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Abstract 

 

A majority of Swedish adolescents use social media platforms daily, both as a source of 

information as well as their main communication tools. Because of this, educators world-wide 

have attempted to include social media in their teaching. This thesis is a literature review on the 

current research on social media platforms in English as a Second Language teaching and 

learning. The thesis aims to explore how social media platforms can be used by teachers as 

language learning tools, as well as look at what advantages and challenges social media 

platforms provide. Five research articles and one dissertation were analyzed through 

connectivism as a learning theory. This review finds that social media platforms are used to 

create and share multi-modal educational content. The studies show a positive impact on 

students’ motivation and confidence. However, it was also found that researchers are not being 

critical enough when using social media instead of other digital platforms for educational 

purposes. It also shows that more research must be made on the inadvertent effects that social 

media as language learning tools may have on classroom education. This review is relevant in 

the light of the digitalization efforts currently underway by the Swedish National Agency of 

Education. 
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1. Introduction 

Social media plays a significant role in students’ personal lives. Through different platforms, 

students learn to identify themselves in different domains and how to interact with others online. 

This thesis will explore how social media platforms are viewed in current research on education, 

specifically English as a Second Language (ESL) education. ESL is a mandatory subject for 

students in both primary and secondary education. English is used globally, many times as a 

lingua franca in politics and academia. Additionally, English is a prevalent language in media 

consumed by adolescents in Sweden, in movies, music, and in social media through videos or 

memes.  

According to Internetstiftelsen, a Swedish company that conducts research on the internet habits 

of Swedish people, as of 2019, 7% of all 12-15-year-olds, and 61% of 16-25-year-olds use 

Facebook daily (2019, p. 117). For Instagram, the numbers are 65% and 73% respectively. In 

2018, 100% of all 12-15-year-olds used YouTube, and 79% used YouTube daily 

(Internetstiftelsen, 2018, p. 74). The corresponding numbers for 16-25-year-olds are 99% and 

64% respectively. These numbers show that social media is highly prevalent in students’ daily 

life. Considering this, many educators wish to use social media platforms in their teaching. 

However, the field of education relies on research, and in order to know how to implement 

social media into the ESL classroom, different approaches must be studied. 

 

The literature reviewed in this thesis is international and up to date. The texts explore different 

platforms and may give an insight into how Swedish ESL teachers can use social media in the 

classroom. This could benefit extramural education, since adolescents already use social media 

platforms daily, which means that they would be exposed to their ESL education even outside 

of school. Lastly, it should be mentioned that the entire Swedish education system is being 

digitalized, and one of the three focus areas in this effort is “Research and monitoring 

surrounding the possibilities of digitalization” (Skolverket, 2019). This thesis could be part of 

this research and is therefore relevant and in demand for the current digitalization effort. 

1.1. Aim and research questions 
This thesis proposes that social media already constitutes a part of the students’ real-life 

applications for what they learn in the classroom. Students use social media to interact with 

their peers, and they may also use social media to search for terms or concepts taught in school, 

or use information learnt in the classroom to aid them in their interactions through online 

platforms. Therefore, this thesis aims to explore how we as teachers can use social media as 

language learning tools specifically for English as a Second Language (ESL), as well as what 

considerations must be made before engaging in social media platforms within an ESL 

classroom. This aim will be realized through answering the following research questions: 

1. How can social media platforms operate as learning tools within the ESL classroom at 

the upper secondary level? 

2. What are some possible advantages with the use of social media platforms as learning 

tools? 

3. What are some possible challenges with the use of social media platforms as learning 

tools? 
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2. Background 

This section provides a background on the topic of this thesis through three major subsections: 

social media, digital learning tools, and curriculum regulations set by EU and the Swedish 

National Agency for Education. The social media platforms used by the literature reviewed in 

this thesis will be introduced. In addition, two terms will be specifically defined, social media 

platform and digital learning platforms, and a distinction between these will also be made.  

2.1. Social media 
The term social media platform is defined as “web-based technology that enables the 

development, deployment and management of social media solutions and services” 

(Techopedia, 2019), however, social media is a very wide term. Merriam-Webster defines 

social media as “forms of electronic communication (such as websites for social networking 

and microblogging) through which users create online communities to share information, ideas, 

personal messages, and other content (such as videos)” (2019). However vague the definition, 

social media platforms rely on multi-modality, which means being able to use diverse modes 

of content together, and social interaction between the users. There are several aspects to social 

media, such as differences between platforms, the changeable nature of social media, and 

economic factors. Below we will explore some social media platforms, as well as issues of 

digital privacy. 

2.1.1. Social media platforms 
When social media is brought up, it is likely that platform names such as Facebook or Twitter 

come to mind. In this thesis, four social media platforms and their functions will be explored. 

However, it is important to point out that three of these (Facebook, WhatsApp and Instagram) 

are owned by the same parent company, Facebook, whilst YouTube is owned by Google 

(Beattie, 2019; Reiff, 2019).  

 

Facebook is an online social media platform described as an app that “helps you connect with 

friends, family and communities of people who share your interests” (Facebook, 2019a). The 

company also describes Instagram as a “place where people can be inspired every day” and 

WhatsApp as an app that connects you “with the people you care about most, effortlessly and 

privately” (Facebook, 2019b; Facebook, 2019c). These descriptions written by the Facebook 

company itself are vague but can be understood as being online networks that work to connect 

users, build communities, and achieve goals through sharing content. YouTube describes its 

mission as “to give everyone a voice and show them the world” (YouTube, 2019). Again, they 

as a company ascribe a value to building communities through sharing content. These self-

descriptors are important when we distinguish social media platforms from digital learning 

platforms. They are both shared social networks, or digital environments that aid social 

interaction. However, digital learning platforms are defined as “an integrated set of interactive 

online services that provide trainers, learners, and others involved in education with 

information, tools and resources to support and enhance education delivery and management” 

(Litmos, 2019; Timeless Learning Technologies, 2019). Thus, the aim of digital learning 

platforms is tightly tied to educational goals and practices, and the platforms themselves need 

to offer education-specific tools. Comparatively, the aim of social media platforms is the 

interaction and community building itself. 

