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Summary  

This action research was looking at how social media-based platforms could potentially be 

used to engage and motivate students who have not yet achieved a grade 4 GCSE and are 

looking to improve their maths grade. The initial thoughts were that students spend a lot of 

time using social media and therefore if we could also utilise this platform to help promote 

their maths development it could be beneficial.  

Our research found that the majority of students were not happy with the idea of teachers 

using and promoting maths via the social media platforms that they use socially and for 

leisure. It was also clear that they did not appreciate the idea of us using these sites to 

promote maths. 

Further research showed that they felt more positive about the idea of social media-based 

platforms being used which do not interfere with their own platforms, such as Microsoft 

Teams. They were also open to the idea of work being delivered and shown online.  

Looking at the feedback from the different data collections, it would appear that short and 

fast media was preferable. This is a departure from what currently exists and possibly 

reflects the difference between staff and students currently. Students preferred information 

at high speed and concise not laboured/ detailed. This was reflected in their preference for 

gifs which by their nature are short and can be made concise. Students found these to be 

most useful. More complex and detailed work such as interactive videos worked well with 

only a limited number of students while fast medium such as gifs tended to have more 

universal appeal. Feedback indicated that the speed and easy access of this medium helped 

to promote them with a wider audience. 

I believe that from this initial research it indicates that students have an appetite for using 

social media-based platforms to help improve their maths. It would be my recommendation 

that teachers utilise this to help promote and engage their students. I also feel that further 

and more detailed research into potential areas such as gifs would be beneficial. 
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Background 

Introduction 

We are Weston College and we are located in the South West of England on the West 

coast. Weston College is a grade 1 Ofsted rated college and has been one of the 21 leads in 

the CfEM since the beginning. We have as part of our role encouraged local colleges and 

educators to become part of our CfEM Network working together to try to improve post 16 

results for those students who have not yet attained a grade 4 GCSE. Nationally the 

proportion of students who successfully improve and gain a grade 4 GCSE is low with 

figures less than 20%. As the lead partner we have introduced 13 colleges from around the 

South West region to our CfEM Network and 6 of those colleges participated in this action 

research. 

College and Learner makeup 

Below are the details of the most recent (2019) average progress scores and the number of 

students retaking maths for each college taking part in this research. 

Hartpury College, 75 students and an average progress score of 0.11. 

Weston College, 646 students and an average progress score of -0.06. 

Gloucestershire College, 643 students and an average progress score of -0.11. 

South Gloucestershire and Stroud College, 840 students and an average progress score of -

0.12. 

Bridgwater and Taunton College, 799 students and an average progress score of -0.15. 

Wiltshire College, 797 students and an average progress score of -0.17. 

City of Bristol College 816 students and an average progress score of -0.30. 

College and Research Aims 

The goals of the colleges involved is to improve opportunities for all our community, to offer 

them opportunities for improvement and development and for many to improve their 

employability prospects. Weston College has a culture expecting the best for its students 

and a ‘learner first’ approach. Our learners come from a range of feeder schools, many from 

within Weston but also from further afield. In 2020 Weston College had an intake of 5173 16-

19 students. Of these 575 needed to re-sit their maths due to the government’s Condition of 

Funding. The data above on the progress scores shows how challenging all colleges are 

finding it to assist students to improve their maths grades.  

This is a new area of research for us as a network of colleges and has been something we 

have been interested in and discussed previously. With the pandemic impact and increased 

digital delivery it has become more topical and suitable. As a network we know all centre's 

will be offering some digital delivery in 2020-21. In discussions it is clear that this has 

accelerated staff and learner use and in many cases capability with digital. However, we are 

aware that the platforms used for delivery are not the normal methods our learners use to 

communicate. This creates a potential barrier. We are keen to explore if we can utilise social 

media to connect with our learners and influence their learning. We would look to investigate 

the most suitable social media to use and then the most appropriate content to help learners 

improve their maths. 
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Literature Review 

1.Introduction 

The purpose of this document is to research existing literature around our objective title. This 
involves looking at several research areas, in essence maths, social media and motivation & 
engagement. We are looking at the combination of these areas within the field of retake 
students who have not yet achieved their grade 4 GCSE. Some of the research looks at 
more than one aspect but little touches on all aspects simultaneously, hence the justification 
for this research, as it has not yet been conducted. In the main body below is a range of 
research article evidence which comments on the use of social media in education which we 
analyse in relation to our project. Having looked at a wide range of literature, only a small 
section of the most relevant available which is in this review what is clear is that the 
successful use of social media is mixed. In the most part findings were positive that where 
social media was used to enhance education this was successful. Many talked about wider 
positives than simply the subject, such as feelings or community. But social media is just a 
tool and like any tool its application and therefore its success can vary. 
 
