collaborative activity that 

goes beyond the initial situation and personal interests of the actors. That is, 

those activities are only probable to emerge when all the subjects have the 

same shared object, and are dependent on the level of commitment of all 

participants. 

Analysis procedures 

In this study, the data were analysed qualitatively, using some 

quantitative aspects, such as number of posts and comments, in order to 

understand how collaboration and engagement of the students evolved in 

time. We coded the posts of the groups using Atlas.Ti, a software for 

qualitative analysis, from .pdf files generated of every group and from the 

results of the online survey. A description of the multimodal categories used 

for the qualitative analysis including examples can be found in Table 2.  

First, the posts from the groups of teacher-students were classified by (1) 

date and (2) number of posts, and (3) by the number of interactions per post, 

considering the comments, likes and seen by counter in each post. After that, 
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we performed a network analysis (Bailo, 2015), using NodeXL, a plugin for 

Microsoft Excel. Every student or teacher who posted, commented or liked a 

post was considered a node in the network. For instance, the student (or 

teacher) who started a post was placed in one column of the NodeXL table, 

and all others who replied to that in the other column, so the relationships 

could be built. Thus, if student A posted, and student B commented, data 

would be entered B (column 1)  A (column 2); and in case student A reacted 

to the comment of student B, a new line would be added to the table, this time 

A  B. From that example, a bi-directional arrow would appear in the graph to 

represent such relationship. 

The discursive aspects of the posts were also considered for analysis 

(Bronckart, 1999; Kerbrat-Orecchioni, 2006). In this analysis, we classified the 

posts according to (4) who initiated the post (student, teacher, researcher), 

and (5) who responded to the posts (student, teacher, researcher). In addition, 

we analysed (6) linguistic markers, such as the use of the pronoun “we” and 

verbal inflections present at the first-person plural, together with (7) 

enunciation responsibility (see Table 2). By using the first person plural forms, 

the enunciator can engage others in his/her speech, leading to another activity 

beyond the initial aims of the study.  

Table 2. Categories used for data analysis 

Posts 

1. Date  Date which the post was made, in order to analyse the number of 
interactions by period 

2. Number of occurrence Total number of posts in each group 

3. Number of interactions per post Number of comments (responses), likes (students who pushed 
the “like” button, and the “seen by” number in every post made. 

Discursive aspects of posts and opened questions 

4. Who initiated the post Teacher, students or researcher 

5. Who responded to the post Teacher, students or researcher 

6. Linguistic markers Use of 1st person plural (pronoun and verbs) to implicate other 
students in the activities. In Portuguese, the verbs can be used 
without a pronoun, since they all have different inflections 
according to the person (1st, 2nd and 3rd singular or plural). Those 
linguistic markers can be used to identify the emergence of 
collaborative agency. 

7. Enunciation responsibility Express who takes the responsibility for what is said. If a student 
says “The teacher is not using the group”, he transfers the 
responsibility of that action to the teacher, although he can be 
the responsible for not using the group as well.  

 

Third, we used the discursive aspects presented in Table 2 (6 and 7) to 

analyse the reports triggered by the opened-ended questions of the surveys, 

which were automatically generated by the freeonlinesurvey.com. It enabled 
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us to understand how often the participants (as a group) used Facebook, how 

the students perceived the benefits from using online groups, and suggestions 

they provided for improving the use of the groups. From the open-ended 

questions students described how they acted or how they were willing to act 

inside the Facebook groups. The linguistic markers and enunciate responsibility 

helps us to understand how students act and position themselves.  

The combination of such analysis described before enabled us to identify 

cues of how the groups developed agency during the period studied. Those 

cues could be observed either in students’ utterances or in their actions inside 

the groups. 

Ethical Considerations 

All the students and teachers participated voluntarily and they were kept 

anonymous for this study. First, the students’ and teachers’ names were not 

used in processing, analysing and reporting the data. Second, the privacy 

setting of the groups allowed only the participants to see the published 

contents and to interact on them. In addition, they were aware of the research 

purposes of the groups and were free to leave the project at any time. Finally, 

an informed consent was given by the participants and from the parents of all 

students under 18-year-old. The research was also approved by the Ethics 

Committee of Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. 

Quality assurance 

To ensure the quality of our data sources, a second interpreter was used. 

The second interpreter was a professor of communication theory, and the 

coding scheme (Appendix 4) was explained to him via Skype meeting (see 

Appendix 1). After returning the coded file, Skype meetings were conducted in 

order to discuss the cases in which divergences between the researcher and 

second interpreter occurred, until consensus was reached. The coding scheme 

was extensively discussed with the supervisors, so they could also collaborate 

to further developments of the analysis. Finally, the manuscript was submitted 

to two professors for peer-review before submission to the journal. 

Findings 

Students as agents 

In order to understand better how students’ agency evolved, we 

considered four periods of time, – from February/2013 to July/2014 – as 

depicted in Figure 1 (a and b), dividing the timeline in periods of approximately 

4 months. From that, we observed an increase in the number of posts (24 in 
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the first period to 85 in the last – Figure 1a) and an increase in the number of 

comments from the students (22 to 144 – Figure 1b). In addition, the number 

of posts initiated by the students surpassed the number of posts initiated by 

teachers over time.  

Figure 1a. Number of posts by period. Figure 1b. Number of comments by period. 

That increase of posts and comments from students can be understood as 

a first sign of students’ agency, that is, students go from a position of mere 

observers of the activity to a position starting to participate on it. Such a 

positioning can be observed from an example of posts from the first and from 

the last periods of time (see Figure 2a and 2b). In Figure 2a, the teacher made 

a post and commented on his own post. In the first post, the teacher explained 

a reading activity and which aspects students should consider while reading, 

for instance, gender and oral expressions. After that, he commented on his 

post with a Warning (ATENÇÃO) for the students to remind their peers that 

they had the online group on Facebook for discussions.  

However, students only “saw” the post (seen by all) and did not 

comment. In Figure 2b, the teacher posted and the students commented on it. 

The teacher started the post with a video about the Yosemite Park, and asked 

the students to find other exotic plants. The students then commented on the 

post with a short description of a plant and an image (or link) that would 

provide more information about it. 

Besides an increase in the total number of posts and comments, students 

also reported an increase in engagement: while responding to the 

questionnaire, 50% of the students described themselves as more engaged 

when using the groups. However, the number of students posting or 

commenting in the groups was still low. In total, there were 68 posts initiated 

by students and 293 students who commented at least once in the groups. 
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This means that 304 students did not post once and seventy-nine students did 

not comment at all, showing that over the course of our eighteen-month study 

not all students became agents by wilfully and on their own initiative 

implementing Facebook groups as a complement to classroom practices. 

Figure 2a: Post from the first period analysed in this study: teacher posts, comments and 
students only “see” the post. Figure 2b. Post from the last period analysed in this study: 
teacher posts, students comment, like and see the post. (See appendix 7 for translation) 

Agents collaborating 

Besides becoming individual agents, overall students started collaborating 

more with their peers. First, this could be observed from the increase in the 

number of linguistic markers, such as first person plural pronouns and verbs 

(as described in Table 2) from the posts and comments, as already described in 

the previous section. Second, further support for this finding comes from the 

network analysis we conducted for each period (Figure 3), on the basis of how 

central or peripheral the participants were organized in each network. 

During the first period studied, the teachers had a more central position 

in the networks, which indicated they were posting or commenting more than 
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students were. In the last period, we observed more students occupying a 

more central position, which indicates students increased their 

posting/commenting. In addition, the first network of each group depicts the 

links between nodes as unidirectional arrows from students to teachers, while 

in the last period we observed more bidirectional arrows between 

teacher/students and from student to student (see Figure 3).  

Figure 3. Network analysis from G1-Biology and G5-Portuguese during the four periods 
described in Figure 1. The squares represent the teachers, and the circles represent students. 
G1-Biology has no graph for period 1 since the group started later than the other groups. 
Bigger figures represent the person interacted more inside the network. 

A unidirectional arrow means that a person commented (replied) on a 

post made by someone, while a bidirectional arrow implies that one person 

commented to a post and the person who made the post responded to that 

comment concerning a topic discussed previously by them. This can be seen as 

an indication that students started collaborating more with each other as 

agents. It is important to highlight that “liking or viewing” a post was not 

considered as an interaction for the network analysis. In other words, a higher 

number of bidirectional arrows, and a more central position of students in a 

network indicate that students were acting more. 

From the responses to the questionnaire, we observed that the groups on 

Facebook enabled collaboration among students (35% of the students), as was 

described by this student: “if the teacher does not respond, the other peers 
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can answer our questions”. In this example, the plural form of “peers” 

implicates the other students in the activity, which in our understanding may 

be again, an indicator of student’s agency for collaborating within the group. 

This type of interaction between students is represented by the bidirectional 

arrows from the network analysis. 

Third, another issue raised by the students in their answers to the 

questionnaire was that when they were absent in one class, they could still 

catch up the discussions which took place in the last class from the groups on 

Facebook (32% of the students). With both teachers and students posting 

videos, links or any other source of media related to what they worked on in 

class, the students could have a constant contact with the content studied in 

class, thus, enhancing the potential for acting collaboratively and exchanging 

materials.  

Finally, collaboration among the students also made the response time 

faster for them, which according to the students resulted in a better learning 

(according to 30% of the students): “we learn more when the other students 

also respond. Sometimes they have a more interesting answer than the 

teacher!”, described another student. In this extent, the group wilfully created 

a space of interaction not only with the teachers, but also with the whole 

group of students, thus resulting in an enhanced communication among 

students and teachers, with a potential for changing the traditional teaching 

model (Freire, 1970). However, the emphasis is still on the individuals’ shared 

conception of the benefits of the collaboration with others. 

Although we could observe the increase in collaboration among students, 

when they were asked in the questionnaire what needed to be changed in the 

groups, 44% of the students responded that the others (the teachers and 

students) were responsible for the lack of collaboration in the groups. For 

example, these students responded that: “some students are not using the 

group”, “I do not go to the online group so often because the people are not 

going there, but if they go, I follow them”, or even “they (the students) connect 

to the internet in different times”. According to van Oers (2013), the results of 

an activity are connected to the level of commitment of the participants. Thus, 

when a subject is an agent in a group, this subject expects the others to be 

agents as well, which may lead to collaborative agency.  

Students as collaborative agents 

The first indicator of collaborative agency could be observed from the use 

of linguistic markers such as the pronouns we/our/us or verbal inflections from 
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students’ interactions, which students started using after the third period 

described in this study (corresponding to what was depicted in Figure 1a and 

1b). In an increasing number of posts students commented using such 

linguistic markers (sixteen in the third period and thirty-five in the last). 

Furthermore, those markers were present in the responses to the open-

questions of the questionnaire (see appendix 6, items 10 and 11). Students 

could express what they liked and did not like about using the groups, such as 

in the following statements: “we can see videos that help us outside school”, 

“we can solve our doubts with the teachers or with other students”, or “we did 

not like students posted only a few times”.  

In the cases in which the students increased their participation in the 

groups and collaborated more with each other (according to 42% of the 

students), they gained the possibility to envision how to use the groups 

beyond what they were already using. This can be exemplified by the answer 

of one of the students: “it [the group] is very useful because we can use it at 

any time”. For that reason, the students by themselves wilfully decided to use 

the group on Facebook with other teachers who were not part of the research 

project, consequently expanding the initial purpose of using the groups on 

Facebook to other settings. In two of the studied groups, the students 

themselves decided collaboratively to invite other teachers to participate in 

the same group they were already using, while in the three other groups the 

students created new groups to work with other (new) teachers. In our 

interpretation these steps can be seen as outcomes of their engagement in the 

Facebook activities, and their beliefs in the usefulness of the use of Facebook 

groups in different contexts. 

This can be understood as an example of emergence of collaborative 

agency: first, there was an increase of engaged individual participation, then 

an increase in collaboration for personal benefits, and finally, by working 

together, there was an expansion of the activity to a different setting. In both 

cases – inviting other teachers or creating other groups – the agency of all the 

participants involved was necessary in order to have a successful expansion of 

the activity. This was an initiative from the students, with no interference from 

the researcher or from the teachers who were already participating in the 

groups. This expansion of the activity demonstrated how the students 

appropriated the tool for a context, which was different from the initial.  
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Discussion 

In this article, we reported on a study that was conducted to understand 

how the use of Facebook groups within an educational setting affected 

students’ agency with a focus on how their agency evolved over time while 

using such groups. Over the course of eighteen months, we observed a gradual 

increase in the number of posts and online interactions, which suggest 

students became more engaged in the groups. This was in line with the 

students’ answers to the online survey, in which they stated they were more 

engaged in the groups in the final period of the study. We can understand that 

as a process in which the subjects become agents, but only on the individual 

level, as suggested by previous literature (Haapasaari & Kerosuo, 2015; Hilppö 

et al., 2015; Sannino, 2015).  

Second, that increase in the number of posts from students was 

accompanied by a decrease in the posts from the teachers (Figure 1a). This, 

too, shows reorganization in the activity inside the groups, in which students 

moved from being individual agents to agents collaborating with each other. 

According to Brailas and his colleagues (Brailas, Koskinas, Dafermos, & Alexias, 

2015), the possibility for collaboration in online environments requires the 

adaptation of the existing rules or even the creation of new rules to supply the 

demands of using the online tools. Those changes were possible since the 

students had some freedom to act (which is a basic potential in all human 

activities, as suggested by van Oers (2012)). Using this potential makes it more 

likely for them to act upon evolving needs and be more engaged in the 

activities. At the same time, the content students shared on Facebook enabled 

them to critically reflect on what they were sharing online, while discussing the 

subject matters in the classrooms, as suggested by Cunha Jr. (2016).  

As a consequence of being more engaged and collaborating more with 

peers, we could observe the emergence of collaborative agency. First, students 

used more utterances that referred to the collective (we, our, us). Second, 

students initiated by themselves the use of the groups on Facebook with other 

teachers who were not participating in the study. If only one student were an 

agent, it would have been much harder for him to persuade the other teachers 

to become part of the groups. In this case, the collaborative agency from the 

students was essential for the expansion of the activities inside the groups on 

Facebook to other contexts.  

In sum, the collaborative environment for the activities analysed in this 

study enabled the evolution of agency – from agents, agents collaborating, to 
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collaborative agency. From a CHAT perspective, this was possible because the 

groups on Facebook acted as a meaningful mediational tool for the students 

for some of the school activities, as proposed by Vygotsky (1998), providing 

the participants with new learning opportunities. That is, the Facebook groups 

enabled the students to deliberately have an extension of the classroom in an 

online environment, with more possibilities for expanding what was discussed 

during the classes into new settings, in this study to different classrooms and 

to different teachers. 

Still from a CHAT perspective, the needs, as proposed by Leontiev (1978), 

also played an important role for the development of students’ agency. First, 

there was a personal need for the students, which could be improving grades 

or knowing more about a topic. Second, the personal need could be the same 

to others’ needs (e.g., also improving grades), so students started collaborating 

with each other. Finally, a collective need emerged (e.g., to use groups of 

teacher-students with other teachers) and students started inviting and using 

new groups on Facebook with other teachers.  

