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Abstract 
 
Incoming students are increasingly comfortable using social media to communicate.  The 
majority of pre-university students report daily usage of social media websites.  Therefore, 
faculty at universities should consider the use of social media in the classroom as the primary 
mode of out of class communication between faculty and students.  LinkedIn is a professional 
networking website that can fill this need.  This research examined the use of LinkedIn for an 
upper level Civil Engineering technical elective at the University of Arkansas.   The analysis 
revealed that students preferred using the traditional, campus-wide Blackboard course 
management system for posting grades, whey they preferred LinkedIn for discussions and 
updates.  During the semester, students accessed LinkedIn as frequently as they would typically 
access Blackboard, and they found no difference between the two electronic resources in terms 
of instructor communication, accessibility, ease of use, navigating, or transferring files.  Overall, 
students felt comfortable using LinkedIn as a course management system and were more 
engaged with the class because of it.  However, there are still several challenges, including 
posting handouts and organizing the discussion threads, that need addressing to further enhance 
the student's experience in a Civil Engineering course using LinkedIn as the primary faculty-
student mode of communication. 
 
Motivation 
 
Electronic communication is becoming more important in classrooms.  In addition to the ability 
to quickly update files and inform students of course changes, using electronic modes of 
communicating also reduces paper use in the classroom.  Because students are already very 
active on Facebook, it is tempting to use Facebook in the classroom as a formative instructional 
tool.  However, multiple research groups report reservations with Facebook, as they believe that 
Facebook is a social tool, and privacy could be invaded by using it in the classroom3, 4, 6-9.  Many 
students view Facebook as a reflection of their personal lives and do not want their teachers and 
instructors using Facebook for class related activities.  A natural alternative to Facebook for 
classroom use is LinkedIn, the professional networking website.   
 
LinkedIn was created in 2003 (www.linkedin.com) as an online professional network.  It was 
designed to allow users to access other professionals, jobs, and organization opportunities in a 
professional online setting.  With more than 150 million members, it is a growing community for 
professionals.   Therefore, LinkedIn was chosen as the social networking tool to be used in this 
study. Using LinkedIn allows not only for the use of social media transfer of course-related 
information, but also introduces the students to a professional social network they can continue 
to employ throughout their careers. 
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Background 
 
As students’ learning styles change, it is important for faculty to adjust our teaching methods to 
their learning styles, while at the same time, retaining the ability to communicate technical 
information for their professional growth.  In 2006, out of a class of 140 students, only a handful 
watched Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) NewsHour or read the New York Times, but every 
student had been on Facebook that day1.  In 2010, 73% of Americans age 12-17 used social 
networking websites, indicating that incoming undergraduate students are very active on social 
networking websites2.  In 2011, 95% of 16-18 year old British students used social networking3.  
If these trends continue, it is vital that faculty members explore opportunities for effective 
incorporation of social media platforms into their courses. 
 
There are several excellent existing articles that have explored the use of social media in the 
classroom.  Yang et al. compiled a comprehensive review of 21 journal articles written in 2011 
and earlier that focused on using social media in the classroom4.  However, two articles in 
particular stand out.  Idris and Wang explored the concept of Web 2.0, a new generation of web-
based tools that facilitate sharing, interaction, and collaboration among users5.  These types of 
tools serve four pedagogical affordances: promoting or integrating innovative learning 
approaches, motivating student participation, presenting multimedia materials, and enabling 
students’ reflections.  The Web 2.0 tools also serve two social affordances: support interaction in 
different scopes and communication in different formats, and two technological affordances: an 
open and customizable environment and fast internet access.  Two key benefits to these 
affordances are bringing the students to the center of the learning activities and learning process, 
and exciting and motivating the students to participate and grow.   Wang et al. continued this 
research focusing exclusively on using Facebook in the classroom3.  The researchers in this study 
used Facebook in two elective courses at a teach education institute to post announcements, 
share resources, organize weekly tutorials, and conduct online discussions.  They found that two 
thirds of students felt comfortable communicating with teachers on Facebook, but at the same 
time had reservations that their privacy might be revealed. 
 
