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Abstract

Instructors on their own initiative are embracing online social networking and media services 

and integrating them into their classroom learning environments.  By and large these services are 

hosted by third party commercial entities.  Perhaps more instructors would incorporate such tools 

in their instruction if they were tailored to their needs and endorsed by their institution.  This 

represents an opportunity for educational institutions to not only provide a better learning 

environment for their students, but to better market their own programs and faculty as well. 

Department 2.0 is an open source software platform based on the Drupal content management 

system for hosting academic websites that incorporate social media services.  The advantages 

and disadvantages of this platform compared to third party hosted services are described. 

Ultimately such a platform may help create an open teaching and learning commons and help 

students and faculty feel more connected with their institution and peers during the course of 

their professional development.  Case studies are presented from the first year of one higher 

education department using this tool.
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Introduction

“So far the [name removed] department has done a poor job convincing me that I 

matter as a PhD student within the department. I’ve been at it for a couple years, 

and I’m not even in the student directory on the [name removed] web page. Other 

departments I have seen have walls with photos of their students, including their 

names, where they are from, and when they started the program. We have an 

online version, and it is completely outdated and boring.”

The above blog post by a student spurred an effort by the author to improve the department's 

website presence.  Since the 1990s, the majority of academic websites have been traditional web 

presences designed to communicate information about the organization to outside visitors. 

Essentially these sites are online versions of paper-based brochures and handbooks and 

directories.  The Internet, and the web in particular, has evolved greatly in the past decade 

however, to become a more participatory and dynamic medium for communication.  This has 

been labeled as a transition from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0.  As defined by Cormode and 

Krishnamurthy (2008), Web 2.0 is distinguished by:

• making people first class entities, with support for rich user profiles,

• allowing people to subscribe to updates from other people and make connections,

• posting content in many rich forms including photos, blogs, videos, comments, and 

ratings,

• and allowing for “mash-ups” and third-party embedding of content via application 

programming interfaces (APIs).

Educational institutions have undergone some significant changes as well in the past 

decade, in particular with the advancement of distance learning programs and virtual high 

schools.  However, as a comedian pointed out in a 1980s stand-up routine (posted to Youtube, 

Novello, 2007), five years after we have left school, we have forgotten most of what we learned. 

In 2009, this situation has still not changed for the most part.  John Bransford, lead author of the 

book How People Learn (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 1999) often used the video of this 
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comedy routine as an example of how educational institutions were not teaching for transfer – 

preparing students for future learning in real world contexts.

With the advent of electronic portfolios (e-portfolios), blogs, wikis and other social media 

services, students and instructors can save and re-visit what they have learned long after a course 

is completed.  When the students are online distance students, it makes sense for academic 

institutions to not only have the “walls with photos of their students” online, but other student 

and faculty-created projects as well.  Recording student and faculty projects and sharing them 

online may benefit not just the self-esteem of students and their sense of community (Rovai & 

Jordan, 2004) but improve how much is learned and retained from instruction, as students can 

revisit and reflect on their learning.  Instructors, too, can create a teaching portfolio or even a 

teaching commons in which different instructors may learn from one another.  The latter notion 

of a teaching commons was cited by the Carnegie Foundation as the first step toward improving 

teaching practices (Huber & Hutchings, 2005).

Social Media Tools and Education

The research evidence for the benefits of social media tools is still emerging, but already 

it has been found that blogging improves writing ability (Drexler, Dawson, & Ferdig, 2006; Du 

& Wagner, 2005), wikis foster collaborative learning (Larusson & Alterman, 2009; Kepp & 

Schorr, 2009), and electronic portfolios promote reflection and facilitate assessment (Levin & 

Camp, 2004; Mason, Pegler, & Weller, 2004; Pecheone et al., 2005).  Social media tools clearly 

are showing evidence to benefit learning and are here to stay.