 
With regular meetings between teachers involved from the 7 different colleges we initially 

spent much time discussing and tweaking our research title before starting on the literature 

review. Then having been on a literature review training sessionwe all researched our title, 

looking at social media and motivation and engagement in maths. This was done through 

key word searching and the use of google scholar and research sites such as JSTOR, 

Heritage Library, VLeBooks, ProQuest Ebook Central, EBSCO Online Journals, 

Citethemright, Issues Online, open knowledge maps. From this research we were able to 

compile documents and through the use of digital collaboratively to evaluate these finally 

collating the most useful which are analysed and discussed in the review below. 

 

Using social media to engage maths resit students 

The students we are looking at are a specific group, our priority is looking at improving 

outcomes for students who did not successfully achieve the GCSE maths grade 4 standard 

and therefore have to re-sit maths. Historically results for this cohort have been poor and 

often student motivation and engagement are seen as a contributing factor (on a basic level 

we have evidence that increased attendance improves grades). We do however know that 

many within this age group spend a lot of time using social media/digital media and we are 

looking at the opportunities to use this to help their maths development. 

When completing a review of previous research on the uses of social media in education 
Van Den Beemt, Thurlings and Willems (2020) repeatedly found there to be a struggle in the 
tension between the possible pedagogical use of social media and the distractions it causes.   
 
The work of Henderson, Snyder, & Beale, 2013; and of Minocha, (2009)  also shows there to 
be strengths and weaknesses in using social media in education. Piotrowski (2015) also 
highlights possible distractions of social media. But these reviews reported barriers to using 
social media in class, with one justification for avoiding it being offered up by Tess (2013) 
was that of ‘fear of losing control over students’. An additional concern was lack of ICT skills 
(Minocha, 2009). In contrast to these barriers, their research also reports affordances, such 
as engagement and student motivation. 
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Much of social media was considered to be text based which influenced its success 
depending on the user’s language skills. Social media are often textual, which suggests that 
a good command of language is needed (Van den Beemt et al., 2010). However, it is worth 
noting that this research is from 2010 and much social media is now available which is not 
text based and requires minimal written language skills. For example Instagram now has as 
many active users per month (1.79 billion 9/2020) as Facebook despite not being as well 
established.  
 
In line with the platforms developing and becoming more multimedia it was reported by Neier 
& Zayer (2015) that the use of social media by teachers was seen as a positive thing by 
students: 
“students reported thinking more positively about teachers and their university when social m
edia were used in education” (Neier & Zayer, 2015). 
 
Our own use of communication outside of the classroom has predominantly been using the 
Microsoft Teams platform which has allowed for positive communication with students and 
often a visibly more relaxed dialogue which often allows students to feel more at ease. The 
more we use it the greater the visible benefits, such as Increased communication, quicker, 
less formal than email, more accessible as it is in a common workspace and has increased 
functionality over say emails or phone calls. Dialogue that once was audible and easily 
forgotten is now being stored/recorded. 

 
In Teaching With Digital Technology, Clark-Wilson, Robutti and Thomas (2020) reflect on the 
use of technology in teaching mathematics in the UK for GCSE. In essence it discusses the 
historical shift in emphasis in the use of digital from drills and practice to more nuanced and 
sophisticated use. This is in part due to research such as that by Hattie (2008) which through 
his meta-analysis showed that the single biggest influencer on student improvement in 
maths was the teacher. So now the question is more about how the teacher can use digital 
to maximise the teaching and learning. 
 
This is echoed by Kieran, Krainer and Shaughnessy (2013, p. 365) who stated “it is the 
teacher who can affect to the greatest extent the achievement of one of the main purposes 
of the research enterprise, that is, the improvement of students’ learning of mathematics” 
 
It highlights how the use of digital has shifted and has now become a social and 
collaborative tool for teachers. We are seeing social media being used as a CPD and 
development tool and collaborative assistant for teachers.  
 
Away from the classroom digital platforms also have a key role to play as highlighted by the 
work of Huang & Shimizu. “Teachers were able to make use of emerging digital platforms, 
not only to upload/ download materials and resources, but also to interact with each other in 
collaborative ways” (Huang & Shimizu, 2016). 

 
They also analysed how prepared, during the 2020 pandemic different nations were to teach 
online. The UK was considered to be unprepared at primary and reasonably prepared at 
secondary. Turkey and Italy were the most prepared. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1475939X.2019.1695657
https://www.techmagnate.com/blog/instagram-vs-facebook-vs-twitter-vs-snapchat-which-better-business-marketing/
https://visible-learning.org/hattie-ranking-influences-effect-sizes-learning-achievement/
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An analysis of delivery and participation in the UK since the pandemic showed some 
interesting results. Prior to lockdown it was “common for these products to be used 
disproportionately by schools with fewer poor pupils, located in more affluent areas or with 
higher Ofsted [statutory school inspection] ratings. To some degree, these imbalances were 
reduced, or even reversed, during lockdown. However, these previously under-represented 
schools often showed lower levels of student engagement during lockdown.” 
 