From the above-mentioned studies, it appears that there exists a strong opportunity for using 
social networking tools in the university classroom to enhance both teaching and learning; yet 
there is also a question as to which type of social media is the best and most appropriate in the 
university classroom.  This research will explore the use of LinkedIn in the classroom and will 
compare the use of a traditional course management system (Blackboard) with LinkedIn.  The 
paper will be organized as follows.  First, the research needs for the study, the motivation, and 
the class setting will be discussed.  Second, the functionality of LinkedIn as a course 
management system will be compared to Blackboard.   The third and last section will discuss 
future needs for incorporating LinkedIn into a classroom setting. 
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Research Needs 
 
In order to gauge the effectiveness of integrating LinkedIn in the classroom, there were three 
research needs that guided this study: 
 

1. Evaluate the functionality of LinkedIn as a primary tool of communication between 
instructor and students. 

2. Compare students’ experiences with Blackboard, Facebook, and LinkedIn, both within 
and outside the classroom. 

3. Determine future needs of incorporating LinkedIn into classroom usage. 
 
 
Classroom Setting 
 
The course “Sustainability in Civil Engineering” used for this study was a second year special 
problems course in the Civil Engineering department at the University of Arkansas.  This course, 
offered in Spring 2012, consisted of a mix of seventeen undergraduate and graduate students.  
All of the students were Civil Engineering majors except one in Mechanical Engineering.  While 
the course is not within the department-required Civil Engineering curriculum, it counts toward a 
newly formed sustainability minor at the University.  The minor requires students to take two 
common sustainability introductory courses and choose four electives from a menu of courses 
that address various aspects of sustainability.  Because Sustainability in Civil Engineering counts 
toward one of the four electives for the sustainability minor as well as one of the four technical 
electives for a traditional Civil Engineering undergraduate student, the course can satisfy two 
graduation requirements. 
 
The course was roughly divided into three parts: economics, environment, and application.  Four 
weeks were spent discussing the economic aspects of sustainability, four weeks on the 
environmental aspects of sustainability, and eight weeks on the application of sustainable 
principles.  There were no tests, but three presentations and three reports (one for each part of the 
course) were required. 
 
Sustainability in Civil Engineering was first offered at the University of Arkansas in Spring 
2011.  During that offering, Blackboard and email were extensively used by the instructor to 
distribute information and contact students.  Blackboard is the primary course management 
system used by faculty at the University of Arkansas.  However, in order to increase student 
involvement and interest in the course, the Spring 2012 offering used LinkedIn as the course 
management system.  During the semester, three informal surveys were given to the students 
using Zoomerang, to ensure that LinkedIn was being used in an effective manner.  Links were 
provided in LinkedIn discussion threads directing the students toward the Zoomerang website.  
At the end of the semester, a final paper questionnaire was given with IRB approval from the 
University of Arkansas.  All of the students agreed to participate in the questionnaire, so the data 
in this paper represents all seventeen students enrolled in Sustainability in Civil Engineering in 
Spring 2012. 
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Functionality of LinkedIn 
 
While the use of social media in the classroom is attractive, it is critical that the functionality of 
the social media platform is adequate as a course management system.  To determine the 
adequacy of LinkedIn, student experience using Blackboard was compared to student experience 
using LinkedIn. Of the 17 students who took the Spring 2012 Sustainability in Civil Engineering 
course, all had taken at least one course during their studies that utilized Blackboard, thus they 
were qualified to make this comparison.  The comparison assessed usefulness of, ease of use of, 
and appreciation for nine frequently employed course management system functions : posting 
grades, posting handouts, posting homework, posting lectures, leading discussions, submitting 
homework, taking quizzes, updating course calendar, and sending notifications.  In the final 
questionnaire administered at the completion of the course, students responded to the following 
items for each of the functionalities.  Note that each item was administered twice: once for 
Blackboard, and once for LinkedIn:  
 

