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Abstract

This thesis explores the integration of social media, with a particular focus on microblogging, in
the higher education landscape, examining its influence on communication patterns, student
engagement, and the academic community within Computer Science at the University of
Lancashire. It delves into the broader spectrum of social media platforms such as Facebook,
Instagram, and YouTube, assessing their roles and utility in educational settings. The research
adopts a mixed-methods approach, blending quantitative surveys with qualitative interviews and
focus group discussions, to provide a holistic view of social media's impact on the pedagogical

environment.

The findings highlight microblogging's role in fostering community and facilitating real-time
interaction and also extends to the varied ways other social media platforms contribute to the
educational experience. These platforms are shown to facilitate content sharing, collaborative
learning, and enhanced communication between students and educators, offering diverse avenues
for engagement and learning beyond traditional classroom boundaries. The study identifies key
benefits such as increased accessibility to educational resources, opportunities for informal

learning, and the potential for building professional networks.

However, the research also acknowledges the challenges associated with social media use in
education, including potential distractions, privacy concerns, and the digital divide. It discusses the
necessity of developing digital literacy among users and implementing strategic approaches to

integrate social media effectively into teaching and learning practices.

By contributing to the discourse on educational technology and social media, this thesis offers
insights into the evolving dynamics of higher education in the digital age. It provides
recommendations for educators and institutions on harnessing the potential of social media to
enhance student engagement and learning outcomes while addressing associated challenges. The
thesis concludes with reflections on future research directions and the potential for social media to

reshape educational practices in a rapidly changing digital landscape.
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Chapter 1 Investigating Social Media Sites in Education:
Introduction

1.1 Objectives and Scope

In this thesis, I examine the experiences of students and academics in a higher education institution
regarding the use of social media, with a specific focus on microblogging. While Twitter has historically
been central to microblogging in education, its viability as a platform has recently diminished.
Therefore, throughout this thesis, I refer to the broader practice as ‘microblogging’ rather than focusing
solely on Twitter. The context of the study is the increasing integration of technology in higher
education and our growing dependence on digital tools in daily life. This convergence of pedagogy and

technology is generating new, aspirational digital pedagogical approaches.

1.2 Background and Context

Social media' has been all-pervading in modern life, including learning, and its influence over higher
education is no exception. Today’s learners in the United Kingdom are well armed with a range of the
latest gadgets, carrying them around wherever they go: as they travel, in their social spaces, in the
classroom. Research into the use of digital technologies is a growing area and implies that the uses and
applications come with a range of advantages and disadvantages for both learners and academics

(Newman and Beetham, 2017).

Many academics have long viewed the students they teach as ‘digital natives’, a term originally coined
by Prensky (2001), suggesting that they arrive at university with innate digital skills, having grown up
in a world saturated with technology. This generation is often perceived as seamlessly navigating
between their online and offline lives. While earlier research, such as Davis et al. (1990), emphasised
platforms like microblogging as central to their identity and community-building, the digital landscape
has since evolved dramatically with the rise of newer platforms and communication norms. Helsper and
Enyon (2010) scrutinised the influences that determine the definition of a “digital native”. Their study

was based on the premise that a “digital native” is:

“someone who comes from a media rich household, who uses the Internet as a first port of
call for information, multi-tasks using ICTs and uses the Internet to carry out a range of

activities particularly those with a focus on learning”. (p.14)

! Ordinarily, the term “social network sites” (SNS) is used as a catch all phrase for all social media
and computer-mediated communication, including but not limited to Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and
so forth. The literature uses a range of terms from social networking sites, online social networks and
social networking services in an almost interchangeable fashion.



Whilst Millennials (just like the rest of us) are today encircled by technology, the use of technology for
learning, or their competence in using technology, is not uniform. It would be remiss to assume that all
students currently at university are intensive users of technology or can apply highly advanced digital
skills to their studies. They may not be as absorbed with technology or as adept with it as is frequently
presumed. Indeed, the concept of digital natives has been a topic of debate in the literature. While some
scholars argue that students today are naturally tech-savvy and possess a range of digital skills, in recent
years, there has been a growing body of research questioning the concept of "digital natives" and
suggesting that it is a myth, particularly in the context of higher education in the UK. Some studies
suggest that while many young people are comfortable using social media and other digital tools for
personal communication and entertainment, they may not be as proficient at using these tools for

academic purposes (Kennedy et al., 2018; Price and Kirkwood, 2014).

Research conducted in the UK suggests there is significant variation in how students use digital
technologies in their academic lives. For example, a study of first-year undergraduate students at a UK
university found that while most students used social media, they used it primarily for social purposes
and not for academic work (Graham et al., 2019). Similarly, a study of postgraduate students in the UK
found that while most used social media, they did not use it extensively for academic purposes
(Holmberg and Thelwall, 2014), furthermore, a study conducted by Jisc in 2017 found that there is a
significant "digital divide" among UK higher education students, with some students lacking basic
digital skills and access to technology (Newman & Beetham, 2017). This suggests that assumptions
about students' digital skills and proficiency may not always be accurate, and that more research is
needed to understand how students are using digital technologies in the context of higher education,
and highlights the importance of investigating how students and academics are using social media in
the context of teaching and learning, in order to gain a more nuanced understanding of their digital

practices and needs.

Generally, though, in my experience as a Computer Science educator, Computer Science students tend
to be very proficient at using new technologies, with few exceptions. A student rarely chooses to study
Computer Science at university without already being fluent in at least the use of technology, and more
often than not, many have already studied the subject before choosing to go on to higher education or
have dabbled in some form of programming or software development. Based on anecdotal evidence,
they also have a deep understanding of social media, constructed by everyday use. This means that they
can use the technology well, though they are less aware (or perhaps care less) about the consequences

of that usage.

When I first began exploring my pedagogic interest into what has now evolved in this thesis, there had

been a surge of popular interest in Twitter as a microblogging tool, especially in education, with teachers



and lecturers attempting to make use of it in the classroom (Fumero-Reveron, 2011). As a result,
teachers and curriculum designers had begun to explore their use in formal education (Chen & Chen,
2012). I have found ample literature about the use of blogs in education, though only a small fraction
of this is about the use of microblogging tools, such as Twitter (Bicen & Cavus, 2012; Lovejoy et al.,
2012; Wright, 2010). From my position as a university lecturer in Computer Science, it was a logical
step to focus my research on microblogging and its role within education, particularly in higher
education. Exploring my own practice and leveraging social media tools allowed me to strengthen the
connection between Computer Science and pedagogy while also critically examining how these

mechanisms shape teaching and learning.

This focus aligns with the perspective of many of my colleagues, who would likely agree with Means
et al. (1993) and more recently Selwyn (2022), who notes that “educational technology is often driven
by the belief that it can enhance learning, engagement, and participation.” Engaging with this belief,
my research is motivated not only by a desire to understand the pedagogical implications of
microblogging, but also by a commitment to connect with my practitioner community. By
disseminating my findings and involving others in the practical application of this work, I aim to foster
further exploration and innovation in the intersection of technology and education. This work is
fundamentally motivated by my interest in social media communication and social network sites
(SNSs), as I am a prolific social media user, both in a personal and professional capacity. [ assume the
explanation of SNS from boyd? and Ellison (2007) as “web-based services that allow individuals to (1)
construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users
with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and those made
by others within the system.” This work is also fuelled by a specific interest in how social media might
be applied to engage students in their learning, within higher education. As educators, we need to ensure
that there is an opportunity for students to monitor and receive feedback on their learning via different

communication channels.

1.3 Positioning the Research

Web-based technologies, especially social media, have continued to evolve throughout the duration of
this doctoral research, offering a range of potential advantages for individuals working and studying in
higher education. However, the extent of interest in and integration of these tools into academic practice
has remained inconsistent over recent years. Even as much of higher education moved online during
the COVID-19 pandemic, the adoption and use of social media have varied widely, not only across
universities, but also between disciplines and even within departments at the same institution. Factors

such as interoperability, digital literacy, privacy and personal safety concerns, time and workload

2 danah boyd has legally changed her name to be written in lower case (boyd, 2012)



pressures, peer attitudes, and the relationship with traditional pedagogies have all contributed to this
uneven uptake (Manca & Ranieri, 2016; BERA, 2024; Advance HE, 2024). Within this context,
Computer Science students have consistently been among the most active users of technology and social
media platforms, including Twitter. Their engagement with these tools, both for social interaction and
educational purposes, makes Twitter (now rebranded as ‘X’) a particularly relevant site for research
into the evolving nature of academic communication and learning in the discipline. This is especially
pertinent given that many Computer Science graduates may go on to work in technology or social media
industries, making their engagement with these platforms both a subject of study and a potential

professional asset.

It is important to note that this doctoral project has spanned several years, during which Twitter has
undergone significant changes-including its rebranding as 'X' and shifts in platform ownership and
policy. The data and analysis presented here primarily reflect the platform as it existed during the period
when it was still widely known and used as Twitter. The implications of the transition from Twitter to

‘X’, and its significance for research in this area, are discussed in detail in the following section.

In exploring the phenomenon of social media in higher education, this thesis draws on a combination
of scholarly literature, news media and insights from students and academics encountered throughout
my teaching and research journey. Rather than attempting to provide an exhaustive account of academic
social media practices, this work aims to offer critical context and reflection for understanding of how
these platforms fit into the broader landscape of Computer Science education, and how their ongoing

evolution continues to shape the realities and possibilities of digital academic life.

1.4 From Twitter to X: A Historical Perspective

The history of Twitter is emblematic of the rapid change and unpredictability that characterise the digital
landscape. This is a reality that shapes both the scope of this research and my own position as a
researcher. Since launching in 2006, Twitter quickly evolved from a niche microblogging tool into a
global platform for real-time communication, public debate, and scholarly exchange. By 2010, as many
as 40% of academics had created Twitter accounts, leveraging the site to share research, network, and
engage in open, public scholarship (JHU Hub, 2019). Twitter’s immediacy, openness, and hashtag
culture made it a cornerstone for academic dialogue, conference backchannels, and dissemination of

new ideas well beyond traditional academic publishing (Ahmad Kharman Shah, 2015; JHU Hub, 2019).

For over a decade, Twitter’s blue bird icon and unique terminology (“tweet,” and “retweet”) became
embedded in both popular culture and academic practice, shaping how scholars communicated, built
professional identities, and reached global audiences (Bayes Business School, 2023). The platform’s
accessibility and low barrier to entry allowed academics and students alike to participate in scholarly

conversations, share resources, and even enhance their career prospects through increased visibility



(Thesis Whisperer, 2023). However, the landscape shifted dramatically in 2022, when Elon Musk
acquired Twitter for $44 billion and initiated a series of sweeping changes (Wikipedia, 2025; Business
Model Analyst, 2025). In July 2023, Twitter underwent a radical rebranding, replacing its iconic blue
bird with a minimalist “X” and officially adopting the name “X” for the platform (Bayes Business
School, 2023; Wikipedia, 2025). This rebrand was not merely cosmetic: Musk’s stated vision was to
transform Twitter into “X,” an “everything app” integrating social media, Al, and real-time data, and,
as of March 2025, X was merged with Musk’s XAl company to form a consolidated Al-driven social

ecosystem (Business Model Analyst, 2025; Reuters, 2025).

The abruptness and scope of the rebranding have sparked debate among academics and branding
experts. Some see it as a bold, if risky, move to redefine the platform’s purpose and reach new markets;
others argue it risks alienating long-standing users and erasing a cultural icon that had become
synonymous with public trust and academic engagement (Bayes Business School, 2023). As Professor
Zachary Estes notes, “By killing Twitter, Musk has cancelled a cultural icon. Twitter’s branding had
even infiltrated our vocabulary... The new ‘X’ logo looks far more likely than the friendly Twitter bird
to steal your data and sell it for malicious purposes” (Bayes Business School, 2023). For researchers,
these changes have had tangible effects. The rebranding and new ownership have altered data access
policies, with more than 100 academic research projects reportedly cancelled, suspended, or forced to
change direction due to restrictions on X’s data and legal threats against researchers (Silicon UK, 2023).
While the “twitter.com” domain and much of the site’s core functionality have persisted as of early
2025, the platform’s identity, governance, and user culture are in flux. The current owner, xAl,
continues to integrate Al features and pursue a broader vision for the platform, further complicating
longitudinal research and the comparability of data collected before and after these changes (Business

Model Analyst, 2025; Reuters, 2025).

It is therefore crucial to acknowledge that this research captures a specific moment in the ongoing
evolution of social media. The data and engagement discussed here reflect the platform as it existed
during the “Twitter” era, even as the site transitions to “X.” This temporal specificity underscores the
challenges of studying digital phenomena and highlights the need for reflexivity and adaptability in
research design. As the platform continues to evolve, so too must the questions and methodologies of
those who study it, ensuring that academic inquiry remains relevant in the face of technological and
cultural transformation. Despite the shifting nature of social media platforms, this research nonetheless
provides valuable insights into the ways academic communication unfolds among students and staff
using digital social media, offering perspectives that remain relevant for understanding scholarly

engagement and knowledge dissemination in evolving online environments



1.5 Positioning the Researcher

I have always been what I consider ‘a scientist’. I liked maths in school, I loved science, and for fun, I
would play with my chemistry kit. That changed when I turned 11 and received a ZX Spectrum for my
birthday, after much pleading. As soon as I got the computer, I spent all my weekends with it hooked
up to the family television set. The Spectrum was among the first home computers in the United
Kingdom aimed at a mainstream audience. To provide an idea of the type of machine this was, it had a
3.54 MHz CPU, 48KB of RAM, and supported 8 colours. It got me started on my Computer Science
journey, and for that, I will be eternally grateful. I still own it, though I get little use out of it nowadays,
and it serves as little more than an artefact to remind me of how I got interested in it all. As with many
people working in Computer Science, the line between work and hobby is blurred, and one merges into
the other. This is important to note, as it also explains why Computer Science educators tend to spend

so much time exploring new technologies to use in the classroom.

Figure 1 My first computer - Sinclair ZX Spectrum

I attended an excellent and very traditional girls’ school, so whilst I received a well-rounded education
in literature, history, chemistry, music (and a range of other subjects), most of my Computer Science
knowledge was gained at home. The only opportunity I got to use a computer in school was to word
process the annual school magazine. Luckily, I had the experience to be able to use the computers, as
few others knew how to turn them on. I believe my decision to study Computer Science at university
was because I didn’t get the chance to do so earlier, and I was thirsty for more knowledge. It was quite

challenging to go from an all-girls school to a course where the majority of students are male. However,



looking back, I just took that as a given, and it was not that apparent to me then, though it is now.

Shortly after graduating, I began my career as a software developer when I joined a small company
based in Warton, Lancashire, UK. Their main client was BAE Systems, where I would conduct on-site
visits at least once a week. I enjoyed the work and loved the working environment, and I was happy to
be learning, while gaining valuable industry experience. A year into my role, a former university
academic got in touch to discuss another opportunity. He had been my final year project supervisor, and
when [ started work, I contacted him to thank him for his help and support during my project, and to
share with him the news of my new career. He had obtained funding for an image recognition project
and was looking for a PhD student to join him. Encouraged by his suggestion, I applied, and 18 months
later, I found myself back at university and studying for a PhD. I enjoyed being back at university, but
the department lacked a strong research culture. I gained a lot of teaching experience in those early
days, flitting between several modules and preparing all my teaching materials, writing, and marking
assessments - many of these tasks current PhD students do not engage with. After 3 years, I submitted
a thesis, had a viva, and received a recommended list of amendments. Due to several contributing
factors, both on a personal level and a professional one (I was offered a full-time lecturer post), I did

not complete my PhD amendments and was therefore not awarded a doctorate.

I describe this journey to explain where I started on this professional doctoral journey. I do not consider
myself to be a novice researcher. However, as I travel on my journey as a practitioner-researcher, it has
become more and more apparent to me that carrying out research in the education field is very different
to the more empirical research and scientific studies I have undertaken in the past. A new term has
suddenly appeared on my horizon, that of ‘research paradigm’. This has helped to explain the path the
research has taken, whilst proposing the rationale for this particular route of investigation. It was with
some confusion that I first started to navigate the path of the research paradigm; even attempting to
understand the definition of the term took me some time. Paradigms are not always explicitly described
in texts, and they are most certainly not presented in Computer Science journal papers as such.
Understanding paradigms better now, I can grasp their existence in works within the Computer Science
domain, but they are hidden (though not purposely so) behind critical reviews of literature and
expositions of scientific methods. This has caused me to question exactly how useful a paradigm is to
my work, and how much importance and thought I need to give to this premise. Coming from a
Computer Science background in which a positivist paradigm is almost taken for granted, I had to think

very carefully about my philosophical position in relation to my research questions.

As a university lecturer, | believe it is important to encourage students to ‘join the conversation’. I
experienced first-hand the power of Twitter when I was at an education conference with over 600

delegates from countries all over the world, and suddenly, I found myself sitting in a vast online room



with people wanting to share ideas, tools and practical advice on pedagogy and teaching. Following this
enlightening experience, I have made it one of my primary pedagogic goals to try to expose students to
the dialogues around a subject area and help them understand their topic and take ownership of their
learning. To prepare them for the workplace, I feel that students need to partake in ongoing discussions

around their topic, observe and engage with differing views, and do so in a professional manner.

At the outset of this research project, my conviction centred on technology being the ultimate solution.
Although I may not have had a clear idea of the exact technology required for specific challenges, I
always sought a technological approach to address them. However, as the research progressed, my
perspective evolved, and I have become more at ease with embracing an ‘unknowing’ stance. [ now
actively make a mindful effort to uphold this position, both in my professional endeavours and daily

life, even while acknowledging the potential benefits of leveraging technology in certain situations.

1.5.1 Computer Science at the University of Lancashire

Computer Science at the University of Lancashire® has a long history of delivering successful courses
in computing, including similar courses such as Computing, Computer Games Development and
Computer Science. I was part of the team from 2002-2023, and previously, I was a Computer Science
student at the same institution. At the time of submitting this thesis, I am working for Leeds Trinity

University, whilst enrolled as a professional doctoral student at the University of Lancashire.

Our Computer Science courses encompass a range of professions, delivering specialised courses to
students. Courses range from IT systems to networking, software engineering and games development,
to cyber security. There is also a substantial core of materials covered by all undergraduate students
across related subject areas. This provides students with a matrix of modules covering core areas
efficiently, whilst allowing the flexibility to offer specialist modules to smaller classes as part of degree

programmes focused on specific areas of employment.

My experience has led me to believe that the subject of Computer Science has well-qualified staff who
are strongly motivated and committed to the care and education of the students, the pursuit of new
understanding via research, and exploring the societal impact of their disciplines. Staff believe in the
importance of practical work to reinforce the students’ understanding of theory and to motivate the
students by demonstrating relevance to industry. This made it relatively easy to get staff on board with
this work, as the team understand the value of pedagogic advancement and exploration in student
academic development. As well as directly developing students’ transferable and subject-specific skills

and knowledge, staff aim to enhance the students’ ability to learn for themselves. Students relate well

3 In late 2024, the University of Central Lancashire (UCLan) received formal approval from the Office for
Students (OfS) to change its name to the University of Lancashire.



to the staff and maintain a strong bond with the department after graduation, many returning to share
insights from their own careers with both staff and students. Engaging with students on Twitter and
other social media sites whilst on their courses has enabled me to keep in touch with them as graduates,
resulting in good links with industry, with graduates often returning to give talks, offer placement

opportunities, and recruit for graduate jobs.

1.6 Research Questions

The prevalence of social media and its usage in higher education has transformed how students
communicate and academics approach teaching. Social media, and especially microblogging, appears
to be reshaping teaching and learning and the interactions between them. Twitter is an online social
networking service that uses microblogging, or brief messages called tweets, to share small pieces of
information such as short sentences, images, or video links. Tweets are freely observable except if the
user selects to limit message distribution to only their followers. Twitter users can send and receive
tweets from a computer and also a mobile device, so tweets can be sent or received anywhere Internet

access is available.

Tweeting (where the user shares a small message) offers a natural human-computer interface for

potential in higher education teaching and learning.

As a practitioner-researcher in Computer Science with an interest in social media usage, | was interested
in learning more about how the flow of dialogue and communication for students was constructed, both
socially and academically, with microblogging as the vehicle. I felt it was also vital to acknowledge the
importance of dialogue, communication, and exchange in the learning and teaching process, as this was
a significant motivation for undertaking this research, and a substantial reason for exploring social
media usage and measuring the communication gap between staff and students (Gibson, 2009), as well
as investigating the bridges and compartments of learning within social media (Stewart, 2012). Thus, |
aimed to remain open to new ideas throughout the research and let it develop with the help of my

participants whilst keeping two key research questions in mind.

RQ1: How do Computer Science students and academics utilise and perceive social media platforms,

especially microblogging, in their academic learning, teaching, and communication?

RQ2: What strategies can academics employ using social media platforms, particularly microblogging,

to enhance student engagement and communication in Computer Science education?

A supplementary aim of this research was also to disseminate findings with other academic staff and

generate outcomes that will influence practice and be informative to staff.

This purpose identifies the main themes of the thesis, these being: students using social networking sites



to support their education; the most preferred online sharing habits of students and academics; and

microblogging to facilitate teaching and learning.

By addressing these types of research questions, we may be able to gain a deeper understanding of the

experiences of students and academics with using microblogging in a higher education setting.

1.7 Theoretical Influences: A Multi-Lens Approach

This research is grounded in a multi-theoretical framework that brings together social constructivism,
social learning theory, the technology acceptance model (TAM), connectivism, media richness theory
(MRT), and the Community of Inquiry (Col) framework. Together, these perspectives enable a nuanced
and critical analysis of how Computer Science students and academics utilise and perceive social media
platforms, especially microblogging, and how these platforms can be strategically employed to enhance

engagement and communication in the discipline.

THEORETICAL INFLUENCES FOR
RESEARCH ON SOCIAL MEDIA IN
COMPUTER SCIENCE EDUCATION

SOCIAL
CONSTRUCTIVISM

SOCIAL ‘
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Figure 2 Theoretical influences

Social constructivism, rooted in Vygotsky’s (1978) work, frames learning as a collaborative process in
which knowledge is co-constructed through social interaction. In Computer Science education, this lens

illuminates how Twitter and similar platforms facilitate the negotiation of meaning, collaborative
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problem-solving, and the development of disciplinary communities beyond the physical classroom
(Lave & Wenger, 1991). Yet, the open nature of these platforms also introduces challenges, including
the risk of echo chambers, uneven participation, and information overload, which call for structured

guidance and critical digital literacy (Man et al., 2024).

Social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) further enriches this analysis by emphasising the importance of
observation, imitation, and modelling in digital environments. Microblogging enables students to
observe academic practices, professional discourse, and peer achievements, while academics can
witness and respond to emerging trends in student engagement. The motivational dynamics of social
media-such as the pursuit of recognition through likes and retweets-can both foster and inhibit

participation, particularly for those from marginalised groups (Wonkhe, 2023).

The technology acceptance model (TAM) (Davis, 1989) offers a pragmatic lens for understanding why
students and academics adopt or resist social media tools. TAM posits that perceived usefulness and
ease of use are key determinants of technology adoption. In Computer Science, the perceived relevance
of microblogging for networking, resource sharing, and professional development often drives
adoption, but concerns about privacy, distraction, and platform instability may hinder it (Al-Rahmi et

al., 2022; Commonwealth Roundtable, 2024).

