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Over the past six years, numerous stu-
dents and educators have become  active
members of Social Network Communities
(SNCs) such as bebo,1 MySpace,2 Friendster,3

and/or  Facebook.4  SNCs present various
technological affordances (mobile connec-
tivity, blogging, photo/video-sharing, etc.),
supporting a diverse range of interests and
practices.  Because these on-line social net-
works vary in the extent to which they in-
corporate communication tools and mod-
ules that can enhance users’ profile, I will
limit my discussion of the pedagogical po-
tential of Facebook.

Established by M. Zuckerberg in 2004,
this network that initially targeted high-
school and college students, went global in
2006 and has now grown to more  than
300 million active users (150 million of
whom log on to Facebook at least once a
day).  The Facebook networking commu-
nity is the largest SNC and one of the fast-
est-growing and best-known Web sites on
the Internet today.  According to the
Facebook Press Room Statistics, even if the
fastest growing demographic is people over
the age of 35, one third of these members
are college students.  This particular trend,
along with its technical affordances, drew
attention to the potential of such a Web
resource in an educational context.

Facebook offers its members a large
number and types of applications that in-
tegrate several modes of Computer Medi-
ated Communication (CMC).  Users get to
disclose and witness life-in-progress through
status updates (self-presentation).  They
can also view and share information, such
as exchanging private messages (one-to-
one), sharing light-hearted message pub-
licly on a virtual message board (one-to-
many)–known as the “wall” (wishing happy
birthday or posting an emphatic “how are
you doing?”).  Keeping in touch with friends
and acquaintances has taken a new dimen-
sion with the series of notifications that
Facebook users may choose to receive, in-
forming them of their Friends’ profile
changes (among others are new wall post-
ing, addition of pictures, or recently posted
links).  It is therefore not surprising that SNCs
can easily become an asset in the classroom
to build or reinforce a community of learn-
ers among students with little effort from
the instructor.  Language educators are a
few “clicks” away from creating a Facebook
Group for a particular class and asking stu-
dents to join it at the beginning of the se-
mester.  Becoming a member of a group
does not imply becoming “Friends” with all

its members; however, it clearly opens new
doors for students to freely connect with
each other.  What is unique about
Facebook, is that it enables users to bond
with individuals outside the classroom.  It
has, in fact, become a common practice for
classmates to befriend one another on
Facebook and start sharing personal infor-
mation with their peers, including discuss-
ing personal interests.  As Schwartz (2009)
recently pointed out, Facebook has now
become an extension of the classroom
where all kinds of connections take place,
some routine and some more substantial.
This new type of virtual interaction can
have a positive effect on student-to-student
relationships as they can connect on more
personal levels (Mazer, Murphy, &
Simmonds, 2007).  Kok (2008) further ar-
gues that it is not only important to pro-
vide learners with opportunities to develop
a sense of group, but also to maintain the
concept of a community as a unit that can
work collaboratively.  Collaborative work,
a key component in developing communi-
cative competence in a foreign language,
can be improved by creating a virtual com-
munity via Facebook.  Wenger (1998) ex-
plains that it is with the help of groups,
which he refers to as “communities of prac-
tice” that individuals develop and share the
capacity to create and use knowledge.  Dif-
fusion of knowledge through such commu-
nities can thus be enhanced with internal
leadership that educators can provide.
Therefore, in addition to fostering positive
relationships among students, the integra-
tion of Facebook in the context of the class-
room can also augment teacher credibility
because (s)he  uses what is considered con-
temporary student culture (Thorne &
Payne, 2005).  Educators can capitalize on
the fact that using Facebook is by now an
integral part of numerous students’ e-rou-
tine and can thus guide students to utilize
such a site as a means to maximize aca-
demic relationships.

It is evident that Facebook and other
SNCs can provide new social connections to
the student community and that these re-
lationships may positively impact the learn-
ing experience as a whole.  However, the
Facebook Web site can also provide lan-
guage learners with opportunities to enrich
their second language experience in vari-
ous ways.  Let’s consider for instance the
Group5 application, which is a keyword-
searchable database accessible to all mem-
bers.  Groups may be a fruitful resource for
language educators in order to develop

socio-pragmatic awareness in a second lan-
guage (L2).  Facebook Groups can become
potential sites for social interaction, debate,
and activism.  Language learners can eas-
ily search and join the many Groups who
exclusively interact in the target language
and observe written exchanges between the
members on the wall or in the various dis-
cussion forums.  Socio-pragmatic elements
are typically ignored or deemed secondary
in basic language instruction.  As a result,
language programs fail to generate fully
communicatively competent students
(Hassal, 2008; Vellenga, 2004).  Ignoring
socio-pragmatic aspects of language devel-
opment presents an impoverished version
of the target language and will continue to
generate L2 learners who are not only un-
able to gauge their responses in socio-prag-
matic terms, but who are also unable to
produce vernacular speech after having re-
ceived traditional classroom instruction.
Various activities can be used in the lan-
guage classroom for socio-pragmatic de-
velopment.  Kasper (1997) identified two
types of activities: (1) activities that focus
on raising students’ pragmatic  awareness,
and (2) tasks which offer opportunities for
students to actually practice communica-
tion.  Both can be accomplished with the
help of the Facebook site; however, I will
only make suggestions for the first type of
activity suggested by Kasper.