 

Since the definition of social media platforms has been established, and a distinction must be 

made between social media platforms and digital learning platforms. Thus, some other aspects 
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of social media that differentiate them from educational platforms will be discussed in the 

section dealing with online learning tools.  

2.1.2. Protection of privacy and age considerations 
It is the responsibility of all working at a Swedish upper secondary school to address the 

possibilities and risks that the increasing digitalization entails (Skolverket, 2018, p. 7). This is 

especially important since most students attending upper secondary school are below the age 

of 18. This section addresses two of the issues to be considered when using social media in a 

school context, protection of privacy and age considerations. 

 

In the EU, clear and active consent must be given to an online site for said site to process your 

personal data, and there are several parameters to what information this consent agreement 

should include, such as why and for how long the data will be processed (European Union, 

2019). This law is called the General Data Protection Regulation. It applies to all member 

countries and was enacted in May of 2018 (Wolford, 2020). For children in Sweden, consent 

must be obtained by a legal guardian before the age of 13 (Riksdagen, 2019). The issue of 

consent to privacy should always be raised by teachers when guiding the students digitally 

within social media platforms.  

 

Age restrictions are of course an issue that should be considered before using a social media 

network with underage students. A study conducted in 2016 found that the alcohol industry was 

in violation of their self-regulation guidelines by advertising their products regardless of the 

user’s age (Barry, et al., 2016). The study uses the term underage, which has several meanings. 

When comparing this study’s implications to a Swedish context there are two age limits to 

consider: the study was conducted in the U.S. where the legal drinking age is 21 in most states, 

18 in some, while in Sweden it is illegal to advertise any alcohol to any person below the age 

of 25 (Konsumentverket, 2019). This means that regarding this study, all profiles were underage 

in a Swedish advertisement context; however, the study refers to underage as younger than 21. 

One of the results to consider were the daily average number of updates from the companies’ 

profiles that the underaged profiles received, which were as high as 69 on Thursdays. This 

would potentially mean that a student could receive 69 notifications from alcohol companies 

while in school, which is in clear violation of the values that Swedish schools represent. This 

study shows that even though there may be regulations in place for advertisement, they may not 

always be followed, which should be considered by teachers who desire to implement social 

media platforms as learning tools. 

2.2. Online learning tools 
Online instruction is defined by Ally as the students using the web to complete tasks and reach 

their learning goals (2008, p. 36). Online learning could from this definition be proposed to be 

learning which occurs through the students’ use of online learning tools. However, online 

learning tools need to be effective through accommodating different learning styles – it could 

be seen as unused potential to not explore the full capacity that digital tools offer language 

teachers, such as video and audio, as well as more traditional forms of learning tools such as 

texts.  

Ally (2008, p. 37) proposes a model for effective online learning with four main themes: learner 

preparation, learning activities, learner interaction and learner transfer (see Appendix 1). He 

emphasizes learners’ self-assessment as a critical part of effective learning. This kind of 

individual-focused learning is now more possible thanks to digital learning tools. Furthermore, 
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Ally argues that within learner preparation, students should be given an overall structure of 

what the lesson entails and what prior knowledge is required of the students, as well as clear 

educational goal of the lesson so that students who believe themselves to be sufficiently 

prepared can go ahead with the final test of the lesson (2008, p. 36). This aids the students in 

being active learners, but also motivated learners since they do not have to repeatedly do tasks 

that they may be too skilled for.  

Within learner activities, Ally proposes multi-modal tasks that cater to the students’ individual 

needs and varied learning (2008, p. 38). Giving the students’ tasks that require them to conduct 

their own research is also included in this, as well as prompting the students to keep learning 

journals, and thereby include active reflection in their learning. Learner interaction makes it 

clear that even when students are conducting solitary activities, they are in constant interaction 

with the interface of the digital learning tool as well as with the content itself. Furthermore, 

Ally proposes that there should also be interactions between the learner and other learners, 

instructors, and experts, thus participating in shared social networks (2008, p. 38) – however, 

these shared social networks may consist of digital learning networks, and not necessarily 

social media platforms. Lastly, the students should be provided with opportunities to transfer 

their learning to their own real-life applications, going beyond the classroom (Ally, 2008, p. 

39).   

There are some main differences between social media platforms and digital learning networks. 

Firstly, while social media applications can be used as a digital learning tools, this is not their 

primary purpose. In a digital learning network, users can expect tools for grading, turning in 

exercises, and usually special moderating and monitoring privileges for educators. These 

features are missing from social media platforms, where the educators have the same privileges 

as the students. This is because the aim behind the networks are different, as priorly stated in 

the section on social media. Also, the privacy of the students is monitored more closely on 

digital learning networks, such as Learn e.g., since the networks are subject to the same 

regulations as the school which implements it.  

2.3. Expectations of the ESL classroom – CEFR and Skolverket 
In this section, two main frameworks that contextualize the Swedish ESL classroom will be 

presented. These are the goals set forth by Swedish National Agency for Education (SNAE) 

and the European standards that all European teachers, and the SNAE, operate within 

(Skolverket, 2018; Skolverket, 2013; Council of Europe, 2001).  

In its curriculum for the upper secondary school, the SNAE proposes that “Education … should 

contribute to the all-round development of the students” (Skolverket, 2013, p. 5). This broad 

definition of what education should include is perhaps too inclusive, but arguably some of these 

aspects are identity, language, digital literacy, future responsibilities as citizens, as well as 

critical thinking. 

