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Abstract

The aim of this investigation was to gain a broad
sense of the implementation of digital social
networks for teaching and learning by instructors in
higher education. We were particularly interested
in examples of instructors' use of digital social
networks in their courses, the benefits and
challenges of specific platforms for teaching and
learning purposes, and the perceived role of digital
social networks in teaching and learning during the
first years of the COVID-19 pandemic. The
participants in this investigation (n=336) were
faculty and graduate students. Data was collected
via an electronic questionnaire with closed and
open-ended questions using Qualtrics. The
quantitative analysis included descriptive statistics.
The data analysis also included qualitative data
analysis of textual responses provided to various
questionnaire items. The results illustrate the ways
in which instructors successfully apply or integrate
digital social networks into teaching and learning,
broadly and with specific digital social networks.
Yet, the findings also highlight several complexities
that instructors have experienced when
considering digital social networks in their teaching
practices such as data privacy issues,
misinformation, user interface issues, and the
willingness of students to use less trendy digital
networks, among other challenges.
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The Complexities of Using Digital Social Networks in Teaching and Learning

Introduction

Millions of people around the world connect daily via digital social networks. The use of digital
social networks has changed the way in which we meet, communicate, and engage with others.
In many ways, our social interactions have become increasingly mediated by these affinity
spaces. We have also experienced change as these social network platforms evolve or as new
platforms become available. Today there are platforms that allow multiple forms of text and
media exchanges. Whether we like it or not, for good or bad, digital social networks will continue
to infiltrate our lives and interconnections.

As many have already established, these digital social networks are also now part of our
educational endeavors (Zachos et al., 2018). Educational institutions at all levels (elementary,
secondary, and higher education) are using social networks to engage with stakeholders
including learners, parents, community members, administrators, prospective students, and the
general public (Watson, 2020; Kenna & Hensley, 2019). Digital social networks are also used by
instructors as part of the learning experience or to engage with learners in less formal ways
(Asino et al., 2021; Romero-Hall, 2021). In education research, there have been a number of
investigations primarily related to how instructors and learners use specific digital social
networks such as Twitter (Erhel et al., 2022), Reddit (Muljana et al., 2022), Instagram (Shelton
et al., 2022), Facebook (Aydin, 2012), WhatsApp (Asino et al., 2021), and others by instructors
and learners in higher education.

In this investigation, we aim to gain a broad sense of the implementation of digital social
networks for teaching and learning. We were particularly interested in examples of instructors'
use of digital social networks in their courses, as well as the usefulness and challenges of
specific platforms for teaching and learning purposes in higher education. Last, our intent was to
gain a sense of instructors’ perspective on how digital social networks may have served them
since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Literature Review

The increased use of online learning technologies in education has opened the doors for digital
social networks in learning environments. The reality is that “there is a new generation of
students known as members of the digital and network generation who are surrounded by
information and communication technologies” (Davidovitch & Belichenko, 2018, p. 51). These
students consider the use of digital social networks as an enjoyable and universally accepted
medium in their way of living (Zachos et al., 2018; Mese & Aydin, 2019). For many instructors,
this has served as an invitation to consider the role of digital social networks in higher
education. In fact, some research has established that students already use digital social
networks in many different ways during their studies to help them a) reinforce their educational
activities and b) in attempts to increase their academic performance (Zachos et al., 2018,
Romero-Hall, 2017).

According to Lampropoulos et al. (2021), results from their 10-year longitudinal investigation of
social media in education showed that there is a general readiness for using digital social
networks in teaching and learning, by both instructors and students, due to the paradigm shift in
education towards more student-centered pedagogies. Digital social networks for the most part
are open and free, easy to learn and use, are increasingly part of everyday lives, and tend to be
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collaborative in nature which makes them attractive for instructors and learners who are eager
to engage in dynamic collective content creation (Lampropoulos et al., 2021).