Most students and instructors are already well aware of the pedagogical benefits of social 

media tools also (Hartshorne and Ajjan, 2009; Wang & Fang, 2005), and yet unless an instructor 

takes the initiative to use such a service, often without the support of his or her institution, such 

tools are rarely utilized in classroom contexts.  This contrasts with students who “come to their 

classrooms and campuses expecting to exert their online identities and leverage their online 

social networks to collaborate as part of the learning process” and “expect to participate in 

evaluating as well as in being evaluated and to share work and feedback among their peers” 
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(Greenhow, Robelia, & Hughes, 2009, p. 251).  A 2007 survey by the National School Board 

Administration found that 96% of K-12 students used social networking sites and over 50% of 

them used the sites to talk about education and schoolwork.  Social media tools have emerged as 

a platform for the development of online identities, which may be of a professional or personal 

nature (or mixed which is usually the case at present).  Such identities have value for 

professional development and networking, but also may hurt one professionally, especially in the 

case of personal online identities such as MySpace and Facebook profiles accessible to 

prospective or current employers.

Hartshorne and Ajjan (2009) explicitly surveyed students about the perceived 

pedagogical benefits of Web 2.0 technologies including blogs, wikis, social networks (such as 

Facebook), and social bookmarking services (such as delicious.com).  The results indicated that:

blogs were viewed as the most useful Web 2.0 application in terms of increasing 

student-faculty interactions (27%) and improving student writing (34%). In terms 

of increasing student-student interactions, social networks were viewed as being 

the most beneficial (62%). For the most part, wikis were viewed as also having 

potential to improve student learning (69%), increasing student-student 

interactions (28%), improving student satisfaction with courses (28%), improving 

student writing (29%), and ease of integration (43%).

And yet when Hartshorne and Ajjan (2009) asked those same students about their actual use of 

those Web 2.0 tools to supplement their coursework, they found:

The majority of respondents do not currently use and have no plans to use either 

blogs (56%) or social bookmarking (71%), and almost half do not currently use 

and have no plans to use social networks (46%) in educational contexts. 

Additionally, a small percentage of respondents do not currently use, or plan to 

use, wikis (20%). Thus, while students acknowledge the pedagogical benefits of 

Web 2.0 applications in higher education, there is limited use of these tools to 

supplement instruction in their courses.
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Greenhow, Robelia, & Hughes (2009) speculate that “one reason Web 2.0 technologies are not 

widely integrated in PreK-12 and graduate education is the lack of modeling by instructors” (p. 

252).  As mentioned at the start of this section, this often may require a certain level of counter-

institutional initiative on the part of instructors to accomplish this (a notion that some have 

labeled “eduhacking”).

Third Party Social Media Services

Some educators and students have the skills to design and/or host their own online social 

media tools such as blogs and wikis, but for the most part many rely on third party commercial 

websites to be able to utilize social media tools in a classroom.  These include such sites as 

Youtube, Blogger, Flickr, Twitter, Ning, and Facebook.  Popular third party wiki hosting 

services include Wikispaces, PBWorks, and Wetpaint, who together claim to host over 620,000 

wikis used by educators.  The number of educators using other third party social media services 

is not known; however, Edublogs, a smaller education-only blogging host, is used by over 

375,000 students and teachers.

Issues with Third Party Social Media Services

A number of problematic issues have arisen with the educational use of third party 

commercial social media sites, however, not the least of which is that a majority of K-12 schools 

completely block access to many of these sites, including Youtube, Blogger, Facebook, and 

sometimes even Wikipedia.  The terms of service for virtually all social media and networking 

sites even forbids anyone under 13 years of age from using them.