In other words, the collaborative research approach taken in this study 

(CCR) could lead to transformations of teaching-learning practices beyond the 

research settings, as proposed by Lemos (2014). Magalhães (2011) suggests 

that the outcomes of an intervention like ours are heavily dependent on the 

level of engagement of the participants (and hence the agency of the 

participants). By deliberately and wilfully increasing the number of interactions 

with the teacher and with the classmates in the online groups, the students 

could first engage themselves more into the discussions; and second, by 

collaborating with their peers, they could transpose the activities to other 

curricular components. However, even under a CCR perspective, collaborative 

agency is not easily feasible: first, because not all the students were engaged 

throughout the eighteen months observed in this study; and second, students 

may deflect their responsibility of not being engaged to the other students. 

It is interesting, though, to highlight that by giving students the 

opportunity and support to become agents, to collaborate with each other, 

and to become collaborative agents inside the online groups, the 

transformations that take place in the school context do not only impact on 

the work within the groups on Facebook. Students also have the potential to 

become collaborative agents in other types of school activities. This enables 

them to both gain ownership in the learning process as well as sharing that 

ownership with other students 
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Although this study was limited to five groups of students on Facebook, 

our findings suggest that students’ agency can be influenced by the use of 

online groups, and its use can be integrated in the daily school routine. Even 

though the findings presented by this study are dependent on socio-cultural-

economic aspects, and replicating the use of groups on Facebook to other 

contexts may lead to different results, the use of groups on Facebook for 

educational purposes demonstrated its potential to increase collaboration 

inside schools and to enhance students’ agency. 

Conclusions 

In our study, we emphasized that there is a need for considering agency 

from a collective/collaborative perspective, and not only on the individual 

level, as described by previous literature. Our findings demonstrated that 

students’ agency may evolve under a collaborative research setting. In this 

study, we identified three different levels of agency. First, students become 

agents on a personal level, that is, students become wilfully engaged in the 

activities. Second, while interactions increase, students deliberately start 

collaborating more with each other because they realize that they might 

benefit from this. That is, they become agents collaborating, but remain 

focused on achieving personal goals. Third, by collaborating more with their 

peers, there are moments in which collaborative agency arises, including 

shared goals and rules, and a collective drive to change their environment for 

the benefit of others. In such instances, students envision new uses for the 

groups on Facebook and expand its use to other contexts.  

Considering the evolution of agency from the group's perspective, being 

an agent is a precondition for becoming a collaborating agent, which in turn 

enables the emergence of collaborative agency. However, since not all 

students become agents in the groups, for instance by commenting or by 

making a post, the second level of agency, that is, agents collaborating, is not 

always achieved in its full potential. In that sense, the teachers play a 

fundamental role in engaging the students in the groups.  

As we demonstrated in this article, since a student first feels responsible 

for himself and expects the others to be responsible for themselves (agency 

level), the teacher may be the link to engage the students so that they move to 

the second level of agency (agents collaborating). Thus, the teachers are 

essential for fostering this group climate in the class, in which one student 

feels responsible for himself as well as for his peers. 
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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to explore how students and teachers used posts in 

five groups on Facebook and how argumentation emerged as a specific form of 

communicative activity. For understanding such argumentative process, this 

study is framed in the Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT), with a 

methodological perspective that enables the participants to act as co-authors 

of the intervention design. We draw our data from the posts inside five groups 

of teacher-students on Facebook, from February/2013 to June/2014, which 

were analysed qualitatively, considering discursive and linguistic aspects of the 

posts. Our findings pointed out that in situation in which collaboration 

occurred among students, there was a transition from authoritative discourse 

to internally persuasive discourse in the posts with argumentative indicators.  

 

Keywords: collaboration, argumentation, online groups, authoritative 

discourse, internally persuasive discourse 
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Online groups in educational settings: an opportunity for argumentation  

 

Education is influenced and shaped by social and cultural contexts 

(Forman, Ramirez-DelToro, Brown, & Passmore, 2016), so differences in terms 

of expectations and results may arise when dealing with the various 

educational systems around the globe. Likewise, we can also find similarities, 

for instance, regarding how educational systems emphasise the use of 

argumentation for promoting learning. According to Schwarz and colleagues 

(2003), argumentation is an important skill not only for learning, but also for 

living in society (Billig, 1996). 

Most researches conducted at elementary and secondary schools on 

students’ argumentation deal with specific settings in which designed tasks are 

given to students, and students are aware of such activities, and are expected 

to argue (Schwarz & De Groot, 2007). However, such activities are unlikely to 

happen in many educational and out-of-school contexts due to various 

reasons.  

For instance, the main objective of secondary education in Brazil, where 

this study was conducted, is to prepare students for the National Exam of 

Secondary Education (in Portuguese, ENEM) (M. E. C. Brasil, 1996, 2009). 

Having a good grade in that exam is mandatory for being accepted in a 

university. Thus, students are flooded with content, to cover the maximum 

number of themes for the test, and usually have little time to further discuss 

them in the classrooms. Because of the content overload and lack of time, 

there is almost no argumentative activity in classrooms. Additionally, in our 

view, education is not exclusively meant for passing exams, but should equip 

students with functional skills for participation in cultural life. Argumentation is 

one of those useful skills. Hence, it is important to look for opportunities in 

(school) education to foster students’ argumentation skills. 

As a way of providing teachers and students with means for deepening 

discussions, and making and defending choices about a given topic, the use of 

online groups emerges as a potential tool. First, it enables sharing content and 

information on the web. Second, because of sharing part of the class content 

online, teachers and students may benefit from more time in the classrooms 

for discussions, and from the possibility of extending unfinished classroom 

discussions to the online groups. 

Thus, the present study aims at understanding how students and teachers 

used posts in five groups on Facebook and how argumentation emerged as a 
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communicative activity, over an 18-month-period. Therefore, we address the 

following research question: how does argumentation emerge from posts of 

teacher and students on Facebook? The reason for studying groups of teacher-

students on Facebook is because Facebook is widely used by students and 

teachers on a daily basis outside schools, and all the participants already had a 

personal account on it. In addition, the asynchronous setting of online groups 

provides the participants enough time to think and engage in argumentative 

activities (Stegmann, Weinberger, & Fischer, 2007). 

In order to understand in a more detailed way how argumentation, as an 

activity, proceeded, evolved, and impacted on the participants of the five 

groups of teacher-students on Facebook, we base our discussions on the 

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory – CHAT – (Engeström, 2015; Leontiev, 1978), 

and on Critical Collaborative Research (CCR) (Magalhães, 2011, 2016), which 

will be explained in the following sections.  

Theoretical background 

Cultural-historical activity theory in online communication 

As seen from a Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) perspective, 

humans use tools to mediate their activities. In this study, the groups on 

Facebook can be understood as a mediational tool for enabling – and 

potentially leading to – the development of communication and collaboration 

among teachers and students. As argued by van Oers (2013b), human 

development is a process based on interpersonal interactions mediated by 

cultural tools in a specific socio-cultural context, in the case of this study, the 

groups on Facebook.  

Differently from other mass communication tools, such as the radio, 

television, and even internet 1.0 (Cress, Moskaliuk, & Jeong, 2016), the use of 

groups on Facebook - as well as other digital platforms – enables the 

participants to become subjects of a communicative activity. That is, they not 

only receive a content broadcast by mass media, but they are allowed (and 

expected) to interact with the initiator of the communicative act. Since human 

communication is based in some pre-stablished social reality, and is a social 

activity of sharing messages extending over real time (Rommetveit, 1974, p. 

101), we understand communication as the interaction of two or more people, 

consisting in an exchange of meaningful messages so as to coordinate and 

unite their efforts to establish a relationship and achieve a common goal 

(Lisina, 1985, p. 13).  
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It is important to highlight that communication on Facebook is not limited 

to verbal written communication: it allows the use of different modalities of 

digital media, as well as non-verbal language, such as emojis2, or liking a post. 

In addition, the groups on Facebook are a potentially collaborative space for 

communication, permeated by social relations, and with the possibility to 

promote participants’ development. In such scenario, participants follow rules 

adopted and adapted by them, for instance, who can post or comment, how 

often shall the participants post, the main reasons for posting can be adjusted, 

among others. 

However, such rules on Facebook are not taken as fixed and the 

participants are often allowed some freedom to negotiate new rules for the 

activities or to change the ones previously defined. According to van Oers 

(2013a), the degrees of freedom and rules, together with the level of 

involvement of the participants are the main general characteristics 

(parameters) of a tool-mediated human activity. 

A tool-mediated activity is also oriented toward a need, as described by 

Leontiev (1978, 2009). Every stakeholder at schools – students, teachers, 

management team – may perceive needs in different ways, which could lead 

them to different levels of motivation and understanding of an activity (Bourke 

& McGee, 2012). Consequently, in terms of argumentation, every stakeholder 

has a different argumentative need connected to their specific roles: a 

management team needs to argue with the Secretariat of Education in order to 

change school general conditions; teachers are constantly arguing with each 

other about different teaching strategies to be used at schools with students; 

and students are expected use argumentation during classes as a tool for 

improving their learning. However, most of the time such argumentative 

activities are isolated, that is, there is no effective communication among the 

stakeholders.  

In educational matters, a collective need for improving and enabling 

effective communication among the stakeholders arises. Leontiev (1978) too 

emphasizes the importance of social relations to satisfy a collective need due 

to the relationships between the participants arising in the process of labour, 

that is, the social relations (Billig, 1996; Leontiev, 1978, p. 7). According to 

Lisina (1985), subjects of a communicative activity should pursue a common 

                                                           
2 Emojis are ideograms and smileys used in electronic messages, such as ☺. 
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purpose while communicating. However, there are moments in 

communication that a common ground or coordination is far from being 

reached. In this article, we understand such moments as cases that may need 

argumentation, which will be discussed in the following section.  

Argumentation as a (collaborative) communicative activity 

Our objective in this study is to understand how students and teachers 

used the posts, and if and how argumentation emerged as a communicative 

activity in five groups on Facebook. Therefore, we conceptualize 

argumentation as every communicative activity in which the participants get 

themselves collaboratively engaged to express agreement or disagreement, to 

express a claim or counter arguments, or to add information to a 

communicative act. In order to understand how students and teachers 

communicate and argue in the online groups, we consider Bakhtin’s notions of 

authoritative discourse and internally persuasive discourse (IPD) (M Bakhtin, 

1981), in order to characterize different types of communicative acts, and how 

Critical-Collaborative Research (CCR) influences such a process. 

Argumentation has played an important role for understanding how 

language works in social practices, dating back to 350 BC, from Greek rhetoric 

(Aristotle, 1926; Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1971; Toulmin, 2003). In a 

school setting, we consider argumentation as a process for making choices  

collaboratively creating new and valid shared meanings for different activities, 

which may also lead to a higher engagement of the participants, as well as to 

critical thinking (Liberali & Fuga, 2012; Liberali, 2009).  

A great majority of studies on argumentation focus on how students use 

argumentation in very specific settings, for instance in Science (Larrain, Freire, 

& Howe, 2014; Lee et al., 2014; Moyo & Kizito, 2014; Schwarz et al., 2003), or 

Physics and Mathematics teaching (Nardi, Biza, & Zachariades, 2012; Qhobela 

& Moru, 2011; Triantafillou, Spiliotopoulou, & Potari, 2016), and do not 

consider argumentation as a tool that can be learned and applied to other 

contexts. In our study, we assumed that the use of groups on Facebook can 

provide teachers and students with the opportunity to develop and apply 

argumentative skills not only in one, but also in different subject matters that 

are part of the school curriculum, online and in-class.  

Considering the groups of teacher-students on Facebook, the 

argumentative activities can be understood as a process in which both 

students and teachers have some freedom to question the others’ utterances 

without using a so-called authoritative discourse. According to Bakhtin (1988, 
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p. 344), the authoritative discourse is a type of discourse that does not change 

meanings in the contact with other voices, thus, the meaning (content) is only 

transmitted and cannot be questioned by the other participants. In other 

words, authoritative discourse may occur as two people argue for two 

different points of view without listening (or taking in to account) to what the 

other is saying (Mortimer, 2005).  

In addition, we understand that argumentation in school contexts is not 

only about trying to persuade or convince somebody. It is connected to the 

possibility of collaboratively creating shared meanings through social 

interactions, as described by Liberali and Fuga (2012). According to Pontecorvo 

(2005) the development of conversational exchange and argumentation in 

educational contexts is constituted by a general need for solving 

communicative problems, that is, a collective need, as proposed by Leontiev 

(1978). We cannot expect students to always formulate a full argument, as 

described by Toulmin’s model of argumentation (Toulmin, 2003, p. 97), since 

students do not use such a model at schools, but to engage in a socially 

constructed argument (Billig, 1996), in which a fully-fledged argument, as 

described by Toulmin’s model, may be fulfilled with guidance of the teacher. 

From a collaborative perspective, participants can be encouraged to move 

from an authoritative discourse in argumentative activities to a more dialogic 

perspective, what we understand as internally persuasive discourse (IPD) (M 

Bakhtin, 1981, p. 342). For Bakhtin, while authoritative discourses present 

many degrees of distancing from the listener, the IPD is a type of discourse 

that is opened to the other’s point of view, and can be negotiated. Matusov 

and von Duyke (2010) explain that Bakhtin’s notion of ‘internal’ should be 

conceived in relation to a community, and not as an internal process in the 

subject. Therefore, IPD is a discourse constructed within a community, and not 

only by one single subject. As such, this notion comes close to what Mercer & 

Littleton (2007) called ‘exploratory talk’.  

The use of the concept of IPD enables a meaningful, shared construction 

of knowledge, and enables the students and teachers to reconstruct their 

initial discursive practices, in this case, how to argue in the groups on Facebook 

for educational purposes. That goes in the same direction as suggested by 

Freire (1970), who argues that teachers are not the only ones with knowledge, 

and that students’ voices should be considered as well in the teaching-learning 

process. 
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In addition, collaboration among the participants requires an open 

argumentative setting, and for that reason we follow the CCR in this study, a 

research methodology widely used in the Brazilian educational context over 

the last two decades (Cunha Jr., 2016; Lemos, 2015). This approach enables, 

according to Magalhães (1998, 2011, 2016), a reorganization of relationships 

among the participants, in which through interactions one agent affects and is 

affected by the other.  

Moreover, collaboration between participants enables them to develop 

intersubjectivity (Tharp, Estrada, Dalton, & Yamauchi, 2000), and to be free to 

act to a certain extent upon the research design. According to Magalhães 

(2011), through language the participants are able to raise, share and question 

the other participants on a given topic. In this communicative process with the 

other participants, the group is able to find new shared objects to their 

activities. 

Research setting 

Context of research 

The present study is part of a longitudinal research project that started in 

February 2013, and involved 43 teachers and more than 500 students from 

upper-secondary education in Brazil. The aim of the broader project was to 

describe and evaluate how teachers and students used groups on Facebook for 

educational purposes. Two types of groups were created on Facebook. First, a 

group only for teachers, named Teachers using Facebook in Classrooms, in 

which they could discuss how to use digital media with their students (Cunha 

Jr., Van Oers, et al., 2016). Second, groups of teacher-students, so they could 

discuss themes related to what was studied in the classrooms (Cunha Jr., van 

Kruistum, et al., 2016). From 22 groups of teacher-students, five teachers 

allowed the researcher (the first author of this study) to be a member of their 

groups. In the present article, we will report on the five groups of teacher-

students, with focus on the emergence of argumentative activities inside the 

groups on Facebook.  

