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My leadership project, after much thought and discussion with my mentor and others, will focus on the use of social networking technologies to recruit, retain and to connect with students at Austin Community College (ACC). Initially my project was very broad and was going to address computer literacy standards at the college as well as social networking technologies. Upon reflection, this was a tall order for a one-person committee. As well, there was a college committee led by Dean Linda Smarzik that was already working on computer literacy standards. After meeting with my mentor several times and speaking with Susan Warner Thomason I settled on the topic of social networking technologies.

This is a very timely topic for ACC. The use of social networking technologies has exploded within the last four years. The most prominent among these is Facebook on which there are currently over 500 people in the ACC network. Other technologies are MySpace, Twitter, Digg, Flickr and YouTube to name a few. Of the roughly 235,000 students surveyed in the Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) in 2008, a majority reported extensive use of computing and information technology. In this present day world, we must meet students where they live – online. This is a different generation of students – they think differently, they connect differently and they respond differently. A community college is no longer a place just for the non-traditional workforce student. Research data shows that roughly 73% of students will go to a community college from a high school before moving on to a four year college. Our demographic is changing along with the society around us. We must respond to these changes.
This project aims to suggest reasons and strategies to Instructional Resources and Technology (IRT) at ACC on the adoption, assimilation and continued use of social networking technologies. I am a member of a team investigating the use of Facebook at ACC. I am also a co-PI on a grant that has been proposed on the use of social networking technologies to attract students. I have had extensive discussions with Susan Warner-Thomason, director of IRT.

This project has evolved from the beginning in to the shape where it is now. I have conducted research on the use of social networking, particularly in community colleges, since November 2008. The expected completion date of this project is May 12, 2009 when I will make an extended presentation to the IRT team at their monthly meeting. My mentor will also be present at this presentation. Based on the feedback from IRT, this presentation will be finalized and a report will be generated which IRT will then present to the College-wide Technology Committee. This report will be complete by May 15 – well before the academy graduation.
Since I am a member of the Facebook research team and the co-PI on the NSF grant, I will continue to work with IRT in the future to further study. The implementation of the recommendations requires no capital outlay as the technologies I will be discussing are free. I will also discuss the challenges that are unique to the educational world such as privacy issues, FERPA concerns and bandwidth challenges. This project will benefit me greatly as I am looking to expand my horizons into educational research while still keeping my roots in technology. It will also give me the added advantage of making connections within IRT for future growth opportunities. Additionally, I will be working with cutting edge research and current datasets to conduct this research. I may even be able to get some professional publications out of this project. I am looking forward to feedback from IRT and my mentor about the completed product.