However, the use of digital social networks in higher education for teaching and learning gives
rise to critical conversations and observations about the risks that these mediums pose to the
learning experience (Greenhalgh et al., 2021; Krutka et al., 2020; Krutka et al., 2019;
Rosenberg et al., 2022). Risks associated with the use of digital social networks in teaching and
learning include potential for online harassment (Hodson et al., 2018; Veletsianos et al., 2018),
cyberbullying (Aydin, 2012), and misinformation (Eckberg et al., 2018; Gosse & Burkell, 2020),
among others. These risks can have major consequences to personal safety, mental health,
and sense of belonging. For teaching and learning, these risks could influence participation,
creativity, intellectual discourse, and knowledge creation.

There are also disadvantages related to the use of digital social networks in learning including
privacy concerns, intellectual property rights, copyrights and plagiarism, and time scarcity
(Sutherland et al., 2020). Academics have raised concerns that social media can blur the line
between personal and professional (Dennen & Burner, 2017). The same is true for students
who are asked to engage in these digital social networks in their learning experience. Learners
could experience context collapse as they use mediums that are primarily intended for personal
purposes. There is also the concern of ownership of content creation in digital social networks
(Sutherland et al., 2020). Without a formal policy, content created by the learners could be
considered as belonging to the social media platform. The same could be said in terms of
exchange of ideas. For students who are participating and sharing their thoughts, proposals,
intentions, designs, and other postulations, exchanges in open and public digital social networks
can pose a concern to plagiarism of ideas (Sutherland et al., 2020).

As researchers continue to investigate and explore the use of digital social networks, it is
possible that others risks and disadvantages may be identified. Those of us who consider using
these affinity spaces in our teaching practices need to safeguard our learners from the risks,
fully understand the complexities of the disadvantages, and be prepared to navigate incidents
that may occur with adequate policies or systems of support.

Purpose Statement and Research Questions

The purpose of this investigation was to explore how instructors in higher education implement
digital social networks in teaching and learning. Higher education research is currently lacking
literature that provides a general overview of the use of digital social networks in teaching and
learning. Ideally, this investigation affords insights into the opportunities for use, as well as the
problematization of digital social networks in higher education. The following research questions
guided our investigation:

* How do instructors use digital social networks for teaching and learning?

* What are the advantages and disadvantages of specific social networks platforms for
teaching and learning?

+ What role have digital social networks played in higher education during the COVID-19
pandemic?
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Methods

Recruitment and Participants

This investigation was approved by the institutional review board of the lead researchers (IRB
19-120). First, recruitment of participants was conducted via Twitter. The electronic
questionnaire was distributed widely by the lead researchers who posted an invitation to
participate and link to the questionnaire in their Twitter profiles. The tweets sharing the link to
the questionnaire also included the #AcademicTwitter hashtag. Second, the link to the
questionnaire was also distributed widely through the listserv of different academic professional
organizations. Third, the questionnaire was distributed and posted in public groups in other
social media frequently used by scholars such as LinkedIn and Facebook. The recruitment,
distribution of the link, and data collection was conducted over a two-month period.

This study is one part of a multi-phase research project. Participants for this phase of the
research were 336 instructors affiliated with institutions of higher education around the world.
Participants were also active on social media for professional endeavors including teaching,
learning, and professional development. All participants were 18 years or older.

Electronic Questionnaires

Data was collected via an electronic questionnaire with closed and open-ended questions using
Qualtrics. The first page of the questionnaire specified the principal investigators' name and
contact information, the purpose of the research project, confidentiality information, and the
details of participation. All participants were asked to provide consent before proceeding with
the questionnaire and participating in this investigation. The questionnaire included inquiries
related to the participant’s use of digital social networks for teaching purposes. At the end of the
questionnaire, participants were given the option of providing their contact information (email or
phone number) to participate in a raffle. The research team raffled two gift cards After giving
consent to participate in this investigation, participants were asked to indicate if they use social
media as part of their academic career. If participants selected Yes, they were given the option
to continue with the questionnaire and their data was included in the analysis. If participants
selected No, then they were redirected to the end of the questionnaire, thanked for the
willingness to partake in this investigation, and none of their data was included in the analysis.

