
  
Research on Education and Media 

Vol. 17, N. 1, Year 2025 

ISSN: 2037-0830 – DOI: 10.2478rem-2025-0004 

 

Virtual Communities of Practice for generations Z and Alpha: a systematic 

review of the main social networking sites used in formal education 

Alessio Castiglionea 

a University of Palermo, Italy, alessio.castiglione@unipa.it, https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8225-1123 

 

Abstract 

The use of social networking sites (SNSs) in teaching is of increasing importance, for it puts into question how what 

we have, until the digital revolution, understood formal education to be. The earliest social media came about and were 

developed parallel to generations Z and Alpha. This review analyzed at least 8 articles published between 2019 and 2023, 

found on the databases Web of Science and Scopus, and sorted into four categories of research cases focused on the main 

SNSs used in formal education. The selected studies show that Whatsapp, Twitter, Instagram, and TikTok can have a 

positive impact on student and teacher motivation, collaboration, and the reaching of learning objectives. Further, this 

paper brings to light the advantages that SNSs can bring to faculty’s professional development and to learning, in addition 

to their value as motivating resources and community-forming structures. 

 

Keywords: Systematic review; Social media; Formal education; Virtual community of practices; Social learning net-

work.  

 

 

 

Introduction 

The spread of social media has had a significant impact on daily life and growth of generations Z and Alpha (McCrindle 

& Fell, 2021). Their habits and lifestyles have been strongly influenced by digital technologies and by the use of apps 

where young people seek refuge to communicate, express themselves and connect with others (Pira, 2020). These digital 

tools have been integrated into social life, work, entertainment, and represent an important source of information and 

knowledgeThis historical moment is difficult to define, but a common denomanitor is the fact of living in a transition 

time, where the digital is continuously expanding, a digiland (Nowotny, 2021), that is difficult to explore without being 

connected. For earlier generations, this transition might be seen as a kind of migration (Prensky, 2009), while for the 

generations of digital natives (Ferri, 2011), and even more so for screenagers (Ziatdinoy & Cilliers, 2022), it represents 

an unprecedented existential condition, that ha salso helped them to face of the most complex challenges of recent years: 

the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Digital technologies have proven to be helpful in responding to the needs of society and schools during these difficult 

circumstances, despite not being fully prepared for them (Artieri, 2021). Even before 2020 and the phenomenon of dis-

tance learning, though, the choice to integrate smartphones, tablets and social media was not an entirely new practice 

(Ghani et al., 2022): many experiences related to studies on Mobile Learning (e.g. Marcus-Quinn & Hourigan (eds), 2021; 

Paniagua & Istance, 2018; Christensen & Knezek, 2018; Ming et al., 2017; Krasilnikov & Smirnova, 2017; Uribe et al., 

2017; Trust et al., 2016; Ranieri & Pieri, 2014; Salmon, 2012; Ertmer et al., 2012) and Media Education (e.g. Rivoltella, 

2020; Vinogradova et al., 2018; Aroldi, 2016; Carpenter & Krutka, 2015; Wright et al., 2015; Trentin, 2012; Dabbagh & 

Kitsantas, 2011; Jenkins, 2009; Grollo & Nardo, 2007; Martin, 2006; Di Mele, 2004; Felini, 2004; Falcinelli, 2003; Buck-

ingham, 2003; Hobbs, 2000; Giannatelli, 1998; Graviz, 1998; Gonnet, 1997) had already been established in the scientific 

field, demonstrating positive results. 

However, the research on digital strategies and educational technologies is still under-theorized (Greenhow & Lewin, 

2016a), often promoting strong and unfounded prejudices against the use of social media in the school environment 

(Alenezi & Brinthaupt, 2022). Studies have already shown that since the advent of Web 2.0, social media has taken on a 
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decisive role in creating new online communities (Chawinga, 2017; Gülbahar, 2014; Susilo, 2014; Vanwynsberghe & 

Verdegem, 2013), characterized by greater engagement, interaction, collaboration, and learning, capable of generating 

innovative ideas and practices for teaching and counteracting anti-community and anti-education attitudes online ((Marcia 

& Garcia, 2016; Malecela, 2016; Jita & Mokhele, 2014; Yang, 2009; McLoughlin & Lee, 2008). 