The use of groups on Facebook was proposed by the researcher to the 

group of teachers, based on his previous experiences with using online groups 

with secondary education students. The groups were considered by the 

researcher and teachers as a context for improving communication between 

teachers-students, and to encourage collaboration among them. All the 

members of a group of teacher-students could post, comment, or to suggest 
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any possible changes for using the group. By participating in the groups with a 

relatively high degree of freedom, the teachers and students had the 

opportunity of constructing a shared body of knowledge.  

All students and teachers used their privately-owned devices, such as 

mobile phones or tablets, since their schools could not offer technological 

support. It is important to highlight that all the participants had a portable 

device connected to the internet, and could participate throughout the 

research period. 

Procedures and participants 

From the 43 teachers participating in the group on Facebook, twenty-two 

created a group with students, and five teachers authorized the researcher to 

be a member in their groups of teacher-students to follow up their discussions. 

The five teachers were aged 26 to 34, with more than five-year experience on 

teaching. From the bigger group of students (more than 500), the 385 students 

who participated in the five groups on Facebook were aged 14 to 18 and were 

all from public schools.  

All students and teachers already had a Facebook account before the 

research started, and used their existing accounts for participating in the 

groups. In this study, the five online groups were from different classes and 

different schools. We will refer to each of them as G1-Biology, G2-Sciences, 

G3-History, G4-English and G5-Portuguese. An overview of the groups can be 

seen in Table 1. 

Table 1. Groups’ overview 

 

After the teachers created the groups and invited the students, they 

started using the groups according to their current needs. They used the 

groups, for instance, as a complement to what they studied in class or as an 

introduction to the following class, by sharing links, videos or pictures. For this 

study, we consider the posts from January 2013 to June 2014 (18 months).  

Group Teacher’s 
age 

Teacher’s 
experience 
(in years) 

Classes 
per 
week 

Number 
of 
students 

Number of 
classrooms 
in the group 

Students’ 
age 

G1-Biology 26 5 2 22 1 15-16 

G2-Sciences 30 8 2 220 7 14-15 

G3-History 26 5 2 33 1 15-16 

G4-English 30 9 2 77 3 16-18 

G5-Portuguese 34 10 6 33 1 17-18 
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Data sources 

The data reported in this study were drawn from the posts of the five 

teacher-students groups on Facebook. The posts were made by teachers and 

students. In total, we analysed 238 posts from the five groups, which were 

saved as a .pdf file every six months by the researcher. From the posts, we 

analysed if, when and how teachers and students got involved in 

argumentative activities. All data reported were in Portuguese, and after the 

analysis, the parts used in this article were translated into English by the 

researcher. 

Methods of analysis 

In this study, data were analysed qualitatively in order to understand how 

students and teachers used the posts, and how argumentation emerged as a 

communicative activity in five groups on Facebook. To have an overview of the 

communicative activities, and how they enabled argumentation in the groups, 

we used Atlas.Ti to code the posts. First, we coded the posts in two categories: 

post with or without follow-up communication. Departing from Lisina’s 

definition, we understand communication as every reaction or interaction with 

the post, like comments, use of emojis, and likes (using the like button on 

Facebook). Posts without follow-up communication were posts in which none 

of the previous reactions happened. That is, there was a message posted, but 

no student (or teacher) reacted to it online. 

From the posts with communication, we analysed three other aspects: if 

the post presented only likes, if the post presented only a message exchange, 

or if the post presented argumentation. From the posts with message 

exchanges, we analysed the content of the conversation to establish if the 

interactions were only responses of a post or if there were argumentative 

activities.  

From the posts with argumentation, we coded four argumentative 

aspects in Atlas.ti: expressing agreement/disagreement, adding information to 

a discussion, expressing a claim and expressing counter arguments. Although 

some linguistic markers can be easily found in the posts (e.g. ‘but’ or ‘however’ 

for expressing contradiction, or ‘I think’ to express opinion), there were cases 

in which such linguistic markers were missing, but the context of the comment 

was indicating one of the four aspects analysed (see 2, Table 2). 

The following step of the analysis was to identify, from all the posts 

analysed in the first stage, occasions of authoritative discourse and internally 

persuasive discourse (IPD), as discussed in the theoretical background. For that 
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we analysed if who posted or commented to the posts was referring to 

another source (e.g. to a book, video or website) or if he/she was presenting 

his/her own ideas (3, Table 2). Table 2 provides an overview of the codes and 

some explanation on how they were used for analysis. 

In order to identify the IPD and how it impacts on students’ 

argumentation, we consider the use of modal verbs, plural forms of personal 

pronouns and verbs (in Portuguese verbs are inflated) from students’ and 

teachers’ discourses. Those linguistic markers enable us to identify how the 

discursive process of communication takes place, and how different types of 

discourse emerge. 

Table 2. Categories of analysis of the posts and survey 

1. Communication With communication: posts that presented comments (message 
exchange) or likes. 
Without follow-up communication: posts that presented no reactions. 

2. Type of comment Verbal: written comments to the posts 
Non-verbal: comments that used emojis like ☺ or  

3. Argumentative 
aspects of the posts 

Expressing agreement/disagreement: comments using single words or 
small expressions such as yes, no, I do, I don’t. 
Adding information to a discussion: participants would respond to the 
post with no expansion of what was posted (e.g., the teachers asked: Who 
was approved at the test? And students reply: I was approved or I don’t 
know). 
Expressing a claim: claims were coded by analysing the use of adjectives, 
modal verbs and if clauses, as well as the discursive context.  
Expressing counter arguments: contradictions or problems could be 
indicated by adversative conjunctions, such as ‘but’, ‘however’, ‘although’, 
and by the context of the post. For instance, when a student commented: I 
tried it again. I could not do better! Although no conjunctions were used, 
the second sentence expresses a contradiction to the first. 

4. Type of discourse Authoritative discourse: this type of discourse can be identified by how 
the participants attribute legitimizing references to other people (e.g. the 
teacher) or sources, e.g. Galileo said the earth moves. In that case, the 
responsibility for what is said is transferred to a source outside themselves. 
Internally persuasive discourse: is permeated by (but not limited to) 
modal verbs, plural forms of personal pronouns and verbs, which can be 
taken as manifestations of self-responsible reasoning. Plural forms may 
also indicate a shared constructed discourse, which is opened to other’s 
oppinions. 

 

Ethical considerations 

All the members of the groups on Facebook participated voluntarily and 

no real names were used in this study. In addition, the privacy level of those 

groups was set to secret, which means that only the participants could find the 

group, and to see or comment its posts. The members of the groups were 

aware of the research purposes and an informed consent was given by the 

participants or from the parents of students under 18-year-old. The broader 
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research project was also approved by the Ethics Committee of Vrije 

Universiteit Amsterdam. 

Quality assurance 

In order to ensure the quality of our data sources, collection 

procedures, and of our findings and conclusions, different methods were used. 

For data analysis, a second interpreter, who was a professor of Argumentation 

in School Settings, was used. The researcher presented the coding scheme 

(Appendix 5) to the second interpreter via Skype meeting (see Appendix 1), as 

well as the descriptions of presented on Table 2, and asked him to code all the 

posts accordingly. After returning the coded file, Skype meetings were 

conducted in order to discuss the cases in which divergences between the 

researcher and second interpreter occurred. The coding scheme was 

extensively discussed with the supervisors, so they could also collaborate to 

further development of the analysis. Finally, the manuscript was submitted to 

two professors for peer-review before submission to the journal. 

Findings 

The analysis of the posts from the five groups of teacher-students 

enabled us to understand how students and teachers used the posts and how 

argumentation emerged as a communicative activity. For doing so, we present 

an example of each type of post: one post with and one without follow-up 

communication, one post with simple comments, and one post with 

argumentation. The posts were randomly selected after coding, and were used 

to illustrate the different types of communication that took place in each 

group. 

Using the groups on Facebook 

In our first stage of analysis, we identified the posts with and without 

follow-up communication. From the 238 posts from the five groups, ten posts 

presented no communication (likes or comments), while the remaining 228 

presented communicative activity (see Table 3 a). Although presenting no 

communication, the ten posts coded in this stage were also considered for 

analysis of the type of discourse they presented (last step of the analysis), 

since they still presented a message to the participants. 
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Table 3. Types of posts  

a. Posts with and without follow-up 
communication G1  G2 G3 G4 G5  Total 
Post without follow-up 
communication 1 1 0 2 6 10 
Posts with communication 9 66 12 83 58 228 
Total of posts per group (with and 
without follow-up communication) 

10 67 12 85 64 238 

b. Number of posts with and without comments 
Posts with comments 3 23 7 29 32 94 
Percentage of posts with comments 30% 34% 58% 34% 50% 39% 
Posts without comments 6 43 5 54 26 134 
c. Posts with argumentation and with simple comments 
Posts with argumentation 1 5 1 4 6 17 
Posts with simple comments 2 18 6 25 26 77 

 

Table 4a and 1b provide an example of a post without and a post with 

communication. In Table 4a, we can observe that, although the post was seen 

by 27 people, there was no communicative activity in it.  

It is interesting that no communication took place in the post depicted in 

Table 4a. Since from the members of this group were students that were going 

to universities or vocational schools in the following year, we could expect 

reactions to a post related to ENEM (National Exam of Secondary Education). 

First, ENEM’s composition scores correspond to 50% of the total score of the 

exam, which is used both as admission test in most Brazilian public 

universities, and for obtaining funding in the cases students attend to private 

universities. Second, ETECs are public educational institutions for professional 

development, and are the only possibility of studying for students who cannot 

afford a private training. Although the teacher from G5 presented the data in 

(1), a claim (2) and a warrant (3), as to Toulmin’s model of argumentation (see 

Table 4a), we observed that an argument by itself was not enough to initiate 

an argumentative activity with the students.  

In contrast, despite the lack of written comments, the post in Table 4b 

presented four likes (thumb up symbol highlighted in the bottom left of the 

post), which we also considered as a way of communicating (which might 

mean “I liked the cell you made”), in the sense that there was a traceable 

evidence of interaction in the post. It is important to highlight that we 

considered communication in terms of Lisina’s (1985) definition, differing from 

simply sharing or transmitting a message. 

From the 228 posts which presented interactions, 94 posts presented 

comments, either using text or emojis, which correspond to 39% of the total of 

posts with interactions. G3 and G5 were the groups with a higher average of 
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posts with comments, as described in Table 3 b, while G1. G2 and G4 

presented a more similar average of posts with comments (around 30%). The 

remaining 134 posts were posts as described in Table 4b, which presented only 

likes as interactions. 

Table 4a. Post without follow-up communication. Note: there are no comments or likes 
following the teacher’s text. 

Post Translation 
 

 

Boys and girls, 
Today I talked to a class and I was surprised 
because (1) they (the class) did not know the 
theme for ENEM* composition. (2) I suggest 
you read about the theme. (3) As we know that 
many things follow a trend, who knows what 
will be the theme (of the composition) at 
ETEC**? 
Kisses 
Teacher. G5 Portuguese 
*ENEM – National Exam of Secondary 
Education 
**ETEC – Vocational Schools 

Table 4b. Post with communication. Note: this post presented 4 likes 

Post Explanation 

 

Student’s post of a picture of cellular model 
made during a class. 
 
The post was seen by 134 students and 4 
students liked it. 

 

The analysis of the comments of the posts revealed that argumentative 

activities inside the groups did not occur very often. From the 94 posts with 

comments, only 17 presented argumentative activity (Table 3 c), which 
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corresponded to 7% of the total number of posts (238 posts). In addition, in 

the cases in which argumentative activity occurred, they were only in an initial 

stage, that is, no fully-fledged arguments in terms of Toulmin’s model could be 

found. 

One example of post with simple comments can be observed in Table 5. 

In that post, we observed that the teacher gave the students some degree of 

freedom to respond to his question (would you like, I need you to confirm), 

and ended the discussion by presenting a reason to his question (because I 

need to take the materials). Although all students could comment, only two 

(from 33) responded: student 1 simply replied with a no and a smile, while 

student 2 demonstrated a commitment (and collaboration) with the other 

peers by using we talked and we are checking, and by using an if clause to 

demonstrate they were considering the possibility of presenting the work on 

that Thursday. However, there was no conclusion to that discussion: the 

teacher asked the students to confirm if they would present or not, but no 

further comments from the students were made. 

Table 5. Example of post with simple answers 

Post Translation 

  

Teacher G5 
8th Grade A, would you like to start your 
presentations on Thursday? 
 
(1) Student 1. No 
(2) Student 1. ☺ 
(3) Student 2: So teacher, today we talked 
about the subject [start presenting] and we 
are checking if it is possible for us to really 
present it on Thursday. 
(4) Teacher G5: I need you to confirm 
ultimately tomorrow, because I need to take 
the materials. 

 

From the example in Table 6, we can observe different argumentative 

processes taking place. Student 2 started posing a problem he did not know 

how to solve (how long does it take gelatine to melt). Subsequently, student 3 

posed another problem, in which he informed he could not assemble the cell 

parts, then he tried again and he was still having a problem (I tried again […] it 

was a mess). After realizing the students were struggling (after trying for the 

third time) to find a solution for the problem, the teacher suggested them to 
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use other materials, and highlighted that it was just a model of a cell. After 

using one of the materials suggested by the teachers, three students could 

assemble a cellular model and expressed their opinion about their work (it was 

awesome, it was good). 

Table 6. Example of post with argumentative activity 

Post Translation Argumentativ
e activity 

 

 

Teacher G2 
To my beloved students so they can 
understand the cellular structure. Kisses! 
3D cell animation 
youtube.com 
 
(1) Student 1. It is good for T06 [class 
number]. 
(2) Thank you, Teacher G2. 
(3) Student 2: I would like to make mine 
with gelatine, but I do not know how long 
it takes to melt. 
(4) Student 3. I made everything so tidy 
with paraffin wax and modelling clay. 
When I tried to assemble the cell parts in 
the big Styrofoam ball with paraffin wax, it 
did not fit. 
(5) Student 4. (Laughs) 
(6) Student 3. I tried it again. I put some 
gel. It turned into liquid, it took out the 
colour of the modelling clay and it was a 
mess… Now let’s go to the 3rd attempt! 
(7) Student 1. (Laughs) 
(8) Student 2. Student 3, I tried [to make 
the cell] and the same thing happened! 
(Laughs) 
(9) Student 3. (Laughs) I will try again. 
There is only the modelling clay missing. 
(10) Teacher: Dear students, what if 
instead of using modelling clay you use 
other things? Porcelain clay or even cereals 
you have at home, like beans, corn or even 
pasta. It is just to illustrate! ☺  
(11) Student 3: Now I made it again. And it 
was good! 
(12) Student 4: Porcelain clay was perfect. 
I made mine and it was awesome. ☺ 
(13) Student 1. My work is ready. Now it is 
just wait. 
(14) Teacher: The works from T6 [class] 
were very beautiful. Let’s check the works 
of other classes. I know they will be the 
same! 
(15) Student 5. I loved the video. Very cool. 
Thank you. 
(16) Student 5. It was a pity we could not 
watch at school using the overhead 
projector. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
(1) Adding 
information 
 
(3) Problem 
posing 
 
(4) Adding 
information 
 
 
 
 
(6) Problem 
posing / 
contradiction 
 
 
(8) Warrant to 
(6) 
 
 
 
(10) 
Expressing an 
argument 
 
 
(11, 12, 13) 
Adding 
information  
 
 
 
(14) Claim 
 
 
 
(15) Adding 
information 
(16) Claim (no 
warrants) 
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To conclude the dialogue, Teacher G2 expressed her opinion about the 

works of class T6 and invites the other students (Let’s check) to see what the 

students from other classes did, which can be understood as an indication of 

promoting collaboration among students, but still not accomplishing a fully-

fledged argumentation (as defined by Toulmin). 