So, it would seem that the use of digital maths teaching had been more significant for more 
affluent schools/students and where they had good Ofsted ratings prior to lockdown. 
Lockdown forced other schools to use this method too but invariably had lower engagement. 
  
“As a result, gaps in student activity (as opposed to teacher activity) frequently widened. 
Furthermore, students at these relatively disadvantaged schools were more likely to access 
online learning platforms using phones rather than computers.” (Hannay, 2020). 
This throws up some interesting questions; was the poor engagement due to the drastic 
change in delivery - have not used devices/digital delivery before. Is it due to the lack of 
access (the word engagement suggests not) Is it down to a lack of planning and preparation 
time for the changes? Teachers and learners training?  
 
If students are being forced to learn via phones, then does this create a demand for the use 
of social media? Improve the outreach and inclusivity? 
 
Laura McInerney from Teacher Tapp in her article in the Guardian (2021) talks of the 
advantages found in online learning for those students who need more time. Digital and the 
use of asynchronous teaching where the use of videos and digital resources allows students 
to dictate the pace and replay video’s etc. She also calls for Gavin Williamson the education 
secretary to provide the technology to allow students to access the necessary technology. 
 
The article ‘In Teaching With Digital Technology’ also highlights the need for further 
investigation into the use of interactive digital teaching and references one of the journals 
reviewed later.  
 
“One example, seen in Thomas, Hong and Oates (2017) is where the teacher used student 
smartphones to good effect. In this case the students and teacher employed KakaoTalk 1on 

 
1 Kakaotalk is a text/picture messaging service available as an app and historically used 
predominantly in South Korea 
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a Social Network Service to send and receive messages and pictures via the screen of a 
smartphone, enabling immediate pedagogical feedback” 
 
This suggests that creating communication pathways is key. Access to direct messaging etc. 
 
In their study of digital technology in maths Thomas, M. O. J., Hong, Y. Y., & Oates, G. 
(2017) looked at the use of digital communication between teacher and student to improve 
mathematical understanding. The study describes the use of more recognised maths 
programmes such as GeoGebra by Thomas (2011) and Matlab by Tobin and Weiss (2011) 
but explains there is a discourse between the use of such programmes which is used at 
university and that seen in secondary school. They therefore investigated the use of digital 
technology to assist in the building of mathematical understanding to bridge this gap. 
 
It was clear from the study that success was down to amongst many things teacher ability 
with the technology, what they called pedagogical technology knowledge (PTK). “It is 
important to recognise that the kind of instrumental orchestrations that can be employed are 
very much dependent on the pedagogical technology knowledge (PTK) of the lecturer” 
(Thomas & Hong, 2005; Hong & Thomas, 2006; Thomas & Palmer 2013). 
 
They also found that students responded positively to the use of digital “The attitude survey 
demonstrated, with reasonable reliability (supported by Cronbach Alpha measures), that 
students at the end of the course had positive attitudes towards technology to learn 
mathematics”. 
 
The use of digital to not only teach but to help collaboration was seen as important: 
“One aspect of the rapid development of digital technology tools that has been identified as a 
crucial issue is the role of connectivity in establishing collaboration through communication” 
(Hoyles, Kalas, Trouche, Hivon, Noss, & Wilensky, 2009). 
 
In our own use of digital technology, we have been making use of Microsoft Teams which 
integrates with OneNote. Together they allow collaborative work in onenote as if students 
were writing together on the same page, even when they are not in the same room 
synchronously and asynchronously. It also allows discussion via chat on teams which can be 
focused on topics through the use of breakout rooms, thus avoiding distractions one would 
normally find in a classroom. 
 
They went on to say, “In this regard the smartphone is now opening up even greater 
opportunities for innovative implementation and communication, along with challenges for 
teacher orchestration.” As part of this study, they then used KakaoTalk which was used for 
text and picture communication both synchronously and asynchronously.  
 
They concluded that this use of a digital social media platform for communicating and 
explaining for both group and individual students had positive effects. “we propose that the 
use of DT during class time, along with visual communication via a smartphone app, may 
have encouraged student engagement, with the potential for improved conceptual 
understanding.” 
 
A key finding was that “the level of pedagogical technology knowledge (PTK) of the lecturer” 
was a crucial factor. Therefore, the professional development of digital competency of 
teachers is critical. This in turn would suggest that agreed platforms for this development are 
needed. 
 
Kendal, M., & Stacey, K. (2001) looked at the teaching of a particular aspect of mathematics 
to year 11 using digital technology and not using it. It was found that “New technologies 
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provide more approaches to teaching and so greater variations between teaching and the 
consequent learning may become evident.” 
 