Connectivism, as articulated by Siemens (2005), is particularly salient for understanding learning in the
digital age. This theory conceptualises learning as a process of forming and navigating networks-both
human and technological-where knowledge is distributed and rapidly evolving. Microblogging
exemplifies connectivism principles by enabling users to form dynamic networks, share resources, and
respond to the fast-paced flow of information. The platform’s ability to facilitate the formation of
learning communities and support the processing of large volumes of information aligns closely with
the demands of Computer Science education, where adaptability and continuous learning are essential

(Rahman, 2024; Man et al., 2024).

The Community of Inquiry (Col) framework (Garrison et al., 2000) further extends the social
constructivist perspective by providing a model for understanding learning processes in online
environments. The Col framework posits that meaningful online learning arises from the interplay of
three presences: cognitive presence (the ability to construct and validate meaning), social presence (the
ability to project oneself as a real person in the online community), and teaching presence (the design,
facilitation, and direction of cognitive and social processes). This framework has been widely adopted
in online education research and practice, offering a structured approach to evaluating and enhancing
the quality of online learning experiences. In the context of microblogging, these presences can be
observed in the ways users engage in academic discourse, build professional relationships, and facilitate

or participate in learning communities (Garrison et al., 2000; Cleveland-Innes et al., 2018).
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Media richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986) adds another dimension by considering the capacity of
communication channels to convey information effectively. While microblogging’s brevity might
suggest a “lean” medium, its affordances for multimedia integration, threaded discussions, and real-
time interaction can enhance the richness of academic discourse. Nevertheless, the platform’s
publicness and character limits can constrain nuanced discussion and pose risks to academic credibility

and professional boundaries (Kietzmann et al., 2011; Rahman, 2024).

Combined, these theoretical perspectives provide a robust and critical lens for investigating the
complex, situated, and evolving nature of social media use in Computer Science education. They
illuminate the opportunities for collaborative, networked, and authentic learning and also the persistent
challenges related to technology adoption, information quality, engagement, and equity. By drawing on
this integrated framework, the research offers explanatory and practical insights into how students and
academics navigate the affordances and constraints of platforms like Twitter, and how strategic use of

social media can foster more meaningful engagement and communication in the discipline.

1.8 Thesis Structure

This thesis is divided into six chapters, including this introduction. In this introductory chapter, the
context for the work has been set, presenting social media and microblogging in the context of higher
education. In this chapter, the theoretical influences for this research are introduced so the reader can

assess the work through the lens of the researcher.

The following overview introduces and summarises the structure of the thesis:

o In Chapter 2, the current body of knowledge relating to the use of social media and
microblogging in education is discussed, providing a connection to understanding how the

research has been constructed.

o Chapter 3 describes the rationale for taking a mixed-methods approach to understanding the
phenomenon of social media and specifically microblogging in higher education. Informed by
the philosophical underpinnings of the research questions, the choice of specific research

methods and details of their practical execution are also outlined.

o Chapter 4 presents the results of the research carried out with students, including online surveys,

focus groups and data mining. These findings and results are analysed and discussed.

o Chapter 5 presents the results of the research carried out with academics, including the online

survey and the interviews. These findings and results are analysed and discussed.

o Chapter 6 brings together the main points from the previous three chapters, drawing conclusions
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based on their key insights. These conclusions are then explained further in the final chapter,
which summarises the study, highlights its contributions and recommendations, and reflects on
its limitations and potential for future research. I also use this final chapter to acknowledge my

doctoral journey and its impact on my professional development.

1.9 Research Contribution

In this work, I outline the significant contributions of my doctoral research to the field of educational
technology and social media. Drawing upon a comprehensive review of existing literature, I analyse
how social media, particularly microblogging, is used in an educational setting, providing a solid
foundation for subsequent investigations. I delineate the methodological approach adopted in this study,
which integrates mixed methods, carefully exploring the phenomenon of social media in higher
education. Through empirical research presented in this thesis, I provide valuable insights into student
perspectives and experiences regarding microblogging usage, leveraging both quantitative data from
online surveys and qualitative insights from focus groups and interviews. Furthermore, I offer novel
insights into the dynamics of social media usage within educational domains. The synthesis of key
findings and insights culminates in comprehensive conclusions, advancing our understanding of the
roles and implications of social media in education. Additionally, I reflect on my doctoral journey,
acknowledging its impact on my professional development and identity within the scholarly
community. Collectively, these contributions contribute to the broader discourse on educational

technology and social media while offering avenues for future research and personal reflection.
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Chapter 2 Social Media, Microblogging, and Communication in
Computer Science Education: A Literature Review

2.1 Objectives and Scope

The evolution of communication technologies has significantly reshaped the landscape of higher
education. Over the past two decades, the advent of social media and microblogging platforms have
introduced new modes of interaction that transcend traditional face-to-face communication and formal
learning environments. These technologies, particularly platforms such as Twitter, have enabled rapid
information sharing, collaborative knowledge construction, and broader engagement within academic

communities.

Within higher education, social media has become a tool for personal expression and is increasingly
incorporated into teaching and learning practices. Academics and students alike are leveraging these
platforms to exchange ideas, disseminate research, build professional networks, and foster interactive
learning communities. The microblogging format, with its emphasis on brevity and immediacy, presents

unique opportunities and challenges for educational engagement.

Despite a growing body of research examining the role of social media in education, there remains a
noticeable gap in discipline-specific studies, particularly within Computer Science. Communication
patterns in Computer Science education are distinct, often characterised by technical discourse, rapid
innovation cycles, and an emphasis on collaborative problem-solving. Understanding how social media

and microblogging influence these communication dynamics is therefore of critical importance.

This literature review explores and critically examines existing research related to the use and
perception of social media platforms, with a particular focus on microblogging, within the context of
Computer Science in higher education. It analyses use patterns among students and academics, assesses
perceived benefits and challenges of these platforms, and identifies strategies for enhancing
communication and engagement. In doing so, this review establishes a clear foundation for the
following research questions: (1) How do Computer Science students and academics utilise and
perceive social media platforms, especially microblogging, in their academic learning, teaching, and
communication? (2) What strategies can academics employ using social media platforms, particularly

microblogging, to enhance student engagement and communication in Computer Science education?

2.2 Literature Review Approach

A narrative literature review was carried out, focusing on the issues surrounding social media in
education, as well as previous research conducted on student experience within higher education. This
topic was considered relevant to this work, and the approach appeared appropriate for identifying

pivotal papers within the subject. However, as narrative reviews often produced potentially biased work
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and did not usually attempt to locate all relevant literature, a more methodical search strategy was
developed within the review, using an assortment of relevant keywords and the necessary databases as

search tools.

The literature review comprised a wide-ranging exploration of journals and online databases accessed
via the University of Lancashire’s electronic library search, which was powered by the ExLibris
database. The ExLibris database was supplemented by Scopus, which indexed ACM publications not
included within the scope of ExLibris. The search was also accompanied by the use of Google Scholar,
which provided further texts. The review was limited to work written in the English language and
focused on peer-reviewed electronic journals and work published since 2000, owing to the need to
obtain the most up-to-date material in a constantly changing landscape. This also roughly coincided
with the timing of when the students who participated in this study began attending university.
Searching for peer-reviewed publications was used as a criterion for selecting studies of sufficient

quality. However, older texts were also considered, especially if they were referenced in newer works.

99 ¢¢

The search strategy used in the literature review included terms such as “social network sites,” “social
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media,” “Twitter,” “X,” “microblogging,” “online communities,” ‘“digital tools,” and wvarious
combinations and synonyms of these terms, along with the central theme terms “education” and “higher
education.” Keywords were systematically combined in different ways using Boolean operators (and,

or, not).

At this point, I would like to note that I do not consider this work as one intended to fill a ‘gap’ in the
literature. Publications in pedagogy are numerous and exist in an unremitting production cycle. It would
have been unreasonable to expect a part-time student to identify such a gap and address it, whilst in a
race with other researchers. Instead, my research was an endeavour to imagine how I wanted the world
to be, with the ‘gap’ being the difference between how I saw the world could be and how it was at the
time. Specifically, this applied to Computer Science education. Therefore, I felt obliged to stop
searching for the gap in the literature and instead explore the literature for the realities of my current
knowledge and for inspiration on how the world could be, knowing that the gap was not there for me to

find, but rather, for me to create and shape.

2.3 Introduction

Digital media has remained the predominant domain for youth engagement, with young people
continuing to drive the adoption and evolution of emerging technologies. Recent statistics confirm that
digital connectivity among UK youth is nearly ubiquitous: as of January 2024, Internet penetration in
the UK reached 97.8%, with 66.3 million users, and 82.8% of the population identified as active social
media users (DataReportal, 2024; Statista, 2024). Age-stratified data consistently demonstrate that

Internet use declines with age, reinforcing the position of younger cohorts as the most digitally engaged
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segment of the population (Ofcom, 2024).

Empirical studies have documented a trend towards earlier and more independent digital participation
among children and adolescents. Ofcom (2024) reported that 96% of children aged 5—7 accessed the
Internet, increasing to over 99% among those aged 12—15. By age 11, the majority of children owned a
personal mobile phone, and social media use among 5—7-year-olds exhibited significant year-on-year
growth, particularly on platforms such as WhatsApp, TikTok, and Instagram (Ofcom, 2024). This early
engagement with digital technologies introduces both opportunities for enhanced learning and

challenges related to digital wellbeing.

As these digitally native cohorts transition into higher education, educators encounter students who
have been socialised within environments characterised by pervasive online connectivity and social
networking site (SNS) use. Social media platforms popular among Generation Z have become integral
modes of communication, collaboration, and knowledge exchange within higher education settings
(Mok, 2024). The incorporation of social media into pedagogical practice has been associated with
shifts towards more interactive, student-centred learning environments, and has facilitated new forms

of engagement and creative expression (Smit, 2023; Voce et al., 2024).

A substantial body of research has established a positive association between student engagement and
academic achievement (Carini et al., 2006; Kuh et al., 2008). There is increasing evidence that social
media can augment engagement by leveraging platforms familiar to students (Unibuddy, 2024). For
example, the use of Instagram and comparable tools in university contexts has been shown to promote
participation and contextualise learning in ways that resonate with students’ lived experiences (Demir,
2024). Social media also supports peer-to-peer learning, collaborative activities, and direct
communication between students and educators, thereby enhancing the accessibility and responsiveness

of learning environments (Mok, 2024).

Nevertheless, the rapid integration of social media into educational contexts is accompanied by
challenges. Concerns persist regarding digital distraction, problematic usage patterns, and the potential
adverse effects on academic performance and student well-being. International studies, including those
by the World Health Organization (2024), have reported a marked increase in problematic social media
use among adolescents, with prevalence rates rising from 7% in 2018 to 11% in 2022. Excessive use
has been correlated with diminished academic focus, elevated stress, and negative mental health
outcomes (WHO, 2024). These findings highlight the necessity for robust digital literacy education and
for the development of strategies to balance the affordances of social media with the mitigation of

associated risks.

Within higher education, academic perspectives on the integration of social media remain
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heterogeneous. While some educators advocate for the use of these platforms to enhance engagement
and learning outcomes, others express reservations related to distraction, institutional barriers, and the
absence of clear pedagogical frameworks (Mok, 2024; Smit, 2023). Recent theoretical developments,
such as the Taxonomy of Social Media for Learning (TMSL), propose structured approaches to
embedding social media in teaching practice, emphasising conscious, cognitive, and creative forms of

engagement (Voce et al., 2024).

This thesis is situated within the discourse that advocates for the thoughtful integration of social media
as a means to support student engagement and enrich educational experiences. However, important
questions remain regarding the extent to which both students and academics - particularly within
Computer Science - are receptive to the sustained use of social media in academic contexts. The
continually evolving digital landscape necessitates ongoing empirical investigation into how these

technologies can be leveraged most effectively, responsibly, and inclusively within higher education.

Specifically, this research addresses the following questions: (1) How do Computer Science students
and academics utilise and perceive social media platforms, especially microblogging, in their academic
learning, teaching, and communication? (2) What strategies can academics employ using social media
platforms, particularly microblogging, to enhance student engagement and communication in Computer

Science education?

2.4 The Evolution of Communication in Higher Education

Communication practices within higher education have undergone a significant transformation over the
past several decades, a shift closely intertwined with evolving theoretical understandings of learning as
a fundamentally social process. Historically, the transmission of knowledge in universities was
predominantly characterised by face-to-face interactions, printed materials, and formal lectures, which
established a largely unidirectional flow of information from educator to student (Laurillard, 2012).
These traditional modalities, while foundational, often constrained opportunities for immediate

feedback and limited the extent of peer-to-peer collaboration outside the formal classroom environment.

The advent of digital technologies in the late twentieth century, particularly the widespread adoption of
the Internet, marked a pivotal moment in the decentralisation of educational communication. The
introduction of tools such as email, online discussion boards, and virtual learning environments (VLEs)
like Moodle and Blackboard, has enabled asynchronous dialogue, remote access to resources, and a
degree of flexibility previously unavailable in higher education (Bates, 2019; Al-Fraihat et al., 2020).
Despite these advances, the communicative practices facilitated by VLEs and other institutionally
managed systems often remained bounded within formal structures, limiting the potential for
spontaneous, informal interaction and the broader sharing of knowledge across disciplinary and

institutional boundaries (Deng & Tavares, 2013).
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The emergence and subsequent proliferation of social media platforms in the early twenty-first century
have further accelerated and diversified the modes of communication available to both students and
academics. Platforms such as Facebook, LinkedIn, and Twitter have created dynamic, interactive spaces
that support multidirectional exchanges, the sharing of resources, and participation in scholarly
communities that extend well beyond the traditional confines of the university (Veletsianos, 2016;
Greenhow & Lewin, 2016). Unlike VLESs, social media platforms enable the cultivation of both personal
and professional networks, fostering a sense of belonging and facilitating sustained dialogue across
geographic and disciplinary divides (Manca & Ranieri, 2016). Microblogging services have introduced
new forms of academic communication characterised by brevity, immediacy, and interactivity,
supporting not only the dissemination of research and professional networking but also informal peer

support and the co-construction of knowledge (Carpenter & Krutka, 2014; Stewart, 2015).

These technological developments have paralleled a broader epistemological shift in educational theory
and practice, moving away from transmission-based models towards conceptions of learning as a social,
collaborative enterprise. Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977) provides a foundational framework
for understanding how individuals construct knowledge through observation, imitation, and interaction
with others. This perspective has informed a range of collaborative learning strategies in higher
education, including group projects, peer tutoring, and the development of online learning communities,
all of which are designed to promote interaction and shared meaning-making among learners (Boud et
al., 2014; Laurillard, 2012). Peer learning, in particular, is increasingly recognised as a reciprocal
process in which students actively exchange ideas, experiences, and feedback, supporting not only
academic achievement but also social integration and the development of essential interpersonal skills

(Topping, 2005; Agbo et al., 2020).

The literature further suggests that active, co-constructed learning environments - whether facilitated in
person or mediated through digital platforms - are associated with deeper critical engagement, the
consolidation of understanding, and the cultivation of both academic and social competencies (Dennen
& Wieland, 2007; Greenhow & Lewin, 2016). Purposeful social interaction, enacted through structured
collaborative tasks, small-group problem-solving, or informal online exchanges, enables students to
leverage the collective strengths and experiences of their peers, thereby enhancing both individual and

group learning outcomes (Boud et al., 2014; Manca & Ranieri, 2016).

In disciplines such as Computer Science, where the rapid exchange of technical knowledge and
collaborative problem-solving are central to both academic and professional practice, the alignment
between social media affordances and the need for collaborative learning is particularly evident.
Empirical studies have demonstrated that using social media platforms in computing education, such as

WhatsApp or Twitter, is positively associated with perceived learning outcomes, increased engagement,
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and the development of supportive peer networks (Agbo et al., 2020; Tang & Hew, 2017). These
platforms facilitate the sharing of coding solutions, discussion of emerging technologies, and the
formation of communities of practice, supporting both formal and informal learning processes

(Veletsianos, 2016).

Nevertheless, the increasing reliance on digital and social forms of communication in higher education
is not without its challenges. Concerns persist regarding the quality and reliability of information shared
on open platforms, the potential for digital distraction, and the complexities of managing professional
boundaries in online environments (Deng & Tavares, 2013; Stewart, 2015). The literature highlights
the need for robust digital literacy education and the development of strategies to balance the
affordances of social media with the mitigation of associated risks, particularly in disciplines that are

inherently digital in nature (Greenhow & Lewin, 2016; Manca & Ranieri, 2016).

In summary, the transformation of communication practices in higher education has been shaped by
both technological innovation and evolving pedagogical theory, resulting in a landscape where social
media and microblogging platforms play an increasingly central role. This review provides the
foundation for a focused examination of how platforms are utilised and perceived within higher
education, with particular attention to their impact on communication patterns and social learning
processes in Computer Science. By integrating both student and academic perspectives, this review
aims to identify effective strategies for leveraging social media in Computer Science education,

addressing core themes that underpin the research questions of this thesis.

2.5 Social Media and Microblogging
To understand the impact of social media and microblogging on communication patterns in higher

education, it is essential to first define these concepts and explore their key characteristics.

Social media encompasses a wide range of online platforms and applications that enable users to create,
share, and interact with content and with one another in virtual communities (Wikipedia, 2025). These
platforms have become integral to daily life, with over 5 billion users worldwide as of 2025,
representing more than 60% of the global population (DataReportal, 2025). Social media platforms can

be categorised into several types, including:

e Social networking sites (c.g., Facebook, LinkedIn, X, Threads), which facilitate the creation and

maintenance of personal and professional relationships;

e Media sharing networks (e.g., Instagram, TikTok, YouTube), which focus on the distribution

of visual and multimedia content;

e Discussion forums (e.g., Reddit, Quora, Discord), which provide spaces for topic-driven
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conversations and knowledge exchange;

e Live streaming platforms (e.g., Twitch, YouTube Live), which allow real-time broadcasting

and audience interaction (Wikipedia, 2025).

A foundational definition by boyd and Ellison (2007) states that social media are “web-based services
that allow individuals to construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, articulate a
list of other users with whom they share a connection, and view and traverse their list of connections.”
This definition remains highly relevant, even as the landscape of social media continues to evolve with

new platforms and features designed to enhance interactivity and connectivity (Kietzmann et al., 2011).

Microblogging represents a distinctive genre of social media, characterised by the sharing of brief,
concise posts-typically constrained by a character limit-and frequently enriched with multimedia
elements such as images, videos, and hyperlinks (TechTarget, 2024; Kumar, 2018). Platforms such as
Twitter (subsequently X) exemplify this format, with messages capped at 280 characters, thereby
fostering a communication style that privileges brevity and immediacy (TechTarget, 2024; Wikipedia,
2025). Other platforms, including Mastodon, Threads, and Tumblr, have adopted similar microblogging
conventions; however, Twitter remains the most extensively examined within the academic literature,

particularly in studies addressing real-time information sharing and scholarly communication (Junco et

al., 2013; Buechel & Berger, 2019).

The defining features of microblogging include its “fast, frequent, and brief” communicative style,
which enables users to disseminate information, opinions, and resources rapidly to a potentially broad
and heterogeneous audience (TechTarget, 2024; Gao et al., 2012). This immediacy and accessibility
have rendered microblogging platforms especially popular for real-time updates, event coverage, and
the swift diffusion of news and scholarly findings (Buechel & Berger, 2019; Java et al., 2007). Unlike
traditional blogging or directed communication channels, microblogging is notable for its undirected
nature: posts are broadcast to a network of followers without targeting specific individuals, which
facilitates voluntary engagement and lowers the threshold for participation (Buechel & Berger, 2019).
This undirected nature is particularly valued by users who may experience social apprehension, as it
allows for broad self-expression without the social pressures associated with direct communication

(Buechel & Berger, 2019).

Within educational contexts, microblogging has been shown to promote collaborative learning
environments and foster the development of learning communities. Empirical studies indicate that
microblogging supports both real-time and asynchronous interactions, enabling students and instructors
to share resources, exchange ideas, and sustain communication beyond scheduled class times (Java et

al., 2007; Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2009). The succinct nature of posts encourages clarity and focus, while
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the affordances for multimedia integration enhance the richness of communication (Kumar, 2018; Click
& Petit, 2010). Furthermore, research has demonstrated that the use of microblogging platforms in
educational settings can increase student engagement, facilitate peer-to-peer support, and reduce
feelings of isolation by strengthening social presence (Junco et al., 2011; Ebner et al., 2010). Despite
these benefits, the literature also highlights challenges associated with microblogging, such as concerns
regarding information reliability, the potential for distraction, and the need for effective moderation to
ensure constructive discourse (Java et al., 2007; Kumar, 2018). Nonetheless, the prevailing consensus
in the scholarly community is that microblogging constitutes a valuable tool for both informal and
formal communication, supporting rapid information exchange, community building, and collaborative

learning in digital environments.

Microblogging platforms possess a constellation of affordances that are increasingly relevant for
academic communication, student engagement, and collaborative learning in higher education. The
enforced conciseness of microblogging, where posts are limited in character count, compels users to
distil complex ideas into clear, accessible statements. This brevity not only encourages clarity but also
supports rapid information exchange, which has been linked to increased engagement and more focused
articulation of ideas in educational contexts (Alshaye et al., 2023; TechTarget, 2024). The real-time
communication enabled by microblogging platforms is another key affordance, allowing for immediate
engagement and the swift dissemination of information. This feature is particularly valuable during live
academic events such as lectures, conferences, or seminars, where microblogging can serve as a
backchannel for audience participation and feedback (Kim et al., 2018). The ability to share and respond
to updates instantaneously not only democratises participation-enabling contributions from those who
might be less inclined to speak in traditional settings-but also extends the reach of academic discourse
beyond the physical classroom, supporting the formation of broader learning networks (Alshaye et al.,
2023). Interactivity is central to microblogging’s educational potential. The affordances for replying,
reposting, “liking,” and sharing content facilitate dialogic exchange, collaborative knowledge
construction, and the creation of vibrant online academic communities (Buechel & Berger, 2019). These
interactive features have been shown to enhance both student-instructor and peer-to-peer
communication, foster a sense of belonging, and support the development of support networks among

students (Junco et al., 2011).

Publicness, or the generally open visibility of posts on platforms like Twitter, further supports the
formation of academic and professional communities that transcend institutional boundaries. This
openness facilitates networking, the sharing of research, and the building of professional identities, but
it also requires careful management of digital identity and professional boundaries (Wikipedia, 2025).
Recent research highlights the importance of digital literacy and critical engagement with public

platforms as essential skills for both students and academics (TechTarget, 2024). Hashtag culture is a
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particularly salient affordance for academic microblogging. Hashtags enable categorisation and
aggregation of discussions around specific topics, events, or communities, such as #edtech, #highered,
or #Computerscience (TechTarget, 2024). The strategic use of hashtags has been shown to foster
engagement, support knowledge building, and increase the visibility and impact of academic work
(Alshaye et al., 2023). Hashtag-driven communities facilitate the discovery of relevant content and the
formation of interest-based networks, which are critical for collaborative learning and professional

development (Wikipedia, 2025).

Multimodality, or the ability to integrate text, images, video, polls, and live streams, further enhances
the educational affordances of microblogging platforms. This diversity of content types caters to a range
of learning preferences and increases the richness of academic discourse (TechTarget, 2024). Recent
studies emphasise that multimodal communication supports differentiated instruction and makes

learning more accessible and engaging, particularly for students in digital disciplines (Kim et al., 2018).