Data Analysis

Quantitative data analysis of the responses provided via the electronic questionnaire was
conducted which included descriptive statistics. The data analysis also included qualitative data
analysis of textual responses provided (5,622 words) to various questionnaire items. For the
qualitative analysis, the researchers employed an iterative and process-oriented team coding
approach. First, open coding was conducted by two researchers independently. This was
followed by an initial meeting to discuss the outcome of the open coding process including
overlapping codes and themes. Together the researchers agreed on a specific set of codes.
Next, the researchers coded another group of textual responses separately. A second meeting
occurred in which codes were eliminated or added based on discussion between the two
researchers. Finally, one researcher coded the remaining textual responses. Throughout the
qualitative data analysis, the researchers focused on identifying patterns and clusters across the
responses provided (Creswell, 2009; Tesch, 1990).
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Results

RQ1: How do instructors use digital social networks for teaching and learning?

When asked to share benefits related to the use and integration of digital social networks in
teaching and learning, participants selected “reaching outside the class,” “student engagement
with other peers,” “resource discovery,” “promoting student attention to the content,” “ease of
access to materials,” and “to promote students' professional branding” as their main reasons.
Figure 1 provides a complete list of reasons why instructors choose to integrate digital social
networks into their teaching practices. Participants also shared “other” reasons in support of
digital social networks in the teaching and learning experiences including the following
statements: “reflecting about one's online presence is easier if you are actually building one.
Whether the world sees or not” and “links to future digital practices that student journalists
benefit from learning about early-on.”

Figure 1

Why integrate digital social networks into their teaching practices?
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The results also indicate that participants identified various challenges to the use and integration
of digital social networks in teaching and learning practices. These challenges include “keeping
personal and professional accounts separate,” “privacy issues,” “students may not feel
comfortable using the social media platform selected,” “students’ favorite social media platform
are not the same as the one used by the instructor,” and “students’ fear to be judge in public
profiles.” Figure 2 provides a complete list of reasons why instructors find digital social networks
challenging to integrate or use in their teaching practices. Participants also shared “other”
reasons why they do not use digital social networks in the teaching and learning experiences
including the following statements: “data privacy issues,” “rate of consumption of Internet
subscription,” “keeping up with digital platforms and which might be worthwhile adding to
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lessons/teaching about,” “issues with copyright when students create content,” “validity of
information presented (anyone can put anything on social media without sources and go viral),”
“too many notifications mixed together” and “ethical! Social media is ruining society and we
should not promote it.”

” W

Figure 2

Challenges preventing integrating digital social networks in teaching practices
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As part of the electronic questionnaire participants were asked how they use digital social
networks in their teaching and to provide an example of a successful application in one of their
courses. The results indicate that participants have a range of successful methods in which they
apply or integrate digital social networks into teaching and learning including to share material
with others, use social media material(s) in class, conduct research, get ideas for class content,
answer questions and connecting with other professionals, ask students to share their work, use
the actual social media as part of the assignment, learn new information, and extend course
discussion. Table 1 provides a selection of examples shared by different participants in their
comments.

Table 1

Examples of Successful Application of Digital Social Networks in Teaching and Learning

How do you use n Participants’ Sample Comments
social networks in
your teaching?
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To share material
with others (i.e.,
learners, other
professionals)

To use material(s) in

class

For research
purposes

To get ideas for
class content

To answer
questions and
connecting with
other professionals

To ask students to
share their work

To use the actual

social media as part

of the assignment

To learn new
information

To extend course
discussion

37

21

15

35

11

18

“Live tweeting event coverage, Wakelet stories. |
previously used Storify. | used to use Facebook to share
and discuss news articles, but no longer do. And of course,
| use YouTube to show videos in class all the time, and |
share them on Blackboard as well.*

“| sometimes use social media and interesting findings (like
a post or opinion I've found) in my lectures to tie it in to my
topics”

“From time to time | conduct virtual polls of different topics
in New Media, or if | found something interesting, | will
share it in my course’s Canvas platform.”