The main question underlying this systematic review is whether social media can be useful for teaching and learning 

the current generations of school students, and be used to create and develop a practicing community between teachers 

and students in a digital environment. In light of scientific evidence and the specific backgrounds of a target like genera-

tions Z and Alpha, the answer to this question is an important means of officially reassessing mobile devices and SNSs 

as tools to renew education and create new virtual learning environments out of significant experiences in the fields of 

formal education. This systematic review will provide an overview of studies that have experimented with the use of 

SNSs in educational methodologies for a possible Social Learning Network (Huang et al., 2010) to be applied in the 

educational context and will evaluate their usefulness in improving effectiveness and efficiency in formal education con-

texts. The review will also provide a reliable knowledge base for further research and to support the choice of new stake-

holders in justifying smartphones and social media in educational work with generations Z and Alpha. 

 

1. Research question  

In recent years, some systematic reviews have focused on intercepting pedagogical resources in social media for use 

in educational and didactic research fields (e.g. Ghani et al., 2022; Kim Hua Tan et al., 2022; Nacheva & Jansone, 2022; 

Radka & Jansone, 2022; Dennen et al, 2020; Al-Qaysi et al., 2020; Van den Beemt et al., 2020; Mutalib et al., 2018). For 

some time now, all over the world, there has been an informal transition of projects, teachers, educators, and academics 

into new channels used by younger generations, such as TikTok and Instagram (Jaeger, 2020). On the other hand, there 

is still a lack of scientific studies on social media as virtual environments. There are ways to develop learning communities 

among students and teachers connected to each other through a pedagogical intentionality. This study aims to try to fill a 

gap in how these communities are defined by researching cross-cutting methodologies, such as Social Learning Networks, 

Net Learning, Mobile Learning, e-Learning, Microlearning, and Distance Learning and identifying best practices for 

recognize SNSs as favorable platforms for establishing virtual learning communities with students and teachers. Is it 

possible to adopt smartphones and social media to develop online communities of educational practic with teachers and 

students of the Z and Alpha generations? 

 

1.1. Method and search strategy 

The literature review was conducted according to the PRISMA Statement, a guideline for conducting systematic re-

views (Moher et al., 2015). 

Some examples of how your references should be done are given at the end of this template in the ‘References’ section. 

In order to find the necessary sources for this systematic review, a rigorous and comprehensive search was conducted 

using the following databases: Web of Science and SCOPUS. The search was limited to studies published between Jan-

uary 1, 2008 and March 31, 2023. 2008 was chosen as the starting year for the search because it is the year when Social 

Media began to spread globally (Ortiz-Ospina, 2019). The search terms used are described in Table 1. 

Table 1. Search limits 

Database Search strategy 

PubMed ((Instagram) OR (Facebook) OR (WhatsApp) OR (TikTok) OR (Smartphone)) AND ((Learn) OR 

(Learning) OR (Teaching) OR (Education) OR (Digital education) OR (Mobile Learning) OR (Ser-

vice Learning) OR (School) OR (Educator*) OR (Social Media Education) OR (Social Network Ed-

ucation)) AND ((Community of practices) OR (Educational virtual community) OR (Virtual environ-

ment) OR (Distance Learning) OR (Social Learning Network)) AND (Student*) OR (Teacher*) OR 

(Generation Z*) OR (Generation Alpha*) 

Web of Science (Instagram OR Facebook OR WhatsApp OR TikTok OR Smartphone) AND (Learn OR Learning 

OR Teaching OR Education OR Digital education OR Mobile Learning OR Service Learning OR 

School OR Educator* OR Social Media Education OR Social Network Education) AND (Commu-

nity of practices OR Educational virtual community OR Virtual environment OR Distance Learning 

OR Social Learning Network) AND (Student* OR Teacher* OR Generation Z* OR Generation Al-

pha*) 
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Scopus “Instagram” OR “Facebook” OR “WhatsApp” OR “TikTok” OR “Smartphone” AND “Learn” OR 

“Learning” OR “Teaching” OR “Education” OR “Digital education” OR “Mobile Learning” OR “Ser-

vice Learning” OR “School OR Educator*” OR “Social Media Education” OR “Social Network Edu-

cation” AND “Community of practices” OR “Educational virtual community” OR “Virtual environ-

ment” OR “Distance Learning” OR “Social Learning Network” AND “Student*” OR “Teacher*” OR 

“Generation Z*” OR “Generation Alpha*” 

 

1.2. Study selection 

All qualitative studies that described learning communities through SNSs and investigated how they are functional to 

formal education in populations belonging to the Z and Alpha generations, as well as teachers working with these gener-

ations of students, were included in the selection. The exclusion criteria were: (1) non-original articles (e.g., systematic 

reviews, quantitative research, conference papers, reviews or dissertations) and (2) articles that did not evaluate informal 

and non- formal education, (3) articles with a population sample different from the Z and Alpha generations. The inclu-

sion/exclusion criteria for the studies are described in Table 2. 