Several other issues remain, however, and are relevant for even higher education users of 

third party social media services.  As discussed by several educational bloggers recently 

(including Harold Jarche, Miguel Guhlin, and Sylvia Martinez), one must predict if a third party 

service will remain viable for the long term future, and figure out how, if it is possible at all, to 

export one's media and content if the service goes down or one wants to switch to another 

service.  The TechCrunch Deadpool lists hundreds of Web 2.0 services that have been 

discontinued, including tools created by companies large (such as Yahoo Geocities, Yahoo 360, 

http://www.jarche.com/2009/08/wheres-your-data/
http://www.techcrunch.com/tag/deadpool/
http://blog.genyes.com/index.php/2009/08/13/still-no-free-lunch-2-0/
http://www.mguhlin.org/2009/08/borrowing-20-same-as-always.html


Department 2.0   6

Yahoo Jumpcut, Google Lively, Google Notebook, Google Pages, Google Video, Google Jaiku, 

and Google Answers) and small (Bubbleshare, Wikia Search).  To be fair to Google, Google 

typically discontinues a service only when either it has created or bought a similar service (such 

as Youtube, Google Sites, and Google O3D) or another related service has grown to become an 

enormously more popular alternative (such as Yahoo Answers as an alternative to Google 

Answers).

Third party services may also have service problems or bandwidth issues (such as with 

Sourceforge or Twitter).  Even Google has made the news when their services have been 

interrupted due to bandwidth or network failure issues (such as happened to Gmail).  

Commercial sites rely on advertisements for revenue which may not be appropriate in 

educational contexts.  Even TeacherTube, a video site meant for educators, has this issue: 

“Check out the screen shot of TeacherTube. That’s an ad for a get rich scheme site. Check them 

out. The landing page has a guy without his shirt on. The guy does have nice pecs. Still, I doubt 

schools would be excited with the association” (as cited on Vicky Davis' blog).

Other issues using third-party commercial social media services in the classroom include 

lock-in (not being able to export data as is the case with most Google services), adult-only 

content, artificial limitations on functionality (such as with SurveyMonkey), making previously 

free features pay-only (for examples, see Instructables, Wetpaint, and Voicethread), poor spam 

prevention (see here and here), vandalism (such as at Wikipedia), and anonymous bullying and 

defamation.

Self-Hosted, Open Source, and Educationally Tailored Social Media Services

Most of these issues can be solved by either paying for social media hosting or self-

hosting social media tools.  One does not need to rely on advertising for revenue and can:

• require users to use their real names and limit access, 

• use the full functionality of a social media tool, 

• have access to the data in a form that can be saved and transferred, 

• and make a service available for the long term without being as subject to economic 

http://education.ning.com/forum/topics/spam-at-ning
http://www.speedofcreativity.org/2009/09/24/critical-for-ning-site-administrators-to-address-spam/
http://www.mguhlin.org/2008/12/voicethread-reneges.html
http://www.thethinkingstick.com/wetpaint-com-ends-free-ad-free-wikis-for-education-program
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Instructables
http://coolcatteacher.blogspot.com/2008/03/is-teachertube-bad-idea.html
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forces.

Some free and open source software tools that allow for hosting social media services 

include Drupal (content management system), Wordpress (blogs), Mediawiki (wiki engine used 

by Wikipedia), Statusnet (microblogging as in Twitter), and PHPmotion (video sharing).

Such software is often not as easily integrated into educational contexts, however.  They 

may be difficult to configure for classroom use and/or not very end-user friendly.  Jason 

Calacanis argued in his blog, for example, how Mediawiki's arcane wiki syntax alienates many 

users from participating.

Thus developers have begun to create “educational” versions of many popular social 

media tools, tailored for the teacher and student audience.  These include such sites and tools as 

the aforementioned Edublogs and Teachertube, and also Edmodo (microblogging), Eduforge 

(educational software hosting), and Edufire (online tutoring).  As mentioned above, however, the 

third-party hosted solutions still suffer from problematic issues such as inappropriate 

advertisements or the worry of the service ending up in the TechCrunch Deadpool, as has 

happened to many other educational Web 2.0 companies.  Even non-commercially driven sites 

may grow stale or discontinue once funding has run out or lessened.  Eduforge became stale and 

out of date after not significantly changing for a number of years, but they are currently in the 

process of a major redesign.