“Crowdsourced syllabi development as a hands-on activity
for students”

“Organizing "slow" chats, where questions are asked and
answered asynchronously throughout the week, as
students have time. This also gives other people not in the
class a chance to participate.”

“| had the students find a tweet thread about statistics and
then explain it on a video message or TikTok”

“For example, in my class of Social Media and Political
Communication, my students use Twitter to identify the
behavior of a political person or identify a political message
of an influencer.”

“I have used Instagram to create an informal learning
community for Albanian youth. We share education-related
struggles, ideas, discussion topics etc.”

“I have used Twitter as an alternative to LMS discussion
forums for some courses. This experience had mixed
reviews from students. | have also used Instagram/Twitter
for a weekly "social media challenge" to help build
community (e.g., "What is your favorite summer treat? Post
a photo or video of yourself enjoying it."
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RQ2: What are the advantages and disadvantages of specific social networks platforms
for teaching and learning?

Participants were asked to select networks that they found advantageous in their teaching. The
results indicate that instructors find a range of different digital social networks beneficial for
teaching and learning practices such as YouTube (n=45), Twitter (n=31), LinkedIn (n=21),
Facebook (n=15), Instagram (n=9), TikTok (n=6), Online Forum (n=5), Reddit (n=3), Snapchat
(n=1), Blogging Sites (n=1) and others (n=13). Participants were also asked to share why a
specific digital social network was useful to them. The responses illustrated creative ways in
which instructors adapt the various digital social networks for their courses. The responses also
showcase that instructors perceive some digital social networks differently: what may work
some may not always work for others (see Table 2).

Table 2

Examples of Advantages of Specific Social Networks Platforms for Teaching and Learning

Social Shared Perceived Advantages by Participants
Network Platforms

YouTube “Perhaps not the only platform for this, but | use YouTube a lot for
sharing videos related to the course--both videos | create myself, as well
as videos created by others.”

“Great resource for video content to analyze. Also, easy to embed on
learning management platforms.”

LinkedIn “Professional networking and to encourage students to prepare for future
careers”

“This platform offers a more professional tone, along with learning
opportunities, lessons, communities, and job postings.”

Facebook “Because it's the one with the most resources. | can share different
types of content, create ads, and it provides great information about the
page statistics (demographic information, reactions to posts, etc.).”

“Targeted Facebook groups allow for the most effective crowdsourcing
of resources.”

Instagram “Easy to respond to student questions instantaneously and can send
pictures of homework steps to help resolve questions”
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Other(s) “I use GroupMe for my students to connect with me outside of class.
They are in a class GroupMe which also allows them to connect with
each other and ask each other questions, etc.”

TikTok “TikTok is useful for finding examples/clips to show in class that are a bit
more relatable for students”

Snapchat “Easiest way to connect with other students”

Blogs “I create content for students and share (with permission) exemplary
student work on blogs.”

As part of the questionnaire, participants were also asked to select the digital social networks
that they viewed as disadvantageous or unable to properly integrate in their teaching practice.
The results were the following: Facebook (n=32), Snapchat (24), Tiktok (n=16), Online Forums
(n=13), Twitter (n=12), Instagram (n=11), Pinterest (n=7), LinkedIn (n=2), and others (n=11).
Participants were asked to provide reasons why these digital social networks were less
adaptable for teaching and learning. The comments of the participants (see Table 3) highlighted
several concerns such as data privacy issues, the format of content, distractions with the
environment, and the willingness of students to use less trendy digital networks, among other

challenges.