2.3.1. Main educational goals 
In Sweden, all upper secondary school courses and their main educational goals are managed 

by Skolverket. In line with the all-round development of students, English as a compulsory 

subject in upper secondary school aims to give students the opportunity to develop “all-round 

communicative skills” (Skolverket, 2018, p. 1). This is further clarified below. 

Teaching in the subject of English should give students the opportunities to develop the following:  
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1) Understanding of spoken and written English, and also the ability to interpret content.  

2) The ability to express oneself and communicate in English in speech and writing.  

3) The ability to use different language strategies in different contexts.  

4) The ability to adapt language to different purposes, recipients, and situations.  

5) The ability to discuss and reflect on living conditions, social issues and cultural features in different 

contexts and parts of the world where English is used. 

(Skolverket, 2018) 

These main educational goals are useful to this thesis in that they ease a transition from an 

international context to the Swedish ESL classroom context. They can be applied to the 

materials analyzed to determine whether the experiment in the material applies to a Swedish 

context, and if so how. The goals are also important to the analysis of the use of social media 

and make the transfer between a non-Swedish context into a Swedish context clear.  

2.3.2. Digital competence 
Half of the European educational systems are making changes in the curriculum in relation to 

digital competence according to a report ordered by the European commission (European 

Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019, p. 10). One of them is Sweden, where the SNAE 

implemented changes in the curriculum during 2018. 

 

Now, the curriculum for upper secondary school states that digital competence includes some 

main skills that the school is responsible for teaching. These include that the students procure 

understanding in how digitalization affects the progress of society as well as the individual and 

that the school gives students the opportunity to evolve their use of digital technologies. It also 

aims for the students to develop a critical and responsible relationship to digital technology, 

and thus be able to see possibilities as well as understand risks and critically value information 

(Skolverket, 2018, p. 3)  

 

Source criticism is part of the four aspects of digital competence as described by the SNAE, as 

it is necessary to develop a critical and responsible relationship to digital technology. Source 

criticism regards aspects such as knowing the purpose and identity of the sender, in other words 

who is providing the information and why (Skolverket, 2017, p. 11). Other aspects concern 

reliability and dependability, as well as comparing different sources with each other (2017, p. 

11). Currently, 58% of 12-15-year-olds and 68% of 16-25-year-olds have received information 

or education on source criticism (Internetstiftelsen, 2019, p. 89). Even if these numbers are 

significantly higher than the average, which is 37%, they are more than likely subject to rise 

further as focus on digital competence increases across educational fields. Source criticism is 

vital to adolescents’ competence using social media, since the students are exposed to a lot of 

information through social media. However, what the SNAE also emphasizes is that digital 

competence is necessary for all students graduating high school as it is a part of the degree 

objectives (Skolverket, 2017, pp. 14-16). 

3. Theoretical perspective 

All children, defined as all persons below the age of 18, have the right to an education under 

the U.N. conventions, which includes accessibility to upper secondary education (United 
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Nations, 1989). The role of the education establishment is to help the child develop all necessary 

skills for a responsible life in a free society. In accordance to this, the Swedish National Agency 

for Education has implemented some core values in the curriculum for upper secondary school. 

The main goal of upper secondary school is to “impart knowledge and create conditions to 

students should acquire and develop knowledge.” (Skolverket, 2018). In a way, this can be 

interpreted as a self-fulfilling mentality of learning: if you acquire knowledge, you can use that 

knowledge to acquire more knowledge. This mentality is not too far removed from 

connectivism, the main theoretical framework used in this thesis, which will be explored below.  

Connectivism was developed to fill a perceived gap between earlier learning theories, such as 

cognitivism and behaviorism, and the learning tools of the digital age. The main theoretical 

standpoint of connectivism lies in network-based learning that evolves with technology 

(Siemens, 2005). Connectivism relies on learning as a process that occurs within a network, 

rather than just within the learner, and that learning requires interaction. The theory is also 

driven from the changeability of digital platforms and the availability of information. According 

to Siemens, other learning theories can be seen as antiquated since they lack a description for 

learning within organizations, and do not address learning “that occurs outside of people” 

(Siemens, 2005, p. 3). This statement means that learning is not only intrinsic, but that through 

interaction, learning is a process that occurs within networks. To simplify this image, imagine 

a brain where there are neurons and neural paths. The standpoint of connectivism is that, until 

now, the focus has been on the individual nodes of a network instead of the entire network’s 

interaction. Imagining a brain again, the focus has been on the individual neurons, rather than 

the neural pathways. Without pathways, the neurons cannot take in or give out information, and 

thus learning must occur both inside the individual, and outside individual – in the pathways 

between people. 

 

Figure 1. Connectivist learning model (Downes, 2019) 

The connectivist learning model (see Figure 1) was introduced by Stephen Downes, one of the 

two main theorists behind connectivism in 2009. This model consists of two parts, which are 

dependent on each other. The first part consists of Model, Demonstrate, Reflect, and Practice 

(MDRP), and the second of Choice, Identity, and Creativity (CIC). The analytical roles of these 

aspects and my interpretation of them are explained below.  
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When looking at the MDRP analysis, Model represents what social media platform that is used 

and its qualities, Demonstrate represents the references and guides given for the tasks, Practice 

represents the activities the participants have partaken in, and lastly Reflect represents what, if 

any, guided reflection was given or conducted. Conversely, in the CIC model analysis Choice 

represents the goals or tasks given as well as the reasoning behind them, Identity is the students’ 

role or identity taken during the study, and Creativity represents future goals or 

implementations. In the MDRP analysis, all studies will be compared to each other in each 

category. The focus will be on the implementation and use of social media platforms as 

language tools and whether a learning network has been achieved. What improvements could 

be made with connectivism theory in mind will also be discussed. 