 
Table 2. Article inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Criteria   Inclusion Exclusion 

Language   English Not English 

Time Period   2008-2023 < 2007 

Publication phase Final Article in process 

Education type Formal Education Non-formal and informal education 

Target Students in generations Z and Alpha, 

teachers working with these generations 

Students outside of generations Z and Al-

pha, teachers working with other groups 

Literature form  

 

Reviews (only qualitative research arti-

cles) 

Quantitative research, systemic research, 

meta-analysis, meta-synthesis, article re-

views, volumes, books, manuals, posters 

and book chapters 

 

1.3. Screening study 

The results of the search from each database were initially exported to EndNote, a product by Clarivate Analytics, 

where duplicates were identified and removed. Subsequently, articles were subjected to a manual screening of titles and 

abstracts. Texts that did not conform to the objective of the systematic review were excluded. Finally, full-texts were 

checked for eligibility criteria and the references of the included studies were manually reviewed to obtain any additional 

articles. A first screening of 1,145 titles was performed, from which 990 articles that did not meet the pre- selected criteria 

were eliminated. The remaining 155 articles were then evaluated by reading the entire article to understand their relevance 

to the inclusion criteria. From the reading of the entire article, a final selection of 8 articles was made, considered in line 

with the objectives of this systematic review (Figure 1). The following information was extracted from the studies: au-

thors, year of publication, country and sample characteristics (sample size, type of sample, average age, type of social 

media, type of comparison, data collection method, type of outcome measure and study results). The characteristics of 

the selected studies are reported in Table 3. 
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Table 3. Study Features 

Title and 

Years 

Title Coun-

try 

Type of 

Analysis 

N Sample 

Group 

Age Variables Social 
Media 
ana-
lyzes 

Summary of 

findings 

Allela et al., 

2020 

Effective-

ness of Mul-

timodal Mi-

crolearning 

for In-Ser-

vice 

Teacher 

Training 

Africa Mixed 

method with 

question-

naire compi-

lation and ar-

ticipatory 

classroom 

observation 

150 Genera-

tions Z 

and Al-

pha 

teachers 

Na Use of social 

media plat-

forms, espe-

cially 

WhatsApp, 

smartphones, 

and TIC in-

struments 

with faculty 

Whatsapp Teachers are 

willing to en-

gage in collabo-

rative learning 

through the 

sharing and ex-

change of 

knowledge. 

They prefer to 

use WhatsApp 

over other e-

learning plat-

forms for deliv-

ering micro-

learning content 

Ajani, 2021 Teachers’ 

use   of 

WhatsApp 

Platforms as 

Online 

Communi-

ties of Prac-

tices for 

Professional 

Develop-

ment 

South 

Africa 

Netnographic 

approach 

(Pegem & 

Ozudogru, 

2014; 

Kozinets, 

2010) and fo-

cus group 

with inter-

views and 

convenient 

sample 

group (Miles 

& Huberman, 

1994) 

27 Genera-

tions Z 

and Al-

pha 

teachers 

Na Use of 

Whatsapp 

chat as a 

community of 

virtual prac-

tice in 

teacher train-

ing 

Whatsapp WhatsApp can 

be a useful tool 

for teachers’pro-

fessional devel-

opment, and to 

benefit from mu-

tual support 

through the 

sharing of mate-

rials, content, 

and strategies. 

The CoP helps 

in solving edu-

cational prob-

lems and imple-

mentating new 

school prac-

tices. 

Castiglione, 

2023 

Edu-social 

Algorithm: a 

methodolog-

ical model 

for using 

smartphone 

and Insta-

gram in 

Generation 

Alpha’s edu-

cation 

through a 

community 

of virtual 

practices 

Italy Research-

action (La-

vanco & No-

vara, 2014) 

examining 

mediaeduca-

tional posts 

as a case 

study on best 

practices. 

155 Genera-

tion Al-

pha stu-

dents 

and their 

teachers 

13 

years 

(stu-

dents) 

and 

45 

years 

(fac-

ulty) 

Use of Insta-

gram as a 

teaching tool 

in the experi-

mental class-

rooms. 