The results from the last step of our analysis – to identify the types of 

discourse in the posts (authoritative discourse or IPD) – demonstrated that the 

posts in which an attempt of argumentative activity could be observed (17 

posts), presented a predominant use of internally persuasive discourse. From 

the example given in Table 6, we could observe that, throughout the discussion 

there is no imposition from any of the parts involved. In addition, although a 

link to a video is shared in the beginning of the post, the teacher gives students 

freedom to choose how they are preparing their cellular model.  

On the other hand, there were still a considerable number of posts with 

authoritative discourse (40% of the posts). That is, the content of the posts was 

backed up by outside references such as links to other websites, videos or 

images. One example of posts with the use of authoritative discourse can be 

observed in Table 7. In that post, the teacher from G2-Sciences suggests a link 

on YouTube so students can have information about Galileo Galilei. However, 

while suggesting the link she is basing the knowledge about Galileo on the 

video, so it is not her responsibility what is said or what the students will learn 

from it. 

Table 7. Example of post with authoritative discourse 

Post Translation 
 

 
Teacher G2 
Watch this video on YouTube and be aware of who 
Galileo Galilei was: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=doFvejtyW3c 
Very Creative! 
Galileo Galilei 
“Father of modern science” 
youtube.com 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=doFvejtyW3c
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Interestingly, from chat logs with the teachers, we also found out that, 

despite having a small amount of participation of the students in the groups (in 

terms of argumentative activities), the teachers perceived one important 

change in their classrooms. The content shared in the Facebook groups 

enabled a decrease in the amount of content the teachers needed to cover in 

the class, enabling teachers and students more time to promote discussions 

(argumentative activities) in the classrooms.  

Discussions 

In this article, we reported on a study to understand how students and 

teachers used the posts in five groups on Facebook and how argumentation 

emerged as a communicative activity. 

As argued in the introduction of this study, secondary education students 

in Brazil are overburdened with content at schools, and there is little time for 

promoting argumentative activities at schools. Our findings from the posts 

reflect such reality in different ways. First, posts without follow-up comments 

were predominant, which reflects a traditional teacher-centered approach of 

transmission of content to students (Freire, 1970). Second, from the posts with 

comments, we observed that no fully-fledged arguments emerged from 

students’ comments. That is, we observed the emergence of a proto-

argumentative activity, which occurred in only 17 cases. As described by 

Vasconcelos and Leitão (2016), proto-arguments are the first stage of an 

argumentative activity,  which may lead to the development of full 

argumentation in later stages of an activity. 

In that sense, the social context in which the activities were carried out 

influenced the outcomes, that is, students might not be familiar with using 

Facebook for educational purposes. According to Rommetveit (1974, p. 101), 

the initial stages of any cultural change in social interactions may lead to a 

state of alienation of the participants, which might explain why only a small 

number of students participated in the argumentative activities in the groups 

on Facebook.  

In addition, one of the reasons argumentative activities did not take place 

is because while communicating, subjects are more concerned with others 

than during any other form of activity (Lisina, 1985, p. 21). That is, considering 

that what is posted and commented on Facebook will be available for a whole 

group of participants to read and comment, subjects tend to avoid being 

exposed. According to Lisina (1985), this happens because people are not 

inclined to hear unfavourable criticism or being misunderstood. Also, given 
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that communication on Facebook is asynchronous, the participants have more 

time to reflect on what they do, and avoid taking the risk of exposing 

themselves or being criticized by others (Stegmann et al., 2007).  

Another revealing finding was the predominance of authoritative 

discourse in the posts. That may indicate that students and teachers simply 

transfer their classroom practices to an online environment. That is, they are 

still focused on transmitting and repeating a content, which is necessary to 

fulfil the curricular expectations, and continue not to discuss them in the 

online groups. The presence of authoritative discourse may also reflect how 

the “banking” aspect of schools, as described by Freire (1970), is still strong in 

secondary education schools in Brazil. 

When considering the few cases in which proto-argumentative activities 

happened, we observed that students and teachers argued more for topics 

related to organizing a concrete activity (as demonstrated in Table 6) than for 

discussing content-related matters. We could also observe from such examples 

the emergence of IPD. That may be explained by the familiarity people have 

with the topics (Bakhtin, 1952) discussed in those groups. Such familiarity may 

also lead to different common places, as suggested by Billig (1996), which 

allow people to think and argue, tug in various contrarious directions (Billig, 

1996, p. 253).  

In that sense, the need for argumentative activities emerged from a social 

context of communication in which students had to achieve a concrete  

objective, and not from a pre-stablished situation in which students were 

expected to argue, as described by recent literature on argumentation at 

schools (Dawson & Venville, 2013; Osborne, Erduran, & Simon, 2004; Wang & 

Buck, 2016). That is, students tended to argue when they were challenged by a 

situation, for instance how to solve the problem of making the cellular model. 

In order to foster argumentative activities in classrooms, the teacher is then 

responsible for providing situations in which students face such challenges, 

and not only by presenting arguments as described in Table 4a, which lead to 

no further discussion. 

Although the use of groups on Facebook was not used by all the students, 

we can still argue cautiously that using such groups for educational purposes 

has a potential to be explored. From the students who used the groups more 

frequently, we observed an increase in collaboration among them. On the 

other hand, the low level of participation of students can be also explained 

because the work with groups was not mandatory or imposed to the students.  
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From the CCR approach, as described by Magalhães (2016), there is a 

need for a progressive and collaborative construction of the intervention, 

which demands time until all participants are able to envision new possibilities 

for using a given activity. This goes in the same direction as proposed by 

Parrilla (2004), who states that transformations in school settings demand time 

and effort from all the participants to succeed. In addition, CCR creates 

opportunities to study what is going on in everyday classrooms without the 

presence or intervention of a researcher, who organizes the classroom setting 

in function of his/her research interests. 

Conclusions 

The use of groups of teacher-students on Facebook for educational 

purposes, as described in this study, demonstrated that there is still a huge 

potential to be explored in terms of how the use of SNS can influence 

argumentation in educational settings. In the few cases in which proto-

argumentative activities took place, as described in Table 6, we observed that 

students and teachers could use the groups on Facebook in a meaningful way, 

while discussing the classroom tasks in the online groups.  

Although no fully-fledged arguments could be identified, our findings 

support our research aim, which was to identify how argumentation emerged 

in the groups. As we observed from our data, the argumentative activities 

performed by students and teachers were still in a very beginning stage, that 

is, in terms of Toulmin’s model of argumentation, and only a minority of 

students were really participating in such communicative activities. 

In this study, the analysis of the types of discourses enabled us to explore 

different perspectives of how students and teachers used the groups. It 

demonstrated, for instance, that the needs participants have for a given 

activity and its purpose may impact on the results obtained by the research. 

Moreover, our findings were possible due to the critical-collaborative aspect of 

this research (CCR perspective), since it enables all the participants to become 

subjects, orchestrating the activity. Without impositions of a research design, 

the participants feel themselves freer to participate, becoming more engaged 

in the discussions. Our findings suggest that in such open situations, there is no 

strong impetus for starting and developing argumentative abilities in students. 

Despite providing some insights on how students and teachers used the 

online groups for educational purposes, this study was limited only to the 

observations of communicative activities inside the groups on Facebook. That 

is, we could not observe how the use of groups impacted in the classroom 
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routine, and to what extent students were arguing in the classrooms. Such 

observations were not possible given the distance among schools and lack of 

funding for research. 

Considering what was presented and discussed in this study, more 

research is needed on the use of Facebook groups (or other SNS) for rousing 

and improving argumentative activities in school settings. Future research may 

focus, for instance, on how to encourage students to produce backings and 

warrants for their arguments in online settings, or on how to create situations 

in which students perceive the need for using argumentation in educational 

contexts, by using online groups as a mediational tool for argumentative 

activities. 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6 

 

Concluding Remarks 

 



Concluding remarks 

102 

Concluding remarks 

 

This thesis focused on how teachers and students used groups on 

Facebook as a communicative tool, and how such activity impacted 

communication in everyday classrooms. In order to answer the main research 

question – how is communication among teachers and students affected by 

using Facebook groups for educational purposes? - we set up four empirical 

studies that are presented in this thesis. Those studies depart from the 

assumption that there is a need for an educational change that encompasses 

cultural and societal demands, in our case, the use of Facebook groups for 

communication in schools, so students and teachers can meaningfully benefit 

from the advances of communication technologies. Responding such research 

question is important for the understanding of how activities emerge and 

evolve in contexts of everyday practice, which are not organized for 

experimental purposes. Departing from the needs of the participants, new 

educational practices can be envisioned, collaboratively constructed, and 

implemented in other educational contexts. 

The studies were conducted under a Cultural-Historical Activity Theory 

(CHAT) framework (explained in the Introduction to this thesis), which allowed 

us to understand how the different socio-cultural and historical contexts of the 

teachers and groups of teacher-students that participated in the studies may 

have influenced the outcomes of the research.  

In addition, the methodology adopted for conducting the research – 

Critical Collaborative Research (CCR) (Magalhães, 2011, 2016), was consistent 

with CHAT’s theoretical assumptions as it is advocates ‘ecological validity’ and 

is  sensitive for some of the main concepts indicated by a CHAT approach to 

educational setting (like action, need, tool, activity). Considering 

communication as a central issue of study, such a methodology presupposes 

the participation of all stakeholders during all phases of an intervention 

process, including planning, implementing and evaluating the activities. 

Chapter 2 focused on the group Teachers who use Facebook in Classroom 

(TFC), which presented how 43 teachers used a group on Facebook. The 

following chapters – from 3 to 5 – focused on five groups of teacher-students, 

also on Facebook: Chapter 3 described how teachers used the online groups 

with their students, and how communication evolved over time; Chapter 4 

presented how students changed from observers to collaborative agents, and 

Chapter 5 focused on how argumentative activities emerged from the posts.  
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It is important to highlight that some of the schools were in a 

metropolitan area and some in the countryside areas, as explained in the 

introduction of this thesis. Given the differences between the contexts in 

which the groups were located, and differences in the amount of data 

produced by each group, a qualitative approach was chosen for handling the 

data. Consequently, the results presented from chapters 2 to 5 cannot be 

generalized to all educational contexts, but the insights described by our 

empirical studies can be used as a starting point for innovating educational 

practices and for future research. The following sections present our 

concluding remarks in relation to the use of both types of groups on Facebook. 

Group of teachers on Facebook  

The focus of our first study, presented in Chapter 2, was to understand 

why and how teachers used TFC group amongst themselves. TFC consisted of 

43 teachers and the researcher. In TFC group, teachers were expected to share 

experiences and to discuss how to enhance communication with their students 

by using digital media. 

During the first year of using TFC, we observed an increase in the number 

of interactions among the teachers. That increase occurred at the same time 

the teachers implemented the use of groups of teacher-students, which 

occurred approximately six months after TFC started.  

The use of groups on Facebook was framed under CCR (Magalhães, 2011, 

2016) approach, in which all the participants are expected to become subjects 

of an activity and are taken seriously in their attempts to co-organize the 

shared classroom activity. However, it turned out that teachers participating in 

the group were not able to fully work and collaborate critically with each 

other. Instead, teachers demonstrated another type of collaboration, which is 

called comfort collaboration, as described by Fullan and Hargreaves (2000). 

From that perspective, participants tend to be politer with each other, avoiding 

conflicts or exposing themselves to extreme situations.  

By not critically collaborating with the others, teachers avoided the 

emergence of contradictions (Engeström, 2015) in their communicative 

activities. Consequently, we could not observe further transformations in the 

communicative activities. That is, when one teacher posted something, the 

others would usually agree or disagree with that, without deepening the 

discussions or solving possible contradictions. Such interactional pattern was 

common to the role period of research in TFC. 
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During the second year of TFC, we observed a decrease in the number of 

interactions among teachers. That decrease can be tentatively explained by 

two factors. First, teachers became busier with the use of groups of teacher-

students. Second, teachers created smaller groups on Facebook so other 

teachers from their schools could also participate. Thus, TFC became 

fragmented, while new and smaller TFC groups were created by the teachers. 

However, we were not allowed to follow such groups. According to the 

teachers, the use of smaller groups inside only one school enabled them to 

critically collaborate with each other.  

At that point, CCR may have played an important role for the teachers: 

since participants had relative freedom to act, the teachers could adapt the 

use of TFC so it could fit their needs. Consequently, schools in which the 

implementation of smaller groups happened, endorsed the use of digital 

groups, and provided teachers meeting time so they could discuss how to use 

digital media with students. Such endorsement was considered positively by 

the teachers, since they could dedicate more time to developing online 

activities for their students. 

It is important to highlight that, from a CHAT standpoint, that the socio-

historical context may explain the low interaction among the teachers. 

Considering teachers in Brazil are underpaid, they need to work long hours, for 

two (and in some cases, three) shifts. In other words, they teach from 40 to 60 

classes a week. Consequently, they have limited time to work in this type of 

educational project.  

This is a completely different scenario from the one faced by previous 

research on pre-service teachers (Charlton et al., 2012; Chen et al., 2011; 

Tseng & Kuo, 2014). Pre-service teachers had a more structured setting, that is, 

they had time and equipment available for using SNS among them. That was 

not the case with the teachers in TFC in our research. However, the 

adaptability of the tool, as described by Cayton-Hodges (2015), the knowledge 

of the digital tool (Mazer et al., 2007), and the possibility of online 

collaboration (Austin et al., 2010), made it possible for the teachers to adapt 

its use to another setting. Thus, transformations, as obtained by the smaller 

TFC groups are essential for enabling communication among teachers. 

Groups of teacher-students on Facebook  

Within five groups of teacher-students on Facebook that allowed me as a 

member, we focused on different aspects of communication, which are 

described in three different studies. In the first study about the groups of 
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teacher-students, presented in Chapter 3, we focused on how secondary 

education teachers used the groups with their students, and to what extent 

communication and engagement evolved in such groups. In the second study, 

presented in Chapter 4, we explored if and how students’ agency evolved in 

time. Finally, in the last study, described in Chapter 5, we explored whether 

students collaborating with each other and with a teacher developed 

argumentation skills in online groups. 

Although the online groups were very different from each other – the 

smallest consisting of 22 students, and the biggest of 220 – we could observe 

some similarities among them. In Chapter 3, we described how the groups 

presented an increase in the number of posts (except one group, in which the 

teacher left his school by the end of the research), and the teachers were little 

by little giving more autonomy and responsibilities to the students. That is, the 

teachers started posting less in the groups, while encouraging the students to 

post and comment more. Despite the increase in students’ participation, 

posting and commenting was limited to a small number of students. 