Connectivism is, unsurprisingly, combinable with online learning tools and theory, such as it 

has been explained in the background section of this thesis. To make this connection explicit, 

the connectivist model can be transferred on to the four main categories proposed by Ally’s 

model of effective online learning (see Figure 2). With the online learning model at the center, 

the connectivist model has been split into its constituents on either side. This combined model 

makes it clear that connectivism encompasses all stages of effective online learning as propose 

by Ally (2008). Thus, connectivism is a good learning theory to apply to digital learning 

research, such as that on social media platforms. 

 

Figure 2. Proposed combined model. 

4. Methodology 

This chapter will be divided into two subsections. The section on Materials will explain the 

process in which the materials for this limited systematic literature review were found and 

categorized. This subsection will also include a brief introduction of the materials. Then, the 

method of analysis will be explained. 
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4.1. Materials 
For this limited literature review, peer-reviewed research articles and dissertations were used. 

Google Scholar was used to find relevant keywords. The most useful search words were [“esl 

classroom” “social media” usage]. The results were further limited to a publication year of 2018 

or later, on the basis that social media platforms are in constant change and the most recent 

research will be likely to portray the most current version of those platforms. Out of 452 initial 

results on Google Scholar, 18 results remained after reviewing their publication year, relevance, 

and availability. These 18 texts were then double-checked for peer-review status, age group, 

and fitness regarding both the connectivism model and accordance to SNAE’s five main leaning 

goals for English in upper secondary school (Skolverket, 2018). This resulted in six texts, which 

will be detailed below.  

Table 1. Full list of primary literature. 

Author/Year/Title Publication Country Type of text Social 

Media 

Platform 

used 

Age of 

participants 

Application 

to 

Skolverket 

ESL1 

Bailey, D. R. (2018). 

An Investigation of 

Motivation and 

Performance with 

Social Networking for 

Language Learning. 

Korea 

University 

South 

Korea 

Dissertation Facebook 20-24 1, 2 

Erarslan, A. (2019). 

Instagram as an 

Education Platform 

for EFL Learners. 

The Turkish 

Online 

Journal of 

Educational 

Technology 

Turkey Research 

article 

Instagram  Adult (university, 

likely BA 

program) 

1, 2 

Ibrahim, S., Saad, S., 

Tahir, N. M., & 

Primsuwan, P. (2018). 

Promoting Learners' 

Autonomy by Using 

Facebook to Enhance 

Students' Writing 

Skills. 

Journal of 

Creative 

Practices in 

Language 

Learning and 

Teaching 

Malaysia Research 

article 

Facebook Form 4, 

equivalent to 15-

16 years old 

1, 2, 5 

Kabooha, R., & Elyas, 

T. (2018). The Effects 

of YouTube in 

Multimedia 

Instruction for 

Vocabulary Learning: 

Perceptions of EFL 

Students and 

Teachers. 

English 

Language 

Teaching 

Saudi 

Arabia 

Research 

article 

YouTube 18-20 1, 2 

Pujiati, H., Zahra, & 

Tamela, E. (2019). The 

Use of Instagram to 

Increase Students' 

Motivation and 

Students' 

Competence in 

Learning English. 

Advances in 

Social 

Science, 

Education 

and 

Humanities 

Research 

Indonesia Research 

article 

Instagram 1st grade of Junior 

High School, 

equivalent to 13 

years old 

1, 2 

 
1 For clarity and transferability, the goals referenced on page 4 are noted in this column. 
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Ujakpa, M. M., 

Heukelman, D., 

Lazarus, V., Neiss, P., 

& Rukanda, G. D. 

(2018). Using 

WhatsApp to Support 

Communication in 

Teaching and 

Learning. 

IST-Africa 

Week 

Conference 

Namibia Research 

article, 

presented at 

the IST-Africa 

conference 

WhatsApp Adult, 

(undergraduate 

and master’s 

degree) 

1, 2, 5 

 

As shown in Table 1, the studies were conducted internationally. This has not been affected the 

review in terms of relevance in a Swedish classroom context, as they have been compared to 

relevant goals for ESL teaching. Social media is a global phenomenon where the same main 

rules for ethics apply, an example being age restrictions on sites such as Facebook and 

Instagram. Regarding age, the topic of this thesis relates to the upper secondary school in 

Sweden, where students are between 15-19 years of age, and while an effort was made to limit 

the studies to these age restrictions, the availability of current research is too narrow for too 

strict of an exclusion. Instead, relevance and applicability to a Swedish context was prioritized, 

which is why some studies include adult participants, but the youngest participants are 13 years 

old and not any younger.  

4.1.1. Short summaries of the analyzed texts 
Bailey (2018) is a dissertation from the University of Korea in which self-efficacy is proposed 

to play a major role in language learning. Bailey (2018) found that students who actively 

participated in a social network language learning (SNLL) program increased in L2 writing 

accuracy. The SNLL program was conducted through participation in Facebook groups, where 

word count was used as a measurement for high or low participation. The students were asked 

to register for Facebook, and Facebook posting and commenting was the only writing 

component in their English courses (2018, p. 50). 

Erarslan (2019) is a Turkish research article that explores both the students’ opinions about 

Instagram as an educational platform, as well as Instagram’s effects on students’ language 

learning process when used as a supplement to formal classes. Based on the achievement scores 

collected from 80 students, Instagram was found to be a beneficial addition to language 

learning. The article proposes Instagram be used as a supplement since it exposes the students 

to the target language and they already use it as part of their daily practices. 