Observation is a valuable technique for
understanding language use at different
levels of any given community.  Language
instructors could ask students to observe
various speech acts in these Groups, so that
they can become acquainted with the
norms that this electronic environment re-
quires in order to negotiate unknown au-
diences appropriately.  Consequently, stu-
dents will become familiar with typical
greetings used in this electronic discourse;
they can identify trends in terms of word
selection to properly express refusals, re-
quests, and a variety of different speech acts
that are extremely frequent and useful.
Ultimately, language learners have the op-
portunity to identify linguistic norms before
actually using their second language in such
an environment in which a faux pas could
have social consequences.  In other words,
they can infer trends by looking at authen-
tic data and establish norms in terms of
known complexities in the French language;
for instance, which pronouns of address (tu
vs. vous) are used in a particular context
and by which members (age, gender, na-
tionality).  Similarly, they can identify
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whether the negative particle ne is usually
omitted in this type of electronic discourse.
They could also further develop their
knowledge of widely accepted and used
abbreviations (mdr = mort de rire; slt =
salut), syllabograms (k = que; c = c’est), or
colloquial expressions (kiffer = adorer),
which are rarely or briefly addressed in lan-
guage textbooks.

In the context of a particular classroom,
the type of language observation will ob-
viously vary depending on the level and
the content of a course in which such an
activity would be implemented.  It can re-
volve around a theme or particular inter-
ests of the students.  It could be accom-
plished in the context of homework assign-
ments, a project, or an oral presentation or
used as a tool to gather information and
opinions by and from Francophone com-
munity members.  Two groups worth not-
ing are: first, the group j’aime le cinéma
français which counts almost two thousand
members who regularly participate in a va-
riety of discussions and where members ar-
gue about topics such as which is the best
French film, who are great French actors,
and also share information about film fes-
tivals.  Students can, for example, compare
American and French tastes in terms of
French movies and develop a better un-
derstanding of similarities or divergences on
the film industry linked to this nationality.
The second one is Paris je t’aime (a geog-
raphy-type group, not to confuse with the
common interest group that revolves
around the movie of the same name)
where members engage in a plethora of
topics, such as what do people enjoy the
most in the city, as well as post videos and
pictures of various Parisian attractions.
Again, just by assigning students to read the
various discussions about different aspects
of the French capital, they will have a bet-
ter understanding of what is out there to
see and experience apart from the Eiffel
Tower and the Louvre.  A few textbooks
attempt to present cultural information to
language learners; however, by the time
of publication they are often somewhat
obsolete and limited to the major monu-
ments and attractions.

Language variation can also be ex-
plored using Facebook Groups.  Groups are
often associated with linguistic-geographi-
cal pride and also present basic images as-
sociated with the main concept introduced,
such as flags or landmarks which are pow-
erful visual cues for certain types of learn-
ers.  Consequently, language variation and
other important linguistic and cultural is-
sues that are again not necessarily ad
dressed in language textbooks can effort-
lessly be presented and discussed with L2
learners by consulting groups such as:

Oui, je parle Suisse et alors
Adieu, t’es vaudois6 ou bien
Tu es un vrai marseillais quand…
Je ne suis pas Canadien, je suis Québécois:
Tu sais que tu viens de Mont-tremblant
quand ...

Pour l’union de la Belgique francophone
à la France!