This indicated that while it had benefits there was also potential risks. The potential for 
variation is greater as there is more potential disparity between the best and worst delivery 
and receiving of the delivery. This is not unlike the use of any other resource, which teachers 
can use in a variety of ways. 
 
Borba, Askar, Engelbrecht and Gadanidis (2016) show that mathematics teaching has the 
capability of being extended beyond the classroom through the use of portable digital 
technology such as mobile phones. 
 
It was noted however that the use of mobile technology came with issues as well as 
opportunities: “even though mobile devices and their characteristics appear to offer vast 
opportunities to enrich and transform the practice of mathematics education at all levels, the 
introduction of these devices in the classroom also pose a number of challenges of a 
different nature (pedagogical, technical, and management)” 
 
The study in its conclusion stated that there was further research to be done to determine 
the best use of social networking its technologies and the design of VLE/LMS (virtual 
learning environment/learner management systems). There was also discussion of the move 
towards PLE’s (personal learning environments). 
 
In a study from Malaysia Open University, Ng (2011) also found similar issues to those we 
have encountered with resit students: “Mathematics is one of the subjects most adult 
learners find challenging. Some learners develop a fear or phobia of mathematics either 
because of negative experiences in their past or lack of self-confidence.” 
 
To combat this issue, they use social media to promote and increase networking and 
communication between students and teachers, all through a more informal manner. Their 
use of social media is not limited to push promotion but is deliberately 2 way and between 
different groups of people. They feel that this has clear benefits. They found that it improved 
interaction between students and tutors with both assistance and support that enhanced 
learning and the process through creating a positive atmosphere for working. 
 
To maximise success, they offer a mathematics workshop to demonstrate the use of the 
various software utilised. So, teaching them about the tools to be used to learn about the 
maths. Here this highlights an understanding of the need to ensure both students and staff 
have the necessary skill in using the digital technology. 
 
With social media now being a key part of life, academic’s need to learn how to effectively 
take advantage of social media. The results of this research concurred with Lee and 
McLoughlin (2010) that the use of social networking tools can enhance and extend 
traditional teaching and increase both connectivity and engagement from students. 
 
In Al-Rahmi, Othman and Yusuf’s (2015) study it was found that engagement was increased 
through the use of social media: “Engagement, in the context of social media, results in a 
learning environment characterized by greater collaboration and communication brought 
about by peer discussion and interactions” (Heafner & Friedman, 2008; Jackson, 2011; Liu 
et al., 2011). 
 
There was also found to be a positive correlation between the active use of social media in 
learning and both performance and satisfaction: “records showed that the adoption of social 
networking triggers positive association between students’ academic performance and their 
satisfaction (Cao & Hong, 2011; Al-rahmi et al., 2015a; Al-rahmi et al., 2015b). 
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In another study there were similar positive finding Ahern, Feller and Nagle (2016) found 
major positives in the use of social media, in this case Facebook. Students who were digital 
natives valued the freedom and flexibility of Facebook over more prescribed platforms such 
as blackboard. Many felt a deeper feeling of community through the use of Facebook to 
discuss and collaborate with other students. 
“It emerged from the data that students have a preference to communicate with each other 
through Facebook Groups rather than utilising email or black board (open question 
comments) this concludes that digital natives are not passive they are choosing what 
technology they feel will fulfil their needs. 
 
These Facebook groups were set up by students for students and did not have staff involved 
which was seen as a positive: 
 
“Moreover, the data gathered suggests that students would use Facebook Groups as a good 
medium not only for communication but for a broader engagement in the process of learning. 
In addition, it is interesting to note that students did not want academic staff to participate in 
their group with one student stating, “there wouldn’t be the same craic, banter if academic 
staff were part of the group”. 
 
This is something which we have also found to be the case with students wishing to utilise 
social media to share with other students but not run by staff. 
 
The use of staff run social media was studied by Greenhow and Lewin (2015). They looked 
at two different models of using social media a more formal one in Europe and an informal 
one in the US. Positives were found in both with both offering the opportunities for students 
to network and seek assistance and expertise. 
 
There were, however, issues with the use of social media and a formal approach where the 
initiation and direction of study and activities by the teacher was seen as restricting to 
students. There was also evidence that some teachers did not perceive that the informal 
practices held a legitimate place in formal education.This conflict with the concerns with the 
use of social media; many institutions now use delivery systems which are similar but more 
formal. Two examples of this which are used extensively in further education are Microsoft 
Teams and Google classroom. 
 