Instagram This project de-

veloped a virtual 

community of 

practice among 

teachers and 

students, creat-

ing a new meth-

odological 

model. To ex-

periment with it, 

evaluation 

sheets, activi-

ties, and strate-

gies were pro-

duced that can 

be replicated to 

use Instagram 

as a teaching 

tool. 
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Dasoo, 

2022 

The Innova-

tive use of 

social media 

for teaching 

and learn-

ing: A case 

study at the 

University of 

Johannes-

burg 

South 

Africa 

Grounded 

theory 

(Strauss & 

Corbin) and 

inductive 

analysis with 

comparative 

studies; 

online ques-

tionaires via 

Google 

Forms and 

subsequent 

thematic 

analysis 

80 Genera-

tion Al-

pha stu-

dents 

and their 

teachers 

19 

years 

Use of Tik-

Tok as a tool 

and an envi-

ronment for 

developing 

communities 

of virtual 

practice with 

the experi-

mental group 

TikTok TikTok is a stim-

ulating and fa-

miliar learning 

environment for 

students. The 

experience pro-

vides unlimited 

access to varied 

learning con-

tent. This study 

has shown im-

proved con-

sistency and 

creativity, two 

skills that 

should be high-

lighted to pro-

mote self-for-

mation. 

Dewi & Tar-

wiyah, 

2022 

EFL 

Teacher Ex-

periences in 

a Digital 

Technology-

Based Com-

munity of 

Practice as 

a Continu-

ing Profes-

sional 

Develop-

ment 

Indo-

nesia 

Qualitative 

research 

methods 

(Creswell, 

2009) data 

from various 

sources (re-

sponses and 

focus group 

reflections, 

WhatsApp 

conversa-

tions) 

Na Genera-

tion Al-

pha stu-

dents 

and their 

teachers 

Na Use of 

WhatsApp to 

create com-

munities of 

practices and  

discussion 

forums to 

share teach-

ing materials 

Whatsapp In WhatsApp 

conversations, 

there were re-

flections on ed-

ucational strate-

gies to apply 

other educa-

tional technolo-

gies in the 

classroom. 

However, the 

participation of 

teachers in 

online forums 

fluctuated due 

to a lack of insti-

tutional contract 

or binding train-

ing agreement. 

Jerónimo & 

Martin, 

2020 

Twitter as 

an online 

educational 

community 

in the Span-

ish literature 

classroom 

USA Research-

action and 

descriptive 

analysis of 

discussions 

on Twitter 

41 Genera-

tions Z 

students 

Na Use of Twit-

ter as a 

learning tool 

in literature 

and second 

language 

teaching 

Twitter Twitter has 

been shown to 

encourage and 

reinforce lan-

guage learning 

both inside and 

outside the 

classroom. 

Moreover, the 

platform can be 

used for creat-

ing communities 

of virtual prac-

tice among stu-

dents and 

teachers to be 

fostered in the 

school context. 

Moodley, 

2019 

WhatApp: 

Creating a 

virtual 

South 

Africa 

Thematic 

analysis 

(Braun & 

20 Genera-

tions Z 

Na Use of 

WhatsApp as 

a community 

Whatsapp The use of 

SNSs as a fa-
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teacher 

community 

for support-

ing and 

monitoring 

after a pro-

fessional 

develop-

ment pro-

gramme 

Clarke, 

2006) and 

data extrac-

tion from 

conversa-

tions on 

WhatsApp 

using Nvivo 

10 software 

and Al-

pha 

teachers 

of virtual 

practices for 

teachers to 

confront 

problems and 

concerns in 

their work 

vorable environ-

ment for the de-

velopment of an 

online commu-

nity of practice 

and profes-

sional develop-

ment depended 

on teachers’ un-

derstanding of 

the virtual con-

text and their 

willingness to 

participate. The 

data show so-

cially shared 

suggestions in 

the chat 

regarding prob-

lem-solving. 

Newton & 

Williams, 

2021 

Instagram 

as a Special 

Educator 

Professional 

Develop-

ment Tool: 

A Guide to 

Teacher-

gram 

USA Case study 

and descrip-

tive analysis 

Na Genera-

tions Z 

and Al-

pha 

teachers 

Na Use of Insta-

gram as a 

useful vessel 

for teacher 

development 

and training 

Instagram Thinking on the 

title of Teacher-

gram, the re-

search offers re-

flections on how 

to use Insta-

gram for profes-

sional develop-

ment, building 

relationships, 

and developing 

online collabo-

ration opportuni-

ties among local 

and interna-

tional educators 

united by com-

mon interests. 

Note: Na = not applicable.  