All of these on-line groups’ discussions
and comments focus to a certain extent on
the use of lexicon, and the participants give
the standard French equivalent as
illustrated in the following example from
the aforementioned Oui je parle Suisse et
alors:

chenoille: vaurien, canaille (scoundrel)
cradzet: petit (small)
encouble: entrave, obstacle, empêche-

ment (a hindrance)
gouille: flaque d’eau, petite mare (a

puddle)
natel: téléphone cellulaire portable (a

cell phone)
piorner: pleurnicher, larmoyer (to sob)
poutzer: nettoyer, laver, astiquer, frotter

(to clean)
roille: pluie (rain)
ruper: manger gloutonnement (to eat

a lot)
trouille: peur (fear)
Language variation is of particular

interest for intermediate and advanced
language learners as it illustrates the
richness of the French language and
introduces students to a more authentic and
colloquial global language.  Varieties of
French differ at several levels from standard
French, which is typically associated with the
Paris region and the textbooks used in
French language classes.  Differences in
prosody, phonology, morpho-syntax have
been identified in Swiss French, but the most
common type of variations are lexically
based. The Swiss Facebook Group (Oui, je
parle Suisse et alors) establishes a clear list
of words and expressions that are further
discussed by Swiss natives; therefore,
students have the opportunity to encounter
realistic and authentic language through
on-line discussion forums.  Scholars (Auger
& Valdman, 1999; Auger, 2003) claim that
it is necessary for French learners to be
introduced to different varieties aside from
standard Parisian French to develop
receptive skills at an early stage of L2
acquisition.  They argue that students
should be made aware of the extra-
hexagonal varieties of language at early
stages of their learning experience so that
they develop abilities to recognize certain
local particularities and acknowledge the
functional effectiveness of non standard
French.

Overall, such an exploratory and
observational exercise can not only help

learners to become familiarized with new
voices and new genres of discourse that are
not presented in the context of a typical
language classroom but can also allow
them to gain cultural knowledge about
specific topics.  This process is a required step
to fully experience language as a social
practice and to develop a communicative
competence.

In conclusion, by simply recognizing the
benefits that Facebook has to offer in terms
of language access, students can benefit
from using this SNC in ways that transcend
socialization.  Learners do have the
potential to increase their socio-pragmatic
awareness and their ability to develop
multiliteracy skills in a foreign language,
which are undoubtedly important aspects
of language acquisition in this technological
era.  In addition, Facebook Groups can be
used to enhance regional culture-based
knowledge and to promote a sense of
community within the context of a course.
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Notes
1 [www.bebo.com/] - since 2005
2 [www.myspace.com] -since 2003
3 [www.friendster.com] - since 2002
4 [www.facebook.com/] - since 2004

(Harvard only) since 2006 (everyone)
5 To create a group click on the

Applications button at the bottom left
of your main Facebook page. In the next
screen you will have a button Create
Group at the top right. The next and final
step is to define your group by giving it
a name, describing it, deciding to whom
you want to make it available, and
selecting the type of group it is (business,
music, student group, etc.).

6  South West part of Switzerland, where
French is the official language.
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J’aime le cinéma français: [www.facebook.
com/search/?o=69&init=s%3Agroup&q=
le+cinema+francais#/group.php?gid=
5 2 6 3 6 0 9 5 0 0 & r e f = s e a r c h & s i d =
9351800.2341039680..1]

Paris je t’aime: [www.facebook.com/
search/?o=69&init=s%3Agroup&q=
p a r i s + j e + t % 2 7 a i m e # /
group.php?gid=18889003464&ref=s
earch&sid=9351800.3542998830..1]

Oui, je parle Suisse et alors: [www.
facebook.com/search/?init=srp&sfxp=&o=
69&q=Oui%2C+je+parle+Suisse+et+alors#/
group.php?gid=16792642102&ref=search
&sid= 9351800.1784182446..1]

Adieu, t’es vaudois ou bien: [www.
facebook.com/search/?init=srp&sfxp=&o=
6 9 & q = a d i e u + t % 2 7 e s + v a u d o i s # /
group.php?gid=6211356500&ref=search
&sid= 9351800.1610422028..1]

Tu es un vrai marseillais quand…: [www.
facebook.com/search/?o=69&init=
s%3Agroup&q=Tu+es+un+vrai+marseillais+
quand#/group.php?gid=57469299052
&ref=search&sid=9351800.2230406606..1]

Je ne suis pas Canadien, je suis Québécois:
[www.facebook.com/search/?init=

srp&sfxp=&o=69&q=les+vrais+Quebecois#/
group.php?gid=85585215709&ref=search
&sid= 9351800.1209779368..1]

Tu sais que tu viens de Mont-tremblant
quand...: [www.facebook.com/search/
?init=srp&sfxp=&o=69&q=Tu+sais+que+tu+
viens+de+Mont tremblant+quand+...#/
group.php?gid=10108866966&ref=search
&sid= 9351800.3424851020..1]

Pour l’union de la Belgique francophone à
la France: [www.facebook.com/search/
?init=srp&sfxp=&o=69&q=Pour+l%27union+
de+la+Belgique+francophone+%C3%A0
+ la+France+ ! +# /g roup .php?g id=
2 3 1 3 4 6 5 8 5 0 6 & r e f = s e a r c h & s i d =
9351800.2538249056..1]