Finally, algorithmic curation plays a significant role in shaping the visibility and reach of academic
content on microblogging platforms. Algorithms prioritise trending topics, user interests, and
engagement patterns, which can amplify the dissemination of scholarly work but also risk creating echo
chambers or reinforcing existing biases (Buechel & Berger, 2019). Understanding these dynamics is
increasingly important for academics and students who seek to leverage microblogging for scholarly

communication and community building.

As has been discussed, the affordances of microblogging - including conciseness, real-time
communication, interactivity, publicness, hashtag culture, multimodality, and algorithmic curation -
collectively support new forms of academic engagement, knowledge sharing, and community formation
in higher education. These features are directly relevant to this thesis, underpinning the evolving
practices of communication, collaboration, and identity formation amongst students and academics in

digital learning environments (Alshaye et al., 2023; Junco et al., 2011).

In educational contexts, social media and microblogging platforms offer significant opportunities. They

can:

e Support active learning:
By enabling students to engage in discussions, share resources, and collaborate on projects

beyond classroom walls (Alshaye et al., 2023; Dougherty & Andercheck, 2014; Mok, 2024).

e Broaden access to diverse viewpoints:
Students and academics can connect with a global community, gaining exposure to a wider range

of perspectives and expertise (Mok, 2024; Zhang, 2024).
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Promote professional development:
Platforms like Twitter and LinkedIn facilitate networking, mentorship, and the dissemination of
research, which are especially valuable for early-career academics and students (Manca &

Ranieri, 2017; Jandri¢ et al., 2024).

Enhance visibility and impact:
Academics can share their work with broader audiences, participate in public scholarship, and

contribute to real-time academic debates (Jandri¢ et al., 2024; Alshaye et al., 2023).

However, these platforms also present challenges:

Information credibility:
The open nature of social media can lead to the spread of misinformation or unvetted content,

requiring users to develop strong digital literacy skills (van der Linden et al., 2023; Zhang, 2024).

Privacy and security:
Public interactions may expose users to privacy risks, online harassment, or unwanted attention

(van der Linden et al., 2023; Alabrese et al., 2024).

Distraction and overload:
The constant flow of information can be overwhelming and may distract from focused academic

work (Zhang, 2024; Alshaye et al., 2023).

Changing platform dynamics:
Recent changes in platform ownership, moderation policies, and user demographics (e.g.,
Twitter’s rebranding to X) have introduced uncertainty about the sustainability and safety of

academic communities online (van der Linden et al., 2023; Alabrese et al., 2024).

Understanding these definitions and characteristics provides a foundation for examining how both

students and academics are adopting, adapting, and perceiving these platforms in their teaching and

learning practices. This focus is central to the study’s research questions, which seek to explore the

utilisation and perception of social media, especially microblogging, by Computer Science students and

academics.

2.5.1 Relevance to Computer Science Education

The integration of microblogging platforms into the landscape of Computer Science education reflects

a broader shift in higher education towards digitally mediated, networked forms of scholarly

communication and collaboration. Microblogging, with its affordances for rapid information exchange,

real-time dialogue, and open participation, has become a salient tool for both educators and students
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seeking to navigate the increasingly dynamic and interconnected nature of the discipline (Singh, 2024;

Wang et al., 2023).

Within Computer Science, the fast-paced evolution of knowledge, the need for timely access to
technical resources, and the prevalence of collaborative problem-solving render microblogging
platforms particularly relevant. These platforms facilitate the dissemination of coding resources,
research updates, and pedagogical innovations, enabling members of the academic community to
remain abreast of emerging trends and best practices (Gao et al., 2012; Singh, 2024). The use of
microblogging during academic conferences, for example, has become an established practice,
providing a “backchannel” for real-time scholarly discourse that not only augments formal presentations
but also democratises participation by allowing remote and less vocal participants to contribute to the
conversation (Kimmons & Veletsianos, 2016; Singh, 2024). Hashtag-driven discussions further enable
the aggregation and curation of content around specific programming challenges, research themes, or
educational events, fostering the emergence of specialised learning communities that transcend
institutional and geographic boundaries (Kimmons & Veletsianos, 2016; Greenhow et al., 2019). The
educational value of microblogging in Computer Science extends beyond conference engagement.
Empirical studies have demonstrated that microblogging supports ongoing professional learning and
resource sharing among educators and students alike (Greenhow et al., 2019; Singh, 2024). The open
and decentralised nature of these platforms encourages dialogue and mentorship across hierarchical and
disciplinary divides, providing early-career researchers and students with access to diverse perspectives,
collaborative opportunities, and informal support networks (PMC, 2020; Singh, 2024). Such
interactions are not only conducive to professional development but also contribute to the cultivation

of a sense of belonging and identity within the broader academic community.

From a pedagogical perspective, the integration of microblogging into Computer Science curricula has
been associated with increased student engagement, motivation, and academic achievement. Alshaye
et al. (2023) report that students participating in microblogging-based learning activities exhibit higher
levels of engagement and improved academic performance compared to those in traditional
instructional settings. These positive outcomes are, however, contingent upon intentional instructional
design and active faculty involvement, highlighting the importance of aligning microblogging activities
with clearly articulated learning objectives and robust pedagogical frameworks (Alshaye et al., 2023;
Gao et al., 2012). Furthermore, microblogging facilitates collaborative learning by supporting group
work, peer feedback, and the development of supportive academic communities, all of which are critical

for fostering deep learning and resilience in complex, technical fields (Junco et al., 2011).

Despite these benefits, the adoption of microblogging in Computer Science education is accompanied

by challenges that warrant critical consideration. The open nature of these platforms raises concerns

24



regarding information credibility, privacy, and the potential for digital distraction (Wang et al., 2023;
Alabrese et al., 2024). The rapid flow of information, while beneficial for staying current, can also
contribute to cognitive overload and the propagation of misinformation if not accompanied by strong
digital literacy skills and critical engagement (van der Linden et al., 2023). Moreover, recent shifts in
platform governance, moderation policies, and user demographics have introduced new uncertainties
regarding the sustainability and safety of academic communities in these digital spaces (Singh, 2024;

Alabrese et al., 2024).

Ultimately, the affordances of microblogging platforms have rendered them highly relevant to
Computer Science education, offering new possibilities for scholarly communication, professional
networking, and collaborative learning. Their effective integration, however, requires ongoing critical
reflection, the cultivation of digital literacies, and the development of adaptive pedagogical strategies
that are responsive to the evolving digital landscape. This review, therefore, situates microblogging as
both an opportunity and a challenge for Computer Science educators and students, underscoring the

need for continued research and reflexive practice in this rapidly changing domain.

2.6 Use of Social Media by Students in Higher Education

Integrating social media into students’ academic lives has profoundly reshaped learning, collaboration,
and professional development in higher education. Recent research highlights the multifaceted roles
these platforms play, from supporting informal learning communities to serving as tools for career
readiness (Peleshchak et al., 2024; Romero-Hall et al., 2023). However, the literature also reveals that
the academic benefits of social media are accompanied by significant challenges and complexities, and

its impact is far from uniformly positive.

Social media platforms facilitate dynamic academic collaboration by bridging institutional and global
knowledge networks. Students increasingly use platforms like microblogging services, WhatsApp, and
Discord to form study groups, share resources, and engage in peer-to-peer problem-solving (Peleshchak
etal., 2024; Smit, 2023). For instance, the hashtag culture prevalent on microblogging platforms enables
students to participate in global academic conversations, seek feedback on projects, and access real-
time updates on research and technological advancements (Smith & Jones, 2024; Davidson et al., 2023).
Survey data from Ismail et al. (2022) indicate that 82% of Malaysian university students reported using
social media for collaborative learning, citing ease of access to peers and instantaneous communication
as key advantages. Similarly, West, Elander, and Harris (2018) demonstrated that synchronous
microblogging activities, such as in-lecture quizzes, improved engagement and two-way
communication between students and instructors in an Australian accounting course. These platforms
also support asynchronous collaboration, as students exchange coding solutions on repositories or

troubleshoot technical issues in online forums (Romero-Hall et al., 2023; Abdillah, 2017). Yet, despite
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these advantages, the literature is critical of the often superficial and uneven integration of social media
into academic life. While students are adept at using these platforms for social interaction, this does not
necessarily translate into effective academic engagement. There remains a disconnect between students’
digital habits and the pedagogical strategies employed in higher education, with social media’s potential
as a learning tool yet to be fully realised (Bennett & Maton, 2024; Ong & Quek, 2023). Scholars have
observed that social media use in education is frequently sporadic, localised, and not systematically
aligned with evidence-based digital pedagogies (Romero-Hall et al., 2023; Bennett & Maton, 2024).
This disconnect represents a missed opportunity, as social media could, in principle, promote deeper
engagement, timely feedback, and more authentic interaction between students and lecturers (Demir,

2024; Peleshchak et al., 2024).

Beyond formal curricula, social media has become a critical and dynamic space for informal learning,
fundamentally reshaping how students acquire knowledge and develop skills. Platforms such as
YouTube, TikTok, Instagram, and WhatsApp are now integral to students’ daily academic routines,
providing flexible, on-demand resources that supplement traditional lectures and coursework (Nguyen
& Le, 2023; Tan, 2022; Green & Thomas, 2025). In visually demanding fields like health sciences,
engineering, and computer programming, students increasingly turn to video-based content and
infographics to help visualise complex scientific and technical concepts. A systematic review by Patel
and Ahmed (2023) found that 67% of students relied on social media to aid in understanding such
material, which in turn enhanced their motivation and promoted self-directed learning. The nature of
informal learning on social media is characterised by its immediacy, diversity, and adaptability.
Students report using platforms like YouTube to access multiple explanations of the same topic,
broadening their perspectives and allowing them to choose explanations that best fit their learning style
(Brown & Lee, 2025; Green & Thomas, 2025). Short-form, visually engaging content on platforms
such as TikTok and Instagram is particularly effective for breaking down complex topics into
manageable, memorable segments. This approach not only increases student engagement and
enjoyment but also improves retention and understanding, as students can revisit and share content as

needed (Brown & Lee, 2025; Nguyen & Le, 2023).

Moreover, the boundary between formal and informal learning is increasingly blurred. Students rarely
distinguish between “educational technology” and “social media,” instead viewing platforms like
WhatsApp, Discord, and Facebook groups as seamless extensions of their academic toolkit (Smith,
2023; Romero-Hall et al., 2023). These platforms enable peer-to-peer support, collaborative problem-
solving, and the sharing of resources outside of scheduled class time, fostering a culture of continuous,
student-centred learning (Green & Thomas, 2025; Romero-Hall et al., 2023). Social media also supports
the development of digital competencies, creativity, and problem-solving skills, as students learn to

navigate, curate, and critically evaluate vast amounts of information (Green & Thomas, 2025; Carter,

26



2025). However, this organic integration of social media into academic life is not without its challenges.
The sheer volume of content available can lead to information overload, with 41% of undergraduates
reporting difficulty filtering relevant and credible material from the noise (Tan, 2022; Evans & Murphy,
2023). Studies have shown that this overload can result in technostress, cognitive fatigue, and even
diminished academic performance, as students struggle to manage the constant influx of notifications,
messages, and new content (Tan, 2022; Evans & Murphy, 2023; Carter, 2025). Communication
overload is also a concern, as students feel pressured to stay constantly connected and responsive, which

can disrupt focus and contribute to academic exhaustion (Tan, 2022; Evans & Murphy, 2023).

Given these patterns, it becomes increasingly important to examine how Computer Science students
and academics utilise and perceive social media platforms, especially microblogging, in both their
formal studies and informal learning activities. Furthermore, understanding these practices and
perceptions is essential for identifying effective strategies that academics can employ to harness social
media as a tool for enhancing student engagement and communication within Computer Science
education. Another important consideration is the variability in digital literacy among students. While
many are adept at using social media for entertainment, not all possess the critical skills required to
evaluate the credibility of online information or to use these platforms effectively for academic purposes
(Carter, 2025). This highlights the need for targeted digital literacy training within higher education
curricula, ensuring that students are equipped to leverage social media as a productive and reliable
learning tool rather than a source of distraction or misinformation (Green & Thomas, 2025; Carter,

2025).

Educators are increasingly recognising the potential of social media for informal learning and are
beginning to integrate these platforms into their teaching strategies. For example, the use of YouTube
and TikTok videos in flipped classroom models has been shown to increase student motivation,
independence, and critical thinking, whilst making learning more enjoyable and accessible (Lee, 2022).
Faculties embracing social media as a supplement to formal instruction report greater student
participation and satisfaction, particularly when content is tailored to students’ interests and delivered

in engaging, interactive formats (Romero-Hall et al., 2023; Brown & Lee, 2025).

Social media is also increasingly instrumental in shaping students’ professional trajectories. Platforms
such as LinkedIn and microblogging services allow users to showcase projects, network with industry
professionals, and participate in career-oriented communities (Garcia & Patel, 2024). In a recent
experiment, Garcia and Patel (2024) found that students exposed to social media-based career guidance
demonstrated a 22% increase in networking confidence and clarity about career paths compared to
control groups. Computer Science students, in particular, curate online portfolios and engage in

technical microblogging communities to align their skills with industry demands (Romero-Hall et al.,
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2023).

Despite these benefits, social media use in academia is not without challenges. Information overload
and distraction are significant issues, with excessive notifications and non-academic content disrupting
focus and correlating with lower academic performance, particularly among students who spend more
than three hours daily on these platforms (Tan, 2022; Nguyen & Le, 2018). Privacy concerns are also
prominent, as only a minority of students feel comfortable merging academic and personal identities
online, with many expressing fears about surveillance or data misuse (Cheplygina et al., 2020; Romero-
Hall et al., 2023). Digital literacy gaps persist, while across the majority of students who use social
media daily, less than half receive institutional training on how to leverage these tools effectively for
academic purposes (Cheplygina et al., 2020; Bennett & Maton, 2024). Finally, platform instability
caused by changes to algorithms, ownership, and rebranding, can disrupt established academic

communities and necessitate ongoing adaptability (Johnson, 2024).

Social media has emerged as a powerful and adaptive space for informal learning, skill development,
and professional networking in higher education. Students benefit from unprecedented access to diverse
resources, flexible opportunities for self-directed and collaborative learning, and the cultivation of
digital competencies essential for contemporary academic and professional life (Peleshchak et al., 2024;
Romero-Hall et al., 2023). At the same time, the literature consistently highlights the challenges of
information overload, digital distraction, privacy concerns, and uneven digital literacy, all of which can

undermine the potential benefits of these platforms (Frontiers in Psychology, 2022).

Considering these findings, it is evident that the ways in which Computer Science students and
academics utilise and perceive social media, particularly microblogging, are shaped by both the
affordances and the limitations of these technologies. The evidence suggests that while social media
can foster engagement, resource sharing, and professional growth, its effectiveness as an academic tool
depends on how thoughtfully it is integrated into learning and teaching practices (Smit, 2023; Smith &
Jones, 2024). This underscores the importance of developing targeted digital literacy initiatives and
pedagogical strategies that maximise the educational value of social media whilst also addressing its

risks.

Ultimately, the literature reviewed here points to the need for ongoing research into how Computer
Science educators and students can best leverage social media platforms to enhance engagement and
communication. By focusing on both the practical uses and the perceptions of these tools, as well as on
evidence-based strategies for their integration in academic contexts, future work can contribute to a

more nuanced and effective approach to digital learning in higher education.
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2.6.1 Disciplinary Differences: The Case of Computer Science

Computer Science education is uniquely characterised by its deep entwinement with digital platforms
and social media, a reflection of the discipline’s rapid technological evolution and its collaborative,
open-source ethos (Machado et al., 2024; Davidson et al., 2023). Unlike many other academic fields,
where social media may serve primarily as a peripheral tool for networking or professional branding,
in Computer Science, these platforms are structurally embedded in the processes of knowledge
construction, problem-solving, and professional identity formation. This disciplinary specificity
foregrounds the importance of understanding not only how students and academics utilise and perceive
microblogging in their academic practices, but also how these perceptions and practices shape, and are

shaped by, the broader sociotechnical context of the field.

A salient feature of Computer Science education is the integration of platforms such as GitHub and
Stack Overflow, which function not only as technical infrastructures but as social ecosystems that
facilitate collaborative coding, peer review, and the dissemination of open-source projects (Chugh,
Grose, & Macht, 2021; Moldovan, 2024). The affordances of these platforms, ranging from
asynchronous discussion threads and issue tracking to real-time collaborative editing, mirror industry
practices and foster a sense of professional belonging among students (Chugh et al., 2021). However,
the literature is increasingly critical of the assumption that mere access to such platforms guarantees
equitable participation or positive learning outcomes. Cheplygina et al. (2020) highlight that
engagement with these digital communities is often stratified by prior experience, confidence, and
digital literacy, with less experienced students sometimes marginalised or hesitant to contribute. Thus,
the ways in which Computer Science students and academics engage with microblogging and related
platforms are not uniform, but are mediated by individual, institutional, and disciplinary factors, a

complexity that underscores the need for nuanced empirical investigation (Machado et al., 2024).

These environments enable rapid feedback, the sharing of diverse perspectives, and the cultivation of a
sense of community that frequently transcends institutional boundaries (Machado et al., 2024; Davidson
et al., 2023). Nevertheless, the open and decentralised nature of these spaces introduces significant
challenges, including information overload, variable content quality, and the risk of exposure to toxic
interactions or misinformation (Chugh et al., 2021). The literature suggests that while microblogging
can democratise access to expertise and foster collaborative learning, it also necessitates the
development of critical digital literacies and strategies for managing participation issues that are
particularly salient for Computer Science educators seeking to enhance student engagement and

communication (Smit, 2023).

Microblogging occupies a distinctive position at the intersection of academic and professional

development within Computer Science. Through microblogging, students and academics can engage in
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real-time discourse with global communities, participate in hashtag-driven conversations around
technical challenges, and access up-to-date information on programming languages, frameworks, and
industry trends (Smit, 2023; Moldovan, 2024). Notably, Smit (2023) reports that a significant
proportion of Computer Science students attribute their professional development and career decision-
making to insights gained through microblogging communities. However, this convergence of
academic and professional spheres also blurs the boundaries between formal and informal learning,
raising questions about the sustainability of engagement, the management of digital identity, and the
potential for digital fatigue (Tan, 2022; Cheplygina et al., 2020). The literature further indicates that the
disciplinary emphasis on technical mastery, up-to-date knowledge, and open-source collaboration
drives a preference for platforms that support real-time interaction and public sharing (Kemp & Jones,
2007; Moldovan, 2024). This contrasts with fields where knowledge is more stable and learning is
oriented toward interpretation and critique rather than technical innovation (Kemp & Jones, 2007;
Ortega, 2019). The open-source ethos, while fostering a sense of belonging and professional growth,
also exposes students to risks related to privacy, intellectual property, and negative online behaviours
(Moldovan, 2024; Cheplygina et al., 2020). These complexities highlight the importance of institutional
support, targeted digital literacy training, and the development of pedagogical strategies that are

responsive to the specific affordances and challenges of microblogging in Computer Science education.

The evolving landscape of microblogging, with the emergence of decentralised platforms and shifting
norms around moderation and community governance, adds further complexity to the ways in which
Computer Science students and academics engage with these tools (Feldman, 2019; Machado et al.,
2024). While the literature generally affirms the positive impact of microblogging on learning
outcomes, skill development, and employability (Igbal et al., 2023; Wong, 2022), it also cautions that
these benefits are contingent on critical engagement, equitable access, and the capacity to navigate the

sociotechnical risks inherent in these environments (Cheplygina et al., 2020; Smit, 2023).

Together, these findings underscore the necessity of research that interrogates not only the patterns of
microblogging use and perception among Computer Science students and academics, but also the
pedagogical and institutional strategies that can optimise its educational value while mitigating its risks.
Such an approach is essential for advancing our understanding of digital engagement in technical

disciplines and for informing evidence-based practice and policy in higher education.

2.6.2 Demographic and Institutional Influences

Patterns of social media engagement in higher education are shaped by a complex interplay of
demographic, disciplinary, and institutional factors, and these patterns are far from static.
Internationally, students’ use of platforms such as YouTube and Instagram reflects both global trends

and local contexts, with undergraduates gravitating toward visually oriented or messaging-based
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platforms for peer learning and informal collaboration, while postgraduates are more likely to engage
with professional networking sites such as LinkedIn and microblogging platforms for career
development and scholarly exchange (QS Quacquarelli Symonds, 2023; Dodds, 2024; Carrigan &
Jordan, 2021). For example, Dodds (2024) reports that 80% of postgraduate students globally use
LinkedIn or microblogging services for professional networking, compared to just 35% of
undergraduates, who demonstrated a stronger preference for Instagram and Snapchat as tools for social

and academic interaction.

Institutional culture and policy also exert significant influence on student social media practices. UK
universities that have implemented comprehensive digital literacy programmes, such as the University
of Brighton’s Digital Literacy Framework, report up to 45% higher student satisfaction with the
educational value of social media, as well as improved critical engagement and information literacy
(Handley, 2018). Initiatives like Falmouth University’s adoption of blended learning models have
demonstrated tangible benefits, including a 46% increase in student retention (Quality Assurance
Agency for Higher Education [QAA], 2022). However, these benefits are not distributed evenly.
Persistent disparities in access to infrastructure and digital support, particularly among students from
rural or disadvantaged backgrounds, continue to shape the landscape of digital engagement in the UK

(Cheplygina et al., 2020; Demir, 2024).

It is important to acknowledge that the data and trends discussed here are situated within a particular
historical moment. The research underpinning this review, and especially the data collection, was
carried out over several years. During this period, both platform popularity and usage patterns have
continued to evolve, and they remain in flux. For instance, the rise of new platforms such as Threads
and Mastodon, as well as changes in user demographics and institutional policies, underscore the
dynamic nature of the digital ecosystem. Consequently, the statistics cited should be understood as
indicative rather than definitive, and ongoing shifts in social media culture may shape future patterns

of engagement in ways that this research can only partially anticipate.

Within the UK, social media integration in higher education is marked by both innovation and
unevenness. While institutions such as Teesside University report high levels of digital competence
among staff (96%), less than half of students receive formal training in the academic use of social media
(QAA, 2022; Demir, 2024). The Research Excellence Framework has encouraged some universities to
use social media metrics as proxies for research impact, yet this practice has been critiqued for
conflating visibility with substantive academic contribution (Carrigan & Jordan, 2021). Furthermore,
UK-specific initiatives such as Virtual Peer Assisted Learning (VPAL) at the University of Glasgow
have leveraged platforms like Facebook and Discord to foster pre-arrival communities and ongoing

academic support, with 75% of students in these groups reporting reduced isolation and improved
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clarity regarding coursework (Ahmed & Honeychurch, 2023).

Drilling down to Computer Science, the discipline’s engagement with social media is particularly
distinctive. Platforms such as GitHub and Stack Overflow are deeply embedded in formal curricula and
informal learning networks, supporting collaborative coding, version control, and open-source project
sharing (Chugh et al., 2021; Moldovan, 2024). UK Computer Science students frequently participate in
niche online communities, including Reddit’s r/learnprogramming and discipline-specific Discord
servers, where rapid peer feedback and collective troubleshooting mirror the field’s iterative, problem-
solving ethos (Machado et al., 2024). Microblogging platforms are used for real-time technical
discourse and for professional networking, with a significant proportion of students attributing career
decisions and industry alignment to insights gained through these channels (Smit, 2023; Igbal et al.,
2023).