 

2. Quality assessment 

The methodological quality of the included articles was evaluated with a modified version of the Critical Appraisal 

Skills Programme (CASP, 2011) (see Table 4) for qualitative studies. A maximum of 9 “Yes” votes were attributed to 

each study. All studies were evaluated as low risk of bias (with a total score between 7 and 9). The quality assessment 

was conducted by _ and _. Any disagreements between the reviewers were discussed until an agreement was reached. No 

study in this review was excluded due to poor methodological quality. In reviewing studies on the use of social media in 

formal education, we noticed that there is not one prevailing research methodology in this area. The same is true for 

conceptual frameworks, which offer multiple perspectives. However, they all aim to develop virtual communities of 

practice or online learning communities according to the same markers of success, albeit with different criteria and liter-

ature. Among the various conceptualizations, Bandura’s social learning theory (1977) and Wenger’s Community of Prac-

tice (CoP) models (2011; 2002; 1998) stand out as the main theoretical bases, later reshaped by authors who examined 

the term virtual within teachers’ communities of practice (Marcia & Garcia, 2016; Gülbahar, 2014; Susilo, 2014; Alakurt 

& Keser, 2014; Vanwinsberghe & Verdegem, 2013; Wesley, 2013). 

In the results that follow, new educational technologies and social media were the most researched tools, along with 

Web 2.0 for supporting teaching and learning, with particular attention to teachers’ professional development (Dewi & 

Tarwiyah, 2022; Newton & Williams, 2021; Ajani, 2021; Moodley, 2019) and the integration of new pedagogical methods 
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with digital platforms (Castiglione, 2023; Dasoo, 2022; Jerónimo & Martin, 2021; Alella et al., 2020). What follows are 

the gathered results, organized chronologically by the order in which the selected SNS emerged. 

 
Table 4. Study quality evaluation 

AUTHOR AND 

YEAR 

Were 

the re-

search 

objec-

tives 

clear? 

Were 

the qual-

itative 

method-

olgies 

appropri-

ate? 

Is the 

reasearch 

project 

consistent 

with the 

research 

objec-

tives? 

Were 

the re-

cruit-

ment 

pro-

cesses 

appropri-

ate? 

Was 

data 

collec-

tion ap-

propri-

ate? 

Were 

ethical 

ques-

tions 

consid-

ered? 

Was 

data 

ananal-

ysis rig-

orous? 

Is there 

a clear 

declara-

tion of 

results? 

Is the 

re-

search 

valid? 

TO-

TAL 

Allela et al., 

2020 

YES YES YES NO YES NO YES YES YES 7 

Ajani, 2021 YES YES YES NO YES NO YES YES YES 7 

Castiglione, 

2023 

YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES 9 

Dasoo, 2022 YES YES YES YES YES NO YES YES YES 8 

Dewi & Tar-

wiyah 2022 

YES YES YES NO YES NO YES YES YES 7 

Jeronimo & 

Martin, 2020 

YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES 9 

Moodley, 2019 YES YES YES NO YES YES YES YES YES 8 

Newton & Wil-

liams, 2021 

YES YES YES NO YES NO YES YES YES 7 

 

2.1. Twitter as a platform for a virtual community of practice 

Although relatively they are not new, social media are still considered innovative tools. Among the selected articles, 

only Jerónimo and Martin (2020) have addressed the use of Twitter in virtual communities of practice, citing other re-

search that had already predicted its potential in terms of promoting collective identity and learning opportunities 

(Vaázquez Cano, 2012) as a low-stress environment in which to expand individual ideas (Junco et al., 2013). 

In Jerónimo and Martin’s (2020) qualitative study, they explored the possibility of formal learning through Twitter. 

The results showed that the use of the social network can be a valid aid for learning both a mother tongue and a second 

language, inside and outside the classroom. They showed the platform can be easily used for creating virtual communities 

of practice among young people and adults. However, for greater effectiveness, teachers needed to devote time to ex-

plaining the participation criteria and instructions, supervising their students, and providing an example of how to use 

social media in a pedagogical and constructive way. It was emphasized how Twitter has great potential in the educational 

field: in this perspective, students can search for appropriate profiles for their studies and interact with them, increasing 

their linguistic skills. Similarly, teachers can experiment with a platform on which students can discuss, share content, 

and participate in online learning activities by following specific hashtags for learning a second language. In conclusion, 

the use of Twitter has been shown to help teachers develop a culture of feedback, encouraging their students and, conse-

quently, motivating them.  

 

2.2. Whatsapp as a platform for a virtual community of practice 

The use of smartphones and instant messaging applications in the classroom help teachers reflect on and adopt new 

educational practices (Cranefield & Yoong, 2009), extending professional development to virtual spaces (Marcia and 

Garcia, 2016) that go beyond the physical boundaries of the classroom (Bansal & Joshi, 2014). The following results 

show WhatsApp as the most used platform in creating communities of practice and promoting the continuous training of 

teachers. 