Using open source and educationally compatible social media solutions appears to be a 

desirable strategy, when feasible and when such an option is available.  Unfortunately this is 

more often not the case.  The number of options in this space is quite few, but includes such tools 

as Elgg (social networking service), Moodle, and Mahara.  Moodle is a free and open source 

learning management system with traditional classroom features such as gradebooks and 

discussion boards which has also incorporated wiki and blog features.  It does not however 

provide some other social media services such as microblogging, photo sharing, or informal 

groupings and tagging as seen with social networking and media services as Facebook and 

delicious.com.  Additionally, the activity inside Moodle courses (including blogging and wiki 

http://calacanis.com/2007/02/20/technological-obscurification-three-ways-wikipedia-keeps-99-of/
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editing) is typically kept private and closed from public view, or from viewing after a course has 

ended.  Mahara is a more recently developed free and open source electronic portfolio tool that 

integrates with Moodle.

The remainder of this paper describes the development and testing of a new option in this 

space that integrates a public-facing department or school website with many social media and 

Web 2.0 features.  As described in the opening paragraph, the motivation for the tool was to 

improve a department's web presence and increase students' (especially distance learning 

students') sense of community and belonging to the school.  As it happened, the same kinds of 

tools that can help increase students' sense of academic community can also: 

• assist in blended learning instructional settings, 

• facilitate the development of students' online professional identities, 

• and serve as a complement (rather than competitor) to more traditional learning 

management systems such as Moodle.

Department 2.0

Department 2.0 is free and open source software, built atop the Drupal content 

management system, which allows for departments and schools to combine their traditional web 

presence with Web 2.0 features.  Some features of traditional department websites include:

• Recent news items (posted on the front page)

• Upcoming events (also posted on the front page)

• Listing of faculty members, staff, and administration with pictures and contact 

information

• Information for prospective students including degrees offered, courses taught, and 

tuition

• Information for current students and/or parents including events, courses, and guidelines

Some of the additional features Department 2.0 incorporates include:

• Rich user profiles for both students and faculty that may also serve as electronic 

portfolios via the personal file space given to each user
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• Individual blogs

• Group spaces to post news, edit wiki pages, and use discussion forums.  These groups 

were used both with courses as a blended or online learning support tool and for informal 

purposes (such as student groups and faculty notes).

• All items except static web pages are commentable

• WYSIWYG editor for all blog, wiki, forum, and web posts and comments

• Photo gallery

• Uploading and displaying videos and podcasts

• Tool for creating surveys, webforms, polls, or quizzes

• Job board that allows the public to submit new job listings for review

• Resource and room reservation system

• Slideshow for front page

• RSS feeds for all activity on the site, including news, comments, group activity, and job 

postings

• Integration with third party social media services such as Twitter, Friendfeed, and outside 

blogs

• Spam filtering and protection for anonymous comments, job postings, and survey 

responses

After creating this tool for the author's department, web traffic doubled in the first year, and 

students and faculty gave positive feedback about the website.

Facilitating use of the new department website required significant training efforts.  A 

site tour was created, as well as several video screencasts on how to login to the site, edit one's 

profile, and edit wiki pages.  The author and several students conducted face to face workshops 

to demonstrate features and help students, staff, and faculty use the site.  New, incoming students 

were also assisted with registering for an account on the site and using the site during their 

orientation seminar.

Within the first few weeks of the site's existence, several faculty, staff, and students were 
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actively using the site.  The department head and staff were posting news items and upcoming 

calendar events.  Faculty worked on wiki pages defining terms to help visitors better understand 

the field, and editing web pages describing the various degrees and programs.  Instructors were 

able to edit their own course descriptions and upload syllabus files.  By the start of the second 

year, the main graduate student group was using the online group feature as the primary vehicle 

for posting about upcoming events, and many different classes (both face to face and online) had 

used the group feature in support of instruction.