1. When I have taken a course utilizing Blackboard [LinkedIn], the following functionalities 
were useful to me (Usefulness) 

2. When I have taken a course utilizing Blackboard [LinkedIn], the following functionalities 
were easy to use for me (Ease of Use) 

3. When I have taken a course utilizing Blackboard [LinkedIn] I appreciated having the 
following features be available on the course page (Appreciation) 

 
Item 1 assesses student perception of usefulness of a particular functionality in a particular 
system (Blackboard or LinkedIn), item 2 student perception ease of use of the functionalities, 
and item 3 assesses student perception of appreciation for each of the functionalities.  Students 
were asked to indicate whether they strongly disagreed, disagreed, were neutral, agreed, or 
strongly agreed with each item.   These responses were mapped to a scale from 1 to 5, with 1 
indicating strongly disagree and 5 indicating strongly agree.  A response frequency analysis was 
performed in order to determine differences between Blackboard and LinkedIn. Table 1 
summarizes the median of the responses for each survey item, with shaded cells indicating a 
difference of at least two in the medians of student’s ranking between Blackboard and LinkedIn.   
 
The shaded cells in Table 1 indicate a difference of at least two in the median between 
Blackboard and LinkedIn.  A value of two was chosen to isolate significant differences, as 
conflicting trends were found with a difference of only one.  Blackboard received a higher 
median rating than LinkedIn for usefulness of and appreciation for posting grades, while 
LinkedIn received a higher median rating than Blackboard for usefulness of, ease of use of, and 
appreciation for leading discussion, ease of use of updating the course calendar, and usefulness 
and ease of use of sending notifications.   
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Table 1.  Students’ Perceptions of Usefulness, Ease of Use, and Appreciation of Functionalities 
on Blackboard (B) and LinkedIn (L) 

 Usefulness Ease of Use Appreciation 
Functionality B L B L B L 

Posting grades 5 2 4 3 5 3 
Posting handouts 4 4 4 4 5 4 

Posting homework 4 4 4 4 4.5 4 
Posting lectures 4 4 4 3 4 4 

Leading discussions 2 4 2 4 2 4 
Submitting homework 3 2 2 3 3 3 

Taking quizzes 3 3 3.5 3 4 3 
Updating course 

calendar 
2 3 2 4 3.5 4 

Sending notifications 2 4 2 4 2.5 4 
Table 1 notes:  Each number in Table 1 represents the median of the up to seventeen student responses.  A “1” 
indicates “Strongly Disagree” and “5” indicates “Strongly Agree.”  A shaded cell indicates at least a difference of 
two levels between the mean of Blackboard and LinkedIn. 
 
 
Because there is no feature in LinkedIn for restricted individual viewing of information, it is not 
possible to post grades that only single students can view.  Blackboard, however, is specifically 
designed for students to be able to view individual grades.  Therefore, it is not a surprise that 
students ranked Blackboard higher in terms of usefulness of and appreciation for posting grades.  
While students could, in theory, be sent individual messages over LinkedIn to update their grade 
status, this feature was not used by the instructor in this study.  In addition, sending individual 
messages over LinkedIn would not be practical for a large size class.   
 
The power of social media was apparent in the social media-based Sustainability in Civil 
Engineering course by the fact that leading discussions, updating the course calendar, and 
sending notifications each had at least one component that ranked higher than Blackboard.  
Students were encouraged, but not required, to post links to websites with an accompanying brief 
discussion on the discussion board for LinkedIn.  Every week, 2-5 students would post links with 
accompanying discussion, which would also be discussed in the next class meeting.  Using a 
social networking site, which is specifically designed to promote discussion, probably aided in 
the strong participation of students in this area.  In addition, small but quick changes could easily 
be implemented by posting on LinkedIn, increasing the student’s preferences in updating the 
course calendar and sending notification. 
 