In addition, teachers played an essential role in adjusting the use of the 

groups according to the needs of their students. The use of CCR was important 

in that context, since it enabled all the participants, in this case students, to 

provide feedback to the teachers, so they could adapt the activities to their 

real needs. For instance, one group of teacher-students was used more for 

complementing classroom activities, while another group was used for 

organizing activities for the upcoming classes.   

From the increase in the number of posts over the 18-month period, as 

described in Chapter 3, we observed a higher engagement of some students in 

the online groups. For analysing such engagement in greater depth, in Chapter 

4 we discussed if and how students’ agency evolved over time. In that study, 

we described a process of students moving from being mere observers to 

collaborative agents in an activity. The collaborative aspects of agency could be 

observed from how students were interacting with each other. In addition, the 

expansion of the groups on Facebook to other contexts, for instance when 

students, on their own initiative, included other teachers who were not 

participating in the initial research, was also an indicator of student’s agency.  

Considering that literature describes agency mainly as an individual 

characteristics (Ebrahim, 2011; Gutstein, 2007; Sannino, 2015), the individual 

approach to agency was not enough to explain some of the forms of 

engagement of the participants. The results described in Chapter 4 enabled us 
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to identify a three-step model of agency-development among students: 1. 

from observers to agents, 2. from agents to agents collaborating, and 3. from 

agents collaborating to collaborative agents. The difference presented in each 

stage is that in stages 1 and 2, students’ agency is moved by a personal 

objective or reason, while in stage 3, the objective is collective, so it needs 

different agents collaborating with each other to achieve the shared objective.  

Although nearly 30% of students were actively participating in the groups, 

and although collaborative agency could only be observed on a few occasions, 

such results demonstrated the usefulness of considering agency from a 

collective/collaborative perspective. The increase in collaboration and the 

expansion of activities were not only dependent on the individual agency of 

the students. As argued in Chapter 4, students needed to develop agency for 

achieving personal goals (e.g. to improve their grades, or to increase their 

knowledge), but to achieve a shared objective, they needed to act 

collaboratively with engagement of others to a collective goal. In that sense, 

the teachers were also essential for fostering a collaborative environment and 

for giving students responsibilities so they could implement their own changes 

to schools. 

Although our findings revealed this three-step transition in students’ 

agency, there was still a need for understanding the content of each post in 

more details. Thus, in Chapter 5 we analysed two types of discourse presented 

by students and teachers: authoritative discourse and internally persuasive 

discourse (IPD) (Bakhtin, 1981; Matusov & Duyke, 2010), and how 

argumentation emerged as a communicative activity. In that study, we 

conceptualized communicative activity as an exchange of meaningful 

messages, as described by Lisina (1985). 

Our results pointed out a predominance of authoritative discourse in the 

posts, that is, the discourse of the participants was backed up by another 

source (e.g., a reference to a web link, or to a text). IPD emerged in situations 

in which students needed to find or negotiate a common ground for doing 

another activity, enabling a proto-argumentative activity among the students, 

that is, an initial stage of argumentation. In this manner, the needs, as 

described by CHAT tradition, played an important role: argumentative 

activities were more likely to happen when students faced a need to solve a 

concrete situation, that is, they argued to achieve a collective objective. On the 

other hand, there was limited or there were almost no argumentative activities 

in posts in which students were expected to discuss a given content. On such 
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occasions, students were more likely to add just more information to a topic, 

rather than trying to argue about what was posted. That could be expressed, 

for instance, by simply using a smiley (for instance ☺ or ). Consequently, 

students would add a response to a post, but would not explain the reason for 

doing so. 

Teachers played a fundamental role in enabling argumentative activities: 

teachers were not only the ones who created situations in which students 

were expected to argue, but also the ones who created situations in which 

students may have perceived a concrete need for using argumentative 

activities. Consequently, we also argued that there is a need for understanding 

argumentation in school settings from a different perspective than traditional 

models of argumentation, as the one proposed by Toulmin (2003). We 

understand that students need argumentation for social life (and activities), 

and not only for discussing a given school content, under controlled conditions  

in which designed tasks are given to students (Larrain et al., 2014; Moyo & 

Kizito, 2014; Nardi et al., 2012), and they are aware and expected to argue 

(Schwarz & De Groot, 2007).  

To sum up, the collaborative environment arranged according to CCR 

methodology allowed participants – teachers and students – to propose 

changes (or adjustments) in the way they used the groups, on how they acted 

and became collaborative agents. 

Finally, we tentatively summarize an answer to our main research 

question - how is communication among teachers and students affected by 

using Facebook groups for educational purposes? – by highlighting that 

communication among teachers and between teachers-students was affected 

only in a superficial level. That is, discussions of the posts were short, 

participation of students and teachers was limited to a small number of 

subjects, and changes (or transformations) to the educational contexts were 

limited to a few cases. However, the insights provided by our research may 

serve as a starting point for further investigations on the impact of cultural 

tools and societal demands in educational contexts. 

Low participation of students on Facebook groups 

It is important to highlight that the low participation of students can be 

explained by socio-cultural-historical issues. First, Brazilian primary and 

secondary education became accessible for all students during the military 

dictatorship period (between 1964 and 1985) (Fausto, 2012; Freitas, 2009). As 

a consequence, there is still the predominance of a teacher-centered model, 



Concluding remarks 

108 

which has been widely criticized, also in Brazil since the early writings of Freire 

(1967, 1970).  

Second, students tend to act when rewarded for it. That is, students only 

want to participate in a research project when they get an extra grade for it. 

Since the use of groups on Facebook was not mandatory for the students, 

although all of them had access to the groups and had joined them, teachers 

could not grade all the students for that. Therefore, students did not fully 

participate in the activities in the groups. 

Another issue that may explain the low participation of the students (and 

teachers), is budget constraints. It means that no funding was available for 

conducting the research, and that all expenses related to conducting the 

studies should be paid by the participants themselves. For instance, most 

students have access to pre-paid internet on mobile devices and no broadband 

internet at home. Consequently, there are periods in which they run out of 

credits on their phones, having no access to internet. 

Expanding the research aims 

As described throughout this thesis, TFC group and the groups of teacher-

students were used for different purposes. TFC was initially created to be a 

space for teachers to share and discuss experiences related to how to use 

digital tools with students, whereas the groups of teacher-students were used 

for complementing classroom discussion or reviewing contents (among other 

uses), focusing on how such uses could enhance communication among 

teachers and students. 

In the four studies presented in this thesis, the groups also exhibited 

developments that were beyond the initial aims of this research. For instance, 

the expansion, and subsequent division of TFC into smaller groups in the 

schools, enabled the teachers to devote time to discussing the use of digital 

media at schools with each other, and the institutionalization of the use of 

Facebook groups at schools. 

On the other hand, the use of teacher-students groups enabled the 

students to expand this use to other teachers who were not part of the initial 

research in two ways: teachers could be invited to join existing groups, or they 

were invited to create new groups with their students. Consequently, the 

whole school was using the groups on Facebook with the students for different 

purposes. Figure 1 summarizes how the groups developed. On the left of the 

dashed line, we observe the planned process, while on the right we can see 

how the groups expanded beyond the initially conceived plans. In our view, the 
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discovery of such unplanned and useful outcomes for expanding our 

understandings of what is going on in innovating classroom is one of the 

benefits of using an open research approach like CCR.  

Even though TFC and teacher-students groups were created to supply 

different demands – TFC for teachers’ discussions, and groups of teacher-

students for classroom-related issues – such expansive process can be 

understood from our notion of collaborative agency. There was a moment in 

which participants realized the groups could be used in an alternative way than 

the one proposed by the initial aims of the research, and by collaboratively 

mobilizing the subjects, new uses were created. 

Figure 1. Planned process and expansion of the groups: the left side of the dashed line 
describes the planned activities for the groups, while the right side describes how the initial 
activities in the groups expanded. 

Practical implications and societal relevance 

Although the use of groups on Facebook with teachers and students 

demonstrated potential for communication among the participants, it also 

demonstrated that some changes in educational contexts may take longer than 

expected to happen (Fullan & Hargreaves, 2000; Magalhães, 2011; Parrilla, 

2004). For instance, by communicating in such groups, students and teachers 

were able to collaborate, act, and use more argumentation with each other 

only in the later stages of the research (after an 18-month period). However, 

the teacher alone cannot be the only one responsible for the development and 
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for the success of an intervention at schools when we want to seriously take 

care of the meaningfulness of the classroom innovations for all stakeholders. A 

joint effort is needed from all the stakeholders, from management team to 

students, and external members of the community, such as parents and policy 

makers, so they can pursue a shared objective for an effective school 

transformation. 

Despite the difficulties for conducting the research, the use of groups 

enabled the participants to communicate by using Facebook groups in 

different ways: as a review for tests, as a complement to what was discussed in 

class, or as an online forum, among others. Consequently, the use of the online 

groups impacted in the classroom organization: teachers needed to provide 

some time during the class for the students to discuss about what they posted 

in the online group.  

One other relevant issue is that students may take a more active role in 

the arrangement of their educational practices. As suggested by Freire (1970, 

2011) and other researchers (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992), teachers 

are not the only ones with knowledge. Bringing Freire’s idea to the present, 

students can use their funds of knowledge (Freire, 1970) and bring a 

substantial contribution in terms of using digital technology for improving 

communication in schools. Consequently, the teachers are the ones who 

provide some guidance to the discussions in the groups, by stimulating 

students’ abilities, such as argumentation, so both are responsible for a shared 

knowledge construction (Liberali, 2009). On the other hand, students 

collaborate to the development of the activities in the online groups by 

bringing their knowledge of the tool to schools. However, the use of Facebook 

groups does not by itself stimulate the development of argumentation. 

Measures that are more appropriate need to be taken by teachers (maybe 

with the help of researchers and educationalists).  

Understanding the different aspects of the use of Facebook groups, as 

described throughout this thesis, has a direct social impact on schools. Since 

most schools in Brazil still do not have access to digital educational platforms 

or other educational software, the use of Social Networking Sites, such as 

Facebook or Twitter, can be a cheap and effective tool for introducing schools 

into the digital era. 

In addition, learning how to use a more collaborative approach, such as 

CCR, may provide tools for students to become more agentive citizens. 

Consequently, by learning how to reflect upon their own practices, students 
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may be able to argue in every societal situation. In a world in which societies 

are progressively divided between two extremes, as described by Dickens 

(2011) in his novel, abilities such as collaboration, agency and argumentation 

are of fundamental importance to reinstate equality and democracy in such 

societies.  

Educational, theoretical, and methodological advances 

In this section, we summarize some educational, theoretical and 

methodological advances based on the findings described in each of the four 

empirical studies described in this thesis. 

From the educational point of view, we learned that the use of groups on 

Facebook impacted on communication between teachers and students, 

according to their communicative needs. The use of a bigger group of teachers, 

involving teachers from different schools, demonstrated not to be the best 

choice for improving communication among teachers. 

From the students’ groups, we learned that the mediational tool 

(Facebook groups) may impact on how they communicate in the groups. 

Considering the groups as socially constructed environments, students may 

bring their funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992) and the way they 

communicate in their personal profiles to the groups of teacher-students. That 

is, when they “see” or “like” a post, they consider they are communicating 

with the others. However, the use of groups of teacher-students enabled more 

communication in the classroom. Because students “saw” or “liked” the posts 

on Facebook, they tended to communicate more in the classroom.  

From the CCR perspective, much work had already been done for teacher 

training and school interventions (Cunha Jr., 2017; Lemos, 2014; Liberali, 2013; 

Magalhães, 2011; Silveira, 2010; among others). However, this was the first 

time that such a methodology was used to explore online activities and their 

impacts on classrooms and schools’ routines. Besides considering the needs of 

both teachers and students, CCR methodology encourages them to bring their 

knowledge on the use of groups on Facebook groups. Because of the critical-

collaborative process inside the groups, CCR enables a more horizontal 

approach, that is, participants have more possibilities of becoming agents in 

the intervention. Moreover, the openness of the methodology for current 

developments enhances the chances that new and unplanned outcomes may 

come to the fore. However, as described in our studies, especially in Chapter 4, 

such developments were limited to a few occasions. 
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In addition, although the researcher is not expected to develop the 

research design, he is still the one who has more theory-related experience, 

and can use his knowledge in order to contribute for further developments of 

the research aims. By combining teachers’ empirical and content-related 

knowledge with researcher’s theoretical knowledge, approaching a given 

problem in school settings may lead to a better understanding of educational 

changes as a continuous process. 

An addition to theory can also be observed in the way we used CHAT 

and CCR to approach agency and argumentation. As opposed to previous 

literature (Kumpulainen et al., 2010; Rajala, Kumpulainen, Rainio, Hilppö, & 

Lipponen, 2016; Sannino, Daniels, & Gutierrez, 2009), we explored the notion 

of agency not only from an individual-oriented, but as a collaboratively 

oriented characteristic, which we defined collaborative agency. Such an 

understanding corroborates one of CCR’s assumptions, in which all the 

stakeholders are expected to have voice and participate in the activities, and 

share interests. However, more guidance from the teachers is needed so 

students can develop a more autonomous and responsible communicative 

activity. 

Finally, CCR and CHAT enabled us to contribute to the understanding of 

argumentation as a collective activity based on an everyday practice. We 

concluded that the development of argumentation is not automatically to be 

expected when Facebook groups are introduced to the classroom, and we only 

observed a proto-argumentative activity in the groups of teacher-students. In 

order to achieve full argumentation, as described by Toulmin’s model, and to 

build argumentation as a socially constructed practice (Billig, 1996; Liberali, 

2009), more guidance from the teachers is needed. 

Limitations 

Research Methodology and Methods 

As a research methodology, we can highlight some drawbacks of the use 

of CCR. First, as demonstrated in Chapter 2, many different issues, such as 

avoiding exposure, discursive politeness, or not knowing the other 

participants, may not favour the emergence of critical-collaboration. In 

addition, CCR, as from CHAT perspective, is rooted on the specific needs 

participants have in each context. Consequently, such issues constrain the 

application of CCR to larger contexts. That is a clear disadvantage when 
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compared to DBR, which aims at developing larger interventions, which can be 

replicated in different settings. 

Second, in Chapter 3, since teachers were the main responsible for 

establishing the rules for using the groups with their students, and to adapt it 

to their communicative needs, the activities performed in each group became 

isolated from the other groups. That is, once the communication at TFC (the 

group of teachers described in Chapter 2) decreased, the teachers did not 

know what other teachers were doing in their groups anymore. Consequently, 

the researcher could have played a more effective role as a catalyst for 

discussing what the teachers were doing with their students. 

Third, the open organization of CCR also impacted in the outcomes of 

Chapter 4 and 5. In the first, there were a few occasions in which collaborative 

agency emerged. In the second, CCR limited the possibility to stimulate the 

development of argumentation by the researcher.   

Finally, in terms of the methods used for analysing our data, the reliability 

of the coding scheme and their outcomes was checked only by external 

scholars from Brazilian universities, who were familiar with both CHAT and CCR 

approach. Such a constraint was posed because all data from the groups on 

Facebook were in Portuguese, and due to funding and time restrictions, it was 

not possible to have all posts translated into English. Consequently, only the 

posts used as examples in the empirical studies were translated.  