Ibrahim, Saad, Tahir, and Primsuwan (2018) is a research article from Malaysia that proposes 

social media as a learning platform is advantageous because it promotes student autonomy. It 

uses the Virtual English Language Learning Program (VELLP) as their theoretical basis for the 

experiment in which 30 students joined an online learning community on Facebook, which was 

moderated by four lecturers. The effectiveness of the program was analyzed through a pre- and 

a post-test, and the program itself was carried out through different forums on Facebook where 

the students could communicate with each other using the target language. The authors argue 

that the students’ results show that online communities and forums facilitate practicing writing 

language skills in a “fun and relaxed manner” (2018, p. 56). 

Kabooha and Elyas (2018) is a Saudi Arabian research article. However, it should be mentioned 

that the publication (English Language Teaching) has been blacklisted by Cabell’s (2019) with 

14 violations. These violations are in part about integrity, such as hiding relationships to for-
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profit companies, or business practices, and a few regarding promising quick peer-review, or 

lacking diversity among the board members. Nevertheless, I have found no reason to exclude 

the article itself, in part since Cabell’s has not updated this review since 2017 and the journal 

in question may have improved in light of this criticism. This article examines the improvement 

in vocabulary comprehension and retention using YouTube as a study complement. It also 

studies the perceptions of both students and teachers on this inclusion. The article presents 

significant positive effects from YouTube on the students’ vocabulary, as well as positive 

perceptions of the use of YouTube as a study complement. 

Pujiati, Zahra and Tamela (2019) is a research article that studies how using Instagram as a 

complement in schoolwork impacts students’ motivation and competence in language 

acquisition and learning. They used a case study of 93 students and show findings that indicate 

a positive influence by Instagram regarding students’ motivation and competence. 

Ujakpa, Heukelman, Lazarus, Neiss, and Rukanda (2018) is a research paper presented at the 

IST-Africa conference of 2018 and studies how a communication network such as WhatsApp 

influences language learning, using a sample of 166 students and two lecturers. They found that 

WhatsApp enhances both interaction and intimacy, it presents an informal communication and 

increases students’ interest in a course. The study also recommends moderation of the 

interactions between lecturers and students, for example regarding late hour communications. 

4.2. Method of analysis 
To answer the stipulated research questions, the analysis will be conducted through the model 

of connectivism theory presented in the previous chapter. It will be divided into its two 

constituents: Model – Demonstrate – Reflect – Practice (MDRP) and Choice – Identity – 

Creativity (CIC). When implementing the CIC model, identity theory will also be part of the 

qualitative analysis of the studies’ and will also include advantages and challenges missing in 

the studies.  

The MDRP model will be used as to show the didactic method being applied to each study, 

paying special attention to the Practice and Reflect parts, Practice since they show what 

practical approach that can be made in the classroom, and Reflect since that is an important part 

of learning that is often overlooked. After this categorization of the texts’ methodology the 

results will be analyzed to provide clarity regarding the effectiveness of the application. 

Regarding practical applications of social media, special attention will be paid to Choice and 

Creativity of the CIC model, as Choice portrays how the results were achieved and analyzed, 

and Creativity gives an idea of future applications of social media networks.  

Regarding advantages and challenges to social media platforms as learning tools, the CIC model 

will be applied. This section will also include a qualitative analysis of the texts background and 

theoretical approach sections. Additionally, this analysis will also take questions regarding 

educational applications of social media of identity, privacy, and possible flaws with the 

research into consideration. 

5. Results and discussion 
The results of this literature review will be organized in two major subsections. The first 

corresponds with the first research question, about the how social media platforms can operate 

as learning tools. The second subsection applies to both remaining research questions, about 

possible advantages and challenges with the use of social media platforms as learning tools.  
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5.1. Applications of social media 
This section explores practical applications in which social media has been used as a learning 

tool. The texts will be initially divided into their corresponding Models, the social media 

platform used. Then they will be explored within the other aspects, Demonstrate, Reflect, 

Practice – how the tasks were shown or explained, did students conduct reflections regarding 

their learning, and what the students did.  

5.1.1. Model, Demonstrate, Reflect, and Practice in the texts 
Two texts use the Model Instagram (Erarslan, 2019; Pujiati, Zahra, & Tamela, 2019). In their 

Demonstration, the Erarslan study created an Instagram account that shared both original posts 

and posts from well-known official language learning accounts. These posts targeted language 

skills and language areas, complimentary to the formal education in line with the course book 

that both the control and experimental group received, as well as pronunciation activities. Then 

the students went through Practice activities through conducting tasks relating to the posts, 

either through posting their own videos and using a common hashtag or through tasks regarding 

texts where they were also asked to comment on other students’ answers (2019, p. 58). The 

Pujati et al. study used only original posts created by the teacher, where the students Practiced 

through answering polls within the posts (2019, p. 653). These polls were limited to 24hr 

periods because of the nature of Instagram polls. The biggest difference between the two 

studies’ use of Instagram is regarding the Reflect aspect, where Erarslan’s study encouraged 

interaction between peers and discussions on posts, while Pujati et al.’s study is more inclined 

toward feedback of a slight competitive nature (Erarslan, 2019, p. 58; Pujiati, Zahra, & Tamela, 

2019, p. 653). This difference could be tied to the texts’ scope, but it also shows that Instagram 

can be used both with simple and more complex applications. Both studies show that using 

Instagram as a platform affects motivation positively.  

 

Kabooha and Elyas’ (2018) study is the only one to use YouTube as a Model. The 

Demonstration aspect consisted of two-minute videos chosen by the teacher that showed some 

aspect of the vocabulary being taught, as well as more formal class. As Practice the students’ 

trained with their vocabulary using group discussions and more formal in-classroom tasks. The 

students were given time for Reflection both before and after watching the videos. However, 

since the Practice and Reflection were conducted traditionally and outside of the YouTube 

platform it is hard to ascertain whether a conclusion can be drawn about the social aspects of 

social media platforms (Kabooha & Elyas, 2018, p. 74). Instead, it can be proposed that this 

study only regards YouTube as a tool for multi-modal learning, and not as a social media 

component. 