“As a result, in many cases education-specific social media tools are appropriated rather 
than those in common use. Such tools are necessarily and recognisably different, offering a 
different balance of formal and informal learning attributes, and often restricting the degree 
of control that learners have over aspects such as direction, audience, and assessment. This 
can constrain the opportunities for harnessing the potential benefits of social media such as 
learning through connecting (see for example, Ito et al. 2013; Siemens 2005). 
 
Again, this study noted the lack of research in this area: “There is also a need for more 
research on adolescent learning with social media, since research to-date has focused 
primarily on college students in higher education settings.” 
 
In January 2021 as we went into a 3rd covid pandemic lockdown the UK government 
published findings on their investigation into what has worked in remote education during 
this period of lockdown. This short guide draws on findings from Ofsted interim visits, 
research and literature review, aims to provide some useful tips, many of which apply to this 
project (available at  
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/whats-working-well-in-remote-education/whats-
working-well-in-remote-education). 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/whats-working-well-in-remote-education/whats-working-well-in-remote-education
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/whats-working-well-in-remote-education/whats-working-well-in-remote-education
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/whats-working-well-in-remote-education/whats-working-well-in-remote-education
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Key findings from the guide that are related to this action research project: 
1. Feedback can be given in chatroom discussions 
2. Device format matters to participation and length of participation. Someone using a 

phone is less likely to engage and participate as well or for as long as someone with 
a laptop. 

3. Peer interactions can provide motivation and improve learning outcomes. It’s 
therefore worth considering enabling these through, for example, chat groups or 
video-linking functions. They will also help pupils maintain their social skills. 

4. Some teachers have set up automated check-in emails to pupils to identify where 
they are with set tasks. This also gives a perception that teachers are ‘watching’ 
while pupils learn remotely.  

5. In the battle for attention against the internet, we need to consider whether we avoid 
hosting video lessons on certain platforms like YouTube, for example, because of 
their advertising algorithms distracting pupils. 

6. Live lessons are not always best, feedback is easier if recorded sections are used. 
7. Concentration online is lower than in class. 

 
I would strongly question the advice in 4 above which may work with younger students but 
would likely be a turn off for college aged students. 
 
Point 5 above is an issue not unique to YouTube but to many social media platforms where 
the draw of marketing and advertising etc can detract and reduce student focus. 
 

Conclusion 
 
This literature review has drawn together a wide range of research. Some findings and 
themes were consistent. Where social media was used it was invariably seen as a positive. 
Measuring the academic improvements of its use were less clear. Many talked about the 
feelings of belonging and community. It was also mentioned how involvement in the social 
media improved satisfaction in the course and intrinsic motivation. In some cases, it 
improved potential feelings of isolation and loneliness. It was clear that not everyone found 
the experience of using social media the same, but the majority of the feedback was 
positive.  
 
The use of social media as a tool has both advantages and problems for use in teaching and 
learning. Some areas for consideration in its implementation are: 

1. Ownership – how empowered will students feel if it is staff run? 
2. Work/home life cross over, when will learners be accessing, will they still be able to 

switch off? In terms of ownership, we wouldn't want the work/resources to feel 
forced. 

3. CLT – Cognitive Load Theory. Key when learning a new subject, you do not want 
new devices/software to contend with simultaneously. 

4. Social media and digital can depending on its application and use improve or make 
this overload worse. Offering the opportunity to work independently at your own pace 
improves this.  

5. Using software, one is unfamiliar with to develop in a subject one struggles with will 
make this worse. 

6. PTK- pedagogical technology knowledge. Exactly how the media is used 
pedagogically, its benefits and applications. Plus time for staff to truly get competent 
in the use of the application. 

7. Devices used. Ideally, we want students to be able to have access to suitable 
devices to work digitally but we know currently many don’t and have to use their 
mobile phone. This platform is however better designed to use social media 
platforms and associated material. 
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Methods  

The research team met every fortnight digitally using Microsoft Teams. Initially we had to 

research the different types of social media and what was technically possible. We also 

researched the popularity of different media forms.  

We did surveys to determine starting positions towards the research with both students and 

staff. 

We moved on to applying the input we had planned with the students; we were then able to 

gain feedback from students to determine if they improved student motivation and 

engagement. Feedback measurement was initially done through Q&A as well as data on 

interaction with the input (where possible). This allowed an iterative process where the input 

was changed and adapted. This finally culminated in a survey to gain widespread 

understanding of students’ thoughts on the input. 

All students were notified of the action research and its purpose and gave consent. All data 

is anonymised at source and held securely to ensure complete confidentiality. 

Covid greatly impacted this research. The intention was that they would be in class and the 

use of social media outside the class would motivate them outside of the lesson. As it was, 

for the majority lessons were predominantly online/digital meaning the use of social media 

became slightly less unique and therefore potentially less impactful than I believe it would 

have been in a normal year. 

The table below shows details of participants. 