Participating in the groups 

As to the groups, TFC group aroused just a small number of interactions 

among the teachers. That may be explained by the fact that using digital 

technologies is still not institutionalized in all schools. Consequently, using such 

technologies is seen by the teachers as extra work for them. The groups of 

teacher-students also aroused a limited number of posts in the groups, and 

only one-third of the students posted at least once in the groups. That also 

indicated that it is still hard for schools to meaningfully integrate technological 

advances into their daily routines (when left on their own).  

Selection bias 

As described in the Introduction of this thesis, the selection bias for the 

teachers did not influence the results discussed in our empirical studies. Public 

schools in Brazil are so different from each other that it would be possible to 

categorize them, for instance, in small or big, ranging from 400 to 5000 

students, urban or rural, with or without infrastructure, that is, schools with 
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computer or sciences laboratories. Choosing schools with only one of the 

previous attributes would have led to different results of our studies. 

Considering Brazilian teachers work in different schools at the same time, we 

decided to start our research from the teachers, and not from choosing one 

specific type of school. Thus, we would cover different types of schools and 

different curricular components (from humanities to sciences). Consequently, 

despite presenting an apparent selection bias, the organization of the groups 

and the teachers who agreed to be followed by the researcher were 

completely unknown by the researcher before data collection started.  

Funding and resources 

It is important to highlight that there was no funding for supporting the 

research activities. The only funding available was for the salary of the 

researcher, from a scholarship obtained in Brazil, and any expenses related to 

the research should be paid by the participants themselves. For instance, the 

researcher needed to buy the software for performing network analysis, since 

it was not available in the university; and the access to the online survey was 

also paid by the researcher.  

Suggestions for future research 

From the different studies presented in this thesis, many other aspects 

could be addressed. From the TFC group expansion, new groups of teachers 

inside the schools were created. However, the researchers were not allowed to 

follow the discussions inside those groups. Thus, understanding how an online 

group of teachers would develop when involving a whole school, and what are 

the impacts of such a group in schools’ organization and routine – online and 

offline – might be of interest for future research.  

In addition, from the groups of teacher-students, we could follow-up the 

developments of only five groups, located in different schools. Again, we 

would recommend investigating how one single class of students would use 

groups on Facebook for the different subject matters of school curriculum. In 

addition, by using different groups, it would be interesting to investigate how 

the same group of students develops argumentative skills in the different 

subject matters, as well as how they develop (or not) different types of agency 

in each group. Thus, we would be able to evaluate the influence of the 

curricular component on communication, collaboration, agency and 

argumentation of students. Furthermore, it turned out that argumentation 

was nots strongly developed by using Facebook groups. A deeper study of how 
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to change the conditions (need) for argumentation in the achievement of a 

shared objective, is also needed in future research.  

Another issue that needs to be analysed in the future is the relationship 

between online and offline contexts. In the four empirical studies presented in 

this thesis, we only explored how students and teachers developed 

collaboration, communication, agency, and if argumentation developed in the 

online groups. The observation of classes at schools was not possible given 

financial constraints imposed by the distance between schools and by the lack 

of funding to support such an endeavour. Thus, studying the impacts of the 

online groups in the classrooms is a task to be done by future researchers. 

To finalize, upscaling such use of online groups to a bigger educational 

system is also a challenge. Considering the relative autonomy every 

governmental level has in Brazil (municipal, state and Federal), as described by 

the National Guidelines of Education (Brasil, 1996) and the different 

responsibilities they have in relation to education, it becomes a herculean task 

to try upscaling such a project. Consequently, there is a need for the 

development of a new research methodology that encompasses the main 

assumptions of CCR, for instance, that every participant is a subject and has 

voice to participate, but can reach more people than what is done now by CCR. 

In this thesis, we described how communication in educational contexts 

could be affected by using tools that are already available to students and 

teachers, such as Facebook groups. In addition, we highlighted the importance 

of considering students’ knowledge, so they can collaborate with teachers for 

knowledge development. Consequently, there is a need for educators to go 

beyond the traditional model of banking education, as suggested by Freire 

(1970), which is still ingrained in schools all over the world.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1. Procedures for data analysis and review 

In order to ensure the quality of data analysis, a second interpreter was 

used to code the posts, questionnaires and interviews. We invited a different 

person to code the data for each study presented in this thesis. The four senior 

researchers were Brazilian, and from research groups familiar with CHAT and 

CCR approaches.  

Firstly, the author of this thesis (from now on, the researcher) coded all 

data to be used in each study. Secondly, the researcher discussed all the codes 

used for analysing the data with his supervisors. In that stage, they could 

suggest other codes to be used, or agree with the ones the researcher 

presented them. In the occasions the supervisors pointed out new codes, they 

would be integrated to the coding scheme, and after that, the researcher 

recoded the data using the new codes. 

The third step for data analysis was to invite a second interpreter to code 

the data. Before the interpreters could code the data, the researcher 

conducted a Skype meeting with them, so he could explain the research 

context and how to use the coding scheme (presented in Appendix 2 to 5, 

according to the study). Then, the second interpreter received a raw .pdf file of 

the data and had two weeks to perform the coding.  

After returning the coded file, the researcher compared his file with the 

files coded by the second interpreter, and the discrepancies were highlighted. 

Then, a new Skype meeting was conducted with each second interpreter in 

order to discuss a possible solution for coding the given excerpt or post. There 

were cases, for instance, in which the second interpreter needed more 

information on the context, or was not aware of the moment a given post was 

made (e.g. after or before a class). In all cases in which discrepancies were 

found (less than 5% in each study), it was possible to solve them by deepening 

the discussion on the given situation. Finally, the data could be recoded 

following the suggestions made by the external interpreter.  

Another measure for ensuring the quality of the studies presented in this 

thesis was to send out the manuscript drafts for peer review prior to 

submission to journals. All manuscripts were sent to at least three different 

senior researchers. In this stage, the researcher had the collaboration of 

researchers from the University of Helsinki (Finland), Cambridge University 

(UK), Pontifical Catholic University of São Paulo, and Federal University of Rio 

Grande do Norte (Brasil). The reviewers received the manuscripts in different 
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stages of writing, and their comments were also considered while composing 

the final version of the studies presented in this thesis. 

 

Appendix 2. Coding scheme used in Chapter 2 

In Chapter 2, the following categories were used for data analysis. First, 

we analysed data from the posts of TFC, and second, two questionnaires 

responded to by the teachers. 

Codes used for coding the posts 

1. Who makes the post Teachers (by name) or researcher 

2. Post commented by Teachers (by name) or researcher 

3. Date and number of 
occurrence 

Posts were classified by date of occurrence, considering 
also the day of the week, and counted by period, being 
Period 1 the posts from July-December/2012; Period 2, 
posts from January/June/2013; Period 3, posts from July-
December/2013; and Period 4, posts from January-
June/2014 

4. Seen by and Likes The number of people who saw or liked a given post  

5. Types of comments Initiative or responsive. Initiative comments are 
comments that introduce a new thematic content to a 
discussion. Responsive comments are comments which 
respond to a given thematic content 

In order to code the posts, the second interpreter coded each post 

according to the following scheme: 

 

  

1. Who 
makes the 
post

•Teacher (by 
name)

•Researcher

2. Post 
commented 
by

•Teacher (by 
name)

•Researcher

3. Date of 
occurrence

•Period 1

•Period 2

•Period 3

•Period 4

4. Seen by 
and Likes

•Number 
of seen by

•Number 
of likes

5. Type of 
comments

•Initiative

•Responsive
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The following examples illustrate how the posts were coded using the 

previously presented codes. The numbers (in the first post) indicate the 

location of every piece of information needed for coding, and the respective 

codes used in the given post. 

Examples of posts (in Portuguese) Coding 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Teacher 1 
2. Researcher 
3. Period 1 
4. Seen by 23, 0 like 
5. Initiative/Responsive  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Teacher 4 
2. Researcher/Researcher 
3. Period 2 
4. Seen by 32, 0 likes 
5.Initiative/Responsive/Responsive 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Researcher 
2. Teacher 2/Teacher 3 
3. Period 3 
4. Seen by 25, 2 likes 
5.Initiative/Responsive/Responsive 
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The questionnaires responded to by the teachers were coded according 

to the thematic content and discourse positioning. For the thematic content, 

there were no pre-stablished categories from the researcher.  

 
Codes used for the questionnaires 

6. Thematic content Thematic content is the main theme that emerges from a 
given discourse. There were no previous categories 
established by the researcher. 

7. Discourse positioning The discursive positioning indicates if a person 
(enunciator) feels himself responsible for the activity or if 
he transfers the responsibility to another person. By using 
different pronouns (I/you/he), the speaker takes 
responsibility for something or transfers the responsibility 
for what is said to another person. 

 

 
Example of excerpts of responses to the 
questionnaires 

Coding 

I believe the use of Facebook would be 
possible at schools if we discuss with the 
students the ways of using it 

6. How to implement Facebook at schools 
7. Enunciator 

Some teachers are reluctant in using 
Facebook. 

6. Problem for using Facebook 
7. Another person  

 

  

6. Thematic content

•Free coding

7. Discourse 
positioning

•Enunciator

•Another person
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Appendix 3. Coding scheme used in Chapter 3 

In Chapter 3, the following categories were used for data analysis. First, 

we analysed the multimodal aspects of the posts, such as date, type of posts 

and content of the posts. 

Codes used for coding the posts  

1. Date and number of 
occurrence 

Posts were classified by date of occurrence and counted by 
period. Period 1, February-June/2013; Period 2, July-
October/2013; Period 3, November/2013-March/2014; 
Period 4, April-June/2014 

2. Type of posts links to blogs: the post contains a link that redirects to a 
blog  
links to external website: the post has a link that redirects 
to another website outside Facebook. 
links to videos: the post has a link to videos in sites such as 
YouTube. 
images: the post only presents an image with no 
description. 
Texts: the post has only text on it, without links or pictures 
Uploaded text files: the post contains an uploaded file, for 
instance a .doc or .pdf file. 
Texts with images: the post presents a combination of text 
and images 

3. Content of posts Class routine/agenda: the post was used to book an event 
or activity. 
Complement to what is studied in classroom: the content 
of the post is related to what was discussed during a 
previous class 
Extra-curricular courses for students: the post presented 
information about courses in other institutions, such as 
vocational schools. 
Information about admission exams for universities: the 
post has information about admission exams of different 
universities. 
Interdisciplinary themes: the post from one curricular 
component was linked to another curricular component. 
Introduction to new themes before classroom: the post 
was used by the teacher to introduce a new theme before 
classes.  
Work done by students: the post contained a piece of work 
done by students, such as pictures, or an uploaded file. 
Miscellaneous: other posts that cannot be classified 
according to the previous themes. 
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In order to code the posts, the second interpreter coded each post 

according to the following scheme: 

The second stage of analysis was to gain understanding of the discursive 

aspects of the posts, and was done according to the following categories and 

scheme: 

Discursive aspects of the posts 

4. Post initiated by Teacher, Student, Researcher 

5. Enunciate 
responsibility 

Who takes responsibility for what is said: enunciator or 
another person. By using different pronouns (I/you/he), the 
speaker takes responsibility for something or transfers the 
responsibility for what is said to another person. In cases 
that there was no indication of responsibility, not applicable 
was used for coding 

6. Type of answer Simple: does not add new information to what was said 
before, for example, when a person replies “Ok” or “I 
agree”. 
Complex: expands what is being discussed. For example, a 
person agrees (or disagrees) with what is said, but adds a 
question or information to the previous enunciate.  

7. Discussion end Concluded discussion: the post has no questions or 
comments without answers. 
Open discussion: the post has a comment without answer 
or solution for a problem. 

1. Date of occurence

•Period 1

•Period 2

•Period 3

•Period 4

2. Type of post

•links to blogs, 

•links to external 
website, 

•links to videos, 

•images, 

•texts, 

•uploaded text files, 

•texts with images

3. Content of the post

•class routine/agenda, 

•complement to what 
is studied in 
classroom, 

•extra-curricular 
courses for students,

•information about 
admission exams for 
universities, 

•interdisciplinary 
themes, 

•introduction to new 
themes before 
classroom, 

•work done by 
students, 

•miscellaneous
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The following examples illustrate how the posts were coded using the 

previously presented codes. The numbers indicate the location of every piece 

of information needed for coding, and the codes used in the given post. 

 
Examples of posts (in Portuguese) Coding 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Period 2 
2. Text 
3. Miscellaneous 
4. Teacher 
5. Enunciator/Enunciator/Another 
person 
6. Complex/Complex/Complex 
7. Concluded  

4. Post 
initiated by

•Teacher

•Student

•Researcher

5. Enunciate 
responsibility

•Enunciator

•Another 
person

•not 
applicable

6. Type of 
answer

•Simple

•Complex

7. Discussion 
end

•Concluded

•Open
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1. Period 3 
2. Link to video 
3. Complement to what is studied 
in classroom 
4. Teacher 
5. not applicable 
6. Simple/Simple 
7. Concluded  

 1. Period 4 
2. Text 
3. Class routine/agenda 
4. Teacher 
5. not applicable 
6. Simple/Simple 
7. Concluded 

 

Appendix 4. Coding scheme used in Chapter 4 

In Chapter 4, the following categories were used for data analysis. First, 

we coded the multimodal aspects of the posts, such as date, number of 

occurrence, and number of interactions per post. 

Codes used for coding the posts 

1. Date  Date that the post was made, in order to analyse the 
number of interactions by period. Period 1, February-
June/2013; Period 2, July-October/2013; Period 3, 
November/2013-March/2014; Period 4, April-June/2014 

2. Number of occurrence Total number of posts in each group 

3. Number of interactions 
per post 

Number of comments (responses), likes (students who 
pushed the “like” button, and the “seen by” number in 
every post made. 
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The second stage of analysis was to code the discursive aspects of the 

posts and from the open-ended questions of the online survey responded to 

by students, which is described in the following table and scheme. 

Discursive aspects of posts and opened questions 

4. Who initiated the post Teacher, students or researcher 

5. Who responded to the 
post 

Teacher, students or researcher 

6. Linguistic markers Use of 1st person plural (pronoun and verbs) to implicate 
other students in the activities. In Portuguese, the verbs 
can be used without a pronoun, since they all have 
different inflections according to the person (1st, 2nd and 
3rd singular or plural). Those linguistic markers can be 
used to identify the emergence of collaborative agency. 
Posts with no such linguistic markers were coded as not 
applicable. 

7. Enunciation 
responsibility 

Express who takes the responsibility for what is said. If a 
student says “The teacher is not using the group”, he 
transfers the responsibility of that action to the teacher, 
although he can be the responsible for not using the 
group as well. In cases that there was no indication of 
responsibility, not applicable was used for coding. 

 

The following example illustrates how the posts were coded using the 

previously presented codes. The numbers indicate the location of every piece 

of information needed for coding, and the codes used in the given post. 