Department 2.0 Case Studies

Department 2.0 has been used in nine classes at the author's department in the first year, 

four courses taught by the author, and five other courses taught by two other instructors.  The 

way in which the site has been used by these instructors has varied from course to course.  In one 

face to face programming course taught by the author, the group was only used by the author to 

post news and to post the syllabus and weekly activities to the wiki space.  In another online web 

design course taught by the author, video screencasts were also posted each week to help show 

students how to use the software (a technique students find very useful as described in Rose, 

2009).

In other courses however the use of Department 2.0 has been more involved on the part 

of students.  In two learning theory courses taught be another instructor, students blogged each 

week about how their definitions of learning had changed.  In a school library media course 

taught by another instructor, students used separate group wiki spaces to create pages about 

topics related to the course.  Finally, in four foundations of educational technology courses 

taught by the author and another instructor, students have both blogged and created wiki pages as 

part of the course.  As that field is ever changing and there is no one “textbook” that covers the 

whole field and is up to date, students used the wiki spaces to create their own “textbook”, or 

notes, on the field.  Student ratings and unsolicited feedback for the courses taught by the 

instructor have been overwhelmingly positive and praising of either the blogging, the wiki 

activities, and/or the video screencasts.
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Department 2.0 and Academic Marketing

Department 2.0 appears to be compatible with the marketing goals of an academic 

department as well as the needs of its instructors and students.  Some of the marketing goals of a 

department and its faculty include for example:

• Marketing degree programs and courses to attract more students

• Marketing faculty research to attract students and increase impact of the research on 

policy and practice

• Marketing students and their work to foster development of their professional identities, 

increase their success on the job market, and increase word of mouth about the 

department programs

• Providing prospective students with more detailed and inside information about a 

program that typically is only conveyed by face to face meetings at graduate fairs or 

school visits

When instructors use 3rd party social media services (like Wikispaces or Wordpress), 

universities and schools lose valuable opportunities to market their own services.  If a school 

hosts (or at the very least brands) the wiki spaces of their faculty, anytime one of the hundreds of 

daily visitors to these wiki spaces sees the site, they could see advertising for the universities 

with links to more information.  One could possibly include a 'click to see enrollment 

information' button next to a course, as some OpenCourseWare (OCW) sites are beginning to do.

Advantages and Drawbacks to Department 2.0

The list below summarizes some of the advantages of Department 2.0 in comparison with 

third party social media services and discusses some of its drawbacks.  Lastly, some missing 

functionality is also listed that Department 2.0 does not offer.

Real and potential advantages over third party social media services

• Marketing - advertise one's department or school.

• Open teaching - create a more public 'teaching commons' for instructors.

• Common authentication – one login for all services (although the emergence of OpenID 
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distributed authentication addresses this for many third party services)

• Easier to use and combine multiple tools – many instructors using 3rd party services stick 

to just one service.  So their whole course is taught with just one social media tool such 

as a blog, a wiki, Youtube, or Twitter, for example.

• Better integration and easier RSS tracking – not using separate sites for blog, wiki, chat, 

etc.

• Portfolios - A byproduct of above – this can be used for student portfolios.  All their 

activity, be it blogging or wiki editing, etc. is combined and visible under a student's 

profile page.

• Flexibility – can make certain stuff editable by students or only by instructors, or 

viewable only by group members, for example.

• More open content - You can export the content, revise and remix it, and license it with 

an open Creative Commons license.  The content isn't stored in a proprietary, non-

exportable format as with most 3rd party services.

• Connectedness – students/alumni more closely connected with one another and the 

department/university.

• Customizable - Drupal is open source and be customized via modules and themes.  One 

could add or remove various patterns of interaction.

• Not blocked – K12 schools block most social networking sites.

• Professional spaces - students don't have to worry about mixing professional and personal 

identities that is an issue with using third party services such as blogs or Facebook.

• Increased student and faculty satisfaction – Lippincott (2009) argues that creating 

participatory online learning spaces increases student satisfaction and energizes faculty 

members.