Data Collection Methods and teachers/students /staff numbers 

College Action 
Research 
Teachers 

Action 
Research 
Students 

Surveyed 
Maths 

Teachers 

Hartpury College 1 18 6 

Weston College 2 70 12 

Gloucestershire 
College 

1 56 NA 

South Gloucestershire 
and Stroud College 

1 48 6 

Bridgwater and 
Taunton College 

1 51 6 

Wiltshire College 1 26 14 

City of Bristol College 1 23 15 

Total 8 292 59 

 

Here was our final list of aims and objectives for our action research. 

To utilise digital media to engage and improve learner understanding, through the following 

objectives. 

1. To understand current academic and digital media thinking in the use of social media to 

engage students in learning.  

2. To identify, assess and explain ways in which social media appeals to 16-19 yr olds and 

supports maths development.  
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3. To develop systems and processes for teachers to use social media to increase learners’ 

application to maths learning.  

4. To deliver to and/or communicate with students using a medium they find attractive and 

useful and that promotes their enhancement in maths.  

5. To investigate whether there are differences in effectiveness by learner characteristics 

(socio/economic, race, SEN, previous attainment, etc.)  

6. To share results and, if possible effective approaches, with maths re-sit teachers locally 

and nationally. 
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Results and Discussion  

The results below outline the methods, research and analysis undertaken during the course 

of this action research. 

The results show that the use of social media-based platforms had a positive impact for the 

majority of students who were questioned on this. We did a number of surveys across the 

student cohort for this action research and this provided us with a range of interesting and 

informative data.  

Our first survey as to determine how students felt about the idea of social media being used 

to help improve their maths. At the outset we surveyed 243 students across the 7 colleges 

who were taking part in the research. This survey showed just 15% rated the idea of maths 

being on their social media an 8/10 or higher. It also showed the 3 most common platforms 

used were snapchat, Instagram and Teams. This showed that the majority would prefer 

paper based to online maths for classwork while for homework they would prefer online. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While there is no clear justification for this it does imply a number of possibilities. 

Students perceive they learn better on paper.  

Students are happy to compromise their learning for ease when it comes to homework. 

 

We also asked students (S1 Q£3) how they felt about the use of maths being offered on their 

social media sites. Their reaction to this was neutral at best and implied that this was not 

seen as a good idea. 

38%

62%

S1 Q1 How do you prefer to complete 
classwork?

Online Paper/Classroom

56%

44%

S1 Q2 How do you prefer to 
complete homework?

Online Paper
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We also found which sites were most prevalent amongst our student population. (S1 Q4). 

This showed a range of social media was being used but there were 3 platforms which the 

majority of students stated they used, snapchat, Instagram and Teams. 

 

This was also reflected in their view of which platforms were the most engaging and which 

they had the most confidence in. Students found Instagram and Teams the most engaging 

and Instagram, Snapchat and Teams were the platforms they had most confidence in using. 

12%

4% 6%
9% 8%

30%

8% 9% 8%

2%
5%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

S1 Q3 How do you feel about college-
related work appearing on your usual 

social media feeds?

57%

86%

79%

54%

14%

30%

7%

79%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Facebook

Microsoft Teams

Instagram

TikTok

Zoom

Twitter

Google Classroom

Snapchat

S1 Q4 Which of the following platforms 
do you use?
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This initial survey helped us to eliminate certain platforms which we had been considering as 

it weas clear that they would not have been useful of seen by a large proportion of students. 

It also showed, most significantly that students may be consumers of social media but were 

not necessarily happy with the idea of their maths work being presented in this format. 

Following on from our student survey we then conducted a teacher survey. 

Few maths teachers use social media or were happy to use social media platforms in 

teaching, but the majority agreed it could improve engagement and 70% would use social 

media style features such as video/ Gif’s etc. The most popular SM used by staff is quite 

different to that used by students with virtually no crossover. While students used Instagram 

and snapchat, staff used WhatsApp and Facebook. 

28%

5%

6%
36%

14%

11%

1% 0%

S1 Q5 Which platform Is the most 
engaging?

Microsoft teams Facebook Twitter Snapchat

Instagram TikTok Goolge Classroom Zoom

66% 58%

32%

79% 80%
62%

9% 12%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

120%

Microsoft
Team

Facebook Twitter Snapchat Instagram TikTok Google
Classroom

Zoom

S1 Q6 How confident are you in using 
each of the following

Not heard of it Not Confident Bit Confident Quite Confident Very Confident
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I

 

It was also noticeable that while staff perceived that using social media was a good idea few 

used it at all, and a minority said they would be willing to do so.  

 

However, when looking at the features used within social media-based platforms many 

recognised that these could be useful for teaching with 70% saying they would use social 

media-based features such as gifs, memes, and videos. 