Yet, the literature also highlights challenges which are particularly acute in Computer Science. The
pressure to maintain an active digital presence, coupled with the risks of distraction, privacy breaches
and information overload, can undermine well-being and academic performance (Tan, 2022;
Cheplygina et al., 2020). These issues are compounded by the rapid evolution of platforms and the
shifting boundaries between formal and informal learning, making it imperative for institutions to
provide targeted digital literacy training and to develop pedagogical strategies that are responsive to the

unique affordances and risks of microblogging and related tools (Smit, 2023; Moldovan, 2024).

This review is therefore attentive to the ways to which Computer Science students and academics in the
UK utilise and perceive social media platforms, especially microblogging, in their academic learning,
teaching, and communication. It also considers how these experiences inform the development of
strategies to enhance student engagement and communication, both within Computer Science and more
broadly across higher education. Future research should prioritise longitudinal and comparative studies
to capture the evolving impacts of social media on graduate employability, academic identity, and

discipline-specific best practices, particularly as the UK’s digital education landscape continues to shift.

2.7 Use of Social Media by Academics in Higher Education

The adoption of social media by academics in higher education has transformed scholarly
communication, teaching, and professional identity, but the implications of this shift are complex and
contested. Internationally, academics have embraced microblogging, professional networking
platforms, and blogs as channels for research dissemination, peer engagement, and public scholarship
(Romero-Hall et al., 2023; Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2016). Recent studies indicate that the majority of
academics use microblogging and networking platforms to promote publications, participate in digital
conferences, and cultivate professional communities (Romero-Hall et al., 2023; Jordan, 2016). This

trend has been linked to the rise of the "networked academic," whose visibility and influence
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increasingly depend on digital engagement metrics such as followers, shares, and hashtag activity
(Carrigan & Jordan, 2021). Yet, the relationship between social media activity and scholarly impact is
far from straightforward. While some research suggests a positive correlation between academics’
online presence and citation rates, critical analyses warn that universities’ reliance on social media
metrics as proxies for research impact is both “naive and problematic” (Carrigan & Jordan, 2021, p. 2).
In the UK, the Research Excellence Framework (REF) has incentivised institutions to foreground social
media engagement in their impact case studies, but this has led to a “loose coupling” of platform-driven
metrics and academic value systems, potentially privileging visibility over substantive scholarly
contribution (Carrigan & Jordan, 2021; Statista, 2024). The competitive funding environment further
amplifies these dynamics, as academics are encouraged to cultivate large online followings that may

not reflect the depth or societal relevance of their research (Carrigan & Jordan, 2021).

Pedagogically, social media offers both opportunities and challenges. Educators increasingly use
platforms such as WhatsApp, Slack, and microblogging tools to facilitate real-time communication,
collaborative learning, and access to supplementary resources (Machado et al., 2024; Sutherland,
Terton, Davis, Driver, & Visser, 2020). Empirical evidence from UK and international contexts
suggests that integrating microblogging into teaching can enhance student engagement, foster dialogic
learning, and support the development of digital literacies (Graham, 2014; Singleton, 2016; Gao et al.,
2012). However, the literature is divided on the extent to which these benefits are realised in practice.
For example, Sutherland et al. (2020) note that many academics use social media primarily for one-way
information broadcasting rather than two-way dialogue, a tendency attributed to lack of training, time
constraints, and concerns about privacy and credibility. These findings raise important questions about
how academics perceive and enact the pedagogical potential of microblogging, particularly in
disciplines such as Computer Science where digital communication is integral to both teaching and

professional practice.

The UK context reveals further complexities. While digital skills and literacy initiatives, such as the
Jisc Discovery Tool and digital capabilities frameworks at universities like Manchester, have sought to
embed social media training within academic development, uptake remains uneven and often discipline-
dependent (Davies, 2024; Jisc, 2025). Statista (2024) reports that 29% of UK social media users hold a
bachelor’s degree or higher, but the distribution of platform use varies by academic field and career
stage. Computer Science academics, for instance, are more likely to adopt microblogging for conference
backchannels, open-source collaboration, and industry networking, reflecting the field’s alignment with
open innovation and rapid knowledge exchange (Singh, 2024; Chugh et al., 2021). However, even in
these digitally advanced disciplines, the pressure to maintain an active online presence can exacerbate
workload and contribute to burnout, particularly among early-career researchers (Graham, 2014;

Sutherland et al., 2020).
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The risks and challenges associated with academic social media use are well documented. Concerns
about harassment, doxxing, and the blurring of personal and professional boundaries are especially
pronounced for women, LGBTQ+, and BIPOC scholars, who report higher rates of targeted abuse and
lower levels of institutional support (Wonkhe, 2023; Romero-Hall et al., 2023). Despite the proliferation
of equity, diversity, and inclusion (ED]) initiatives, many affected academics in the UK indicate they
have received no formal training on managing online risks (Wonkhe, 2023). Furthermore, the
dominance of algorithmic curation on major platforms exacerbates the spread of misinformation and
can undermine the credibility of both educators and institutions (Editverse, 2024). These challenges are
compounded by institutional ambivalence: while universities increasingly valorise digital engagement,
they rarely provide clear guidelines or recognise social media activity as equivalent to traditional
scholarly outputs (Carrigan & Jordan, 2021; Sutherland et al., 2020). The literature also highlights a
persistent tension between the promise of social media for widening participation and the risk of
reproducing inequalities. Academics from less-popular disciplines or marginalised groups may find it
more difficult to build large online followings, and thus face barriers to recognition and career
advancement in a system that rewards digital visibility (Carrigan & Jordan, 2021). Moreover, the rapid
“online pivot” during the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the adoption of digital platforms in UK
higher education, but the long-term effects on academic culture, workload, and research integrity remain

uncertain (Carrigan & Jordan, 2021; Tattersall, 2025).

In Computer Science, the integration of microblogging and related platforms into both teaching and
research is particularly pronounced. Educators use these tools to share open-source resources,
crowdsource solutions, and mentor students, often leveraging microblogging as a backchannel during
conferences and as a means of engaging with industry partners (Singh, 2024; Moldovan, 2024).
However, the literature cautions that even in this context, the benefits of social media are contingent on
digital literacy, institutional culture, and the availability of support structures (Chugh et al., 2021; Smit,
2023). The evolving landscape of platforms - including the rise of decentralised and niche networks -
adds further complexity, raising questions about the sustainability of professional communities and the

future of digital engagement in academia (Tattersall, 2025).

Taken together, these findings underscore the need for nuanced, longitudinal research that interrogates
not only how academics in the UK and internationally utilise and perceive microblogging and other
social media platforms, but also how these practices inform strategies for enhancing student
engagement, communication, and professional development, particularly in Computer Science. As
universities continue to grapple with the challenges and opportunities of digital scholarship, there is a
pressing need for institutional policies that move beyond metrics and amplification, focusing instead on

fostering genuine engagement, equity, and academic integrity in the digital age.
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2.8 Communication Patterns in Computer Science Education

Computer Science education occupies a distinctive position at the intersection of technological
innovation, disciplinary culture, and pedagogical practice, rendering it uniquely receptive to the
integration of social media and microblogging platforms. The communication demands within
Computer Science - characterised by the need for speed, technical precision, and collaborative problem-
solving - have catalysed the adoption of digital platforms as extensions of both formal and informal
learning environments (Rahman, 2024; Singh, 2024). This integration is not merely reflective of broader
trends in higher education but has generated communication patterns and professional practices specific

to the technical, collaborative, and rapidly evolving nature of the field (Rahman, 2024; Singh, 2024).

A growing body of research demonstrates that microblogging and social media platforms are deeply
embedded in the communicative ecology of Computer Science education. Students and academics
routinely employ platforms such as Reddit, Stack Overflow, Discord, and GitHub to exchange complex
technical information, share code, troubleshoot errors, and remain abreast of the latest developments in
programming languages, frameworks, and industry standards (Rahman, 2024; Moldovan, 2024; Singh,
2024). These platforms facilitate real-time knowledge sharing, peer-supported learning, and the
formation of distributed communities of practice, thereby extending the boundaries of the classroom
and enabling a dynamic, participatory approach to learning and professional development (Ebner et al.,
2010; Chugh et al., 2021). Microblogging, in particular, has emerged as a critical conduit for scholarly
engagement and professional networking within the Computer Science community. Empirical studies
highlight the centrality of microblogging as a “conference backchannel,” allowing academics and
students to live-comment on conference proceedings, disseminate key insights, and foster remote
participation through event-specific hashtags (Singh, 2024; Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2016; Chugh et
al., 2021). This practice broadens access to scholarly discourse and also democratises participation,
enabling early-career researchers and students to interact with established academics and contribute to
ongoing debates (Singh, 2024; Ebner et al., 2010). The affordances of microblogging - brevity,
immediacy, and networked visibility - are particularly well aligned with the epistemic and professional
imperatives of Computer Science, where the rapid dissemination of code snippets, tutorials, and

technical solutions is both routine and valued (Gao et al., 2012; Chugh et al., 2021).

The formation of vibrant online communities around hashtags such as #100DaysOfCode and
#WomenWhoCode further illustrates the role of social media in fostering peer support, resource
sharing, and collective achievement within Computer Science (Almalki et al., 2025; Moldovan, 2024).
GitHub, Stack Overflow and Discord each serve as critical infrastructures for collaborative problem-
solving, iterative project development, and the curation of open-source knowledge (Rahman, 2024;
Moldovan, 2024). These platforms facilitate the acquisition of technical skills and support the

development of professional identity and social capital, as students model expert behaviours, engage in
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peer-to-peer learning, and receive feedback through mechanisms such as likes, comments, and code
reviews (Rahman et al., 2024; Marin, 2022). Social media also acts as a bridge between formal
education and industry practice, with students and academics leveraging microblogging and
professional networking platforms to follow leading practitioners, engage with emerging trends, and
access career opportunities (Moldovan, 2024; Rahman, 2024). The informal, dialogic nature of
microblogging enables students to pose questions, crowdsource solutions, and receive feedback from a
global audience, thereby enhancing their digital literacy and social cognitive learning (Man, Wang, &
Liu, 2024). These practices are instrumental in supporting academic achievement and preparing

students for participation in the broader technology sector.

Despite these opportunities, the literature is critical of several persistent challenges associated with the
use of social media in Computer Science education. The abundance of user-generated content
necessitates the development of advanced digital literacy skills to evaluate information quality and
credibility, as misinformation and variable expertise are endemic to open platforms (Moldovan, 2024;
Man et al., 2024; Anderson, 2019). Accessibility barriers persist, as not all students possess equal
familiarity or comfort with platforms such as GitHub or Discord, potentially exacerbating inequalities
in access to informal learning communities (Rahman, 2024; Ebner et al., 2010). Communication is often
fragmented across multiple platforms, complicating the tracking of conversations and the consolidation
of knowledge (Basis, 2024). The rapid pace and volume of updates can also contribute to cognitive
overload and burnout, particularly in online and hybrid learning contexts, raising concerns about student
well-being and sustained engagement (PMC, 2023; Man et al., 2024). The integration of social media
into formal Computer Science curricula remains uneven and, in many cases, under-theorised. While
some educators encourage participation in coding communities or the live documentation of project
work via microblogging, structured pedagogical frameworks and institutional guidance are often
lacking (Rahman, 2024; Singh, 2024; Chugh et al., 2021). Concerns about maintaining academic rigour,
protecting student privacy, and managing professional boundaries further complicate the landscape
(KELSI, 2024; Moldovan, 2024). Best practices identified in the literature emphasise the need for
purposeful, critically informed participation and the establishment of clear guidelines to maximise the

benefits of social media while mitigating its risks (Man et al., 2024; Anderson, 2019).

The communication patterns emerging from social media use in Computer Science education thus
represent both significant opportunities and notable challenges. These platforms offer dynamic avenues
for knowledge sharing, community building, and professional development, but their effective
integration requires careful attention to issues of digital literacy, inclusivity, and pedagogical design.
For academics and institutions seeking to leverage social media to enrich teaching and learning in
Computer Science, it is essential to move beyond ad hoc adoption and toward developing structured,

evidence-based strategies that address both the affordances and the limitations of these technologies.
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This imperative is directly aligned with the research questions that guided this thesis, which sought to
elucidate how students and academics utilised and perceived microblogging in Computer Science
education, and to identify strategies for fostering meaningful engagement, communication, and learning

in digital environments.

2.9 Theoretical Frameworks Underpinning the Research

The exploration of social media and microblogging’s impact on communication patterns in higher
education, particularly within Computer Science, is grounded in established theoretical frameworks that
elucidate the pedagogical, technological, and sociocultural dimensions of these tools. The following
theories provide critical lenses for analysing how social media platforms like Twitter reshape learning,

collaboration, and knowledge dissemination in academia.

Connectivism, proposed by Siemens (2005), is a learning theory tailored to the digital age, positing that
learning occurs through networked connections rather than isolated individual cognition. Knowledge is
distributed across digital and human nodes, with social media serving as conduits for real-time
information exchange and community-driven knowledge construction (Siemens, 2005; Duke et al.,
2013). For Computer Science education, where rapid technological evolution demands agility,
connectivism explains how platforms like Twitter enable students and academics to access global
expertise, participate in hashtag-driven discussions (e.g., #100DaysOfCode), and co-construct solutions

in open-source communities (Garcia et al., 2015; Moldstud, 2024).

Recent studies validate connectivism’s relevance in higher education. A 2023 systematic review
identified it as a dominant framework for understanding social media’s role in fostering networked
learning, though critiques note its emphasis on pedagogical application over mechanistic learning
processes (Education and Information Technologies, 2023; Kop & Hill, 2008). In Computer Science,
connectivism aligns with practices such as live-tweeting conferences and GitHub collaborations, where

actionable knowledge emerges from dynamic, decentralised networks (Singh, 2024; Rahman, 2024).

Rooted in Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory, social constructivism emphasises collaborative
meaning-making through social interaction. Learning is viewed as a dialogic process where individuals
co-create knowledge within communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Social media platforms
operationalise this theory by facilitating peer discussions, collaborative problem-solving, and resource

sharing across institutional and disciplinary boundaries (Yilmaz, 2008; Frontiers in Psychology, 2022).

In Computer Science education, platforms like Stack Overflow and Discord exemplify social
constructivist principles, enabling students to troubleshoot code, debate algorithms, and engage in
project-based learning with global peers (PMC, 2021; JIME, 2024). Although Vygotsky (1978)

developed the idea of the “zone of proximal development” long before the advent of social media,
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studies indicate that platforms such as Twitter (in its earlier form) and Reddit forums provided such
spaces, allowing novices to learn through guided interaction with experts (Al-Rahmi et al., 2022).
However, challenges such as information overload and unequal participation highlight the need for

structured guidance to maximise collaborative potential (Man et al., 2024).

Media Richness Theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986) classifies communication channels by their capacity to
convey complex information. "Rich" media (e.g., video calls) reduce ambiguity through immediate
feedback and multimodal cues, while "lean" media (e.g., text-based platforms) suit routine exchanges.
Microblogging platforms like Twitter, though initially lean, achieve richness through multimedia
integration (images, code snippets), threaded discussions, and hashtag-driven communities (Kim et al.,

2017; Frontiers in Psychology, 2022).

In Computer Science education, MRT explains how Twitter’s brevity coexists with efficacy: GIFs
visualise debugging processes, GitHub links provide granular technical details, and retweets amplify
expert insights (Media Richness and Continuance Intention, 2022; Rahman, 2024). A 2018 study of
organisational learning found that platforms like YouTube and Skype enhance knowledge transfer
through high media richness, a finding applicable to coding tutorials and virtual labs in academia (IGI

Global, 2018).

The Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1989) posits that technology adoption hinges on perceived
usefulness (PU) and perceived ease of use (PEOU). Applied to social media, TAM helps explain why
students and academics embrace or resist platforms like Twitter. PU reflects alignment with academic
goals (e.g., networking, resource sharing), while PEOU encompasses interface intuitiveness and

technical literacy (Al-Rahmi et al., 2022; PMC, 2023).

Recent extensions of TAM incorporate factors like perceived enjoyment and institutional support. A
2022 study of Saudi Arabian universities found that PU and PEOU significantly predict social media
adoption for collaborative learning, with engagement mediating academic performance (Frontiers in
Education, 2022). In Computer Science, TAM clarifies barriers such as privacy concerns and platform
instability, which deter users despite perceived benefits (O’Hanlon 2023; Commonwealth Roundtable,

2024).

The Community of Inquiry (Col) framework, developed by Garrison et al. (2000), provides a widely
adopted model for understanding online learning environments. The Col model identifies three
interrelated elements essential for a meaningful educational experience: cognitive presence (the
construction of meaning through reflection and discourse), social presence (the ability to project oneself
and build community), and teaching presence (the design, facilitation, and direction of learning).

Together, these presences foster a supportive, interactive environment that enhances learning outcomes.
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Social presence, a concept originally introduced by Short et al. (1976), has evolved to reflect the
importance of emotional and interpersonal connections in digital education. Research highlights that
students’ awareness of presence influences their motivation and engagement in online learning
(Jacobson, 2001; Kanwar & Swenson, 2000). The Col framework is particularly relevant to this study
as it places social presence at the heart of effective online learning - a key consideration for research on

social media in higher education.

The model also acknowledges the role of emotions and experiential learning, as described by Kolb
(1984), in shaping engagement and knowledge construction. By integrating cognitive, social, and
teaching presence, the Col framework offers a comprehensive lens for analysing how online
communities, including those formed on social media platforms, can support transformative and

collaborative learning experiences.

These theories collectively provide a robust foundation for analysing social media’s role in Computer

Science education:

e Connectivism underscores decentralised, networked learning, highlighting how knowledge is
distributed across digital and human nodes and how platforms like Twitter facilitate real-time
information exchange and community-driven knowledge construction (Siemens, 2005; Garcia

etal., 2015).

¢ Social Constructivism highlights collaborative knowledge construction, emphasising the
importance of social interaction and co-creation of meaning within disciplinary communities

(Vygotsky, 1978; Lave & Wenger, 1991).

e Media Richness Theory (MRT) evaluates communicative efficacy across platforms, helping
to explain how the affordances of social media - such as multimedia integration and threaded

discussions - can enhance or constrain academic discourse (Daft & Lengel, 1986).

e Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) identifies adoption drivers and barriers, focusing on
perceived usefulness, ease of use, and the contextual factors that shape students’ and

academics’ willingness to engage with social media tools (Davis, 1989; Al-Rahmi et al., 2022).

e Community of Inquiry (Col) framework brings a collaborative-constructivist lens to the
design and analysis of online learning environments, positing that meaningful educational
experiences arise from the interplay of social presence (the ability to project oneself as a real
person), cognitive presence (the construction and validation of meaning), and teaching presence
(the design, facilitation, and direction of learning processes) (Garrison et al., 2000; Fiock,

2020;). The Col model is particularly relevant for understanding how social media platforms
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can foster community, critical thinking, and effective instruction in Computer Science
education, especially as students and academics interact in increasingly digital and blended

learning contexts.

Collectively, these theoretical frameworks offer a nuanced lens through which to interpret the use and
perception of social media platforms such as Twitter within Computer Science education. They inform
a deeper understanding of how such platforms can be strategically leveraged to support student
engagement, communication, and learning outcomes. These dynamics are explored in more detail in

Chapter 4 and Chapter 5.

A 2023 systematic review emphasises that while connectivism and TAM dominate research, deeper
integration with pedagogical theories is needed to address gaps in institutional guidance and digital
literacy (Education and Information Technologies, 2023). For Computer Science, this synthesis clarifies
how platforms like Twitter balance immediacy with depth, fostering innovation while demanding

critical engagement.

These theoretical perspectives underpin the research questions of this study, which examined how
students and academics use and perceive social media, and how these platforms can be purposefully

integrated to enhance engagement and communication in Computer Science education.

2.10 Benefits and Challenges of Social Media in Higher Education

Integration of social media into higher education is often celebrated for its democratising potential and
its capacity to disrupt traditional academic hierarchies, yet a critical appraisal reveals a landscape
marked by profound contradictions, unresolved tensions, and emergent risks. While digital platforms
such as microblogging services, LinkedIn, Reddit, and Discord are widely credited with fostering new
forms of scholarly communication, collaboration, and professional identity, the empirical and
theoretical literature suggests that these benefits are neither inevitable nor evenly distributed (Carrigan

& Jordan, 2021; Anderson, 2019; Moldovan, 2024).

At the heart of social media’s appeal is its ability to facilitate real-time, participatory engagement that
transcends the temporal and spatial constraints of conventional academic practice. For practitioner-
researchers in Computer Science, this means unprecedented opportunities to broadcast research
findings, crowdsource solutions to technical problems, and join global conversations on emerging
trends (Haustein et al., 2020; Singh, 2024). The literature documents how microblogging and
community-driven platforms enable rapid dissemination of code, tutorials, and research outputs,
accelerating the pace of innovation and supporting a culture of open-source collaboration (Moldovan,
2024; Man, Wang, & Liu, 2024). Such affordances are particularly salient in Computer Science, where

the half-life of technical knowledge is short and the boundaries between research, teaching, and industry
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practice are unusually porous. Yet, the literature is clear that these affordances are not universally
accessible. The digital divide remains a persistent barrier, with socio-economic status, institutional
resources, and digital literacy shaping who can participate meaningfully in online academic
communities (Lane & Lewis, 2013). Academics from less privileged backgrounds, or those based in
under-resourced institutions, may lack access to reliable Internet, up-to-date devices, or the tacit
knowledge required to navigate complex digital environments. Even within Computer Science, where
digital fluency is often assumed, disparities in platform familiarity and confidence can marginalise
certain groups, reinforcing rather than ameliorating existing inequalities (Man et al., 2024; Moldovan,

2024).

The challenge of information quality and overload is particularly acute in the context of social media.
While the open, user-driven nature of these platforms democratises access to expertise, it also exposes
users to a deluge of content that is often unfiltered, uneven in quality, and susceptible to misinformation
(Manca & Ranieri, 2016; Anderson, 2019). The literature is replete with examples of students and
academics struggling to distinguish credible sources from unreliable ones, a problem exacerbated by
algorithmic curation that privileges engagement over accuracy (Carrigan & Jordan, 2021; Ye & Li,
2024). For those in Computer Science, where the stakes for technical accuracy are high, the risk of
propagating errors, outdated code, or flawed methodologies is a serious concern. This underscores the
importance of advanced digital literacy, critical engagement, and institutional support in fostering
environments where quality and credibility are systematically interrogated rather than assumed (Man

et al., 2024; Kent Educational Leadership and Strategy Institute [KELSI], 2024).

Privacy, data security, and ethical dilemmas further complicate the adoption of social media in academic
contexts. The literature documents widespread anxiety about the permanence of digital footprints, the
risk of harassment, and the potential for breaches of intellectual property (Sandoval et al., 2024;
Wonkhe, 2023). These concerns are especially pronounced for women, LGBTQ+, and ethnic minority
academics, who are disproportionately targeted by online abuse and who often lack adequate
institutional protection or recourse (Wonkhe, 2023; Carrigan & Jordan, 2021). For those in Computer
Science, the imperative to share code and collaborate openly must be balanced against the need to
protect sensitive data, maintain professional boundaries, and comply with institutional and legal

frameworks for data protection (KELSI, 2024; Moldovan, 2024).