Apart from the four functionalities discussed above, the remaining five functionalities had 
differences of less than two between the median between Blackboard and LinkedIn from the 
students’ perspective.  A disadvantage of LinkedIn from an instructor’s perspective is that a 
separate website had to be used in order to store handouts, homework, and lectures.  To the 
knowledge of the authors, LinkedIn does not have the ability to store electronic documents.  
However, the discussion threads in LinkedIn can contain links to other websites, so for the 
Sustainability in Civil Engineering course, a link was posted to enable access to files on the 
secondary website.  Therefore, electronic files were not stored on LinkedIn, whereas Blackboard 
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has space to store electronic files.  In addition to the instructor having to maintain a separate 
website to store files, students had to submit homework by email when using LinkedIn instead of 
Blackboard, as files cannot be transferred over LinkedIn (files can, however, be transferred 
electronically via Blackboard).  Finally, the three surveys posted during class (which would fall 
under the “Taking quizzes” functionality) were run through Zoomerang, with a link utilized for 
the students to go to the quiz.  Taking quizzes is another functionality that is available directly 
through Blackboard, but not through LinkedIn. 
 
Overall, it appears that Blackboard was perceived as more suitable for posting grades and 
LinkedIn was perceived as more suitable for stimulating discussions.  However, extra effort is 
occasionally needed on the part of the instructor to utilize third-party resources in order to 
achieve the same functionalities in LinkedIn that are available in Blackboard. 
 
 
 
Comparison of Electronic Resources 
 
The second research question, comparing student experience using Facebook, LinkedIn, and 
Blackboard both within and outside of the classroom, was accomplished via a series of questions 
designed to track student usage of social media, determine student preference for communication 
with the instructor, determine student perception of accessibility, ease of use, navigating around, 
and transferring files within the three social networking platforms, and acquire an overall 
comparison between Blackboard and LinkedIn. 
 
In order to gauge approximate usage of Facebook, LinkedIn, and Blackboard, students were 
asked if they used the three electronic platforms less than one time per day, one to two, three to 
four, five to nine, or more than ten times per day.  These responses were transformed to a five-
point scale, with 1 indicating less than one time per day, and five indicating more than ten times 
per day.  The median of the responses was calculated and is summarized in Table 2. 
 
From Table 2, it is evident that students check Facebook more frequently than either LinkedIn or 
Blackboard.  The median value for checking Facebook is 1-2 times per day, while the median 
value for checking either Blackboard or LinkedIn is less than once per day.  If course 
management systems move away from Blackboard type systems to existing social media sites, 
this is a disadvantage of using LinkedIn versus Facebook.  However, this was the first semester 
that the majority of the students had used LinkedIn, so the authors found it promising that they 
began using it with a frequency equal to Blackboard.  Perhaps if students begin using LinkedIn 
earlier in their academic career, there would be even a higher rate of usage when they are seniors 
or graduate students, as they would be more likely to be looking for employment after 
graduation; LinkedIn could be a powerful tool for researching and communicating with potential 
employers. 
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Table 2.  Student Daily Usage of Facebook, LinkedIn, and Blackboard 

Questionnaire item 
1 

(<once)

2 
(1-2 

times) 

3 
(3-4 

times)

4 
(5-9 

times)

5 
(>10 

times) 
Count 

Median
(5 

point 
scale) 

During the current 
academic semester, my 

frequency of use of 
Facebook has been 

approximately 

4 9 3 0 1 17 2 

During the current 
academic semester, my 

frequency of use of 
LinkedIn has been 

approximately 

10 7 0 0 0 17 1 

When I have taken a 
course utilizing 
Blackboard, my 

frequency of use of 
Blackboard has been 

approximately 

11 5 1 0 0 17 1 

 
 
After understanding the students’ use of Facebook, LinkedIn, and Blackboard, specific 
questionnaire items were presented to gauge the students’ preferences and reactions to instructor 
communication, transferring files, accessibility and ease of use, navigating around, and overall 
impressions of LinkedIn and Blackboard.  These five areas are discussed below. 
 