0
5

10
15
20
25
30
35
40
45
50

Q1 Social Media used by staff personally

0 10 20 30 40 50

None

MS Teams

Facebook

Gifs

Tiktok

Twitter

Whatsapp

Youtube

Zoom

Q2 Social Media used by staff currently in 
teaching

32%

49%

19%

Q3 Would you use Social Media in your 
teaching? 

Yes No Unclear
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Confidence from teachers increased if they were to use college-based accounts rather than 

their own. 

 

 

Finally regardless of their own practice or the limitations the majority of teachers felt social 

media could be used to improve the motivation and engagement of students. 

70%

23%

6%

Q4 Would you use social media features (e.g. 
GIFs, Memes, videos etc in your teaching? (If 

you already use them, please answer yes) 

Yes No Unclear

0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16
18

Q5 Using a college based account which (if 
any) of the following would you be willing 

to use in teaching? 
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Further investigation concerning policies amongst the 7 colleges involved in the action 

research programme showed that some had policies which significantly influenced the use of 

social media. 

 

“Social media platforms must not be the primary learning environment for learners…. 

Learners are not obliged to create social media accounts in order to access course materials 

and learners should not be disadvantaged by choosing not to participate within a social 

media platform.” 

This impacted the use and direction of the research. Clearly while we could use social 

media, we needed to ensure that however it was used it did not negatively influence any 

students who did not use it. This made how it could be used more challenging. 

From these initial surveys it indicated to us that there was an opportunity to improve the 

motivation and engagement of students through the use of social media-based platforms 

and that it was important to determine which platform was best. Looking at staff and student 

feedback what was noticeable was that the use of a college-based platform was considered 

to be most suitable from both sides. Staff were happier to use a system controlled by the 

college and students were happier to use this too as it did not interfere with their personal 

social media use. For all the colleges involved in the research the platform which fitted this 

description best was Microsoft teams, although there are alternatives to this which could also 

be applicable, 

Therefore, we decided to survey students on their use of Microsoft Teams. 

It was clear that the majority were familiar with and were using Teams to communicate with 

teachers and most importantly with their maths teachers (S2 Q2 93%). 

64%

30%

6%

Q6 Do you think Social Media could be used 
to improve student motivation & engagement 

in maths? 

Yes No Unclear
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More students found Teams easy to use but there was still many who were not confident in 

its use. 

 

83%

17%

S2 Q1 Have you used Microsoft Teams 
before?

Yes No

93%

71%

20%

38%

16%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Maths teacher

Personal tutor

Vocational tutor

College friends

Other

S2 Q2 Who do you message using 
Microsoft Teams ?

46%

13%

2%

7%

33%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Easy to use

Chat/Comunication

Work from home

Nothing

Other

S2 Q3 What do you LIKE the most about 
Microsoft Teams?
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We also found that the majority were happy to use Teams both in class and outside of class 

to help improve their maths. 

 

We therefore decided to pursue using Teams as the social media-based platform as all 

colleges and all student involved in the action research had access to this platform. 

Our first use of this was with interactive videos. Our literature review had shown that videos 

and moving images were considered a positive. We therefore developed a number of 

interactive videos. These were aimed at not only showing and sharing information and 

mathematical methods but also required interaction from the student thus allowing us to 

determine what they felt and what they had learnt. 

However, the results were disappointing in that the majority of students did not fully 

participate and complete the questions which were part of the idea. This left teachers with a 

very limited and fragmented view on their students’ capability. 

It was also noticeable that they were very time consuming to make. They used a significant 

amount of memory making them less accessible for those most disadvantaged. Students 

often watched but did not feedback via the interactive questions, meaning the information we 

received was misleading. Finally in many instances they replicated information which was 

available from other sources for free. 

The conclusion from the student feedback was that we needed to find something that was 

easier to produce, quicker to absorb to match social media content and worked well over all 

devices. It was this that then led us to gifs. Gifs have been around since 1987 but have 

progressively seen their prominence increase. They are now a norm which both students 

and staff are familiar with, at least as consumers. 

As a team we therefore determined that video, moving images was important, speed was 

also important, so we wanted to use gifs which we felt used both of these features but also 

did so in a fast and data efficient manner. 

Here is an example of a gif (animation should be visible if viewed online). 

43%

57%

0%

20%

40%

60%

Yes No

S2 Q5 Would you use social 
media to help you do more 

maths in the lesson?

47%

53%

40%

45%

50%

55%

Yes No

S2 Q7 Would you use social 
media to do maths outside 

the lesson?
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You can use them to model best practice as advocated by EEF* 

They use limited data.  

They can be shared on all social media platforms as well as college-controlled ones. 

They can play automatically without clicking/ opening (subject to platform) 

They can be quick to make and do not require specialist equipment, they can be done with 

PowerPoint or similar alternatives. 