 

Ujakpa et al.’s study (2018) is the only one to use WhatsApp as Model. The Demonstration 

took place outside of class time, and was used by teachers to share lecture notes, activities and 

assignments (2018, p. 3). The Practice aspect in this text is closely related to the Reflection 

aspect. Students were asked both to ask and answer questions posted by both teachers and peers, 

serving as Practice. Within these questions, discussions surrounding lecture concepts and 

subjects arose, serving as Reflection. It is likely that these two aspects of the MDRP model 

would be difficult to separate in all social media applications that are used solely because of the 

communicative aspect, rather than a task-based social media platform.  

 

Lastly, the Facebook application was used as Model by Ibrahim, Saad, Tahir, and Primsuwan 

(2018) and Bailey (2018). Both had a Practice of asking the students to create their own main 

posts and comment on other students’ posts, and thus the Demonstration consisted of the 

students’ own main posts (Ibrahim, Saad, Tahir, & Primsuwan, 2018, p. 62; Bailey, 2018, p. 
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44). However, in Bailey’s study the posts were categorized, and the Demonstration consisted 

of good examples of writing, only regarding substantive posts and not reflective posts (2018, p. 

50). This distinction is likely for the students benefit. In Bailey’s study the Reflection consisted 

both of this review of good examples but also as feedback and comments. In Ibrahim et al.’s 

study (2018) no evidence of in-class Reflection is given, only the individual interviews where 

the reflection consists of the Facebook application as a learning tool, and not on the students’ 

contribution. 

 

In conclusion, these studies show that the Models Instagram, YouTube, and WhatsApp mostly 

used material drawn from the formal in-classroom education as Demonstration. Conversely, 

the Model Facebook used the students’ own posts as the Demonstration material. Regarding 

Practice and Reflection, all Models used communication within the social media platform 

except the YouTube Model that instead used traditional in-classroom communication. This, 

however, could be a missed opportunity, since students could have used features such as 

comments, independent searches for suitable videos or even creating their own content. Lastly, 

all studies have shown that the social media platforms used have made positive impacts on the 

students’ language learning, as far as the studies’ methodology have been concerned. However, 

not all methods of measuring language learning are equal, and there may have been aspects not 

measured in the studies that may be relevant.   

5.1.2. Choice, Identity, and Creativity in the texts 
This section explores the texts with the second part of the connectivist model, which includes 

Choice, Identity, and Creativity. Rather than separating the texts into their Models, all texts will 

be analyzed through each aspect respectively.  

 

Choice is the aspect that examines how the tasks are distributed and what purpose the tasks 

represent. In the combined model (see Figure 2) it is also linked to learner preparation. 

Regarding preparation, none of the studies seemed to present the social media platforms 

themselves to the students, more than to check how many of the students already used it. All 

studies, bar Ibrahim, were self-goaled, meaning the tasks and goals for the experiments were 

for the study itself, and not necessarily intended for the curriculum that would normally apply 

to tasks within the classrooms. Regarding Ibrahim et al., the study used the marking and grading 

system already in place for written assignments (Ibrahim, Saad, Tahir, & Primsuwan, 2018, p. 

62). This shows that social media was implemented into existing grading matrix, rather than 

creating new grading criteria customized to the social media task. This could also be seen as a 

Choice from the teacher’s perspective that could be challenged, creating a question of whether 

all writing is equal from an evaluative perspective. It was also clear from the Choice analysis 

that none of the studies presented social media as the main medium of education; rather, the 

social media platforms were used as complements to the formal classroom teaching.  

 

Identity regards all mentions of roles taken by the participants in the studies, such as their roles 

in the classroom. It also regards any other activities that can be linked to Identity as a process, 

such as discussions between peers. As far as roles are concerned, the analysis of the studies 

suggests that the role of a study participant vis-à-vis a student were not separated. The students 

were interviewed about their views of the chosen platforms in most studies, but other than that 

they are largely regarded as collective subjects, rather than individuals. Some mentions of 

activities or reasonings can be linked to identity theory. Erarslan mentions that the students feel 

as they are 62 “members of the Instagram community” (2019, p. 62). Interestingly, this study 

also states that the students started to come “across posts” that were relevant to their education 

more often after participating in the study (2019, p. 64). This points to how a change in the 
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algorithm that re-categorized the students’ social media account has occurred. Therefore, the 

content suggested by the application itself has changed, as Instagram uses the same 

advertisement data processing to suggest posts or accounts that may be interesting to the user. 

Pujati briefly mentions Instagram’s privacy settings in the introduction, but this issue is not 

mentioned again or further examined (2019, p. 652). However, the article is noticeably short, 

which might account for the lack of elaborative discussion on this subject.  

 

Lastly, an important note is that Identity and personal social media accounts are strongly linked.  

All studies rely on the students’ either creating (Bailey, 2018) or using (Erarslan, 2019; Ibrahim, 

Saad, Tahir, & Primsuwan, 2018; Ujakpa, Heukelman, Lazarus, Neiss, & Rukanda, 2018; 

Pujiati, Zahra, & Tamela, 2019) personal social media accounts, or phone numbers in the case 

of WhatsApp (Ujakpa), with the exception of Kabooha & Elyas, which did not require the 

students to have personal accounts to participate.  

 

Creativity is an aspect that regards all future applications of the studies, in this thesis seen as 

how the activities in which the students have partaken can be emulated in a Swedish upper 

secondary school classroom. The studies that used Instagram as Model show that students can 

learn how to connect with teachers and experts within their field of study. They also show how 

the students could make their own accounts into educational portfolios, and thus track their own 

learning. YouTube as a Model can be used by students to find videos of currently relevant 

content for their studies. WhatsApp is the most “closed-off” of the social media platforms, as 

you must actively add someone by their phone number to interact with them. Because of this, 

finding or researching new content is limited. However, students can use this to increasingly 

participate and interact with other peers and with teachers, thus motivating the students. Lastly, 

Facebook as a Model can be used by the students to practice writing texts of varied lengths, and 

perhaps practice writing for different audiences if using the groups-application well. 