The blurring of personal and professional boundaries is another source of ambivalence. While social
media can facilitate authentic engagement and foster academic identity, it can also erode professional
credibility, particularly when informal or controversial content is shared (Veletsianos, 2012; O’Hanlon,
2023). The literature documents a “credibility penalty” for academics who express strong political

views or personal opinions online, with institutional policies often lagging behind the realities of digital
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engagement (Carrigan & Jordan, 2021). The pressure to maintain an active online presence is also time-
consuming and can exacerbate academic workloads, contributing to stress, burnout, and diminished
well-being (Acadecraft, 2023; Ye & Li, 2024). A particularly troubling trend is the institutionalisation
of social media metrics as proxies for academic impact. As Carrigan and Jordan (2021) argue, the
increasing reliance on follower counts, shares, and other platform analytics in research evaluation
frameworks such as the UK’s REF risks distorting academic priorities and incentivising superficial
engagement over substantive scholarly contribution. This “metricisation” of academic value is
especially problematic for academics in Computer Science, whose work may be highly technical,
collaborative, or niche, thus less likely to attract broad online attention despite its substantive

significance (Statista, 2024; Moldovan, 2024).

Despite these challenges, the literature affirms that, when used strategically and critically, social media
can be a powerful tool for practitioner-researchers in Computer Science. It enables rapid knowledge
exchange, fosters collaboration across disciplinary and institutional boundaries, and amplifies the
societal relevance of research (Haustein et al., 2020; Wendo, 2024). The dialogic and participatory
nature of social media supports the development of professional networks, facilitates mentorship, and
provides access to diverse perspectives that can enrich both research and teaching (PMC, 2022; Singh,
2024). For underrepresented groups, social media can offer supportive communities and advocacy
spaces, although these benefits are contingent on robust digital literacy, critical reflexivity, and

institutional support (Almalki et al., 2025; Wonkhe, 2023).

The research questions that steered this thesis are thus deeply embedded in the critical issues raised by
the literature. Understanding how Computer Science students and academics utilise and perceive social
media platforms, and identifying strategies that can enhance engagement, communication, and learning,
requires moving beyond celebratory accounts to interrogate the structural, cultural, and ethical
dimensions of digital engagement. This includes addressing the digital divide, fostering digital literacy,
developing clear guidelines for privacy and professionalism, and resisting the uncritical adoption of
platform metrics as measures of academic value. Only through such a critical, context-sensitive
approach can the promise of social media in higher education be realised in equitable, effective, and

sustainable ways.

2.11 Gaps in the Existing Literature

Despite the expansion of research on social media in higher education, the literature continues to reveal
substantial gaps, particularly regarding the nuanced realities of Computer Science education and the
evolving role of microblogging platforms. Existing scholarship frequently conceptualises social media
use as a generic phenomenon, aggregating findings across divergent disciplines and thereby

overlooking the distinctive communication cultures, epistemic values, and learning practices that
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characterise technical fields such as Computer Science (Anderson, 2019; Romero-Hall et al., 2023;
Demir, 2024). This tendency to generalise is problematic, as Computer Science education is marked by
rapid knowledge exchange, collaborative coding, and project-based learning, all of which are closely
aligned with the affordances of platforms like GitHub, Discord, and microblogging services (Moldovan,
2024; Man, Wang, & Liu, 2024). Yet, the literature rarely interrogates how these discipline-specific
practices mediate the adoption and educational impact of social media, resulting in a lack of nuanced,

context-rich analysis directly relevant to the research questions that guided this thesis (Demir, 2024).

A further limitation is the relative scarcity of research focused specifically on microblogging platforms
in educational contexts. While early work by Gao et al. (2012) established the pedagogical potential of
microblogging for fostering engagement and collaborative learning, more recent studies highlight the
absence of robust, longitudinal research and best-practice models for integrating these platforms into
Computer Science curricula (Kim et al., 2018; Singh, 2024). The shifting landscape of microblogging
- including changes in platform ownership, moderation policies, and user demographics since 2022 -
has not been systematically examined (Davidson et al., 2023). Moreover, comparative research on the
adoption and affordances of emerging microblogging alternatives, such as Mastodon or Bluesky, in
Computer Science education is virtually non-existent (Commonwealth Roundtable, 2024). This is
particularly concerning given the centrality of real-time, networked communication to both academic
and professional practices in the field and underscores the need to address how Computer Science
students and academics utilise and perceive microblogging in their learning, teaching, and

communication.

Another critical gap is the lack of integrated studies which examine both student and academic
perspectives. Most research focuses exclusively on either students or academics, rarely exploring how
their interactions, perceptions, and uses of social media intersect or diverge (Romero-Hall et al., 2023;
Demir, 2024). This siloed approach limits our understanding of how digital platforms mediate student—
academic relationships, shape collaborative learning, and influence the co-construction of technical
knowledge (Man et al., 2024). Integrated research is required to reveal potential misalignments,
complementary practices, and opportunities for more effective engagement and communication

strategies within Computer Science education.

Furthermore, while much of the literature describes how social media is used, there is a notable lack of
empirical work examining its actual impact on learning outcomes, knowledge construction, and student
engagement in Computer Science (Alismaiel et al., 2022). Few studies interrogate how microblogging
shapes the quality of academic dialogue, the development of technical skills, or students’ confidence in
collaborative digital spaces (Man et al., 2024; Kim et al., 2018). The relationship between digital

literacy, social cognitive learning, and communication skills in the context of social media use remains
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under-theorised and under-researched, despite evidence that digital literacy mediates the impact of

social media on communication and learning (Man et al., 2024; Saperstein et al., 2015).

Ethical and pedagogical frameworks for integrating social media in Computer Science education are
also underdeveloped. While issues such as academic integrity, privacy, online professionalism, and
harassment are frequently acknowledged, they are seldom systematically addressed in research or
practice (Moldovan, 2024; Anderson, 2019; Pulijala, 2024). The absence of clear, actionable guidelines
is particularly problematic in public, algorithmically mediated spaces like X, where risks related to data
privacy, misinformation, and digital well-being are pronounced (Davidson et al., 2023; Demir, 2024).
Without robust frameworks, both students and academics are left to navigate these challenges
independently, often with inadequate institutional support, which directly impacts the development and

implementation of strategies for enhancing engagement and communication.

Finally, the literature tends to under-examine the influence of institutional and cultural contexts on the
adoption and effectiveness of social media in Computer Science education (Davidson et al., 2023;
Romero-Hall et al., 2023). Local digital cultures, infrastructural support, and national policies are rarely
considered, despite their significant role in shaping both opportunities and barriers for social media
integration (Commonwealth Roundtable, 2024). Comparative and context-sensitive studies are needed
to illuminate how these factors mediate access, engagement, and the perceived value of digital platforms
in technical education, and to inform the design of educational technologies and institutional policies

tailored to the needs of Computer Science.

Addressing these gaps is essential for developing a sophisticated understanding of how social media -
and microblogging in particular - is reshaping communication, collaboration, and learning in Computer
Science education. This thesis aims to contribute by focusing specifically on the role of microblogging,
integrating both student and academic perspectives, and critically examining the ethical, pedagogical,
and contextual factors that influence social media’s educational impact. In doing so, it seeks to inform
future teaching practices, institutional policies, and the design of educational technologies tailored to
the distinctive needs of Computer Science. The research questions that navigated this work were thus
directly aligned with these gaps: How do Computer Science students and academics utilise and perceive
social media and microblogging platforms? What strategies can enhance engagement and
communication in this context, and how do ethical, pedagogical, and institutional factors mediate the

effectiveness of social media in Computer Science education?

2.12 Summary
This literature review demonstrates that social media, and particularly microblogging platforms like
Twitter, is fundamentally reshaping communication and learning patterns in higher education, with a

pronounced impact on Computer Science education. The major findings reveal that social media
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facilitates rapid, collaborative, and networked learning, aligning closely with the dynamic and technical
nature of Computer Science. Platforms such as Twitter, GitHub, and Stack Overflow support resource
sharing, community building, professional networking, and informal learning beyond traditional
classroom boundaries. Both students and academics generally perceive social media as valuable for
engagement, motivation, and professional development, although persistent challenges remain,

including information overload, privacy concerns, and digital literacy gaps.

The review also highlights that theoretical frameworks such as Connectivism, Social Constructivism,
Media Richness Theory, Community of Inquiry and the Technology Acceptance Model provide robust
lenses for understanding the educational impact of social media. However, significant gaps persist in
the literature: there is a lack of discipline-specific research, limited longitudinal studies on
microblogging, a scarcity of integrated student-academic perspectives, and insufficient ethical and

pedagogical frameworks for guiding practice.

These findings directly informed and justified the research questions for this work. The distinct
communication needs and cultures within Computer Science education necessitate focused research on
how social media, especially microblogging, is utilised and perceived by both students and academics.
The under-explored role of microblogging platforms in formal and informal learning contexts highlights
the need to examine their long-term educational impacts and best practices for integration. Furthermore,
the lack of integrated perspectives combining student and academic experiences points to the
importance of exploring these groups together to uncover interaction dynamics and alignment. Gaps in
understanding how social media communication patterns influence learning outcomes and skill
development justify empirical inquiry into these relationships. Finally, the ethical and pedagogical
challenges identified in the literature emphasise the need to investigate how these concerns affect

adoption and use, informing guidelines for safe and effective practice.

In response to these gaps, the next stage of this research employed a mixed-methods approach to
comprehensively explore the use and perception of social media, particularly microblogging, in
Computer Science education. Quantitative methods, such as surveys, provide broad data on usage
patterns and perceived benefits and challenges, while qualitative methods, including interviews and
focus groups, yield deeper insights into experiences, motivations, and institutional influences. Thematic
analysis and statistical techniques were used to identify key patterns and correlations. Ethical
considerations were paramount throughout, ensuring confidentiality and addressing potential risks
related to privacy and online behaviour. This methodology was designed to integrate multiple
perspectives and data sources, providing a robust foundation for understanding and enhancing the role

of social media in Computer Science education.

In summary, this review has established the significance of exploring how Computer Science students
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and academics use and perceive social media and microblogging, and the importance of developing
evidence-based strategies for leveraging these platforms to enhance engagement and communication in
the discipline. These insights directly informed the methodological approach and the research questions

at the heart of this thesis.
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Chapter 3 A Mixed Methods Approach: The Research
Methodology

3.1 Objectives and Scope

The purpose of this chapter is to describe and consider the research approach that has been adopted, to
identify the limitations of the approach chosen, to discuss the validity of the findings and to examine
the reliability of the work. Here, I examine and discuss the core issues relating to my choice of research
methods used in the work described in this thesis. I briefly outline the instruments used in my research
and my reasons behind their development. I also reflect upon my role in shaping the research design

and execution.

3.2 Research Questions
The overarching aim of this research was to conduct distinct and focused investigations addressing

individual research questions.

RQ1: How do Computer Science students and academics utilise and perceive social media platforms,

especially microblogging, in their academic learning, teaching, and communication?

RQ2: What strategies can academics employ using social media platforms, particularly microblogging,

to enhance student engagement and communication in Computer Science education?

Each study within this research endeavour has been designed to offer unique insights and contribute to
the broader understanding of the research landscape. While it is acknowledged that the knowledge
gained from these studies may intersect and overlap in terms of their relevance to a specific research
question, there is a deliberate effort to maintain clear boundaries and delineate the scope of each inquiry.
By delineating these boundaries, this approach ensures clarity and coherence in addressing the
multifaceted aspects of the research objectives. Moreover, this structured approach facilitates a nuanced
exploration of the research questions, thereby enhancing the depth and breadth of the findings.
Ultimately, the delineation of general boundaries for each study serves as a guiding framework,
enabling a systematic and comprehensive examination of the research landscape while facilitating

meaningful interpretation and synthesis of the findings across the different studies.

3.3 Research Paradigm

In order to conduct a thorough study, it is essential to consider the underlying research paradigm that
guides it. A research paradigm encompasses the core assumptions, values, and beliefs that shape the
study's design, implementation, and interpretation. The selection of a paradigm, such as positivist,
interpretive, or critical, may be influenced by multiple factors, including the research question,
methodology, and personal convictions of the researcher. Awareness of the research paradigm utilised

in a study can offer crucial context for comprehending the results and conclusions. Additionally, it can
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help to identify any possible biases or assumptions that may impact the research process.

This will help to give meaning to the data within the context of my own personal experiences. Lincoln
and Guba (1985) state that a paradigm can be thought of as “a set of basic beliefs (or metaphysics) that
deals with ultimate or first principles” (p.107). Kuhn (1996) notes that a paradigm is “the set of common
beliefs and agreements shared between scientists about how problems should be understood and
addressed” (p.45) whilst Pickard (2007) defines a paradigm as a “world view that is accepted by
members of a particular scientific discipline which guides the subject of the research, the activity of the
research and the nature of the research outputs’” (p.5). Some authors do not even define a research
paradigm, opting to contend the interpretive framework with references to “knowledge claims”

(Creswell, 2012).

As a practitioner-researcher, it is crucial to recognise the impact of your educational paradigm on your
worldview and research study. Your educational paradigm comprises the underlying assumptions,
values, and beliefs that guide your approach to education and teaching, shaping the design and delivery
of educational experiences and the outcomes of teaching and learning. Understanding your educational
paradigm can facilitate reflection on your own biases and assumptions and consideration of their impact
on your teaching and research. Additionally, it can enhance awareness of the effect of your educational
practices on your students and encourage exploration of alternative, more effective or inclusive
approaches. It is worth noting that practitioner-researchers may draw on multiple educational paradigms
in their work. By being mindful of the impact of your educational paradigm, you can be more purposeful

and introspective in your teaching and research practices.
MaclIntosh (2016) formulates that an educational paradigm is composed of four components:
1. An ontology which is a theory of existence.

2. An epistemology which is a theory of knowledge, both of knowledge specific to an individual

and of shared human knowledge.
3. A methodology for acquiring and validating knowledge.
4. A pedagogy which is a theory of teaching.

Social constructivism was a relevant approach to consider in this research, as it emphasises the role of
social interactions and cultural contexts in shaping our understanding of the world. Social
constructivism is an educational framework that places significance on social interactions and cultural
contexts in shaping our perception of the world. It asserts that knowledge is not merely received but

actively constructed through our encounters with others and our experiences in the world. In a social
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constructivist learning environment, the emphasis is on engaging students in an active learning process
and facilitating their ability to construct their understanding and meaning of the material. This can
involve group work, discussions, and problem-based learning, where students are encouraged to think
critically and share their ideas with their peers. Social constructivism focuses on the importance of
learner-centred instruction and views the role of the teacher as a facilitator rather than a transmitter of
knowledge. It also recognises the influence of culture and context on learning and the necessity of

considering diversity and inclusivity in the learning environment.

In the realm of educational theory, two prominent perspectives on constructivism are highlighted:
Piaget's individual constructivism (1973) and Vygotsky's social constructivism (Amineh & Asl, 2015).
Piaget's approach emphasises active engagement, suggesting that learners progress through stages,
refining their grasp of reality. This progression involves the assimilation of new information, which
may lead to the modification or complete overhaul of previously held beliefs, underscoring the notion

that true learning necessitates active participation rather than passive reception.

Contrastingly, Vygotsky's social constructivism posits that cognitive development is initially rooted in
social interactions, subsequently internalised at the individual level. This perspective does not diminish
the role of active learning but situates it within a communal context, where learning is facilitated through
interactions with others. Key to Vygotsky's theory is the concept of the Zone of Proximal Development
(ZPD), which delineates the gap between a learner's current capabilities and the potential development
achievable with guidance from more knowledgeable others. This concept reinforces the importance of

collaborative learning and the pivotal role of instructors and peers in the educational process.

Despite the distinctions between Piaget and Vygotsky's theories, a common thread in constructivist
approaches is the emphasis on the learner's active role. This principle is integral to constructive
alignment in higher education, an outcome-based teaching strategy developed by Biggs. This approach
begins with defining learning outcomes, which then inform the design of teaching and assessment
strategies, ensuring that students are actively engaged and that instruction is closely aligned with
intended educational goals. Biggs' work further reinforces the constructivist view that student
engagement and teacher facilitation are crucial for effective learning (Biggs, 1996). For more detailed
exploration of these theories and their implications for education, sources such as Phillips (2000) as
cited in Amineh & Asl (2015), Piaget (1973), Leeds-Hurwitz (2009), and Biggs (1996, 2014) offer

comprehensive insights.

In the context of this study, social constructivism was used to explore how the use of social media,
specifically Twitter, is shaping the way students and academics interact with each other and construct
knowledge. Social constructivism was also used to examine how the convergence of pedagogy and

technology influences the teaching and learning experience, and how this new digital pedagogical
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approach is being constructed through social interactions and experiences. Overall, social
constructivism provided a valuable framework for exploring the complex relationships between

technology, pedagogy, and social interactions in higher education.

Within this approach, I offer a reminder that [ am a practitioner-researcher in computer science with an
interest in social media in education. I am keenly interested in knowing more about how the flow of
dialogue and communication for students is socially and academically constructed, within social media,
and especially within Twitter. Theorists such as Woolfolk (2015) claim that social constructivism and
situated learning confirm Vygotsky’s theory that learning is inherently social and embedded in a
particular cultural setting (1978). I feel it is also important to acknowledge the importance of dialogue,
communication and exchange in the learning and teaching process, as it is a significant motivation for
doing this research, and a substantial reason for exploring communication on social media. It is this
which I specifically highlight here. My aim, in terms of my methodological approach to this research,
has always been to remain open to new ideas throughout the research and let it develop with the help

of my participants.

3.3.1 Ontology and Epistemology

As I originate from a scientific background and as an educator in this field, I am surrounded by
scientists, both in the role of students and colleagues. I believe it is essential to recognise where I
originate from if I am to acknowledge my ontological and epistemological stance, particularly as when
I first started on this doctorate, the universe of education research was very foreign to me. I was not
familiar with many of the research methods used in the social sciences, even though I knew the words
and their definitions; my understanding of them was solely based on how they were implemented, if at
all, in computer science research. I was unfamiliar with the literature, and opening this whole new field

up was if being introduced to a new language.

Ontology is defined by The SAGE Dictionary of Social Research Methods as “a concept concerned
with the existence of, and relationship between, different aspects of society such as social actors,
cultural norms and social structures. .. Ontological issues are concerned with questions pertaining to the
kinds of things that exist within society” (no page) (Jupp and Sage Publications, 2006). Equally, Ritchie
et al. (2014) state that ontology refers to the notion of “whether or not there is a social reality that exists
independently from human conceptions and interpretations and closely related to this, whether there is
a shared social reality or only multiple, context-specific ones” (p.4). In short, ontology is about our
views regarding reality and what exists and originates from the Greek ‘onto’ (being) and ‘logia’ (written

or spoken discourse) (Jupp and Sage Publications, 2006).

As a practitioner-researcher, I adopted interpretivism to explore how higher education individuals

experience social media. This approach allows for a deep understanding of the subjective and socially
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influenced perceptions of social media, particularly Twitter, among students and academics. By
employing methods like interviews and focus groups, I aimed to uncover the nuanced and complex
ways social media is integrated into the academic environment, ensuring a thorough analysis of personal
and cultural influences on these experiences. This method aligned well with my research objectives,

offering rich, detailed insights into the use of social media in educational settings.

Having considered the ontological positions of my work, I also needed to deliberate on my
epistemological viewpoint. Epistemology is about the evidence considered as acceptable knowledge in
my field, and how it ought to be learnt and interpreted so that I can know more of the reality of my work
(Jupp and Sage Publications, 2006). My epistemological viewpoint stems from a social constructivism
approach, as this emphasises the role of social interactions and cultural contexts in shaping our
understanding of the world. According to social constructivism, knowledge is actively constructed
through interactions with others and our experiences in the world. In this research, I explored the
experiences of both students and academics, which suggests an interest in understanding how social
interactions and cultural contexts shape their understanding of the use of social media in higher
education. By exploring their experiences, I tried to identify how they constructed knowledge related
to the use of technology in education and how this knowledge is influenced by their interactions with

others and their experiences in the world.

3.3.2 My Pedagogical Approach to Teaching and Learning

McManus (2001) identifies two primary paradigms in education: the teaching-centred paradigm and the
learning-centred paradigm. Traditionally, higher education has been dominated by the teaching-centred
approach, where the lecturer occupies the central role, directing the flow of information and delivering
content to students who are often positioned as passive recipients. This model emphasises the
transmission of knowledge from expert to learner, with the educator acting as the primary source of
information and authority within the classroom. In contrast, the learning-centred paradigm shifts the
focus away from the instructor to the students. Here, learners are actively involved in shaping their own
educational experiences, engaging in the design and direction of their learning processes. The
educator’s role transitions from that of a knowledge transmitter to a facilitator who supports and guides
students as they construct their understanding. This paradigm encourages autonomy, critical thinking,

and active engagement, fostering a more dynamic and participatory learning environment.

My own pedagogical approach aligns strongly with the learning-centred paradigm, an orientation that
became clear to me through a formative and insightful conversation about curriculum design with Dr.
Ruth Pilkington, my first doctoral supervisor. During this discussion, I found myself articulating a
perspective that emphasised the active role of learners in constructing knowledge rather than passively

absorbing it. Dr. Pilkington responded with an enthusiastic affirmation, stating, “Yes, you got it,” which
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helped me recognise that I am fundamentally a constructivist in my educational philosophy. This
realisation was pivotal, as it provided a theoretical foundation for how I view teaching and learning,

especially in relation to integrating technology and digital platforms into pedagogy.

Constructivism, as a theory of learning and knowledge, rests on the principle that individuals interpret
and understand the world in unique ways. This means that even when observing the same phenomenon,
different learners will construct differing meanings based on their prior experiences, cultural
backgrounds, and cognitive frameworks. The philosophical roots of constructivism can be traced back
to Giambattista Vico, who famously asserted in 1710 that “the only way of ‘knowing’ a thing is to have
made it.” This idea encapsulates the constructivist belief that knowledge is not passively received but
actively built by the learner through engagement and creation. Constructivism rejects the notion of
objective, fixed knowledge, instead emphasising that understanding is provisional, evolving, and deeply

contextual.

The definition and application of constructivism vary depending on the educational context and the
perspectives of different theorists. Glasersfeld (2005), a prominent advocate of radical constructivism,
argues that educators’ primary responsibility is to create opportunities and motivations for students to
construct knowledge themselves, rather than simply distributing information. This approach requires
designing learning environments that encourage exploration, problem-solving, and reflection, enabling

students to engage deeply with content and develop their own conceptual frameworks.

Several scholars have articulated the principles of constructivism in ways that illuminate its practical
implications for teaching and learning. Davis et al. (1990) emphasise that learners must construct their
knowledge individually and collectively. They describe learners as possessing a “tool kit” of concepts
and skills used to make sense of challenges posed by their environment. The role of the community,
including peers and teachers, is to provide supportive settings, present meaningful challenges, and offer
encouragement that fosters this constructive process. This view highlights the social dimension of
learning, where knowledge construction is embedded within collaborative interactions and shared
experiences. Brooks and Brooks (1999) further clarify that constructivism is not merely a theory about
teaching methods but fundamentally is a theory about knowledge and learning itself. They characterise
knowledge as temporary, developmental, and socially and culturally mediated, rejecting the idea of
knowledge as objective or absolute. This perspective underscores the importance of context and culture
in shaping how learners interpret information and construct meaning. Naylor and Keogh (1999) focus
on the active nature of learning in constructivism, asserting that learners make sense of new situations
by relating them to their existing understanding. Learning is thus a dynamic process in which
individuals construct meaning by linking new ideas to prior knowledge, continually refining and

expanding their cognitive frameworks. This process requires engagement, reflection, and the
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willingness to revise one’s understanding in light of new experiences.