Instructor Communication – Facebook, LinkedIn, and Blackboard 
 
In order to determine their preference for communication with the instructor, students were asked 
if they would prefer the instructor to communicate with them through Facebook, LinkedIn, or 
Blackboard.  Students were asked to indicate whether they strongly disagreed, disagreed, were 
neutral, agreed, or strongly agreed with each item.   From the mapped responses on a scale from 
1 to 5, with 1 indicating strongly disagree and 5 indicating strongly agree, LinkedIn scored a 
median of 4, and Blackboard a median of 4.  These numbers show that the students did not seem 
to have a preference one way or another in regards to using either LinkedIn or Blackboard to 
communicate, but certainly preferred either LinkedIn or Blackboard to Facebook.  On student 
summed up this sentiment by saying “Facebook should NEVER be used for class.  Too much 
incriminating evidence.”  Another student said that they would rather use LinkedIn versus 
Blackboard for smaller classes, which raises the question about the appropriate class size for 
using social media as a communication tool.  While seventeen is an normal class size for upper-
level technical electives, it is certainly much smaller than lower level required courses in the 
Civil Engineering department, and is cannot be compared to introductory level math and science 
courses at the university, which often have over 500 students in one class.  The concept of class 
size is an area that warrants further study. 
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Transferring Files – Facebook, LinkedIn, and Blackboard 
 
The next comparison between Facebook, LinkedIn, and Blackboard asked students to answer 
whether it was convenient to transfer files.  From the mapped responses on a scale from 1 to 5, 
with 1 indicating strongly disagree and 5 indicating strongly agree, students in this study scored 
Facebook with a median of 2, LinkedIn with a 3, and Blackboard with a 4.   This indicates that 
the two forms of social media were not as effective at transferring files as the more traditional 
Blackboard. 
 
Two observations were gained from transferring files.  First, multiple students stated that 
LinkedIn worked well for discussions and sharing websites but that it did not work as well as 
Blackboard for transferring files.  This is reasonable, as LinkedIn was designed as a social 
networking site, built for discussions and sharing of internet news, but was not designed to 
transfer files, as Blackboard was.  Also, as noted earlier, the instructor was not able to find any 
storage space for electronic files within the LinkedIn structure.  Therefore, the students’ 
comments on the difficulty in navigating LinkedIn’s discussion threads and content 
disorganization was probably a function of LinkedIn’s design as a social networking site and the 
instructor’s learning curve with using LinkedIn as a course management system. 
 
The second observation was that the instructor had to do a lot more work in order to share 
electronic files with students using LinkedIn than if Blackboard would have been used.  For 
example, course handouts needed to be uploaded to a third website and a link had to be placed 
into LinkedIn in order to share an electronic file.  The instructor for this course simply used his 
professional website to store the electronic file, and provided a link within LinkedIn discussions 
so that students would be redirected toward the proper content.  While this may have appeared 
natural to the students, it involved an extra step and extra resources from the instructor.  For 
instructors without access to a professional or personal website, the additional step and effort of 
finding a secondary website to use would be required.  Finally, journal articles with a copyright 
cannot be placed in the public domain and could not be transferred in this manner.  While there 
were no public links to any articles in this study (the LinkedIn group formed was by invitation 
only and each student had to be accepted by the instructor), it would have been possible for any 
web user to download a potential article with a copyright without permission.  If LinkedIn is to 
be used in the future, the concept of electronic file management will need to be addressed. 
 