Things that are the same as third party social media services

• Everything is online and open to the world, and indexable by search engines, increasing 

exposure.
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• RSS feeds

• WYSIWYG editing – although 3rd party services (such as Blogger) typically have less 

functional WYSIWYG interfaces than Drupal offers

Drawbacks, challenges, and limitations (some of which are true for third party services as 

well)

• It may not be as worthwhile for marketing school programs if you have all this online 

stuff for the whole world to see, but the whole world isn't allowed to take your courses 

(unless they move near you).  The author's department for example is only now 

developing an online degree program that is open to anyone regardless of location.

• How does one handle undergraduates and K-12 students?  The courses taught with 

Department 2.0 at the author's institution were primarily graduate or advanced 

undergraduate courses.  With younger or less mature students, there may be issues of a 

steeper learning curve or the possibility of vandalism (editing a syllabus for example) or 

bullying.  There are solutions to these issues, however, via third party Drupal modules 

not included with the current version of Department 2.0, such as a more fine-grained 

access permission module (restrict editing of a particular wiki page for example) and a 

module that can serve as a profanity filter.

• How does one handle the interested public?  Can or will a department or school allow 

members of the general public to contribute content or register for user accounts as in 

most third party social media services?  Will one enforce a “real name” policy (as 

Citizendium.org does)?

• What is the role of alumni in a school hosted social media site? How can they be better 

served?

• The university or school branding of a self-hosted social media site such as Department 

2.0 might also be a drawback.  What if one switches to another institution or leaves?

• Of course a drawback of using any self-hosted web software is the need for hardware, 

Internet connectivity, and often a systems administrator or other technically skilled 
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person to install, customize, manage, and update the platform.  To install and configure 

Department 2.0, one must learn how to use Drupal, for which there are several books, 

online videos, and tutorials available.

• Keeping up with the Joneses – keep up with the features offered by 3rd party services. 

Currently for example most third party blog hosting services offer more features and 

customization than hosting your own (unless you host a dedicated blog engine like 

Wordpress).  Sometimes open source alternatives may appear as second-class compared 

to commercial third party services.

• Reflection deficit disorder   – One might consider this a general malady of all social media 

and networking services.  Most social networking sites support creating, gathering, and 

sharing information, but there is not so much support for reflecting on that information, 

which is more important in educational environments.  As with all tools and technologies, 

the role of an effective instructor and motivated student cannot be replaced.

Functionality not included with Department 2.0 but available via Drupal modules

• Microblogging - Department 2.0 does not provide a microblogging solution, although this 

functionality is available via third party modules.

• Diagramming – Department 2.0 and Drupal does not currently provide a tool to support 

in-browser creation and editing of diagrams and concept maps.  Moodle has a module for 

this, and there are various Drupal modules available as well.

• Video commenting – Two modules are available for Drupal which allow integration with 

third party video commenting services, Seesmic and Riffly.

• Quizzes and Gradebooks – Department 2.0 is not designed as a competitor to Moodle. 

For one wishing to incorporate more of Moodle's functionality, however, there are 

modules for features such as quizzes and grading.

Conclusion

The Electronic Learning Record proposed three guiding principles for the creation of 

digital media solutions for learning:

http://electroniclearningrecord.org/?page_id=8
http://spotlight.macfound.org/main/entry/reflection_deficit_disorder/
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• innovations should assume schools are nodes in rich networks rather than stand-alone 

institutions 

• innovations should be kid-centered 

• innovations should come from edges of a field rather than the center 

The argument made in this paper is that universities and schools should begin supporting faculty 

and student use of Web 2.0 social media tools for pedagogical purposes, in part by hosting such 

services.  Department 2.0 is not the first such example of this.  Numerous universities have 

offered their own blog hosting, wiki spaces, and video and podcasting services, for example. 

Open University is an example of a university even creating an entire online social platform for 

its students to use that is similar in spirit to Department 2.0.  However, Department 2.0 is unique 

in that it is an open source platform that other educational institutions can utilize, and also it 

combines several social media and networking tools into one platform.  The results of using 

Department 2.0 are promising, and future improvements to the platform and to Drupal itself will 

hopefully increase its usability and effectiveness.
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