We therefore made a number of gifs which we sent to our students, we then followed up with 

a questionnaire to determine how successful they felt these were. It was noticeable 

immediately that they engaged much more with the gifs than they had with the interactive 

videos. 

 

11%

24%

41%

25%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

None Few Most All

S3 Q1 Did you watch the maths GIFs that were 
sent out?

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/Metacognition/EEF_Metacognition_and_self-regulated_learning.pdf
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It was also noticeable that students were using their college account to access the gifs, 

meaning there were available to all students. 

74% said they had watched the gifs sent to them at least once. 

 

 

79% stated that they were easy, clear, helped with revision or an alternative positive. When 

asked what they did not like they majority stated nothing and answers varied according to 

the gif so some were too simple, too hard, not new. There were also a minority of comments 

concerning the gif method stating they would have liked to have paused them. This I 

something which potentially can be relieved through the timing in the making of the gif. 

 

 

25%

45%

33%

7%

20%

20%

11%

0% 20% 40% 60%

Immediately I recieved them

When I next checked my Teams…

In maths lesson time

In other college time

Outside of college time

Before an assessment or exam

No answer

S3 Q2 When did you watch the GIFs? 
(Tick ALL options that apply)

41%

33%

16%

11%

S3 Q3 Typically, how many times did you 
view each GIF?

Once Twice More than twice No answer

21%

14%

32%

33%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

Blank

Easy clear quick

Revsion

Other Positives

S3 Q4 What did you find helpful about the 
GIFs?
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The survey from students resulted in more positive feedback on the use of gifs, here are 

some typical comments. 

It was positive motivation  

It was catchy, short, simple, and explanatory without being overwhelming with information  

Something visual to look at and remember  

Some of them help you remember how to answer certain questions  

Great for revising from. The little pictures helped me remember the area of a circle (pie – 

argh – squared)  

That it used a lot of images which make me understand much better 

They were fun  

This feedback indicated to us that using gifs was considered a positive by students and 

therefore worth pursuing. 

  

S3 Q4 What did you find helpful about the GIFs? 

S3 Q5 What was not helpful about the GIFs? 
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Conclusions and Recommendations   

Conclusions  

Social media is a useful platform to help improve the motivation and engagement of 

students. How it is used is key to its success. Clearly from our research while social media is 

important to students the majority are not happy with the idea that we use it to influence/ 

promote/ help with their maths. The platforms they use are considered as their platforms and 

they do not want maths to be seen on them. However, they did like the idea of maths being 

shown and offered in a more accessible manner than has been historically the case, they 

were therefore much more positive about the idea of it being shown on Microsoft teams 

which is seen as and used as a college platform but also appears and feels more like a 

social media platform. It was also clear that brevity was important and to have the maximum 

impact we needed to ensure that what we shared was relatively short. 

 

Recommendations  

Based on our initial research I would recommend that teachers look at how they can use 

social media to help interact with students. I would advise that is it best used to remind 

students of a message, or something already taught, a synopsis.  

I do not think that it was beneficial to use multiple platforms or to use platforms which they 

use but see as their own, which were our initial thoughts. Feedback from students show that 

they did not want us to be using their social media sites and the evidence showed that they 

used the college-based sites therefore eliminating the need to use non college-based sites. 

What was significant was the type of content which was most successful. Students preferred 

content, which was short, easy to access and clear. Timing was also important as showing 

material related to topics and work currently being performed and covered in class was most 

successful. It was also noticeable that Gif’s which showed them how to complete a question 

were well received and so variations on these would be advised. 
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Appendix/Appendices 

List of surveys 

Student Survey 1 

Using Social Media in Maths (Preview) Microsoft Forms.pdf 

Student Suvery 2 FE 

Social Media TEAMS (Preview) Microsoft Forms.pdf 

Student Survey 3 

Maths GIFs (Copy) (Preview) Microsoft Forms.pdf 

teacher Survey 1 

Social Media Survey (Preview) Microsoft Forms.pdf 

 

List of staff Giphy accounts: 
 

1. https://giphy.com/channel/samcrossman 
2. https://giphy.com/channel/xencottam 
3. https://giphy.com/channel/tlonghorn 
4. https://giphy.com/channel/aurorejones 
5. https://giphy.com/channel/helenfuggle 
6. https://giphy.com/channel/shauncostello 
7. https://giphy.com/channel/esthertombs 
8. https://giphy.com/channel/javiersuarez 

  
 

https://giphy.com/channel/samcrossman
https://giphy.com/channel/xencottam
https://giphy.com/channel/tlonghorn
https://giphy.com/channel/aurorejones
https://giphy.com/channel/helenfuggle
https://giphy.com/channel/shauncostello
https://giphy.com/channel/esthertombs
https://giphy.com/channel/javiersuarez