The constructivist approach aligns particularly well with the aims of this study, which examines
learning through interaction with digital environments such as social media platforms. These
environments provide rich, interactive contexts where learners and educators co-construct knowledge
through dialogue, collaboration, and reflection. Social media, with its affordances for sharing,
commenting, and networking, exemplifies the kind of environment that constructivism envisions as
conducive to active learning. In these digital spaces, students are not passive consumers of information
but active participants who create, interpret, and negotiate meaning in real time. Moreover,
constructivism supports the idea that both students and academics develop their understanding of the
world through experiences and thoughtful reflection on those experiences. This is especially relevant
when integrating technology into pedagogy, as digital tools offer new ways to engage with content,
connect with others, and reflect on learning processes. The theory encourages exploration of how
individuals make sense of their use of social media in educational settings, highlighting the active,
constructive nature of learning facilitated by these technologies. In practical terms, adopting a
constructivist pedagogical approach means designing learning activities that encourage students to
engage critically with digital content, collaborate with peers, and reflect on their learning journeys. It
involves creating opportunities for learners to experiment, ask questions, and apply their knowledge in
authentic contexts, supported by the educator who acts as a guide rather than a lecturer. This approach
fosters deeper understanding and also prepares students to navigate and contribute meaningfully to the

increasingly digital and interconnected world.

In summary, my pedagogical approach is firmly rooted in constructivist principles, emphasising active,
social, and reflective learning processes. By positioning learners as co-creators of knowledge and
leveraging digital platforms as dynamic learning environments, this approach aligns with contemporary
educational needs and supports the development of critical thinking, creativity, and lifelong learning
skills. This constructivist framework provides a coherent and flexible foundation for exploring the

complex interactions between pedagogy, technology, and learner engagement in higher education.

3.4 Ethical Considerations

As Zikmund (2013) advises when referring to ethical questions, “There is no general agreement among
philosophers about the answers to such a question” and “of course, the answer to the question ‘What is
ethical?’ is not easy - only one’s conscience operates to inhibit any questionable practice” (p.83). Whilst
this implies that the ethical considerations of a research project lie wholly with the researcher, I do not
entirely believe that this is the case when we are especially talking about research students. I have spent
far more time thinking about the ethics of my research, and my research as a whole, than I ever intended

to. Initially [ regarded ethics as a box-ticking exercise, but as [ have become more embedded in my own
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research, I have come to realise that my moral compass was also pushing the ethical agenda of this
work. It was up to me to ensure that what I do is ethically and morally acceptable, not just to the research
community, but also to me as a practitioner-researcher. Ensuring that research participants are treated
with respect and dignity, as highlighted by Pring (2015) as being fundamental, has become almost

second nature to what I do. However, I have not done this in isolation.

An issue linked to research ethics is that of the impact on those involved. The research council in the
UK says impact is “the demonstrable contribution that excellent research makes to society and the
economy” (UK Research Innovation, 2021). Punch reminds us that new researchers need to be wary of
involving participants, and that this can be seen as a potentially volatile act in qualitative research, one
that needs careful preparation and planning before it is carried out. He went as far as to say that new
researchers are seen as an “unguided projectile bringing turbulence to the field” (Punch, 1996), and that
it is essential that they are mindful of the influence they can have on both the internal and external
world. Check and Schutt (2011) prompt us that we need to compare the before and after in a research
project, to determine whether there has been an impact, and if the participants have been affected. I was
keen to ensure that the participants were not affected after the work was completed, but also, I was

conscious to reflect on the impact on myself.

Ethics filter throughout research (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2008) at the same time as also being what
Humphreys (1975) defines as ‘situational’. I have approached my research with this tactic in mind, and
my ethical stance has developed into far more than the box-ticking exercise I initially designed. I was
so pleased to have carried it out, I did not realise at the time that it was not something one merely did
and then ‘finished’ but rather it was a thread that would weave its way throughout the whole process,

becoming rooted both in my work and in my being.

Firstly, ethics consent was requested from the university so that I could embark on my data collection,
in accordance with the University of Lancashire’s ethics policy for research students (University of
Lancashire, 2019).

The growing use of social media tools highlights particular ethical concerns for research in this area
(Venezia, 2012) and has become a subject of increased public scrutiny. New conceptual gaps now exist
in the traditional method of applying research ethics policies (Bassett & O’Riordan, 2002) and
researchers who carry out work in this area may find it challenging to appreciate where the line is drawn
between the public and private, or to understand exactly how intrusive the research can be and how it
impacts on the research subjects. It is not often the case that people who participate in research studies
(whether knowingly or unknowingly) are included in the making of research ethical guidelines.

However, they may have opinions on how their data should be collected and treated.
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Organisations such as The British Psychological Society (2017) have offered guides for researchers
working in this space, but these need to be constantly revised as new technology presents itself and

advancements in data collection methodologies continue to evolve.
In this research, I faced two major ethical dilemmas:

1. The ethics of researching students in my department

2. The ethics of carrying out research online

All academics and students who directly participated in the research were asked for consent. However,
tweets were harvested systematically from the public stream, and it was not possible to obtain informed
consent from all the subjects. Whilst users can protect their tweets by making them available only to
their followers, they are created in the public space of the Web and therefore public by default.
Nonetheless, interactions in social media often have an ephemeral appeal, adding to the expectation
about information being protected. People can be disposed to supply personal and sensitive information
to an online medium, which in principle is accessible for anyone, without intending their statements to

be distributed.

Research conducted by Williams et al. (2017) sheds light on the nuanced attitudes and perceptions of
social media users regarding the security measures implemented by these platforms. Their findings
underscore the variability in users' levels of comfort regarding the protection of their personal

information and data privacy.

Williams et al. (2017) advocate for a more cautious approach among researchers, emphasising the
importance of not assuming that all users have fully comprehended the terms and conditions
surrounding issues such as consent and privacy when using social media platforms. This
recommendation reflects the need for greater transparency and clarity in the communication of privacy

policies and user agreements by social media companies.

Interestingly, a survey conducted by Evans et al. (2015) revealed intriguing insights into users' attitudes
towards the sharing of their social media data for research purposes. While three in five respondents
were aware that their social media data could potentially be shared with third parties under the terms of
service they agreed to, nearly two-thirds expressed reservations about such data sharing for research
purposes. However, respondents exhibited a slightly more flexible stance when assured of anonymity
in research publications and when informed that only public data, such as public Twitter posts, would
be utilised in the research. This suggests that while users may harbour concerns about the privacy
implications of data sharing, they may be more amenable to such practices under certain conditions,

particularly when their anonymity is preserved and when only publicly available data is utilised. These
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findings underscore the complex interplay between users' perceptions of privacy and data security, as
well as their willingness to engage in research activities involving their social media data. They
highlight the importance of ethical considerations and transparent communication in research involving
social media data, as well as the need for ongoing dialogue between researchers, social media platforms,
and users to address these concerns and ensure the responsible and ethical use of social media data in

research undertakings.

In this research project, I made no assumptions about the safety of the users. All data was considered
sensitive, regardless of whether it had already been released into the public domain by the user and was
made anonymous so that the user could not be identified. Disassociating Twitter names and email
addresses with tweets enabled this anonymity, as well as using bogus names to refer to participants. I
also scanned the tweets to ensure that no sensitive or personal information was present. There was none
found that would put at risk the security of any of the participants. I must note though, that some
participants stated that they would like to be named in the results, in which case their first names have

not been changed but are indistinguishable from those that have.

3.4.1 The Researcher-Researched Relationship

All research degree student projects, regardless of the nature or activity involved, must be reviewed by
an ethics committee. Whilst I navigated my way through the university’s ethical procedures, I initially
felt very confident in my work and my planned approach, and to some extent, I felt that being obligated
to undergo it was a waste of time. It seemed to be a very minor part of the entirety, and almost little
relevance to the work. However, as [ went through the (almost) robotic steps that were required of me,

things started to change, and my internal monologue regarding this matter became a lot louder.

Theoretically, it all seemed simple enough — design a research experiment, find some participants,
collect data, analyse findings, and reach conclusions. Of course, that was my computer scientist head
speaking; in practice, social science research is very different. Relationships and notions in qualitative
research are not wholly demarcated, therefore, they change according to the people involved, the
researchers, the participants, the type of research being carried out, the methodology, the methods, the
list is endless. There are no perfect relationships. The main consideration I faced, of course, is that as a
practitioner-researcher, I was collecting data from within my own institution, from my colleagues, my

students.

There are benefits to being an insider when it comes to research. Herrmann (1989) points out that
“insider status means she speaks the same insider language, understands the local values, and knows
the taboos. Her insider knowledge of the formal and informal power structure helps her to get things
done. In short, she knows how to operate within the system.” However, there are specific challenges

that face any researcher carrying out research into their own practice. Managing the uneven relationship
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between the teacher and the students can be tricky. It is always complicated to ask for volunteers from
students that you teach, they may think that by not participating, their grade may be affected, or they
may participate but may not be completely honest in their behaviours or their answers. The power
relationship is defined in stages that occur at different times throughout the research, rather than as one
solid characterisation. Different stages of the research have different purposes, and that forms the roles

that the researchers and the participants take on.

In this instance, my position as a practitioner has enabled my role as a researcher, giving me access to
otherwise hard-to-access participants. [ have access to university students and academics by the mere
position I hold as a lecturer in a higher education institution. However, this means, to some extent I
carried out what is referred to as ‘insider’ research, as I have easy access to participants to carry out
contextual investigations, and to be able to hopefully reach a realistic understanding of the culture under
study. Nonetheless, Merriam et al. (2001) stress that the insider’s strengths become the outsider’s
weaknesses and vice versa. For the outsider, their advantage is that they are inquisitive about what they
do not know, can ask unthinkable questions, and are seen as impartial by the participants. A point to
consider when carrying out insider research is the imbalanced power relationship between students and
their lecturers, which might result in coercive actions being used to coax students paticipate in research

projects.

The Declaration of Helsinki (World Medical Association, 2009) forced the concept of informed consent
to be central to any research project. Overall, gaining consent from participants seems easy enough. So,
what changed? What made me spend far more time deliberating something that at first was almost a
tick box exercise? Something that [ was doing because I had to. When did it become something [ wanted
to do, as opposed to something that [ was being forced to do? I don’t think I can pinpoint an exact time
when this transformation occurred; it has been more of a process rather than a point in time, but it started
me thinking. For this research, the surveys sent out were completely anonymous, so individuals could

not be identified from their answers.

The focus groups had to be treated differently. I could guarantee anonymity to students in terms of how
I write up the results. However, I have taught them all at some stage, as for the past few years I have
taught all first-year and all final-year students, so I know them all. Students were recruited entirely
voluntarily, they were also given a research statement affirming what my intentions are, how I was
going to use the results, and instructions on how they could withdraw from the work up to my thesis
submission date. I shared the transcripts with the students involved in the focus groups, to give them a
further opportunity to withdraw/change their inputs, but none of them took this up, and all expressed

they were happy with the results.

As part of my research, I had to approach the data mining process on Twitter, which posed a
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considerable challenge for me. I spent a significant amount of time contemplating the best approach to
adopt, considering that the exercise was carried out as part of a module and could be perceived as an
intrusion. [ was particularly concerned about the Hawthorne Effect, which refers to the tendency of
participants in research studies to change their behaviour or performance due to the awareness of being
observed (Payne and Payne, 2011). It soon became evident from the informal tone of the students'
replies, often using humour, emojis, and casual language, that they no longer viewed me strictly as an
academic researcher but instead engaged with me as a peer. For example, one student joked that I was
'basically one of the gang now &', reflecting a shift towards a more relaxed and peer-like dynamic.
This realisation was significant as it allowed me to build a rapport with the participants, leading to more
authentic and meaningful data. By adopting a friendly and approachable persona on Twitter, I could
overcome any potential intrusion and gain valuable insights into how students engage with social media

for educational purposes.

Overall, I learned that building a positive relationship with research participants is essential, particularly
in social media research where the lines between the researcher and the participant can blur. By
acknowledging my role as a researcher while also engaging with the participants on a peer-to-peer level,

I was able to navigate the research process ethically and effectively.

3.5 Mixed Methods Methodology

Mixed methods research is a methodology that involves combining quantitative and qualitative data
collection and analysis techniques in a single study to answer research questions. It is particularly useful
when research questions require a comprehensive understanding of complex phenomena, and when
multiple perspectives or variables need to be considered. Both Bryman (1988) and Creswell and Plano
Clark (2011) reason that mixing qualitative and quantitative methods brings together the advantages of

each while diminishing their particular limitations.

Using a triangulation mixed methods approach allowed me to take advantage of both the quantitative
and qualitative methods that I judged to be the most suitable for this work, whilst simultaneously
compensating for the known advantages of each approach. Triangulation techniques allowed me to have
more clarification and more understanding of the social media experience from different points of view.
As Creswell and Plano Clark state (2011), it is an ideal method when results need to be compared or
validated, and when quantitative results and qualitative results need to be considered together. In this
research, the mixed methods studies carried out with students and academics are data-rich and thus can

contribute towards answering the research questions.

RQ1: How do Computer Science students and academics utilise and perceive social media platforms,

especially microblogging, in their academic learning, teaching, and communication?
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This research question seeks to explore how Computer Science students utilise social media and Twitter
for their academic work and how they perceive its impact on their learning experiences. To answer this
question, a mixed methods approach involved a survey to gather quantitative data on the frequency and
types of social media and Twitter usage, as well as qualitative data from focus groups to gain a deeper

understanding of students' perceptions and experiences.

RQ2: What strategies can academics employ using social media platforms, particularly microblogging,

to enhance student engagement and communication in Computer Science education?

This research question aims to investigate the attitudes and practices of academics in higher education
with regard to social media and Twitter use in teaching and learning. To answer this question, a mixed
methods approach was carried out that involved a survey to gather quantitative data on the extent and
types of social media and Twitter usage among academics, as well as qualitative data from interviews

to explore their perceptions and experiences in more detail.

By using a mixed methods approach, a researcher can gain a comprehensive understanding of the
research questions, incorporating both quantitative and qualitative data. This approach can provide a
more holistic view of the phenomenon being studied, as it allows for the identification of patterns and

trends as well as in-depth exploration of individual experiences and perspectives.

Triangulation is a key component of mixed methods research. It involves combining multiple sources
of data, methods, and theories to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the research topic. In
the case of the research questions, triangulation involved collecting data from both students and
academics, using both quantitative and qualitative methods, and utilising different theoretical

frameworks to analyse the data.

For example, using surveys to collect quantitative data on how frequently students and academics use
social media and Twitter in the context of teaching and learning and conducting focus groups or
interviews to collect qualitative data on their perceptions of social media and Twitter as educational
tools, can be combined to gain a more complete understanding of how social media and Twitter are

being used in education.

In addition, results can be triangulated by using multiple theoretical frameworks to analyse the data.
For example, you could use social learning theory to understand how students are using social media
and microblogging to learn from their peers and then use media ecology theory to analyse the broader
cultural and societal impacts of these platforms on education. By combining different theoretical
frameworks, I can gain a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of the role that social media

and Twitter play in teaching and learning.
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Mixed methods and triangulation are suitable for these research questions for several reasons:

1. They allow for a comprehensive understanding of the research problem: The use of mixed
methods will provide a comprehensive understanding of the research questions by integrating
both quantitative and qualitative data. It enables the researcher to triangulate data sources to

confirm and support the findings.

2. Triangulation of data sources increases the reliability and validity of findings: The use of
multiple sources of data (e.g. survey, interviews, and document analysis) helps to validate the

findings and enhance the reliability and validity of the research results.

3. Provide a deeper understanding of the research problem: The integration of quantitative and
qualitative data will provide a more in-depth understanding of the research problem. This is
because quantitative data will provide statistical analysis and numerical summaries, while
qualitative data will provide a deeper understanding of the experiences, attitudes, and

perceptions of the participants.

4. Allow for a more nuanced analysis of the research findings: The integration of quantitative and
qualitative data will provide a more nuanced analysis of the research findings. The researcher

can use the qualitative data to explain the statistical results and add context to the findings.

Overall, using mixed methods and triangulation allowed for a comprehensive, reliable, and valid
understanding of the research problem, provided a deeper understanding of the research questions, and

led to a more nuanced analysis of the research findings.

3.6 Research Methods

There have been many views presented in the social sciences challenging whether the use of a
qualitative or a quantitative approach is best (Ary et al., 2017; Morgan, 2018; Rutberg and Bouikidis,
2018).

Ticehurst and Veal (2000: p20) summarise quantitative research as a research methodology that
involves statistical analysis. “It relies on numerical evidence to draw conclusions or to test hypotheses.
To be sure of the reliability of the results it is often necessary to study relatively large numbers of people
or organisations.” When trying to address their research questions, quantitative researchers will use

words such as ‘what’, ‘who’ and ‘how much’, to justify their work.

On the other hand, qualitative researchers will tend to use words that are far more exploratory, such as
‘why’ and ‘how’ as this type of research is involved with constructs that are subjective in nature.

Ticehurst and Veal describe this as “a full and rounded understanding of the organisational experiences
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and situations of a few individuals, however unrepresentative they may be, is of more value than a

limited understanding of a large, representative group” (2000: p21).

The findings from qualitative research are likely to be used to identify a phenomenon, or to build a

theory, whilst the findings from quantitative research may be used to produce statistical conclusions.

The questions in this research are all based around ‘how’; therefore, it is sensible to assume that the
research methods used are all based in the qualitative arena. However, this is not the case. This research
project is inter-disciplinary in the sense that the subject matter and research processes straddle the
disciplines of education and Computer Science, due to being a student in education and a lecturer in

Computer Science. This extends through all aspects of this research project.

In terms of an academic’s and a student’s understanding of social media and microblogging, this is not
an absolute, therefore, it must be qualitative, it must be interpretative, and it is a phenomenon. The
exploration of social phenomena tends to lend itself to qualitative methodology, as it is commonly
considered to be more fitting to allow the significance of context. I felt that an exact quantitative
methodology would prove to be too limiting and create a hindrance towards offering accurate
acceptance and understanding of phenomena, especially that which can habitually be subjective

(Fairbrother, 2007; Wellington and Szczerbinski, 2007).

Traditional scientific research that is based in the social sciences, from my perspective, is all about
confirming a hypothesis (or not). The road towards achieving this is filled with observations,
experiments, statistics, all looking for that definite answer, quite often found in quantifiable data.
However, I have already identified that that approach was not suitable for this research project,
especially if I wanted it to advance my practice and empower me to situate myself at the centre of the
research. I was searching to position myself where I can live experiences, question what is happening,
reflect on my practice and my research, and try and understand the educational landscape that surrounds
me. This is a research approach that was new to me, but one I was determined to take up wholeheartedly,
and one that is maintained by McNiff (2017), who talks about Action Research being something that

you immerse yourself in.

Hewson (2003) and Mann and Stewart (2000) state that the potential and problems concerning online
research approaches are somewhat uncharted and offer new prospects for social researchers. Works by
Brenner (2002), Hine (2005) and Johns et al. (2004) have emphasised how conventional research
methods might be shifted to an Internet setting, including the research possibilities available as well as
the problems, especially those of an ethical and legal facet. For example, it is currently unclear how the
application of privacy laws can be applied to microblogging. A case in point is when a user does not set

their privacy settings to restrict access, and their tweets (including comments AND images) are

61



retweeted. Part of the challenge of this research was to interpret the applicable methods that have been

attested to be formerly effective into the new setting of social media.

Hookway (2008) talks about the balance between the epistemological position of the researcher and the
methods used throughout social research, claiming that it has been shown by both approaches. He also
discusses how the rise of social media has been supplemented by a change in the type of methodologies

and the approach that social researchers use to decode these modes of communication.

Therefore, while some may believe that the two paradigms of quantitative and qualitative have no
common standard of measurement, and that researchers need to choose one method over the other, I
believe that both quantitative and qualitative approaches can be deployed. The methods depicted in

subsequent section portray this approach.

3.6.1 Research Participants

This research was designed to capture a comprehensive and nuanced understanding of how social media
platforms, particularly microblogging tools, are used and perceived within academic contexts by both
students and academics. Including both groups allowed for an exploration of not only student
engagement and learning but also academic approaches to teaching, communication, and the integration
of digital platforms in higher education. A particular focus was placed on strategies for enhancing
engagement and learning within Computer Science education, while also drawing comparisons with

other subject areas.

Student participants were recruited from various programmes at the University of Lancashire, ensuring
a diverse sample in terms of academic background, year of study, gender, age, and self-reported digital
proficiency. This diversity was intentional, as it allowed the research to explore the interplay between
demographic factors and experiences with social media in academic and professional contexts. Students
ranged in age from 18 upwards, and their prior knowledge of social media, academic and professional
backgrounds varied widely. To contextualise the findings and enable the identification of trends or
differences across groups, demographic data, including gender, year of study, and digital literacy, were

systematically collected as part of the research process.

A two-stage recruitment and data collection process was implemented to ensure both breadth and depth
in the data. The first stage consisted of an online survey, designed to reach a broad cross-section of
undergraduate students from a wide range of disciplines. Recruitment for the survey was conducted
using a multi-channel strategy: invitations were distributed via official university-wide email lists,
posted as announcements on the virtual learning environment (VLE), and shared on digital noticeboards
accessible to all undergraduates. Each invitation provided a clear overview of the study’s aims, outlined

the voluntary and confidential nature of participation, and included a direct link to the online survey.
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The survey instrument itself comprised both closed-ended questions (to gather quantitative data on
frequency and patterns of social media use, platform preferences, and general attitudes) and open-ended
questions (to elicit qualitative insights into students’ experiences, challenges, and perceived value of
social media in academic settings). This approach facilitated the collection of data from both Computer

Science and non-Computer Science students, allowing for meaningful comparisons across subject areas.

The second stage of data collection focused on gathering richer, more detailed qualitative data from
Computer Science students through focus groups. Recruitment for these focus groups was targeted
specifically at students enrolled in Computer Science programmes. Announcements were made through
department-specific channels, including dedicated course mailing lists and in-class announcements
delivered by teaching staff. The recruitment materials explicitly encouraged participation from students
at all undergraduate levels (Levels 4, 5, and 6) and from a variety of backgrounds, regardless of their
level of social media experience. This inclusive approach was designed to ensure that the focus group

discussions reflected a broad spectrum of perspectives and experiences within the discipline.

All students who expressed interest in participating, whether in the survey or the focus groups, were
provided with comprehensive information about the study, including its purpose, what participation
would involve, and assurances regarding confidentiality and the voluntary nature of their involvement.

Informed consent was obtained from all participants in accordance with institutional ethical guidelines.

In total, 29 Computer Science students participated in the focus groups: 8 from Level 4, 15 from Level
5, and 6 from Level 6. The majority of participants were aged between 18 and 24, with one Level 5
participant aged 42. Gender representation among the focus group participants was 24% female and

76% male, reflecting the demographic composition of the department.

Data analysis was conducted systematically and rigorously, combining quantitative and qualitative
approaches to provide a holistic view of the research questions. Survey data were first anonymised and
then analysed using descriptive and inferential statistics. Frequency distributions and cross-tabulations
were generated to identify patterns of social media use and attitudes across different groups. Where
appropriate, statistical tests (such as t-tests or chi-square analyses) were conducted to explore

differences between Computer Science and non-Computer Science students.

Qualitative data from the open-ended survey responses and focus group transcripts were subjected to
thematic analysis. This entailed transcribing all focus group discussions and open-ended responses,
followed by repeated readings to ensure thorough familiarisation with the data. An initial coding process
was undertaken to identify recurring ideas, patterns, and notable quotations. These codes were then
organised into broader themes that captured the key issues and experiences discussed by participants.