Studies conducted from 2019 to 2022 have shown how the sharing of knowledge and collaboration among teachers 

can impact their respective students’ learning. However, teacher participation has been inconsistent in three out of four 
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of these cases, highlighting the need for adequate preliminary technological literacy and a binding training pact to en-

courage their participation. 

In Moodley’s research (2019), formal learning focused on a WhatsApp group composed of teachers, intended as a 

virtual community in which to share tips and best practices to apply in the classroom with their own students. Teachers 

developed their own skills thanks to belonging to the virtual context and their willingness to actively participate and 

respect the opinions of others. The conversations collected from WhatsApp groups have highlighted many tips regarding 

the resolution of problems encountered in their respective work environments, proving useful for mutual professional 

growth and the development of a supportive virtual community. However, some teachers left the group chat, the main 

limitation of the study. 

The research by Allela and colleagues (2020) highlighted that the Integrated In-Service Teacher Training program 

(INSET) received widespread adherence from teachers, also thanks to the involvement of institutional partners in the 

project network. Collaborative learning involved the exchange of knowledge, information, ideas, and practices, with the 

use of technologies as a booster for training. Among the platforms used, WhatsApp proved to be the one on which the 

most interactions were generated in terms of micro-learning content, a useful mode for reducing cognitive load and 

strengthening collaboration and knowledge (Buchem & Hemalmann, 2010; Hug, 2005). Through synchronous and asyn-

chronous communication channels, the project allowed everyone to participate, despite the physical distance and limited 

time of the teachers. An indirect reflection emerged from the research, regarding the interdependence between the con-

tinuous training of teachers and the improvement of student learning outcomes. 

In Ajani’s research (2021), WhatsApp was also chosen as a virtual environment to promote appropriate forms of pro-

fessional development. Teachers from different schools, but working in the same subjects, showed that virtual communi-

ties of practice can also extend beyond their own institution. In this study, teachers were understood as adult learners who 

learned from the online community which teaching methods and approaches to adopt in the classroom for the transmission 

of content in their specific situations. The platform mainly served as a catalytic environment for professional comparisons 

that promoted trust, help, encouragement, and emotional support. The limitation of the research, as in most other studies, 

was in the teachers’ limited familiarity and knowledge about the inherent functionalities of the social media used. 

Finally, in Dewi and Tarwiyah’s study (2022), WhatsApp groups were created as communities of practice for gathering 

insights and advice on innovative activities to be carried out with students. Discussions on educational strategies to be 

implemented in the classroom through other digital platforms such as Google Drive, Google Jamboard, Xournal, Google 

Sites (e-Portfolio), Padlet, and Smart Class. 

Generation Z and Alpha students indirectly benefited from the educational decisions made first online and then in the 

classroom during these research studies. However, as in Moodley (2019), the participation of the target audience of teach-

ers fluctuated, due to the lack of a binding educational contract or agreement. Furthermore, there is a need for adequate 

technological literacy that makes teachers more autonomous with the latest digital technologies. 

 

2.3. Instagram as a platform for a virtual community of practice 

The use of smartphones and instant messaging applications in the classroom help teachers reflect on and adopt new 

educational practices (Cranefield & Yoong, 2009), extending professional development to virtual spaces (Marcia and 

Garcia, 2016) that go beyond the physical boundaries of the classroom (Bansal & Joshi, 2014). The following results 

show WhatsApp as the most used platform in creating communities of practice and promoting the continuous training of 

teachers. The two Instagram-related research studies explored the multiple functionalities of this platform: the first study, 

conducted by Newton and William, focuses on the dynamics of online formal learning among special educators, while 

the second study, conducted by Castiglione, focuses on the creation and development of a community of virtual practice 

among teachers and students of Generation Alpha. Both studies highlight Instagram as one of the “younger” SNSs where, 

through accounts, posts, stories, hashtags, and tags, communities of practice are developed, professional relationships are 

created, media educational content are researched, and new pedagogical practices are encouraged. 

Newton and William (2021) explored the dynamics of online formal learning where special educators exchanged good 

practices using specific hashtags. Coining a new term, “Teachergrammer,” the research examined Instagram as a profes-

sional tool to create relationships, develop collaboration opportunities, increase self-efficacy, and improve knowledge of 

pedagogical content and practices. As a secondary beneficial effect, the possible development of an educator community 

through the use of Instagram for professional purposes is outlined, with particular attention to contacts, pages, and influ-

encers to follow. 