Accessibility/Ease of Use – LinkedIn and Blackboard  
 
The next question explored was whether it was convenient for the students to access and use 
LinkedIn and Blackboard.  When walking through the library or a computer lab, one can see that 
many students have Facebook open in the corner of their screen while working.  It is anticipated 
that students have to take an extra step to log onto Blackboard.  However, LinkedIn, like 
Facebook, is a social networking tool.  Students, if familiar enough with LinkedIn, could have it 
open while working much like they have Facebook open.  In addition, LinkedIn’s mobile 
application allows for students to receive a notice on a smart phone when a new message is 
posted.  Therefore, it could be argued, in this era of increased mobile living, that LinkedIn would 
be more convenient to access for students than Blackboard.  However, according to the data 
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collected in this study, students scored Blackboard with a median of 4 and LinkedIn with a 3.  
Therefore, students believed that Blackboard was easier to access use.  One student mentioned 
that since all classes are using Blackboard, it is not convenient to logon to LinkedIn.  Since 
Blackboard is more commonly used in the classroom compared to LinkedIn, students already 
visit Blackboard on a regular basis, as shown in Table 2.  This indicates that until there is a wider 
usage of LinkedIn, Blackboard may remain more accessible for students. 
 
Navigating Around – LinkedIn and Blackboard 
 
The final set of comparisons asked students whether it was convenient to navigate around 
LinkedIn and Blackboard.  Since students are more comfortable with social networking sites, 
versus more traditionally designed websites such as Blackboard, it was anticipated that students 
would find it more convenient to navigate around LinkedIn versus Blackboard.  In this study, 
however, students scored Blackboard with a median of 3 and LinkedIn with a 3.  One student 
observed that the LinkedIn website could be more user-friendly.  Since LinkedIn was designed 
as a professional networking site, and not a course management system like Blackboard, this is a 
reasonable statement.  Another student indicated that it was “hard at times to find where stuff” 
was located on LinkedIn.  This is a function of both the website’s design, but also the instructor’s 
organization.  It was the instructor’s intent to mimic the same functionalities available in 
Blackboard, but he may not have fully achieved this in the first semester of use.  However, with 
more experience, it is anticipated that the instructor will be more organized and familiar with 
LinkedIn so that students do not have as much difficultly navigating around the LinkedIn course 
management system in future semesters. 
 
LinkedIn Overall 
 
There were three goals to using LinkedIn for this course.  The first goal was to provide content in 
a manner that was comfortable and user-friendly for students (social networking site), the second 
goal was to increase the student interest and thinking in sustainability, and the third goal was to 
increase the quality of instruction and build connections between students and the instructor.  
The course used for this study is not a typical math based Civil Engineering course.  Instead, the 
course used for this study focuses more on increasing student awareness of the potential for 
applying sustainability concepts in Civil Engineering applications while providing some basic 
tools to help quantify sustainability.  Therefore, several questions were asked to gauge the 
instructor’s success in achieving these three goals. 
 
In order to gauge whether the content was provided in a comfortable and user-friendly manner, 
several questions were asked using the 1 to 5 scale.  Students were asked to indicate whether 
they strongly disagreed, disagreed, were neutral, agreed, or strongly agreed with each item.   
These responses were mapped to a scale from 1 to 5, with 1 indicating strongly disagree and 5 
indicating strongly agree.  The median was found for the answers and the results are shown in 
Table 3. 
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Table 3. Students’ Comfort with using LinkedIn (n=17) 
Question Median 

I liked using LinkedIn for 
 Sustainability in Civil Engineering 

3 

I feel comfortable using LinkedIn for 
 online class discussion 

4 

I was satisfied using LinkedIn as 
 an alternative to Blackboard 

3 

LinkedIn is more effective for  
delivering online course materials than Blackboard 

3 

I feel comfortable with professors using LinkedIn to 
communicate for class purposes with students 

4 

 
The results shown in Table 3 were encouraging.  All of the medians indicated that students were 
either neutral to using LinkedIn, or actually slightly agreed with using it.  Overall, this indicated 
that students generally enjoyed using LinkedIn for this course.  The second question, regarding 
student comfort, was interesting as it demonstrated that student preference may be leaning 
toward social networking communication.  Student comfort with using LinkedIn after only one 
semester demonstrated the power of social networking communication structure and was 
encouraging for using LinkedIn in future class settings.  The students agreed (with a median of 
four, corresponding to “agree”) when asked if they felt comfortable with the professor using 
LinkedIn to communicate with them for class purposes.  This indicated that students felt the 
professional networking site was appropriate for class communication between the instructor and 
the students. 
 