To enhance the reliability and validity of the analysis, coding was conducted independently by two
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researchers, with discrepancies resolved through discussion and consensus.

This multi-method, ethically robust approach to data collection and analysis enabled the research to

capture both the breadth of student experiences across disciplines and the depth of insight provided by

Computer Science students. By integrating quantitative and qualitative data, the study was able to

identify commonalities and differences in social media use, perceptions, and strategies for academic

engagement, thereby contributing valuable evidence to inform future pedagogical practice and digital

engagement initiatives in higher education.

Table 1 Focus group student participants

Pseudonym | Level of Study | Age | Gender | Prior Social Media Experience (Academic Use)
S1 Level 4 19 Male Moderate (uses Twitter for following tech news)
S2 Level 4 18 Female Limited (mainly personal use, some group chats)
S3 Level 4 20 Male High (active on Discord, GitHub, Twitter)

S4 Level 4 21 Male Moderate (uses WhatsApp for study groups)

S5 Level 4 19 Male Limited (occasional Facebook use)

S6 Level 4 22 Male High (shares code on Twitter, Stack Overflow)

S7 Level 4 20 Female Moderate (uses Instagram, some academic Twitter)
S8 Level 4 18 Male Limited (prefers face-to-face over social media)
S9 Level 5 21 Male High (runs a tech blog, active on Twitter)

S10 Level 5 20 Female Moderate (uses LinkedIn, Twitter for networking)
S11 Level 5 22 Male Limited (mainly WhatsApp, little Twitter use)
S12 Level 5 23 Male High (Discord server admin, frequent Twitter use)
S13 Level 5 19 Female Moderate (uses Instagram, some Twitter)

S14 Level 5 24 Male High (shares academic content on Twitter)

S15 Level 5 42 Male Limited (mostly Facebook, little Twitter)

S16 Level 5 22 Male Moderate (uses Reddit, Twitter for CS news)

S17 Level 5 21 Male High (active on GitHub, Twitter)

S18 Level 5 20 Female Moderate (uses WhatsApp, Instagram)
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S19 Level 5 19 Male Limited (occasional Twitter, mostly personal)
S20 Level 5 21 Male High (frequent Twitter, Discord use)

S21 Level 5 22 Male Moderate (uses LinkedIn, WhatsApp)

S22 Level 5 20 Male Limited (prefers email over social media)

S23 Level 5 23 Male Moderate (Twitter for following academics)
S24 Level 5 21 Female Moderate (Instagram, WhatsApp, some Twitter)
S25 Level 6 22 Male High (runs a coding YouTube channel, Twitter)
S26 Level 6 23 Male Moderate (uses Twitter for job searching)

S27 Level 6 24 Male High (shares research on Twitter, GitHub)

S28 Level 6 21 Female Moderate (uses LinkedIn, Twitter for careers)
S29 Level 6 22 Male Limited (mainly WhatsApp, little Twitter use)

Seven academics from the University of Lancashire, each representing a distinct discipline, participated
in semi-structured interviews to provide in-depth insights into the academic perspective on social media
use in higher education. The participants were drawn from Social Work (Al), Business (A2),
Journalism (A3), Psychology (A4), Computer Science (A5), Health Sciences (A6), and Engineering
(A7). Their academic roles ranged from lecturer and senior lecturer to associate professor and professor,
with professional experience in higher education ranging from 8 to 22 years. Their expertise covered a
broad spectrum, including social policy, management, digital media, cognitive psychology, software
engineering, public health, and mechanical engineering. Many held advanced academic qualifications,

such as PhDs, and professional accreditations relevant to their fields.

The recruitment process for academic participants involved direct email invitations sent to staff
members across various departments to ensure representation from both STEM and non-STEM
disciplines. The invitation outlined the purpose of the study, the voluntary and confidential nature of
participation, and what the interview would entail. Those who expressed interest were provided with an

information sheet and a consent form, in line with ethical research guidelines.

Data collection was carried out through individual semi-structured interviews, each lasting
approximately 45 to 60 minutes. Interviews were all conducted in person, though an option to do so via
secure video conferencing platforms, depending on participant preference and availability, was also
offered. The semi-structured format allowed for a consistent set of core questions while also providing

flexibility for participants to elaborate on their unique experiences and perspectives. Topics explored
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included the role of social media in teaching and learning, perceived benefits and challenges, strategies

for student engagement, and discipline-specific practices or concerns.

All interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent and subsequently transcribed verbatim
to ensure accuracy and completeness of the data. The transcripts were anonymised to protect participant

1dentities.

For data analysis, a thematic analysis approach was employed. This involved multiple readings of the
transcripts to achieve familiarity with the content, followed by systematic coding of significant
statements and recurring ideas. Codes were then grouped into broader themes that captured the key
patterns and insights emerging from the interviews. To enhance the reliability of the findings, initial
coding was conducted independently by two researchers, and any discrepancies were resolved through
discussion and consensus. Thematic analysis enabled the identification of both commonalities and
discipline-specific differences in how academics perceive, use, and integrate social media within their

teaching and professional practice.

This rigorous and transparent approach to data collection and analysis ensured that the perspectives
gathered were both credible and reflective of the diverse academic landscape at the University of
Lancashire. The findings contribute valuable context to the broader study of social media’s role in
higher education, particularly regarding opportunities and challenges for enhancing engagement in

Computer Science and beyond.
A summary of academic participant characteristics is provided in Table 2 .

Table 2 Academic participant demographics and professional background

Participant Subject Role Years of Areas of Qualifications /
Area Experience Expertise Affiliations
Al Social Work Senior 22 Social policy, Registered Social
Lecturer practice Worker
A2 Business Lecturer 15 Management, MBA, Chartered
entrepreneurship | Management
Institute
A3 Journalism Lecturer 10 Digital media, MA Journalism,
reporting NUJ Member
A4 Psychology Senior 24 Cognitive PhD, BPS
Lecturer psychology, Chartered
research Psychologist
methods
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AS Computer Associate 8 Software PhD, BCS
Science Lecturer engineering, Member
educational
technology
A6 Health Senior 18 Public health, PhD, Registered
Sciences Lecturer health Public Health
promotion Professional
A7 Engineering Professor 20 Mechanical PhD, CEng,
engineering, Institution of
STEM education | Mechanical
Engineers

3.6.2 Survey Method

The survey method for this research was carefully designed to align with the digital literacy and
technology preferences of the target participant group, which primarily included university students
who are accustomed to engaging with digital platforms. Recognising that many students now prefer
digital tools over traditional pen-and-paper methods, often attending classes entirely paper-free and
taking notes on laptops or tablets, I opted for an online, computer-based questionnaire as the primary
data collection instrument. This approach not only reflected participants’ everyday habits but also

offered several methodological advantages.

Computer-based surveys reduce the risk of response errors commonly associated with illegible
handwriting in paper-based questionnaires, as all responses are entered via a keyboard (Nulty, 2008).
Additionally, online survey platforms can be programmed to require responses to each question before
allowing participants to proceed, and can restrict answers to valid ranges, thereby improving data
completeness and quality. These features help to minimise missing or invalid data and enhance the
overall reliability of the dataset. Furthermore, online surveys are cost-effective, can be completed by a
larger number of participants, and allow for flexible participation from any location, increasing
accessibility and convenience. Research by Petitt (2002) has shown that there are no significant
differences in data quality between paper-based and computer-based surveys, with the latter even

exhibiting fewer statistical errors.

The survey instrument was developed using LimeSurvey, an advanced open-source survey platform,
which I hosted on my own web server. LimeSurvey was selected for its flexibility, robust features, and
ability to support complex survey logic and branching. The questionnaire was designed in two versions:
one tailored for students and another for academic staff, each targeting the specific experiences and
perspectives relevant to their roles in higher education (see Appendix 1 and Appendix 2). The student
survey aimed to capture a broad view of digital literacy, social media usage patterns, and attitudes

towards the integration of social media in academic contexts. The academic survey focused on teaching
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practices, professional engagement, and the use of social media for communication and knowledge

sharing.

To ensure the survey’s validity and reliability, I sought feedback from a colleague with expertise in
survey design and educational measurement. The survey instrument underwent a pilot test with five
participants, who were asked to complete the questionnaire and provide detailed feedback on its clarity,
content, and usability. This pilot phase was informed by Nielsen’s (2000) usability research, which
suggests that five users can uncover approximately 85% of design or usability issues, as each subsequent
user tends to identify overlapping problems with diminishing returns of new insights. Feedback from
the pilot participants led to minor refinements in question wording and survey flow to enhance clarity

and respondent experience.

Once finalised, the survey was disseminated through multiple channels to maximise reach and ensure a
diverse and representative sample. The survey link was shared on prominent social media platforms,
including Facebook and Twitter, leveraging both my personal and professional networks. Colleagues
were also encouraged to distribute the survey link within their own networks to further expand
participation. Additionally, a call for participation was posted on the university’s intranet system,
targeting the entire student body and academic staff. The academic survey specifically sought to engage
lecturers from a range of disciplines, with a particular emphasis on those who actively use social media
in their professional practice. Participation in the survey was voluntary and anonymous, and all
recruitment materials included clear information about the study’s purpose, confidentiality, and the
expected time commitment. The survey remained open for three weeks, providing ample opportunity

for participants to respond at their convenience.

Data collection resulted in a robust dataset that was initially organised in Microsoft Excel. This allowed
for the computation of key frequencies and descriptive statistics, offering a quantitative overview of
participant demographics, social media usage patterns, and attitudes. The dataset was then formatted
for import into SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) for more advanced statistical analysis.
In SPSS, further analyses were conducted, including cross-tabulations, t-tests, and chi-square tests
where appropriate, to explore relationships and differences between groups (for example, comparing
Computer Science students with those from other disciplines, or examining patterns across demographic

variables).

The combination of a carefully designed, technology-enabled survey instrument, a rigorous piloting
process, and a multi-channel recruitment strategy ensured that the data collected was comprehensive,
reliable, and reflective of the target population’s experiences and preferences. The analytical approach,
employing both descriptive and inferential statistics, provided a strong quantitative foundation for

understanding the role of social media in academic life from both student and academic perspectives.
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3.6.3 Interviewing

Interviewing was central to my investigation of how academics perceive and use microblogging
platforms in their teaching and learning practices. Rather than treating interviews as a mechanical
process, I approached them as opportunities for genuine dialogue, reflection, and co-construction of
meaning. This section discusses how I designed, conducted, and analysed these interviews, with an
emphasis on the lived experiences and nuanced perspectives that emerged, and reflects on the

methodological choices that shaped the data and its interpretation.

Given my research focus on the social and pedagogical dimensions of microblogging in higher
education, a qualitative approach was essential for uncovering the complexity of academic practice and
belief. Interviews, particularly semi-structured ones, allowed participants to articulate their experiences,
rationales, and concerns in their own words, offering a depth of insight not attainable through
quantitative methods (Braun & Clarke, 2022). The semi-structured format provided a balance between
consistency and flexibility, ensuring that key themes, such as institutional support, pedagogical
innovation, and professional identity, were addressed, while also leaving space for unexpected insights

and personal narratives to emerge.

Participants were purposively selected from a range of disciplines and career stages within a single UK
university, aiming to capture diverse perspectives. The final sample included seven academics, ranging
from associate lecturer to professor, with teaching experience from one to over twenty years. This
diversity was not merely demographic; it fundamentally shaped the conversations, as each participant

brought their own professional history and pedagogical philosophy to bear on the topic.

All interviews were conducted individually, in spaces chosen by the participants for comfort and
privacy. Most took place in faculty offices, though two were conducted in quiet meeting rooms or, when
necessary, via secure online platforms. This flexibility allowed participants to feel at ease and to speak
candidly about their experiences and opinions. Establishing a conversational atmosphere was a priority,
as I wanted participants to feel comfortable sharing their honest perspectives. Each interview began
with a reiteration of the study’s purpose, a discussion of confidentiality and data use, and an invitation
to speak freely, even if their views were critical or ambivalent. This rapport-building was crucial, setting
the tone for open and reflective discussion. Interviews typically lasted about an hour, though some
extended beyond this when participants were particularly engaged. [ audio-recorded each session, which
allowed me to focus on the flow of conversation rather than note-taking, enabling active listening and
responsive follow-up on interesting threads. While I had a set of core themes to address, I found that
the most illuminating moments often arose when participants diverged from the script, sharing specific
incidents or reflecting on their evolving relationship with digital technologies in their everyday

academic and personal lives.
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After each interview, I transcribed the recordings verbatim, using the “unfocused transcription”
technique described by Gibson and Brown (2011). This approach prioritises the content of what was
said, rather than capturing every nuance of tone or interactional detail. While some paralinguistic
features were inevitably lost, this method allowed me to focus on the substance of participants’ accounts
and manage the considerable volume of data, over fifty thousand words in total across seven interviews.
Transcribing the interviews myself was more than a technical task; it was an important first step in
analysis. Listening to the recordings and reading through the transcripts multiple times, I noticed
recurring themes, striking phrases, and moments of tension or contradiction. I took the opportunity to
jot down initial thoughts and questions as I worked, building a set of analytic memos that would later

inform more systematic coding (Braun & Clarke, 2022).

Given the scale and complexity of the interview data, [ used NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software,
to organise, code, and retrieve segments of text (Wong, 2008). NVivo provided a structured
environment for iterative movement between individual accounts and broader patterns. My analytic
approach was informed by Braun and Clarke’s (2022) model of thematic analysis, which is particularly
well-suited to exploratory and interpretive qualitative research. Thematic analysis, as outlined by Braun
and Clarke, involves six overlapping phases: familiarisation with the data, coding, searching for themes,
reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and writing up. I adapted these phases to the needs of

my project, as follows:
1. Familiarisation

Having transcribed the interviews myself, I was deeply familiar with the material. Nonetheless, I read
through each transcript multiple times, both to refresh my memory and to begin identifying areas of
interest. During this phase, I also reviewed my initial memos and began to sketch out provisional ideas

about possible themes.
2. Coding

I then moved to systematic coding, using NVivo to tag segments of text relevant to my research
questions or that struck me as particularly revealing (Wong, 2008). Some codes were descriptive (e.g.,
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“assessment concerns,” “institutional support™), while others captured more interpretive or emotional
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dimensions (e.g., “digital anxiety,” “professional pride”). I was mindful of the risk of imposing my own

assumptions and tried to let participants’ language and framing guide the development of codes

wherever possible.
3. Searching for Themes

With a set of initial codes in place, I looked for patterns and connections across the interviews. This
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was an iterative process, involving frequent returns to the data and regular discussions with my
supervisor. Some themes emerged clearly, such as the tension between innovation and risk in using
Twitter for teaching, while others required more careful teasing out. I was also attentive to negative

cases and outliers, recognising that not all participants shared the same views or experiences.

4. Reviewing and Refining Themes

As the analysis progressed, I revisited the candidate themes to ensure they were well-supported by the
data and captured the diversity of perspectives. This sometimes meant splitting, merging, or discarding
themes, and occasionally renaming them to better reflect their content. I also checked that each theme

told a coherent story and contributed to answering my overarching research questions.

5. Defining and Naming Themes

Once satisfied with the thematic structure, I developed detailed descriptions of each theme, drawing on
illustrative quotes and examples from the data. I aimed to capture not just the content of what

participants said, but also the underlying meanings and implications for academic practice.

6. Writing Up

Although the process of writing up was still ongoing at this stage, the analytic narrative was already
taking shape. As I began to weave together the thematic analysis with relevant literature and theoretical
frameworks, I gained a clearer sense of the study’s contribution to understanding the role of social

media in higher education.

Throughout the process, I was conscious of the methodological and ethical challenges inherent in
qualitative research. Reflexivity was a constant concern: as a researcher with my own views on digital
technology, I had to be mindful of how my questions, prompts, and even my presence might shape the
data. Rather than striving for impossible neutrality, [ aimed to be transparent about my positionality and
to remain open to being surprised or challenged by participants’ accounts. Ensuring rigour and
trustworthiness was another challenge. I kept detailed records of analytic decisions, discussed emerging
themes with my supervisor, and, where possible, sought feedback from participants on the accuracy and
resonance of the findings. The use of NVivo also contributed to transparency, as it allowed me to track
the development of codes and themes over time and to retrieve supporting evidence for each analytic
claim. Confidentiality and data security were also paramount. All interviews were anonymised during
transcription, with identifying details removed or replaced with pseudonyms. Audio files and transcripts
were stored securely, in line with university policies and ethical guidelines (British Psychological

Society, 2017).
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Reflecting on the interviewing process, I am struck by the richness and diversity of the accounts I was
privileged to hear. While the methodological literature often presents data collection and analysis as a
series of discrete steps, in practice, these activities were deeply intertwined. Each interview not only
generated new data but also prompted me to reflect on my own assumptions, refine my analytic
approach, and reconsider the questions at the heart of my research. The use of semi-structured
interviews, supported by systematic transcription and thematic analysis, enabled me to capture both the
commonalities and differences in how academics engage with social media in their teaching. By
privileging participants’ voices and experiences, | was able to move beyond abstract debates about
technology and pedagogy, grounding my findings in the realities of academic life. In the chapters that
follow, I build on this foundation to explore the implications of these findings for policy, practice, and

future research.

Once the initial coding structure was in place within NVivo, I proceeded to refine and expand the coding
framework through a process of constant comparison. As I worked through each transcript, I regularly
compared new data segments to existing codes, ensuring that each piece of data was assigned to the
most appropriate node. When I encountered data that did not fit any existing code, I created new nodes,
thus allowing the coding framework to evolve organically in response to the data rather than being

rigidly predetermined.

Throughout this process, [ made extensive use of NVivo’s memoing function. For each node, I wrote
analytic memos that captured my evolving interpretations, questions, and potential connections between
codes. These memos served as a running commentary on my analytic thinking and provided a

transparent record of how codes and themes were developed, merged, or redefined over time.

To further interrogate the data, I utilised NVivo’s query tools. For example, I ran matrix coding queries
to explore intersections between participant characteristics (such as discipline or years of teaching
experience) and particular codes. This allowed me to identify patterns or divergences that might
otherwise have been overlooked. I also used coding comparison queries to check for consistency in my
own coding across different transcripts, adjusting the coding framework as necessary to maintain

coherence.

As themes began to take shape, I created thematic maps within NVivo to visually represent the
relationships between codes and higher-level themes. These maps helped me to clarify the structure of
my analysis and to ensure that each theme was distinct, internally coherent, and adequately supported
by the data. Where themes overlapped or appeared too broad, I revisited the underlying codes and, if

needed, split or merged themes to improve analytic clarity.

Once the thematic structure was finalised, I exported all coded data extracts for each theme and
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conducted a close reading to select the most illustrative quotations. These quotations were chosen not
only for their representativeness but also for their ability to convey the complexity and nuance of
participants’ experiences. I then wrote detailed analytic summaries for each theme, integrating data
extracts with interpretation and linking the findings back to the research questions and relevant

literature.

To enhance the credibility and rigour of the analysis, I engaged in ongoing peer debriefing sessions
with my supervisor. These sessions involved presenting thematic maps, coding frameworks, and
selected data extracts for critical evaluation. This process served to interrogate underlying assumptions,
refine analytical interpretations, and ensure that the emerging themes remained firmly rooted in the
data. In addition to supervisory feedback, I conducted a form of member validation by sharing a
summary of the preliminary findings with the participating academics via email. Two participants
responded and agreed to meet for an informal discussion over coffee. During these conversations, both
provided positive feedback and confirmed that the analysis accurately reflected their perspectives and
intentions. This sense-checking process contributed to the dependability of the findings by affirming
their resonance with the participants' lived experiences and professional viewpoints. Finally, all analytic
decisions, from the creation of new codes to the merging of themes, were documented in an audit trail
maintained within NVivo and supplemented by a research diary. This comprehensive documentation
ensured that the analytic process was transparent, systematic, and open to external scrutiny, thereby

enhancing the trustworthiness of the research.

Table 3 NVivo coding themes (first pass)

NAME

PERSON rebellious

PERSON role

SOCIAL MEDIA advice

SOCIAL MEDIA approaches

SOCIAL MEDIA cultural differences

SOCIAL MEDIA engagement

SOCIAL MEDIA for student support

SOCIAL MEDIA in education
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SOCIAL MEDIA issues

SOCIAL MEDIA motivation

SOCIAL MEDIA natural progression

SOCIAL MEDIA online safety

SOCIAL MEDIA personal-professional divide

SOCIAL MEDIA policing

SOCIAL MEDIA pride

SOCIAL MEDIA professional development

SOCIAL MEDIA professionalism of students

SOCIAL MEDIA public impressions

SOCIAL MEDIA rejection

TECHNOLOGY early adopters

TECHNOLOGY experimental user

TECHNOLOGY in education

TECHNOLOGY resistant

MICROBLOGGING early users

MICROBLOGGING in education

MICROBLOGGING issues

MICROBLOGGING positive feelings

As I progressed through the stages of analysis, I initially found the structure of my coding table to be
satisfactory and allowed it to rest for a period. One notable benefit of undertaking doctoral research on
a part-time basis is the extended timeframe available for reflection and critical engagement with the
data. This temporal flexibility enabled me to continually revisit and reconsider my analytic decisions,

particularly given my sustained interest in the research topic, which has been shown to support ongoing
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motivation and intellectual engagement (Paliktzoglou & Suhonen, 2011). Nevertheless, the part-time
status also presented distinct challenges. Chief among these was the necessity of balancing multiple
personal and professional roles, which occasionally limited my ability to achieve the deep immersion
in the research process that is often possible for full-time doctoral candidates. The competing demands
of work, study, and personal life sometimes resulted in fragmented periods of engagement with the data.
Upon returning to the coding table after a reflective interval, I adopted a more rigorous and systematic
approach to thematic content analysis. This involved a comprehensive re-reading of each interview
transcript and a thorough recoding of emerging themes. During this process, | identified salient
comments and assigned them to the relevant nodes within NVivo. One significant advantage of using
digital tools for qualitative analysis is the ease with which all coded references can be accessed and
reviewed within each node, facilitating a holistic understanding of how particular themes are
represented across the dataset. This period of re-engagement with the data provided an opportunity to
critically evaluate and refine my analytic approach. In accordance with Braun and Clarke’s (2013, 2022)
guidelines, I systematically reviewed, refined, and clearly defined each theme, as documented in Table
4. This recursive process of reflection and revision was instrumental in ensuring that the themes were

robust, coherent, and firmly grounded in the data.

Table 4 Revised coding table after second pass

Main Coding Themes  Sub Themes

The Paradox of Self| Teacher role
Individual
Perception by others

Culture Differences | Age gap
Misunderstandings
International differences

Use of Technology | Experimental
Reluctant

For Student Support | Engagement
Motivation
Personal advice
Teaching help

Innovative Teaching | Early adopter
Natural progression
Pride

Online Safety | Policing
Professionalism of students
Professionalism of staff

In order to address the research questions, I adopted a qualitative research methodology, focusing on
the systematic analysis of interview data to generate meaningful insights into the phenomenon under

investigation. My primary objective was to develop a nuanced and comprehensive understanding of

75



participants’ experiences and perspectives.

To structure the analysis, | employed a deductive approach, drawing upon established theoretical
frameworks to inform the initial categorisation of the data. The interview transcripts served as the
foundational dataset, and these frameworks guided the identification and organisation of relevant
categories. This approach ensured that the analysis was anchored in both the empirical data and the

broader scholarly context.