Table 3

Examples of Disadvantages of Specific Social Networks Platforms for Teaching and Learning

Social
Network Platforms

Shared Perceived Disadvantages by Participants

Facebook

Snapchat

TikTok

“The 'collapsed context' and genuine identity expected by
Facebook makes it hard for students to protect their privacy
from undesirable/unwanted audiences. Anonymized accounts
(such as on Twitter) have better acceptance from students"
"Due to the spread of misinformation. No trust in this
platform."

"The nature of the platform (disappearing videos) makes it
difficult to use in a sequential form for sharing contents and
ideas."

"Can be distracting for students with disabilities"

"l think only present unimportant information."
"TikTok seems to lean toward being silly"
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Instagram "Because it’s such a visual medium | think it doesn’t lend itself
well to sharing academic info. The people who are big on IG
focus more on lifestyle and products"

“Distractions are a lot more prevalent”
Pinterest “Image based, but limited”

Reddit “But | would say that while Reddit creates good language
data for research, it's less useful as an interface, and less
balanced in its attitude.”

ResearchGate “Great repository but students often cite incorrectly”

RQ3: What role have digital social networks played in higher education during the
COVID-19 pandemic?

Participants were asked about the role that digital social networks have played in their higher
education experiences since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. The responses provided to
this questionnaire item indicated that digital social networks have served to provide resources
and guidance (n=34), moral and emotional support (n=27), connection to others (n=56), a sense
of community and belonging (n=13), opportunities for networking (n=7), and an outlet to
communicate (n=11). There were a few participants (n=9) who did not experience any
difference in the role of digital social networks between pre-pandemic and pandemic times.
Table 4 provides some of the comments made by the participants.

Table 4

Examples of the Role of Digital Social Networks During the COVID-19 Pandemic

Role during the Sample Participants’ Comment
COVID-19 Pandemic
| I
Resources and “l am part of the Pandemic Pedagogy Facebook group, which has
Guidance been very helpful in sharing teaching ideas, successes, and woes
during the pandemic”

Moral and Emotional I think it became the space for informal exchanges and
Support commentaries. An infinite hallway with struggles and support”

Connection to Others  “Social media has really helped me connect more with students
outside of class and email, especially when | taught virtually during
2020-2021 academic year”

Sense of Community  “I have seen an increased need for sharing resources and building
and Belonging communities internationally”
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Opportunities for “The sudden global switch to online only prompted more international
Networking networking and working groups in many instances.”

An Outlet to “I'm a fan of asynchronous communication. So social media is a nice
Communicate alternative to Zoom screens, yet a way to stay in touch with different

communities.”

Discussion

The results of this investigation serve to highlight the many ways in which instructors use digital
social networks for teaching and learning. The findings are in line with other investigations in
which digital social networks served to increase outreach, engagement, immediate feedback,
and sense of community (Masele & Rwehikiza, 2021; Watson, 2020; Lampropoulos et al.,
2021). However, as previously states in the research literature, instructors shared a number of
challenges and concerns with the use of digital social networks in teaching and learning
(Dennen & Burner, 2017; Greenhalgh et al., 2021; Krutka et al., 2020; Krutka et al., 2019).
Comments shared by the instructors who participated in this investigation help establish that
some of these challenges and concerns are related to specific platforms and applications, while
others are related to the use of social media in education in general (see Table 3).

The findings from these investigations are also significant because they help scholars reflect on
future plans for implementation of digital social networks in our instructional practices. As
instructors in institutions of higher education further consider innovative learning strategies, it is
likely that digital social networks will continue to be contemplated in efforts to engage learners in
networked learning practices. Ideally, these networked learning practices constitute experiences
in which (a) there is shared responsibility for the learning process amongst all stakeholders
involved, (b) learning takes on a collaborative format, (c) there is opportunity for critical
reflection, and (d) social exchanges support the knowledge and identity creation (The
Networked Learning Editorial Collective, 2020). In fact, researchers and scholars have already
highlighted the potential for networked learning initiatives using digital social networks to support
learners in higher education (Romero-Hall, 2022; Castellanos-Reyes et al., 2021; Muljana et al.,
2022; Shelton et al., 2022; Aydin, 2012, Asino et al., 2021).