The second goal, to increase the students’ interest in sustainability, was investigated through 
three questions.  It was hoped that by having the online discussions, students would naturally 
start exploring online material on sustainability and share it with the class.  Ideally, this organic 
discussion would increase other students’ thinking of sustainability, and hopefully promote more 
postings online.  The instructor debated whether to require postings, but decided to allow the 
students to post at their will.  When asked “Using LinkedIn for the class increased the amount of 
time I spent thinking about Sustainability,” the students gave a median of 3 – a neutral answer.  
This indicates that the students believed the use of LinkedIn did not influence the time they 
thought about sustainability more than if LinkedIn had not been used.  The second question 
posed was “Using LinkedIn for the class made me think of Sustainability in new or different 
ways.”  This question received a median of 3 as well indicating that there was no benefit in new 
ways of thinking.  The third question asked was “I enjoyed the sustainability discussions in class 
when students recapped what they had posted on LinkedIn.”  With a median of 4, or agree, the 
practice of bringing the discussion from LinkedIn into the classroom did appear to provide some 
benefit.  Since each class was one hour and twenty minutes, about halfway through class, the 
instructor would stop the class and open up LinkedIn.  Each student who posted a link with 
discussion would give a brief summary of the posting, and if there were interesting videos or 
pictures, those would be shown to the class.  The instructor believes that the students appreciated 
the brief break in the lecture, and also benefited from listening to other students’ perspectives on 
sustainability.  These discussions always stimulated students who normally didn’t talk to 
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participate in class, and allowed the students to explore sustainability in their own way.  If 
LinkedIn is used in future classes, this exercise will be repeated. 
 
The third and last goal, to increase the quality of instruction and build connections between the 
students and instructor, was important because much of the literature reviewed indicated that 
using social networking can connect not only the students, but the students with the instructor as 
well.  When asked “I feel more connected with fellow students in my class using LinkedIn” the 
students gave median of 4.  This is exciting, as bringing students together around a classroom 
topic generally promotes stronger learning and excitement for the class.  When the students were 
asked “I feel more connected with my instructor using LinkedIn” the students gave a median of 
3.  This shows that they did not feel any more or any less connected to the instructor.  While 
LinkedIn did not provide a positive effect in this case, it is good that there was no negative 
effect.  These two scores indicate that overall, the students did feel more connected with each 
other, but not with the instructor. 
 
Future Needs for Incorporating LinkedIn in the Classroom 
 
Since this was the first semester that LinkedIn was used in the Sustainability in Civil 
Engineering course, there is much improvement that could enhance the use of social media for 
the course.   Potential future needs are divided into four categories: LinkedIn group page 
organization, electronic file distribution, grade posting, and the use of electronic social media in 
general. 
 
Frequent comments from the students from the semester were, “could be a little more user-
friendly” or “it was hard at times to find where stuff was located on LinkedIn” and other similar 
comments.  Therefore, the instructor will have to pay closer attention to organizing the LinkedIn 
page in order to decrease confusion.  For the Spring 2012 semester, the instructor created four 
discussion threads: online sustainability articles, in-class activities, handouts, and assignments.   
The online sustainability articles allowed students to post links to websites discussing 
sustainability concepts and was a huge success.  However, the other three categories were not 
well defined, and it was difficult for students to determine what was in each of these discussion 
threads.  A possible solution would be to maintain the assignment discussion thread, but collapse 
the in-class activities and handout threads into a single discussion thread.   This will hopefully 
decrease confusion as to where material is located. 
 