Additionally, the audiences are real, making the writing exercises more authentic. These factors 

may contribute in increasing the students’ motivation to write, as well as their confidence in 

their ESL writing skills.  

5.2. Advantages and challenges with social media in school 
In this section, the second and third research questions will be answered through the Choice, 

Identity, and Creativity model. In addition, some flaws and unanswered questions will be 

introduced and analyzed with the background provided by this thesis in mind. 

5.2.1. Choice, Identity, and Creativity with advantages and challenges 
When it comes to Choice, there are some clear advantages to social media platforms. Students 

can build their own learning communities and choose, research, share, and publish others’ and 

their own content. However, a challenge in this is that teachers need to be informed and trained 

well in digital literacy, as well as be able to teach and guide their students into critical evaluation 

and thinking.  

 

Within Choice there is a question of why certain content or platforms are chosen. Overall, social 

media platforms are flexible enough to be useful to fulfill all educational goals. However, as 

shown in Table 2, three of the five goals are prevalent. All studies show great opportunities in 

improving the ability of understanding others and being understood, both orally and through 

writing, in English. Additionally, two of the studies (Ibrahim, Saad, Tahir, & Primsuwan, 2018; 

Ujakpa, Heukelman, Lazarus, Neiss, & Rukanda, 2018) also show how the ability to discuss 

and reflect on different cultural features for example may be improved.  
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Table 2. Primary literature and applications 

Author/Year/Title Country Social 

Media 

Platform 

used 

Age of 

participants 

Application to Skolverket ESL 

Bailey, D. R. (2018). An 

Investigation of 

Motivation and 

Performance with 

Social Networking for 

Language Learning. 

South 

Korea 

Facebook 20-24 

1) Understanding of spoken and written 
English, and also the ability to interpret 
content.  

2) The ability to express oneself and 
communicate in English in speech and 
writing.  

Erarslan, A. (2019). 

Instagram as an 

Education Platform for 

EFL Learners. 

Turkey Instagram  Adult (university, 

likely BA program) 1) Understanding of spoken and written 
English, and also the ability to interpret 
content.  

2) The ability to express oneself and 
communicate in English in speech and 
writing.  

Kabooha, R., & Elyas, T. 

(2018). The Effects of 

YouTube in Multimedia 

Instruction for 

Vocabulary Learning: 

Perceptions of EFL 

Students and Teachers. 

Saudi 

Arabia 

YouTube 18-20 

1) Understanding of spoken and written 
English, and also the ability to interpret 
content.  

2) The ability to express oneself and 
communicate in English in speech and 
writing.  

Pujiati, H., Zahra, & 

Tamela, E. (2019). The 

Use of Instagram to 

Increase Students' 

Motivation and 

Students' Competence 

in Learning English. 

Indonesia Instagram 1st grade of Junior 

High School, 

equivalent to 13 

years old 

1) Understanding of spoken and written 
English, and also the ability to interpret 
content.  

2) The ability to express oneself and 
communicate in English in speech and 
writing.  

Ibrahim, S., Saad, S., 
Tahir, N. M., & 
Primsuwan, P. (2018). 
Promoting Learners' 
Autonomy by Using 
Facebook to Enhance 
Students' Writing Skills. 

Malaysia Facebook Form 4, equivalent 
to 15-16 years old 1) Understanding of spoken and written 

English, and also the ability to interpret 
content.  

2) The ability to express oneself and 
communicate in English in speech and 
writing. 

5) The ability to discuss and reflect on 
living conditions, social issues and cultural 
features in different contexts and parts of 
the world where English is used. 

Ujakpa, M. M., 

Heukelman, D., Lazarus, 

V., Neiss, P., & 

Rukanda, G. D. (2018). 

Using WhatsApp to 

Support 

Communication in 

Teaching and Learning. 

Namibia WhatsApp Adult, 

(undergraduate 

and master’s 

degree) 

1) Understanding of spoken and written 
English, and also the ability to interpret 
content.  

2) The ability to express oneself and 
communicate in English in speech and 
writing. 

5) The ability to discuss and reflect on 

living conditions, social issues and cultural 



 

15 
 

features in different contexts and parts of 

the world where English is used. 

 

 

Regarding Identity, both advantages and challenges presented when using social media 

platforms resemble those of the Choice aspect. Firstly, the challenge of privacy, which differs 

between platforms but must nevertheless be addressed by the teacher, requiring an appropriate 

level of digital competence. However, the great advantage of creating or finding learning 

communities cannot be disregarded. These communities aid the students in expanding, re-

evaluating, and exploring their own identity, as well as being more open to understanding and 

accepting others in their identity. Including education into already prevalent social media 

practices for students may also prove advantageous when it comes to motivating the students’ 

life-long learning, one of the values established by the SNAE (2018, p. 1).  

 

Lastly, Creativity is an aspect that may be endless both regarding advantages and challenges, 

since technology at large, not just social media platforms, is continuously evolving. Possibilities 

for interaction, participation, motivation, and personal adjustments in educational curriculums 

are just some of the great advantages that social media platforms present. Already there are 

some advantages that were unlikely to be accessible just 20 years ago, such as short, payment-

free videos on a specific subject (Kabooha & Elyas, 2018, p. 74), learning forums and groups 

driven by students (Ibrahim, Saad, Tahir, & Primsuwan, 2018, p. 57), and the ability to find and 

interact with experts within some fields (Erarslan, 2019, p. 63).  