The research conducted by Castiglione (2023), on the other hand, focused on the creation and development of a par-

ticular virtual community of practice among teachers and students of Generation Alpha, through the application of a new 

methodological model, developed using action research methodology and co-constructed as a product of collaboration 

between the researcher and the group of teachers and students. The model produced evaluative sheets, activity sheets, and 

replicable strategies for teaching and learning with Instagram. This ongoing research is connected to the doctoral research 

project Edu-social Algorithm, which is spreading in Italy and Portugal. The researcher and the teachers involved in the 
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experimentation have expanded the didactic processes and carried out a daily digital narration of the didactic activities 

through the official page “edu_social_algorithm” and the corresponding educational profiles of the research project 

(@edu_social_algorithm, 14 october 2022). 

 

2.4. TikTok as a platform for a virtual community of practice 

The last case shows how TikTok, one of the newest social networks, can be used for the creation of audio-video content 

as teaching tools, giving access to a wide range of information that, if well curated, can provide new pedagogical per-

spectives. In Dasoo’s research (2022), it was shown how TikTok can be considered a formal learning platform that lev-

erages the creation of micro-learning video content. According to the results of the questionnaires administered during 

the research, the social network offers a stimulating and comfortable learning environment for Generation Z and Alpha 

students, allowing unlimited access to various educational content. Furthermore, this experience has led to an increase in 

the constancy and creativity of young participants, two fundamental indicators for 21st century learning, capable of pro-

moting a sense of self-efficacy and empowerment. TikTok has offered students the opportunity to gain confidence in 

themselves with a language that represents them, making them feel encouraged and motivated to study. Bandura’s Social 

Learning Theory (1977) and Wenger’s concept of communities of practice (1998) were applied in this study to demon-

strate how TikTok’s features can extend the processes activated in the classroom. These constructs are supported by the 

studies of Jonassen, Howland, Marra, and Crismond (2008), who see digital technologies as support for new social learn-

ing. In particular, it was shown that TikTok offers an abundance of educational content such as videos, challenges, games, 

podcasts, tutorials, forums, chats, and exercises that can be used by teachers in a new teaching and learning environment. 

The multiple functionalities of TikTok allow students to share ideas, contribute to projects, and develop skills necessary 

for self-formation. All this, in turn, encourages young students to undertake a more independent learning path while 

remaining highly motivated. In summary, social media have expanded the boundaries of education. SNSs, teaching, and 

learning can be interconnected. 

 

3. Discussion 

As exhaustively indicated by many recent teaching manuals (Santoianni et al., 2022; McCartney, 2021; Griffin & 

Zinskie, eds., 2021; Greenhow et al., eds., 2016b), using social media in education can be a way to innovate educational 

systems. However, if not well integrated, it can trigger a destabilizing change in teachers who are not adequately trained 

to use them: as expressed in the results of the eight articles selected for the systematic review, teacher training is therefore 

the pre-requisite for the effectiveness of interventions with social media in the classroom. For too long, smartphones, and 

consequently their apps, as well as consoles and their video games, have been stigmatized by adults as main sources of 

distraction for young people (Lancini, 2021). This can lead to considering some research and educational interventions 

as limited to isolated incidents, at once utopian and difficult to replicate in the school contexts of different levels. In the 

specific case of WhatsApp, the studies by Moodley (2019), Alella et al. (2020), Ajani (2021), and Dewi and Tarwiyah 

(2022) considered only teachers, excluding students from online communities. Therefore, it is necessary to provide, in 

addition to methodological training, situations with students as well as sensitization regarding the topic of social media 

in formal education as favorable to didactic processes. Defining an intergenerational virtual community of practice will 

help in going beyond prejudices and seeking in SNSs all the resources to create and develop digital, cooperative, and 

social teaching alongside generation Z and Alpha students (Castiglione, 2023). The low number of articles considered 

suitable suggests a shortage of effective research, but it is not through quantity that this work wants to enter the discussion. 

Although only eight articles have been found regarding practical didactic scenarios with virtual communities of practice 

on social media, a key factor underlying the success of these studies lies in the participation and motivation of teachers 

and students, who have welcomed and understood the potential of SNSs, environments never fully considered in the 

scholastic context. Twitter, Instagram, and TikTok have proven valuable in participatory learning with children of these 

generations (Castiglione, 2023; Dasoo, 2022; Newton & Williams, 2021; Jerónimo & Martin, 2020) who have clearly 

demonstrated strong enthusiasm seeing a familiar world in the classroom, previously forbidden by teachers and institu-

tions. Far from adopting simplistic solutions, all the research, whether conducted with teachers alone or involving stu-

dents, suggests that, with commitment and professionalism, it is possible to bring about a real change in school environ-

ments by embracing the transformations of society but also the languages and codes of the Z and Alpha generations. In 

these studies, teachers and students have expanded didactic processes thanks to social media, creating authentic online 

participatory cultures (Jenkins, 2010). It is important to again highlight virtual communities of practices as learning tools, 

where teachers and students maintain their specific roles, but in an unprecedented space where they can reinforce every-

thing that starts from the class and continues on other platforms, generating new training opportunities. In conclusion, the 

success of micro-learning made up of smartphones, internet connections, accounts, Instagram posts, hashtags, tweets, 