The second future need is better management of electronic file distribution.  From the 
instructor’s perspective, it was not convenient to use a third-party web page to post all of the 
electronic files.  Currently, LinkedIn does not provide storage space for groups to post files, but 
this may change in the future.  Another option, instead of the instructor posting files on his 
professional webpage and inserting a link for students on LinkedIn, could be the use of an open 
electronic server such as GoogleDocs (electronic files linked to Google email accounts).  Starting 
in the Fall 2012 semester, all students at the University of Arkansas will have Gmail based email 
accounts, which means that GoogleDocs will be accessible by all students.  However, this would 
mean yet another web page that students will have to visit.  One student said “there are just too 
many electronic facets to remember to look at every day,” which indicates that the addition of 
another electronic resource may not be welcomed.  
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The third future need for using LinkedIn in the classroom is dealing with grade posting.  The 
students overwhelmingly indicated that Blackboard is much more efficient than LinkedIn for 
posting grades.  The primary reason for this is that the same LinkedIn site is open to all students, 
whereas student Blackboard accounts are only viewed by the student of that account.  Therefore, 
Blackboard grades can be posted in confidentiality whereas everything posted on LinkedIn is 
public.  There are several ways to get around this barrier in LinkedIn, such as the instructor 
sending individual messages to each student sharing their grades.  However, if students do not 
regularity check the LinkedIn site, it may be more efficient to simply do this over email.  Also, 
as the number of students in the class grows, the ability to send individual messages, whether 
over LinkedIn or email, decreases significantly.  Overall, this is a challenge that does not 
currently have an elegant solution. 
 
The final future need is understanding that some students do not enjoy using social media in any 
form.  With a scale of one to five on most of the survey questions, the range of responses were 
often across the full spectrum, from strongly disagree to strongly agree.  This is because there 
were two to three students who were adamantly opposed to using LinkedIn, or any other social 
networking tool.  They consistently gave scores of one or two on all of the questions.  One 
comment summed up their opinion quite nicely “LinkedIn should not be used in the classroom!”  
This opinion must be respected, as some students simply do not enjoy using social media.  
Perhaps this student group will shrink over time, as younger students more familiar and 
comfortable with social networking enter the course, but this cannot be counted on.  At this 
point, this future need is an open question. 
 
Conclusions 
 
In general, students are spending more time on social media websites such as Facebook, and may 
be becoming more comfortable using this type of communication versus traditional email or 
Blackboard.  In order to adjust to the ever changing student population, this research examined 
the use of LinkedIn as a course management system for an upper level Civil Engineering 
technical elective course.  The course “Sustainability in Civil Engineering” was composed of a 
mix of seventeen undergraduate seniors and graduate students.  For this study, three research 
questions were posed: 1) explore the functionality of LinkedIn as a primary tool of 
communication, 2) compare LinkedIn to other social media formats, and 3) determine the future 
needs of incorporating LinkedIn into the classroom setting.  From these three questions, the 
following conclusions were reached: 
 

 Students agree that Blackboard is more useful in posting grades, but LinkedIn is more 
useful in leading discussions and sending updates or notifications.  Since LinkedIn is not 
secure, posting grades and handouts will be a continued challenge, but the format of 
LinkedIn appears to be more in-sync with students’ preferences versus the traditional 
tools available through Blackboard. 

 After one semester of using LinkedIn, students used LinkedIn as frequently as 
Blackboard, though only about half as much as Facebook.  Since only one student was 
aware of LinkedIn before the class began, it seems that LinkedIn gained traction very 
quickly in the classroom setting. 
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 There was no significant difference in the students’ preference of transferring files, 
accessibility/ease of use, or navigating around LinkedIn and Blackboard. 

 Students felt comfortable using LinkedIn as a course management system.  In addition, 
the students felt more connected with fellow students in class using LinkedIn. 

 
While these findings are a promising sign that LinkedIn can serve as an electronic tool in the 
classroom, there is still more work to be done in order to fully utilize LinkedIn as a course 
management system.   Issues that need to be addressed include the following: the instructor 
needs to organize the LinkedIn page better so that resources are not difficult to find, methods of 
distributing electronic documents and grades need to be developed, and the wide range of 
students’ preferences must be considered.  While these challenges are not insurmountable, they 
need to be addressed as the concept of using LinkedIn in the engineering classroom moves 
forward. 
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