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ABSTRACT

Since the advances in information and communication technologies, educational technology
has been a priority research topic for academics, technology specialists and educational system
developers. The objective of the study in this article is to evaluate the current learning systems and
to shed the light on applications of social networking sites in higher education environment. To
this end, the authors review the available alternative learning models with a view to achieving the
most appropriate comprehensive and integral learning model. This article explores and compares
the current advanced web-based educational services. It then demonstrates and discourses on the
available Web 2.0 tools and social networking applications that can be used to foster learning
activities and informal learning environments.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the advances in information and communication technologies, educational technology has been
a priority research topic for academics, technology specialists and educational system developers.
The emergence of the E-learning concept has led many researchers to deeply study these technologies
and evaluate its status quo. Thus, a large volume of research has been conducted to develop the
current learning management systems (LMSs). Another stream of research focuses on integrating
advanced web technologies and social networking applications in the learning environment. The
objective of our study in this paper is to evaluate the current learning systems and to shed the light
on applications of social networking sites in higher education environment. Our investigation is a
part of the body of literature on integrating advanced web tools of social networking sites (SNSs)
and ubiquitous computing for knowledge acquisition skills. The scope of our study is focused on
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comparing the advantages and disadvantages of LMSs and advanced web tools of SNSs in higher
education instruction.

BACKGROUND

The teaching and learning environment has been influenced by the revolutionary era of ICT. The
evolution of instructional methods using computer technologies has developed over several stages.
Several terms are used to describe the use of computers as a tool to assist education, for example,
computer-assisted instruction (CAI), computer-based instruction (CBI), and computer-assisted learning
(CAL). CAL appeared in the USA in the 1950s and 1960s, supported by Stanford University; CBI
was introduced in the early 1960s as an instructional tool for tutorials, testing and managing learning
programs (Kulik & Kulik, 1991).

E-learning is the broadest stream of learning and teaching conducted by electronic media and
web services. It covers all types of learning using different multimedia formats (audio/video) over
the Internet, intranet or extranet. All these aforementioned endeavors to implement e-learning in
the learning process are ultimately directed toward a complete automated learning and teaching
environment which is the concept underpinning LMSs (Govindasamy, 2001).

LMSs are the result of the merging between the computer industry and Internet services. The
first LMS appeared in the 1960 with the advent of a learning system named PLATO.com at the
University of Illinois. LMSs are platforms designed to facilitate the learning experience, making
learning materials remotely available, anytime and anywhere. Ellis (2009) defined an LMS as “a
software application that automates the administration, tracking, and reporting of training events”.
It is the substructure software that facilitates and controls learning materials, defines and appraises
learners and communicates academic institutions’ objectives, manages learning progress and observes
learning processes and the learning environment (Pilli, 2014). LMSs are mostly characterized by the
following features:

Provides the central and automatic administration of the whole system;
Provides integral and swift delivery of content;

Integrates training practices with Internet services;

Enables self-directed learning;

Provides ubiquitous and support standards;

Customizable for personal needs;

Allows circulation of knowledge (Ellis, 2009).

LMSs have been broadly used by universities and academic institutions around the world. The
most dominant LMSs used at universities are Blackboard.com and Moodle.com, discussed in the
following sub-sections.

Blackboard

Blackboard is the most dominant commercial system in the marketplace of LMSs, being the most used
LMS in American and European universities. Blackboard was developed to provide learners with an
additional learning platform that assists teaching, communication and assessment. It was developed
in 1997 by Matthew Pittinsky and Michael Chasen, who were education advisors. The following year,
Blackboard merged with another course management software system called Courselnfo LLC. Since
then, Blackboard has gone through different development stages, starting with obtaining Richmond-
based MadDuck Technologies in 2000 followed by the purchase of learning software companies,
CampusWide and Promethius, and in 2004 they merged with another software company, WebCT,
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