5.2.2. Possible flaws and unanswered questions 
In this section, some statements made in the studies, as well as some missing information, that 

fell outside the main analysis’ scope will be discussed.  

 

Ibrahim states that since users do not need to be “friends” to participate in a FB group, there is 

little personal exposure (p. 61). However, this requires a certain level of digital literacy from 

the students, so that they know how to make their accounts more private. If the privacy settings 

on FB are not changed, “friendship” is not an issue since all information would be open. A 

discussion or elaboration of the specific knowledge needed by the students’ to be aware of and 

change privacy settings in Facebook is not included in the study, which may bring some ethical 

considerations into question. Ujakpa mentions how the intimacy between lecturer-student 

increased by having WhatsApp as a communication tool, and that some conversations were had 

late in the night (p.3). The lack of a moderating system in place makes the use of WhatsApp 

poses some questions to the safety of including social media, since it can be exploited by 

teachers and other figures of authority. This is an issue of safety for all students, but is especially 

relevant when the students are minors, which in Sweden is below the age of 18. It is also 

worrisome that social media platforms, such as Facebook, are described as “educational 

platforms” by Bailey (2018, p. 18). This description may be a sign of misunderstanding and 

lack of exhaustive research, which can result in misleading studies influencing teachers’ 

classroom practices. 

 

Since this review is international and only one of the studies analyzed (Erarslan, 2019) comes 

from a European country (Turkey) it is understandable that considerations to EU regulations 

regarding digital marketing and digital literacy were lacking. However, it is still a subject highly 

relevant to educational research into social media platforms. It is this researcher’s belief that 

such a discussion into the ethical considerations of using social media platforms in the 

classroom are warranted in all educational research. 
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6. Conclusions 
This section will outline the main findings of this thesis, as well as what conclusions that can 

be drawn from the research. It will conclude with a section on potential future research, as well 

as the limitations of this study. 

 

The aim of this thesis has been to answer three research questions regarding the most recent 

studies on social media as a tool in the ESL classroom. The questions are as follows: 

1. How can social media platforms operate as learning tools within the ESL classroom at 

the upper secondary level? 

2. What are some possible advantages with the use of social media platforms as learning 

tools? 

3. What are some possible challenges with the use of social media platforms as learning 

tools? 

This review has found that the current research finds practical applications such as creating and 

sharing educational content, aiding students in the research of educational content, and the most 

used application was interaction through social media platforms. These applications were used 

as additions to more formal classroom education, and they instill a mentality of life-long, daily 

learning on to the students. 

 

The studies show that social media platform use in the classroom has positive effects on 

motivation, confidence, and participation for the students. It is also advantageous since the 

platforms are flexible enough to be customizable for each students’ or contents’ needs. The 

challenges found that the studies were mostly self-goaled and therefore lacked some aspects of 

contextualizing applications to more formal classroom education. There are also undiscussed 

issues of privacy, safety, and transparency regarding the social media platforms themselves.  

 

Lastly, digital competence is a subject that permeates ESL in Swedish upper secondary 

classrooms, and therefore the introduction and responsible use of social media platforms result 

in challenges for teachers who are unaware or unskilled in such issues. Students, even those old 

enough to consent legally concerning their privacy, are still vulnerable to some practices 

conducted by social media and advertisement companies. As much as regulations have worked 

to minimize risks and protect those vulnerable, it could be considered naïve to regard social 

media networks as fully safe educational environments. For teachers to be able to use research 

to find good classroom practices, it is then proposed that researchers consider these flaws and 

challenges that social media platform present, rather than present uncriticized positive results.  

 

6.1. Future research 
The use of social media platforms must be subject of further studies that make benefit to risk 

evaluations, and that diversify the understanding of what social media can be used as but is not 

necessarily intended for. As social media platforms are subject to quick changes in interface, 

regulations and restrictions among other variables, research on social media platforms as digital 

tools must be made continually, as well as research into how social media network companies 

are changing the platforms.  

 

Regarding a Swedish context, more research must be done within the Nordic countries or at 

least Europe since laws and regulations regarding social media use by adolescent is the same 
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across all EU-countries. Research must also henceforth be more comprehensive, as the 

considerations that educators must make before using social media in the classroom become 

more complex. 

 

Lastly, there is an unexplored subject that could not be included in this thesis, which is 

advertisement. It is understandable how social media platforms could be interpreted as good 

learning tools, since they offer great advantages and task diversity. However, the marketing 

model of these platforms bring some ethical considerations that other digital learning tools may 

not include. Social media platforms such as Facebook and YouTube are for-profit companies. 

It is proposed, by the companies themselves, that the aim of these platforms is to offer 

community building and social interaction activities that are accessible and allow for sharing 

content. This may be true as far as the users are concerned, however, as for all for-profit 

companies, the aim is to be profitable. One way in which these companies is through 

advertisement revenue (Investopedia, 2019), or as the article phrases it: “If you’re not paying 

for the product, the product is you”. This is an important lesson to take to students when 

introducing social media platforms to the classroom, and usually the reason why most advanced 

digital learning platforms cost a subscription fee – because it is the platform that is the product 

in the case of the latter. Thus, conducting research that looks at how advertisement in social 

media platforms may affect the use of social media platforms in an ESL classroom is needed. 

This subject may prove an excellent fit for degree thesis 2.  

 

6.2. Limitations of the study 
As any limited literature review, the scope is constricted, and the results cannot represent a total 

review of all studies conducted regarding social media as a learning tool. This also means that 

any conclusions drawn cannot be applied generally. It is also difficult to apply theoretical 

terminology in a review when the primary literature does not include connections to the theory. 

Thus, the study is limited in how much various aspects of connectivism, such as Identity or 

Reflect, can be applied to the literature without making the analysis assumptive or speculative.  
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