4. Post initiated 
by

•Teacher

•Student

•Researcher

5. Who 
responded to the 
post

•Teacher

•Student

•Researcher

6. Linguistic 
markers

•1st person 
plural (verbs 
and nouns)

•not applicable

7. Enunciation 
responsibility

•Enunciator

•Anther person

•Not applicable

1. Date of occurence

•Period 1

•Period 2

•Period 3

•Period 4

2. Number of 
occurrence

•how many posts 
from each group

3. Number of 
interactions

•number of 
comments

•number of likes
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Examples of posts (in Portuguese) Coding 

 1. Period 4 
2. (numbered in the total of posts) 
3. 2 comments/8 likes/Seen by 186 
4. Teacher 
5. Student 5/Student 7 
6. Not applicable 
7. Not applicable 

 
 

1. Period 3 
2. (numbered in the total of posts) 
3. 10 comments/8 likes/Seen by all 
4. Teacher 
 
Note: Codes 5, 6 and 7 are for every 
comment of a post 

5 
Researcher 
Student 1 
Student 2 
Teacher 
Student 3 
Student 4 
Student 4 
Student 4  
Student 4 
Student 5 
 

6 
Plural 
Plural 
Plural  
N/A* 
Plural 
N/A 
N/A 
Plural 
N/A 
Plural 
 
 
 
*Not 
applicable 
 
 
 

7 
N/A 
Enunciator 
Enunciator 
N/A 
Enunciator 
A/Person** 
Enunciator 
Enunciator 
N/A 
A/Person 
 
 
 
**Another 
person 
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Appendix 5. Coding scheme used in Chapter 5 

 

In Chapter 5, the following categories were used for data analysis.  

1. Communication With communication: posts that presented comments (message 
exchange) or likes. 
Without follow-up communication: posts that presented no 
reactions. 

2. Argumentative 
aspects of the 
posts 

Expressing agreement/disagreement: comments using single 
words or small expressions such as yes, no, I do, I don’t. 
Adding information to a discussion: participants would respond 
to the post with no expansion of what was posted (e.g., the 
teachers asked: Who was approved at the test? And students 
reply: I was approved or I don’t know). 
Expressing a claim: claims were coded by analysing the use of 
adjectives, modal verbs and if clauses, as well as the discursive 
context. (e.g., one student states: ) I think that the new 
organization should have always existed. I think that now 
education moves forward! However, no warrants were supplied) 
Expressing counter arguments: contradictions or problems could 
be indicated by adversative conjunctions, such as ‘but’, 
‘however’, ‘although’, and by the context of the post. For 
instance, when a student commented: I tried it again. I could not 
do better! Although no conjunctions were used, the second 
sentence expresses a contradiction to the first. 

3. Type of 
discourse 

Authoritative discourse: this type of discourse can be identified 
by how the participants make legitimizing references to other 
people (e.g. the teacher) or sources, e.g. Galileo said the earth 
moves. In that case, the responsibility for what is said is 
transferred to a source outside themselves. 
Internally persuasive discourse: is permeated by (but not limited 
to) modal verbs, plural forms of personal pronouns and verbs, 
which can be taken as manifestations of self-responsible 
reasoning. 
Not applicable: not possible to identify IPD or authoritative 
discourses 

Every post was coded according to the following scheme. The posts were 

first coded as With/Without follow-up communication. Of the posts with 

communication, they were coded as with comments and without comments 

(only with likes). Of the posts with comments, comments were coded as 

verbal/non-verbal. Finally, the posts with verbal comments were coded as 

with/without argumentation. After this first round of coding, we coded the 
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type of discourse as IPD or Authoritative discourse in the cases it was possible 

to identify such discourses. 
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The following examples illustrate how the posts were coded using the 

previously presented codes. 
C

o
d

in
g 

1
. P

o
st

 w
it

h
 

co
m

m
u

n
ic

at
io

n
 

2
. P

o
st

 w
it

h
 c

o
m

m
en

ts
 

3
. V

er
b

al
 c

o
m

m
en

ts
 

4
. W

it
h

 a
rg

u
m

en
ta

ti
o

n
 

5
. I

P
D

 –
 D

is
cu

ss
io

n
 

w
it

h
o

u
t 

im
p

o
si

ti
o

n
s 

 (1
) 

Ex
p

re
ss

in
g 

a 
C

la
im

 

(n
o

 w
ar

ra
n

ts
) 

(2
) 

Ex
p

re
ss

in
g 

a 
C

la
im

 

(3
) 

W
ar

ra
n

t 
to

 (
2

) 

(4
) 

C
o

n
tr

ad
ic

ti
o

n
 

(5
) 

Ex
p

re
ss

in
g 

a 
C

la
im

 

(6
) 

W
ar

ra
n

t 
to

 (
5

) 

Tr
an

sl
at

io
n

 

T
ea

ch
er

 G
5

 
H

i, 
b

o
y

s 
an

d
 g

ir
ls

. H
o

w
 a

re
 y

o
u

? 
I 

m
is

s 
yo

u
!!

 
W

h
at

 d
o

 y
o

u
 t

h
in

k
 a

b
o

u
t 

th
e 

p
ro

p
o

sa
l f

o
r 

re
o

rg
an

iz
in

g 
th

e 
m

u
n

ic
ip

al
 e

d
u

ca
ti

o
n

al
 s

y
st

em
? 

I 
k

n
o

w
 y

o
u

 a
re

 n
o

t 
fr

o
m

 t
h

at
 

sy
st

em
, b

u
t 

I 
w

o
u

ld
 li

k
e 

to
 k

n
o

w
 a

 b
it

 f
ro

m
 y

o
u

. 
K

is
se

s 
T

ea
ch

er
 G

5
 

 S
tu

d
e

n
t 

1
. H

i, 
te

ac
h

er
. I

 a
m

 f
in

e,
 a

n
d

 y
o

u
? 

M
is

s 
yo

u
 t

o
o

. 
W

el
l, 

(1
) 

I 
th

in
k

 t
h

at
 t

h
e 

n
ew

 o
rg

an
iz

at
io

n
 s

h
o

u
ld

 h
av

e 
al

w
ay

s 
ex

is
te

d
. I

 t
h

in
k

 t
h

at
 n

o
w

 e
d

u
ca

ti
o

n
 m

o
ve

s 
fo

rw
ar

d
! 

T
e

a
ch

e
r 

G
5

. H
o

w
 a

n
d

 w
h

y
? 

(l
et

’s
 r

em
em

b
er

 m
y

 c
la

ss
es

…
 

la
u

gh
s)

 
S

tu
d

e
n

t 
2

. H
i, 

te
ac

h
er

. M
is

s 
yo

u
 t

o
o

 a
n

d
 m

is
s 

yo
u

 a
ll

. W
el

l, 
(2

) 
I 

th
in

k 
it

 is
 v

er
y 

in
te

re
st

in
g

, t
o

 s
ee

 t
h

at
 s

o
m

et
h

in
g 

ca
n

 b
e 

d
o

n
e 

to
 im

p
ro

v
e 

th
e 

m
u

n
ic

ip
al

 e
d

u
ca

ti
o

n
al

 s
y

st
em

, i
t 

is
 

re
a

ll
y 

a
n

 e
d

u
ca

ti
o

n
a

l l
ev

el
 t

h
a

t 
n

ee
d

s 
to

 b
e 

se
en

 in
 a

 b
et

te
r 

w
a

y,
 (

3
) 

b
ec

a
u

se
 h

a
lf

 o
f 

th
e 

p
o

o
r 

p
eo

p
le

 s
tu

d
y 

th
er

e.
 A

n
d

 I
 

ag
re

e 
w

it
h

 S
tu

d
en

t 
1

, i
t 

sh
o

u
ld

 a
lw

ay
s 

h
av

e 
ex

is
te

d
, s

in
ce

 a
 

lo
t 

o
f 

p
eo

p
le

 u
se

 t
h

at
 s

y
st

em
,  

(4
) 

b
u

t 
it

 is
 n

o
t 

al
w

ay
s 

w
h

at
 

w
e 

ex
p

ec
t,

 b
u

t 
n

o
w

 t
h

at
 t

h
ey

 (
p

o
li

ti
ci

an
s)

 w
o

k
e 

u
p

 f
o

r 
th

is
, 

it
 w

as
 g

re
at

 t
h

ey
 t

o
o

k
 s

o
m

e 
ac

ti
o

n
s 

to
 im

p
ro

v
e 

ed
u

ca
ti

o
n

…
 I

 
h

o
p

e 
th

at
 t

h
ey

 im
p

ro
v

e 
m

u
n

ic
ip

al
 e

d
u

ca
ti

o
n

 m
o

re
 a

n
d

 
m

o
re

, b
ec

au
se

 m
o

st
 c

it
ze

n
s 

u
se

 it
. T

h
an

k
 y

o
u

. 
S

tu
d

e
n

t 
1

. H
o

w
? 

W
it

h
 t

h
is

 n
ew

 o
rg

an
iz

at
io

n
! 

 (
5

) 
T

h
e 

w
a

y 
it

 
is

 s
tu

d
en

ts
 a

re
 la

zy
, t

h
ey

 t
h

in
k 

th
a

t 
ju

st
 b

ec
a

u
se

 t
h

ey
 g

o
 t

o 
sc

h
o

o
l t

h
ey

 a
re

 p
ro

m
o

te
d

 t
o

 t
h

e 
fo

ll
ow

in
g

 c
la

ss
.  

(6
) 

N
o

w
 t

h
at

 
th

ey
 n

ee
d

 g
o

o
d

 s
co

re
s,

 t
h

ey
 w

il
l 

w
ak

e 
u

p
 f

o
r 

li
fe

, a
n

d
 m

ay
b

e 
th

ey
 c

an
 s

ee
 t

h
at

 e
d

u
ca

ti
o

n
 is

 n
o

t 
p

la
y

in
g,

 a
n

d
 t

h
at

 n
o

b
o

d
y 

ca
n

 li
v

e 
w

it
h

 o
n

ly
 a

 m
in

im
u

n
 w

ag
e,

 a
n

d
 b

ec
au

se
 o

f 
th

at
 t

h
ey

 
n

ee
d

 t
o

 b
e 

en
ga

ge
d

 s
o

 t
h

ey
 c

an
 h

av
e 

a 
go

o
d

 f
in

an
ci

al
 

co
n

d
it

io
n

. 

Ex
am

p
le

s 
o

f 
p

o
st

s 
(i

n
 P

o
rt

u
gu

e
se

) 

 

 



Appendices 

136 

C
o

d
in

g 

1
. P

o
st

 w
it

h
 

co
m

m
u

n
ic

at
io

n
 

2
. P

o
st

 w
it

h
 c

o
m

m
en

ts
 

3
. V

er
b

al
 c

o
m

m
en

ts
 

4
. W

it
h

 a
rg

u
m

en
ta

ti
o

n
 

5
. I

P
D

 –
 D

is
cu

ss
io

n
 

w
it

h
o

u
t 

im
p

o
si

ti
o

n
s 

 (1
) 

Ex
p

re
ss

in
g 

a 
C

la
im

 

(2
) 

W
ar

ra
n

t 
to

 (
1

) 

(3
) 

ad
d

in
g 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n

 

(4
) 

ad
d

in
g 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n

 

(5
) 

ad
d

in
g 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n

 

(6
) 

Ex
p

re
ss

in
g 

a 
C

la
im

 (
n

o
 

w
ar

ra
n

ts
) 

(7
) 

Ex
p

re
ss

in
g 

ag
re

e
m

en
t 

(8
) 

Ex
p

re
ss

in
g 

a 
C

la
im

 (
n

o
 

w
ar

ra
n

ts
) 

(9
) 

ad
d

in
g 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n

 

(1
0

) 
Ex

p
re

ss
in

g 

ag
re

e
m

en
t 

(1
1

) 
ad

d
in

g 
in

fo
rm

at
io

n
 

Tr
an

sl
at

io
n

 

Te
ac

h
e

r 
G

3
-H

is
to

ry
 

St
u

d
en

ts
, t

h
e 

fi
rs

t 
q

u
es

ti
o

n
 f

o
r 

yo
u

. 

H
o

w
 d

o
 y

o
u

 t
h

in
k 

w
e 

ca
n

 u
se

 t
h

is
 g

ro
u

p
 f

o
r 

w
o

rk
in

g 
cl

as
sr

o
o

m
 c

o
n

te
n

t?
 

(J
u

st
 t

o
 r

em
in

d
, t

h
er

e 
is

 n
o

 r
ig

h
t 

o
r 

w
ro

n
g 

an
sw

er
. I

t 
is

 y
o

u
r 

o
p

p
in

io
n

) 

R
e

se
ar

ch
e

r.
 S

tu
d

en
ts

, y
o

u
 n

ee
d

 t
o

 a
n

sw
er

 t
h

e 
q

u
e

st
io

n
. F

o
r 

ex
am

p
le

: I
 

th
in

k 
if

 w
e 

d
o

 X
, w

e 
w

ill
 h

av
e 

th
e 

re
su

lt
 Y

. I
f 

yo
u

 d
o

 n
o

t 
re

sp
o

n
d

, w
e 

w
o

n
’t

 

kn
o

w
 w

h
at

 y
o

u
 w

an
t 

to
 b

e 
d

o
n

e 
h

er
e.

 R
em

em
b

er
 t

h
at

 w
e 

ar
e 

b
u

ild
in

g 
th

is
 

to
ge

th
er

! 
W

e 
d

o
 n

o
t 

w
an

t 
to

 im
p

o
se

 t
h

in
gs

, b
u

t 
to

 u
se

 w
h

at
 y

o
u

 a
lr

ea
d

y 

kn
o

w
 t

o
 c

o
m

p
le

m
en

t 
w

h
at

 is
 d

o
n

e 
in

 t
h

e 
cl

as
s.

 

St
u

d
e

n
t 

1
. (

1
) 

I t
h

in
k 

it
 c

an
 h

e
lp

 u
s 

a 
lo

t 
b

ec
au

se
 it

 is
 e

as
ie

r 
th

an
 g

ro
u

p
 

w
o

rk
, a

n
d

 (
2

) 
th

e 
yo

u
th

 n
o

w
ad

ay
s 

ar
e 

2
4

/7
 c

o
n

n
ec

te
d

 t
o

 F
ac

eb
o

o
k.

 T
h

at
’s

 

w
h

at
 I 

th
in

k 

St
u

d
e

n
t 

2
. (

3
) 

W
e 

ca
n

 u
se

 (
Fa

ce
b

o
o

k)
 t

o
 a

sk
 q

u
es

ti
o

n
s 

ab
o

u
t 

w
h

at
 w

e 
d

o
 in

 

cl
as

s,
 a

n
d

 s
o

 t
h

e 
te

ac
h

e
r 

ca
n

 g
iv

e
 u

s 
ac

ti
vi

ti
e

s,
 a

n
d

 t
o

 s
ch

ed
u

le
 e

xa
m

s.
 

Te
ac

h
e

r 
G

5
. V

er
y 

go
o

d
, p

eo
p

le
. L

et
’s

 g
iv

e 
m

o
re

 a
n

sw
er

s!
 

St
u

d
e

n
t 

3
. (

4
) 

W
e 

ca
n

 u
se

 it
 t

o
 s

o
lv

e 
o

u
r 

d
o

u
b

ts
, f

o
r 

ex
am

p
le

, w
h

en
 w

e 
ar

e 

n
o

t 
in

 c
la

ss
 t

h
is

 c
an

 h
el

p
 u

s 
a 

lo
t;

 t
o

 s
ch

ed
u

le
 e

xa
m

s,
 (

5
) 

b
ec

au
se

 t
h

en
 w

e 

w
ill

 b
e 

p
re

p
ar

ed
 t

o
 it

 a
n

d
 w

e 
ca

n
 h

av
e 

go
o

d
 g

ra
d

e
s.