TikTok videos, and WhatsApp messages largely depends on the willingness to integrate non-formal education strategies 
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into formal education (Selwyn, 2012). As a result, the lack of systemic programs to adhere to can lead to skeptical and 

opposing positions towards the experimentation of practices that could improve education in the era of digital transition 

and social networks, by dismissing the opportunity to make them the next traditional methodologies.  

 

Conclusions 

In the studies reviewed, the researches focused on virtual learning environments with a value attributed that went 

beyond the constructive interaction between teachers, and that inevitably fell into practices with students inside and out-

side the educational contex. It was interesting to note that in an article from 2009, many professional figures have kept 

pace with the evolution of Web 2.0, adopting practices that have clearly expressed the positive impact generated by the 

first approaches with the then-emergent e-learning in education with Facebook and Twitter (Durkee et al., 2009). This 

indicates that scientific research has considered social media as a potential resource to explore, also for educational pur-

poses, from the outset. Among these, Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, Instagram, and TikTok seem to be the social net-

works of the masses that now count over two billion people connected worldwide, despite a gradual departure of younger 

users from the first due to a defect that communication experts tend to label as “too noisy” (Aggiano, 2023). Facebook 

has been excluded due to results that are not particularly relevant to formal education with the latest generations of stu-

dents. In general, this new digital society on social media can only manifest an explicit need for interaction that, if not 

adequately oriented, risks leading to anti-community phenomena (Lavanco, 2021) such as social collapse, hate speech, 

cyberbullying, identity theft, online grooming, etc. In the absence of a socially shared netiquette and a hypothetical license 

for digital citizenship, it is therefore necessary to catalyze multiple educational methodologies to inspire a more techno- 

ethical attitude in the society that inhabits virtual platforms. To minimize risks and maximize the potential inherent to 

cyberspace, it is necessary to intervene with the emerging generation of students who are preparing to fill physical and 

virtual classrooms (Kozinski, 2017). If it is possible to register on almost half of the social networks in circulation starting 

from the age of thirteen, it is essential that there be guidance from educational figures through the social debut of this 

particular group of minors (Pellai & Tamborini, 2021). By doing so, the school will ensure its primacy as an institution 

still capable of responding to the emerging pedagogical challenges of our time, characterized by hyper-connection in the 

constant presence of digital devices in the lives of young pre-adolescents (Castiglione et al., 2018). The studies examined 

aim to fit into the broader framework of a Social Learning Network not yet sufficiently defined in the scientific panorama. 

This particular paradigm risks disappearing in the excess of peripheral practices referring to more theoretical frameworks, 

such as Mobile Learning, Net Learning, E-learning, Distance Learning, Microlearning, Media Education, Microblogging. 

This systematic review wanted to bring back a single educational strategy for the use of social networks for the constitu-

tion of virtual communities of practices to be integrated into formal education contexts. In the near future, the choice to 

create virtual teaching and learning environments with mobile devices can be helpful in moving towards a single direction 

that sees digital platforms and, more generally, Web 2.0 technology (O’Reilly & Battelle, 2004), as favorable environ-

ments for developing the digital skills of the 21st century (Soffel, 2016; Dunwill, 2016; Jenkins, 2009). To further imple-

ment the didactic innovations that have arisen from the advent of education 4.0 (Armas-Arias et al. 2023; Hussin, 2018), 

it is therefore necessary to go beyond the emergency teaching undertaken due to the COVID-19 pandemic (da Silva Viana 

et al., 2023), which has made us aware of an evident under-preparedness when it comes to the resources available for 

various educational fields (Nor et al., 2019). 

The eight publications identified provide examples of a broad spectrum of ways to integrate social networks into 

schools and redefine the concept of a learning space through the development of new methods based on current and future 

technologies in the classroom. All social networks included in this research demonstrate that the platforms used by the 

younger generations can be turned into tools for the creation of virtual communities of practice if a pedagogically shared 

approach is adopted between researchers, school principals, teachers, and students. Further studies and research will have 

to take into account the arrival of new social media platforms to keep up with future platforms. 
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