This investigation also allows instructors to take a critical stance regarding digital social
networks. Faculty must take time to reflect on the role of these social networks in higher
education practice. As scholars we need to problematize to gain a full picture of the advantages
and disadvantages of any digital technology for consideration in teaching and learning. The
reality is that the constant changes in digital technologies give instructors an opportunity to
expose learners to new applications and learning strategies. However, at the same time, these
constant changes can create confusion, additional work for the student, and involve professional
and personal risks. It is imperative that instructors do not make assumptions about the digital
skills and knowledge of their students. Adequate judgment can help us, as instructors, to
determine when and how the use of educational technology is beneficial for the learner as well
as help identify risks as well as when we are creating barriers for a good learning experience.

It is also clear from the results of this investigation that digital social networks have been a
major driving force of connection with others since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. Like
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many around the world, instructors and students have seen changes to their physical and digital
learning spaces. When forced to isolate in order to reduce COVID-19 infection rates or to
recover from iliness, instructors and learners have used digital social networks as affinity spaces
to engage with other colleagues, classmates, members of their field, and a larger community of
professionals.

Limitations

The researchers made every effort to disseminate and share the questionnaire with as many
instructors teaching in a higher education setting in different regions of the world. However, the
results are more representative of participants residing in North America. Another limitation of
this investigation is that the data collected are self-reported by the participants. This self-
reported data can be representative of the participants' positionality, biases, and privileges.
However, given the number of participants in the investigation the researchers aimed to
adequately present all participants.

Future Research

Future research endeavors could consider alternative data collection methods such as social
network analysis of public data shared in different platforms. Also, more traditional data
collection methods such as interviews and focus groups could provide rich descriptions of how
instructors in higher education use and implement digital social networks. Research projects
that center culture and specific geographical locations should be considered, in order to better
understand contextual ecologies of using digital social networks in colleges and universities for
teaching and learning.
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Appendix A

Social Media Use for Teaching and Learning Questionnaire

1. What are the benefits related to the use and integration of digital social networks in teaching
and learning (Check all that apply):

Student attention to content

Student engagement with other peers

Student professional branding

Resource discovery

Student organization and easy to access materials
To reflect on the work produced

Reaching outside the class

Other

What are the challenges or deficits that you find when considering social media in teaching

and learning? (Check all that apply):

Privacy issues

Keeping personal and professional accounts separated

Students’ favorite social media platforms are not the same used by the instructor
Students’ fear to be judged in public profiles

Students do not like to use social media

Students may not feel comfortable using the social media platform selected

Other

If you use social media in your teaching, how do you use it? Please provide an example of a

successful application of social media for teaching and learning in one of your courses.

What is the most useful social media platform for teaching and learning in your classes?

Please use the space provided to explain your response.

Facebook
Twitter
Instagram
TikTok
Pinterest

YouTube
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Weibo
LinkedIn
Reddit
ResearchGate
Academia.edu
Publons

Blogs

Wikis
Podcasts
Social Bookmarking
Forums
WhatsApp
Telegram

Other

5. What is the most challenging social media platform for teaching and learning in your
classes? Please use the space provided to explain your response.

Facebook
Twitter
Instagram
TikTok
Pinterest
YouTube
Weibo
LinkedIn
Reddit
ResearchGate
Academia.edu
Publons

Blogs

Wikis

Podcasts
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= Social Bookmarking
=  Forums

=  WhatsApp

= Telegram

= Other

6. How have online social media communities played a role for higher education faculty and
graduate students during the COVID-19 pandemic?
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