 (
6

) 
A

ls
o

, I
 t

h
in

k 
if

 y
o

u
 

(t
o

 t
h

e 
te

ac
h

er
) 

p
u

t 
so

m
e 

ac
ti

vi
ti

es
 t

h
e

re
, i

t 
w

ill
 b

e 
m

u
ch

 e
as

ie
r…

 

St
u

d
e

n
t 

4
. (

7
) 

W
o

w
!,

 M
iih

 S
an

to
s 

to
ld

 w
h

at
 I 

w
an

te
d

 t
o

 t
el

l!
 (

la
u

gh
s)

 
St

u
d

e
n

t 
4

. (
8

) 
I t

h
in

k 
th

o
se

 a
re

 t
h

e 
b

es
t 

th
in

gs
 t

h
at

 w
e 

ca
n

 h
av

e.
 

St
u

d
e

n
t 

4
. (

9
) 

Fo
r 

in
st

an
ce

, t
h

e 
te

ac
h

er
 p

o
st

s 
so

m
e 

ex
er

ci
se

s 
fo

r 
th

e 

ex
am

s,
 a

n
d

 t
el

l t
h

at
 e

ve
ry

o
n

e 
n

e
ed

s 
to

 d
o

 it
. W

h
e

n
 w

e 
ge

t 
to

 c
la

ss
, (

th
e 

ex
am

) 
w

ill
 b

e 
th

e 
sa

m
e,

 a
n

d
 w

h
o

 d
id

 t
h

e 
(o

n
lin

e)
 a

ct
iv

it
ie

s 
w

ill
 d

o
 w

el
l i

n
 

th
e 

ex
am

 g
o

es
 b

et
te

r 
th

an
 t

h
o

se
 w

h
o

 d
id

 n
o

t.
 J

u
st

 t
o

 s
ee

 if
 w

e 
ar

e 
p

ay
in

g 

at
te

n
ti

o
n

. 

St
u

d
e

n
t 

4
. (

1
0

) 
It

 w
o

u
ld

 b
e 

re
al

ly
 g

o
o

d
 (

sm
ile

) 

St
u

d
e

n
t 

5
. (

1
1

) 
Yo

u
 (

te
ac

h
er

) 
co

u
ld

 t
el

l u
s 

ab
o

u
t 

si
te

s,
 v

id
eo

s,
 e

tc
.,

 w
h

ic
h

 

co
m

p
le

m
en

ts
 t

h
e 

su
b

je
ct

s 
(w

e 
ar

e 
st

u
d

yi
n

g)
 

Ex
am

p
le

s 
o

f 
p

o
st

s 
(i

n
 P

o
rt

u
gu

e
se

) 

 



Appendices 

137 

Appendix 6 

Online survey (in Portuguese) 
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Appendix 6 (translation) 

Online survey 

 

Questionnaire about the use of Facebook 
1. What is your school level? 

o Elementary  
o Secondary 

2. How old are you? 
o ≤13 

o 14 
o 15 

o 16 

o 17 
o 18 
o 18+ 

3. Choose your group 
o G1 Biology 
o G2 History 

o G3 Sciences 

o G4 English 
o G5 Portuguese 

4. How often do you access Facebook? 
o Everyday 

o 5 or 6 times a week 
o 3 or 4 times a week 

o 1 or 2 times a week 

5. Was it a good experience using Facebook groups 
with the teachers? 

o Yes 
o No 

6. If yes, why? (you can choose more than one 
alternative) 

o It was easier to understand the 
content 

o For reviewing the content 

before tests 
o It was a complement to what 

was discussed in class 

o Our classmates posted 
interesting things 

o The teacher could answer to a 

question outside the classroom 
o Communication between 

teacher and students was easier 

o The teacher learned how to 
use digital tools and used them more 

often 

o The teacher allowed the use of 
mobile phones for some activities 

o It was a way of keeping 

contact with the teacher outside the 
school 
o Other reasons (type here) 

7. What could be done to change the use of groups 
on Facebook by teachers and students? 

o The teacher could use them 

more often 
o Students could use them more 

often 

o The teacher could make it 
mandatory for students 

o Internet connection at school 

o More rooms with computers at 
school 

o All teachers should use groups 

with students 
o It should be graded 

o No way to improve 
o Other reasons (type here) 

8. Did you improve your grades after using the 
groups on Facebook? 

o Yes 
o No 

9. Did you improve in any of the following items? 
(you can choose more than one alternative) 

o Behaviour 

o Collaborate more with the 

classmates 
o You are more engaged 

o You ask more questions 

during the classes 
o You do your homework more 

often 

o Any other changes you 
perceived. (type here) 

10. What did you like most about using Facebook 
group with your teacher? 
 
11. What did you dislike about the groups
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Appendix 7 

Tanslation Figures 2a and 2b - Chapter 4. 

 

Figure 2a 
Boys and girls, 
today we begin another stage of work. Now each group will individually read the 
selected books. 
Tip: After reading, set a time so that you can sit down with the other members of the 
group to work out a road map. When you are planning, think about aspects of the 
genre - oral presentation - and the aspects you would like to share with the entire 
room. Therefore, do not forget that you are responsible for reading and your 
classmates have not yet had access to the contents of the book read. Further 
questions can be requested here as well. 
Hugs, 
Prof. Maurício Canuto 
I started reading the "Happy New Year" of Marcelo Rubens Paiva at the suggestion of 
Lucas Nunes 
Comment from the teacher: ATTENTION: Do not forget to remind the other colleagues 
in our discussion group 

 

Figure 2b 
Good morning people! Here is a video about the sequoias, the giant trees, which I had 
commented on in the classroom. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ar-emgLt_qY 
Now it's your turn! Look for links related to the topic, or video link and make a short 
summary of about 5 lines, counting on what the video is about. Look for some 
curiosities. For example, I spoke of the largest plant in the world, and the smallest, 
does anyone know? 
 
Comments from students 
Student 1.  http://viajeaqui.abril.com.br/materias/arvores-pelo-mundo 
Student 1. http://ambientalistasemrede.org/a-maior-e-en-menor-flor.../ 
Student 2. Baobá (of African origin, through the fr.baobab.) Andansonia digitata. A 
large tree native of Africa with edible (applesauce) fruit, with a slightly acidic taste. 
(Family of Bombocáceas. Baobá has developed well in Africa and acclimatized in Brazil. 
It is a deep root and root tree The trunk is of soft wood, usually looser than high. (see 
more). 
Student 3. http: //mundoestranho.abril.com.br/.../ which-the-biggest-plant ... 
Student 4. Moss (s. M). (From the lat. Muscus): Name given to several bryophyte 
plants, which form a kind of slime on the earth, on the trunk of the trees, on the old 
walls, etc., and of which there are more than a thousand known species. (see more) 

http://viajeaqui.abril.com.br/materias/arvores-pelo-mundo
http://ambientalistasemrede.org/a-maior-e-en-menor-flor.../
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Summary 

 

Online groups in secondary education: Communicating for changing 

educational practices 

 

Fernando Rezende da Cunha Junior 

 
This thesis aims at understanding how teachers and students used groups 

on Facebook as a communicative tool, and how such activity impacted 
communication in everyday classrooms, in different schools in Brazil. The four 
empirical studies presented in this thesis (Chapters 2 to 5), together with the 
introductory chapter (Chapter 1) and the general conclusions (Chapter 6), 
were guided by the following overarching question: “how is communication 
among teachers and students affected by using Facebook groups for 
educational purposes?  Responding to this question is important when 
considering a context of educational change, for the understanding of how 
activities emerge and evolve in contexts of everyday practice, which are not 
organized for experimental purposes.  

In Chapter 1, we described the research background, the theoretical and 
methodological framework, and the outline of the thesis. Despite the growing 
number of research on Facebook for educational purposes, (Alagoz, 2013; 
Bowman & Akcaoglu, 2014; Charlton et al., 2012), little research has been 
conducted on secondary education and on teachers who are already in service. 
Therefore, we explored how the use of groups on Facebook influenced 
communication between teachers and students.  

The main reasons that are mentioned in the literature for choosing the 
use of groups on Facebook were: they enable sharing different digital files; 
synchronous and asynchronous communication are possible; all the 
participants were already connected to Facebook and were familiar with the 
use of groups; and finally, it would involve no costs for the participants. 

The theoretical framework of our research is grounded within Cultural-
Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) (Engeström, 2015; van Oers, 2013b), and on 
Bakhtin (1981; 1952), with the underlying assumption that communicative 
activities are tool-mediated activities, permeated by interpersonal relations 
(van Oers, 2013a), and built through participants’ discourses and exchange of 
meanings.  

The methodology adopted in this thesis was the Critical Collaborative 
Research (CCR) (Magalhães, 2011, 2016). Such a methodology presupposes all 
subjects (including the researcher) to collaboratively produce knowledge and 
to co-design the research setting. CCR differs from other widely used 
methodologies, like the Design Based Research (Brown, 1992; van den Akker et 
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al., 2007) or Action Research (Barry, 2012; Lewin, 1946). When compared to 
the first, the main objective of DBR is to increase the relevance of research for 
policy and practice (van den Akker et al., 2007), while CCR aims at promoting 
conditions for the participants to reflect on their actions, so learning can occur 
(Cunha Jr., 2017). To the second – Action research – participants must reflect 
not only on what they are doing, but also on what all the other participants are 
doing and discuss it, to reorganize the research, and not only reflect on their 
own actions. 

The four empirical studies presented in this thesis were based in two 
types of groups on Facebook: one group for teachers only (TFC – Teachers 
using Facebook in the Classroom), with 43 participants, including the 
researcher; and groups of teacher-students, which were composed by one 
teacher from TFC, and one or more classes of students, chosen by the teacher. 
As data sources, we used the posts from the newsfeed of the groups, 
questionnaires responded to by the teachers, and an online survey responded 
to by the students. All data were analysed qualitatively. However, some 
descriptive statistics were used so we could understand how communicative 
activities inside the posts evolved over time, as well as to summarize the 
answers to the questionnaires. 

All posts were coded using Atlas.Ti. From the discursive aspects of the 
posts (and questionnaires), we analysed the thematic content, discourse 
positioning, enunciate responsibility, discursive initiative, and the type of 
discourse. Among the multimodal aspects of the posts, we considered the type 
of post, content of the post, number of likes, number of comments and date of 
occurrence. The combination of discursive and multimodal aspects of the posts 
enabled us to understand how communication, collaboration, agency and 
argumentation developed over time. Based on these analyses, we could 
develop our insights on how the use of Facebook groups affected 
communication between teachers and students, more specifically, how it 
affected collaboration, agency and argumentation among the participants.  

In order to answer our main research question, the studies presented in 
this thesis focused on different aspects. In Chapter 2, we focused on TFC, and 
departed from the following question: Why and how do teachers use TFC as a 
collaborative space? In that group, 43 teachers from different schools, as well 
as the author of this thesis, could share their experiences on how to use digital 
media with their students.  

Despite an increase in the number of posts during the first year of 
research, we observed a subsequent decrease after teachers started using the 
groups of teacher-students. However, such a decrease may be explained by 
two reasons: first, teachers became busier with the use of groups of teacher-
students; and second, teachers created smaller groups on Facebook so other 
teachers from their schools could also participate. In addition, some schools 
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endorsed the use of groups on Facebook and provided teachers with paid time 
for meetings and for using the groups with students. Such endorsement was 
considered positively by the teachers, since they could dedicate more time to 
developing online educational activities for their students. 

Chapters 3 to 5 were focused on the groups of teacher-students. Chapter 
3 was guided by the following research question: How do secondary education 
teachers use Facebook groups with their students? We described how five 
teachers used the groups with their students and how its use impacted on 
communication among teachers and students.  

Despite the difference of the number of students in each group – from 22 
to 220, we observed similarities among them. First, the groups of teacher-
students presented an increase in the number of posts over time; and second, 
teachers started posting less, while students started posting more and became 
more autonomous within the groups. We concluded that teachers played an 
important role on adjusting the use of the groups according to the needs of 
their students. For instance, one group was used more as complement for 
classroom activities, while the other was used for organizing activities for 
upcoming classes. 

Given the increase in students’ autonomy and engagement inside the 
groups on Facebook, Chapter 4 was based on the following research question: 
How does students’ agency evolve while using groups on Facebook? In that 
study, we focus on how students’ agency in the groups evolves over time. That 
is, how students become autonomous and responsible participants who are 
able to make changes to a pre-established condition.  

Our results suggested a three-step model of agency-development among 
students: 1. from observers to agents, that is, students start acting more inside 
the groups; 2. from agents to agents collaborating, that is, students started 
collaborating with each other, primarily for achieving personal goals; and 3. 
from agents collaborating to collaborative agents. In this last stage, students 
collaborated with each other in order to achieve a collective goal: students 
started using the groups on Facebook with other teachers that were not 
participating in the research. However, such a transition on the stages of 
agency could be observed from a small number of posts and from a limited 
number of students. Despite the lack of participation of all students in the 
groups, our results demonstrated the need for considering agency from a 
collective/collaborative perspective.  

In order to understand how the communicative activities developed in 
the groups of teacher-students, in Chapter 5 we asked the following question: 
How do students and teachers use posts in groups on Facebook and how does 
argumentation emerge within group’s communicative activity? Answering such 
a question enabled us to understand if argumentative activities emerged 
within the communicative activity of the teacher-students group, and how this 
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impacts on collaboration in the groups, focusing on the interactions among 
teachers-students and students-students.  

Our results pointed out a small number of posts with argumentative 
activities. In addition, we observed the predominance of authoritative 
discourse in the posts, while the use of internally persuasive discourse (IPD) 
emerged in situations in which students needed to find or negotiate a common 
ground for doing another activity, enabling argumentative activity among the 
students. From these data, we concluded that teachers are not only the ones 
who create situations in which students are expected to argue, but also the 
ones who create situations in which students may perceive a concrete need for 
using argumentative activities. In other words, argumentation should be 
explored in a way students could be enabled to use argumentation for real life 
situations. 

In Chapter 6, we presented our conclusions on how the use of TFC and 
the groups of teacher-students on Facebook for educational purposes affected 
communication between teachers and students. By having a relatively high 
degree of freedom, students and teachers increased communication over time, 
and such increase also contributed to better collaboration, engagement 
agency, and to the emergence of argumentative activities inside the groups on 
Facebook. In addition, teachers and students extended the use of groups 
beyond what was expected by the initial research aims.  

Despite the limitations of the presented studies (such as limited number 
of posts and participants), we cautiously want to highlight some practical 
implications for educational settings. First, students can contribute on 
implementing the use of digital tools in schools, and collaborate with teachers 
who have no training on the use of digital media. Second, all stakeholders 
(students, teachers, management team, and community) must be involved for 
an effective school transformation. Finally, trusting students and giving them 
opportunities to co-design activities for their own educational contexts (as we 
did in our CCR based research) may provide students and teachers with tools 
to act not only in school settings, but in real life as well. 
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