The analytical process involved a meticulous, line-by-line examination of each transcript. Using NVivo
as the primary data management tool, I applied coding techniques to systematically assign segments of
data to appropriate categories, referred to as nodes within the software. Through this process, [ identified
seven principal categories, each of which was further delineated into subcategories to capture the
complexity and diversity of the data. This hierarchical structuring facilitated a more granular analysis

and enabled the identification of subtle patterns and relationships within the dataset.

Particular attention was paid to the accurate classification and labelling of data extracts. This careful
approach was instrumental in enhancing the rigour and transparency of the analysis, as it allowed for
clear traceability from raw data to thematic conclusions. The use of thematic coding was central to this
process, as it enabled the recognition of recurring themes and patterns across interviews, which, in turn

informed the development of the overall analytic framework.

In summary, my approach to qualitative data analysis was both systematic and rigorous. By integrating
pre-existing theoretical frameworks with a thorough thematic coding process, I was able to construct a
robust, evidence-based understanding of the research phenomenon. This methodological rigour

contributes to the credibility and trustworthiness of the study’s findings.

3.6.4 Focus Groups
“...studies that bring together focus groups and surveys are one of the leading ways of combining

qualitative and quantitative methods..." (Morgan, 1997).

To explore students’ attitudes toward microblogging as an educational tool, I designed a series of focus
groups that combined structured individual reflection with open group discussion. The decision to
conduct individual interviews with staff and focus groups with students was informed by both
methodological and practical considerations. Interviews were chosen for academic staff because they
allowed for a more in-depth, nuanced exploration of individual perspectives, professional practices, and
reflections on their pedagogical approaches. Given the hierarchical context of the university setting,
one-to-one interviews also provided a more confidential space in which staff could speak freely, without

the influence or presence of peers that might constrain honest reflection or critical commentary. This
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approach supported the generation of rich, detailed data aligned with the interpretivist orientation of the
study. In contrast, focus groups were selected for students to capture a broader range of peer-informed
views and to stimulate interaction that might reveal shared experiences, consensus, or divergence in
how they engaged with social media in educational contexts. The group dynamic was particularly
valuable in surfacing collective norms, informal practices, and spontaneous reactions that might not
emerge in one-to-one settings. Moreover, students often feel more comfortable discussing their
experiences among peers, which helped facilitate more open and candid conversations. This
differentiation in method reflects a sensitivity to the social dynamics and power relations within each
group and was intended to ensure that all participants had an appropriate and supportive setting in which

to share their experiences.

Student participants for the focus groups were selected using purposive sampling from across all
undergraduate year groups within the programme. Invitations were extended via email and in-class
announcements, with participation being entirely voluntary. The aim was to capture a range of
perspectives on the use of Twitter in learning, reflecting different stages of academic development,
confidence with digital tools, and exposure to institutional practices. Including students from across all
years allowed for a richer, more layered understanding of how experiences and perceptions of social
media in education may evolve over time. For example, final-year students often brought a more critical
or reflective stance, informed by their longer engagement with academic culture, whereas first-year
students were more likely to focus on immediate usability and social aspects. However, this approach
may have introduced variability that complicates the interpretation of findings. Students’ views were
inevitably shaped by their year of study, disciplinary experiences, and individual engagement with the
platform. Moreover, the voluntary nature of participation means that the data likely reflects the voices
of students who felt comfortable in a group discussion setting and had stronger views, whether positive
or negative, about the digital intervention. Consequently, the findings should be understood as
illustrative rather than representative, providing insight into the diverse experiences of students at

different stages of their academic journey.

At the outset of each session, I invited participants to write down their likes and dislikes regarding the
use of microblogging in their studies, as well as any suggestions for how such platforms might be more
effectively integrated into lessons. This written activity served a dual purpose: it encouraged quieter
participants to articulate their views in writing before the group dynamic took hold, and it provided an

additional layer of qualitative data that could be cross-referenced with the spoken discussion.

After collecting these initial reflections, I shifted the session into a group discussion phase. I intended
to facilitate rather than direct the conversation, so I deliberately adopted a light-touch approach to

moderation. Drawing on best practices in focus group research (Krueger & Casey, 2014),  used prompts
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such as, “Is that so? I’'m interested in that,” or “Would anyone else like to add to that point?” to
encourage elaboration and ensure that all voices had the opportunity to be heard. I was mindful of the
risk of over-moderation, which can stifle spontaneous interaction and introduce bias, and instead sought

to create an environment where participants felt comfortable expressing both consensus and dissent.

Throughout the sessions, I was attentive to the subtleties of group dynamics. While some participants
were naturally more vocal, others required gentle encouragement to contribute. The initial written
exercise proved particularly valuable here, as it allowed me to draw quieter students into the
conversation by referencing their written comments directly. This strategy not only increased inclusivity

but also enriched the discussion by bringing a wider range of perspectives to the fore.

After each focus group, I invited participants to share any final thoughts and thanked them for their time
and contributions. All sessions were audio recorded to ensure an accurate record for subsequent
analysis. I also took contemporaneous field notes, focusing on non-verbal cues and group interactions,
as recommended by DeWalt and DeWalt (2002), to provide additional context for interpreting the

transcripts.

In analysing the data, I adopted a thematic approach that combined both deductive and inductive
elements. The initial categories, likes, dislikes, and suggestions, were informed by the structure of the
written exercise, providing a framework for the first round of coding. However, as I engaged more
deeply with the transcripts, I allowed for new themes to emerge organically from the data. Using NVivo,
I coded each transcript line by line, assigning data segments to nodes that reflected both pre-existing
and emergent categories. This iterative process involved revisiting earlier codes and refining the
thematic structure in light of new insights, ensuring that the analysis remained grounded in the
participants’ own words and experiences. A critical aspect of this process was the recognition that focus
group data are inherently co-constructed. The meanings participants attach to microblogging are shaped
not only by their individual experiences but also by the interactions and negotiations that take place
within the group. As such, I paid close attention to moments of agreement and disagreement, as well as
to shifts in opinion that occurred during the discussion. This attention to group dynamics enriched the

analysis and allowed for a more nuanced interpretation of the data.

Ethical considerations were integral to every stage of the research. Participants were fully informed
about the purpose of the study at the point of recruitment and again at the start of each session. I provided
detailed information sheets and consent forms, making clear their right to withdraw at any time without
consequence. To promote transparency and trust, I openly recorded the sessions and explained how the
data would be stored and used. Anonymity was preserved by assigning pseudonyms in all transcripts

and reports, and all data were stored securely in accordance with institutional guidelines.
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Reflecting on the process, I found that the combination of written and oral data, together with a
facilitative approach to moderation, yielded rich and multifaceted insights into students’ perceptions of
microblogging. The challenge, however, lay in balancing the need for structure with the flexibility
required to capture the complexity of group interaction. By maintaining an ethical and reflexive stance,
and by systematically analysing both the content and context of the discussions, I was able to generate

findings that are both credible and deeply informed by the lived experiences of the participants.

3.7 Data Mining and Microblogging

Data mining is a process that turns raw data into useful information. In this case, as I am dealing with
tweets, the main approach used is text mining (though some tweets may also include links to other
media such as images and videos). Text mining is a type of text analysis where data can be extracted in
order to find words that can be used for analysis. Usual text mining methods involve text classification,

text grouping, theme extraction, sentiment analysis amongst many others.

For this research, the use of a microblogging platform (Twitter) was embedded within a module that
run for the first four weeks of the semester. Students were given tasks and prompts that encouraged
them to engage with this platform. A common hashtag was used to find and sort tweets more effectively.
Tweets represented status updates and current happenings in students’ lives. The instructional goals for
incorporating Twitter into this class were to build community amongst the learners and to encourage

debate around the module content to extend learning outside of classroom.

The students were encouraged to Tweet amongst themselves and others. The two members of staff who
taught on the module also tweeted in this study. Consideration was given to ensure that all participants
were comfortable taking part in this research. The growing use of social media tools highlights
particular ethical concerns for research in this area (Venezia, 2012). All students who directly
participated in the research were asked for their consent. However, tweets were harvested systematically
from the public stream, and it was not possible to obtain informed consent from all subjects. Tweets are
created in the public space of the Web; therefore, tweets are public by default, though users can protect
their tweets by making them available only to their followers. Nonetheless, interactions in social media
often have an ephemeral appeal. This adds to the expectation about information being protected. People
can be disposed to supply personal and sensitive information to an online medium, which in principle
is accessible for anyone, without intending their statements to be distributed. There were no assumptions
made about the safety of the users. All data was considered sensitive, regardless of whether it had
already been released into the public domain by the user and was made anonymous so that the user
could not be identified. Disassociating Twitter names and email addresses with tweets enabled this

anonymity.
In the initial week of the semester, students were provided with a concise yet comprehensive
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introduction to the utilisation of Twitter. Given that the cohort consisted of Computer Science students,
there was a tacit assumption that navigating Twitter would not present significant technical hurdles for
them. The instructional session focused on imparting the fundamental aspects of Twitter usage,
including the process of creating an account, composing tweets (messages posted on Twitter),
incorporating hashtags (clickable keywords within tweets used for categorisation and discoverability),
and employing @ replies (responses directed towards specific users). Additionally, students were
instructed on how to configure privacy settings to manage the visibility of their tweets and interactions.
To ensure active participation and engagement from all students, they were encouraged to send an
introductory tweet during the initial session. This exercise served as a practical application of the
concepts taught, allowing students to familiarise themselves with the platform's functionalities first
hand. Moreover, it provided an opportunity for students to establish their online presence and initiate

connections within the Twitter community.

Data mining on Twitter consisted of harvesting information from the microblogging platform. An
application was developed in Python on Windows 10 using Atom as the IDE (Integrated development
environment). To gather the tweets several 3rd party libraries were deployed within the application:
Twint, Pandas and NLTK. This setup allowed me to configure and run automated collection of search
results from Twitter. I can data mine tweets using dates, GPS location (when provided by the user),

hashtags and keywords.

The tweets were then stored in a comma separated values file and cleaned up ready to be imported into
NVivo. NVivo does not allow you to add additional rows of columns to a dataset after import, so headers
were added to the file to separate the relevant information needed for each tweet. This consisted of date,
time, individual user ID, tweet content and any relevant attachments i.e. image or photos on a separate
row for each tweet. Dividing the data up in this way means that it can be imported into NVivo as separate

records. Blank rows were removed, as well as extraneous content.

3.8 Data Analysis Techniques

The analysis of data in this study was designed to answer two core research questions: first, how
Computer Science students and academics utilise and perceive social media platforms, especially
microblogging, in their academic learning, teaching, and communication (RQ1); and second, what
strategies academics can employ using social media platforms, particularly microblogging, to enhance
student engagement and communication in Computer Science education (RQ2). My approach was
shaped by the nature of the data collected, both quantitative and qualitative, and by a commitment to

methodological rigour and reflexivity throughout the process.

To address RQI, I began by conducting a detailed analysis of the quantitative survey data, which

included both Likert-scale and open-ended responses. I first calculated means, medians, and standard
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deviations for each closed-ended item to identify central tendencies and patterns in how students and
academics reported their use of microblogging platforms. This statistical groundwork allowed me to
visualise how frequently these tools were being used, for what specific academic purposes, and with
what perceived value among different groups. Recognising that descriptive statistics alone might mask
important differences between subgroups, I proceeded to apply the Mann-Whitney U test. This non-
parametric test was chosen because it does not assume a normal distribution and is appropriate for
comparing ordinal data, such as the Likert-scale responses. I used it to examine differences between
Computer Science students and non-Computer Science students, as well as between frequent and
infrequent users of microblogging platforms. By doing so, I was able to establish whether observed
patterns in the data reflected genuine differences in experience or perception, rather than being artefacts
of the data’s underlying distribution. The results of these statistical tests highlighted several areas where
further qualitative exploration was warranted, particularly in relation to divergent attitudes towards the

educational value of microblogging.

Turning to the qualitative dimension, I adopted a thematic analysis approach to make sense of the
interview data. This began with a period of immersion, during which I read and re-read the transcripts
to familiarise myself with the breadth and depth of the participants’ accounts. I made initial notes and
memos, capturing early impressions and potential points of interest. Coding was then carried out
systematically using NVivo software. I assigned segments of text to nodes that represented emerging
ideas, practices, or concerns, always balancing deductive reasoning, guided by the research questions
and existing literature, with inductive openness to new or unexpected themes arising from the data itself.
As I progressed through the coding process, I regularly revisited and refined earlier codes and themes,
ensuring that my interpretations remained grounded in the participants’ own words and contexts. This
recursive, iterative approach helped me avoid premature closure and allowed for the emergence of
complex, sometimes even contradictory, perspectives on the use and perception of microblogging in

Computer Science education.

For instance, I found that while some participants viewed microblogging as an invaluable tool for real-
time code troubleshooting and peer support, others were more sceptical, expressing concerns about
distraction, information overload, or the superficiality of engagement on these platforms. Thematic
analysis enabled me to capture these nuances and move beyond a surface-level description of practices
to a more interpretive account of how social media is woven into the fabric of academic life. I paid
particular attention to the language participants used, the metaphors they employed, and the ways in
which they positioned themselves in relation to both the technology and their peers. Through this
process, [ was able to identify not only the instrumental uses of microblogging but also its role in identity

work, professional development, and the negotiation of academic norms.
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To further enrich my understanding, I examined the open-ended survey responses using a similar coding
process. | identified recurring terms and concepts, grouping them into preliminary categories and then
refining these categories as | compared them to the themes emerging from the interviews. This allowed
me to triangulate findings across different data sources and to develop a more holistic picture of how
microblogging is experienced and perceived by both students and academics in Computer Science.
Throughout the analysis, I maintained a reflexive stance, documenting my analytic decisions,
questioning my assumptions, and seeking feedback from peers to ensure the credibility and
trustworthiness of my interpretations. This comprehensive and iterative approach enabled me to
generate a nuanced, contextually rich answer to RQ1, illuminating both the shared and divergent

experiences of microblogging within the academic Computer Science community.

For Research Question 2, my analysis moved beyond simply cataloguing strategies to a deep, critical
evaluation of how and why certain approaches to academic engagement and communication using
microblogging were adopted and how effective they proved to be in practice. I began by immersing
myself in the qualitative data collected from both interviews and focus groups, reading and re-reading
transcripts to ensure | was attuned to both the explicit suggestions participants offered and the subtler
pedagogical rationales underlying their choices. As I coded the data in NVivo, I paid close attention to
the language participants used when describing strategies, often making memos about the context in
which a particular technique was employed or the challenges that prompted its adoption. For example,
when an academic described using hashtags to structure class discussions, I not only coded this as a
strategy but also noted the specific teaching context, such as providing student support, and the rationale

that hashtags made it easier for students to locate relevant threads in a fast-moving feed.

I systematically compared the strategies described across different participants, looking for patterns in
both the types of strategies used and the conditions under which they were most successful. This
involved tracing how strategies like private group creation or the integration of microblogging into
assessment practices played out in different institutional and classroom environments. I was careful to
document not just the reported successes, such as increased student participation or improved peer
feedback, but also the difficulties and limitations participants encountered. Some academics, for
instance, found that while hashtags encouraged engagement, they also sometimes led to off-topic
discussions or required constant moderation. Others reported that while private groups fostered a sense
of safety for sensitive discussions, they could inadvertently exclude less confident students or create

additional workload for instructors.

To move beyond self-reported data and observe how engagement and communication unfolded, I
conducted a content analysis of real microblogging activity. I collected a dataset of tweets and posts

from both public and private educational spaces, then classified each message using an adapted version
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of the Community of Inquiry model. In line with recommendations discussed by Garrison et al. (2000)
concerning units of analysis, I treated each tweet as a discrete unit of analysis; however, I also

considered the role of each within its larger conversational thread.

This allowed me to identify not just how often certain strategies were used, but also the quality and
nature of the interactions they generated. For example, I found that tweets using course-specific
hashtags were more likely to spark extended, focused discussions, while posts in private groups tended
to be more supportive and less performative. I also noticed that some strategies, such as gamifying
participation or integrating microblogging into formal assessment, were highly context-dependent,

effective in certain circumstances or with certain cohorts, but less so elsewhere.

Throughout this process, I remained critically aware of my influence on the analysis. My background
in Computer Science initially led me to focus on measurable outcomes and efficiency, but as I engaged
more deeply with the data, I recognised the importance of the less tangible aspects of engagement, such
as the emotional labour involved in maintaining an academic presence online or the subtle ways students
negotiated their identities in public versus private digital spaces. I kept a reflexive journal to document
how my own assumptions and experiences shaped my interpretations, and I regularly revisited earlier

coding decisions in light of new insights or feedback from peers.

By integrating qualitative data from interviews and focus groups with observational data from actual
microblogging activity, I was able to develop a nuanced understanding of which strategies were most
effective, for whom, and under what circumstances. This holistic approach revealed that successful
engagement strategies were rarely one-size-fits-all; instead, their effectiveness depended on a complex
interplay of pedagogical intent, technological affordances, institutional context, and the evolving needs
and preferences of both students and academics. The analysis also highlighted the importance of
adaptability and reflexivity in academic practice, suggesting that the most effective use of
microblogging in Computer Science education arises from an ongoing process of experimentation,

critical reflection, and responsiveness to the lived realities of the learning environment.

3.9 Reflections

In reflecting on my research journey, I have become increasingly aware of how my epistemological
stance has shaped every aspect of the project, from the questions I asked to the ways I interpreted the
data. When I began this doctoral work, my thinking was firmly rooted in a positivist tradition, influenced
by my background in Computer Science, a field that often privileges objectivity, empirical evidence,
and the idea that knowledge can be acquired through careful observation and logical reasoning. I
believed that the world was, in principle, knowable and that my senses, if employed rigorously, would
allow me to access an objective reality. My early approach to data collection and analysis reflected this:

I sought to design instruments and procedures that would minimise bias and maximise reliability, and I
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viewed the data as something to be discovered, measured, and reported as faithfully as possible.

However, as | moved deeper into the research process, particularly as I began to engage with qualitative
data from interviews and focus groups, I found that this stance was increasingly difficult to sustain. The
rich, nuanced, and sometimes contradictory accounts offered by participants did not fit neatly into the
categories I had anticipated. Rather than being straightforward reflections of an external reality, their
narratives were shaped by context, perspective, and the ongoing negotiation of meaning. I began to see
that knowledge is not simply “out there” waiting to be found, but is constructed through interaction,
interpretation, and reflection. This realisation marked a significant shift in my epistemological
orientation, moving me away from a purely positivist view and towards a constructivist understanding

of knowledge.

This transition was neither sudden nor absolute. I found myself occupying a space between positivism
and constructivism, recognising both the value of empirical observation and the inevitability of
subjectivity in the research process. I continued to believe that the senses provide a crucial means of
engaging with the world, but I became increasingly interested in how knowledge is constructed by
individuals and groups, shaped by their experiences, values, and social contexts. This shift was mirrored
in my teaching practice as well; I began to see myself not just as a transmitter of knowledge, but as a

facilitator of learning, helping students to construct their understanding through dialogue and inquiry.

As a researcher, embracing a constructivist perspective meant acknowledging that my interpretations
are inevitably shaped by my own beliefs, values, and experiences. Reflexivity became central to my
approach: I made a conscious effort to examine my assumptions, to question my interpretations, and to
remain open to alternative perspectives. I kept (and still do) detailed reflexive journals, documenting
not only the decisions I made but also the doubts and uncertainties that accompanied them. I recognised
that my position as a practitioner-researcher, simultaneously embedded in the field and engaged in
scholarly inquiry, brought both advantages and challenges. On the one hand, my professional
experience gave me insight into the realities of teaching and learning with technology and allowed me
to connect with participants in ways that might not have been possible for an outsider. On the other
hand, it required constant vigilance to avoid conflating my own experiences with those of my
participants, and to ensure that their voices were not overshadowed by my own. This process of
reflexive engagement led me to prioritise the personal and the particular over the abstract and the
general. [ came to understand that my research could never be entirely impartial or detached, and that
my interpretations would always be provisional, subject to revision as I encountered new data or new
ways of thinking. Rather than seeing this as a weakness, I came to view it as a strength - a source of
depth and richness that allowed me to engage more fully with the complexity of the research topic. I

accepted that there would always be limits to what I could know, and that my understanding would
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necessarily be incomplete and situated. This awareness encouraged me to approach the data with

humility and openness, and to value the diversity of perspectives represented in my study.

The integration of academic research with professional practice has been an ongoing process of
negotiation and adaptation. Being actively engaged in my profession has enriched my academic work,
providing opportunities to apply theory to practice and to test ideas in real-world settings. At the same
time, it has required flexibility and a willingness to navigate the tensions that arise between the demands
of scholarship and the realities of professional life. Undertaking a part-time doctorate while working
full-time has been both a challenge and a privilege. It has demanded careful planning, time management,
and a capacity to adapt to changing circumstances. There have been moments of frustration, particularly
as the pace of technological change sometimes outstripped the scope of my research, with new platforms
and practices emerging faster than I could document them. Yet, this ongoing engagement with the field
has also kept my research relevant and responsive, allowing me to observe and reflect on the evolving

landscape of social media in higher education.

Ultimately, this journey has transformed not only my understanding of the research topic but also my
sense of myself as a scholar and practitioner. I no longer see knowledge as something fixed or final, but
as something that is continually constructed, contested, and revised. My research has become an
ongoing dialogue, between theory and practice, between myself and my participants, and between
different ways of knowing. By embracing reflexivity, acknowledging the limitations of my own
perspective, and remaining open to the complexity and ambiguity of the data, I have sought to produce
a study that is both rigorous and authentic, one that contributes meaningfully to our understanding of

social media and learning in Computer Science education.

3.10 Summary

This chapter has explored the methodological foundations of my research, offering both a detailed
account of the methods I employed and a critical reflection on their strengths and limitations. I began
by outlining the research questions, explaining how each was investigated through distinct but
complementary approaches. Throughout, I was careful to maintain clear boundaries between the

different strands of inquiry, ensuring that each question received focused and rigorous attention.

A significant part of this chapter was devoted to examining the research paradigm that underpins my
work. I discussed how my worldview, as both a practitioner and a researcher, shaped the design,
implementation, and interpretation of the study. Reflecting on my educational paradigm, I considered
how my underlying assumptions and beliefs have influenced both my teaching and my research
practice. This process of self-examination has been invaluable, prompting me to think more deeply
about how my positionality affects my interactions with students, colleagues, and data. I have come to

appreciate that understanding and reflecting on one’s paradigm is not just an academic exercise, but a
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practical tool for enhancing both teaching and research.

In addressing issues of validity, reliability, and the limitations inherent in my chosen methods, I aimed
for transparency and honesty. [ recognise that every research design involves trade-offs, and I have tried
to be explicit about the choices I made and the reasoning behind them. By weaving together
methodological detail with critical self-reflection, this chapter lays a solid foundation for the analysis
and discussion that follow, and signals my commitment to a thoughtful, contextually grounded approach

to educational research.
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Chapter 4 Student Viewpoints: Findings
4.1 Objectives and Scope

This chapter presents findings from the research carried out with students at the University of
Lancashire. The findings are based on research carried out with Computer Science students, although
an initial survey open to all students was also conducted. The findings from this work are derived from
the use of several research tools. These tools are highlighted in more detail in Chapter 1. One of the
essential aims of this investigation is to find out how Computer Science students use and perceive social
media and microblogging in the context of teaching and learning. This chapter contributes towards
answering that question by identifying the major concerns that students have around social media and
microblogging, their motivations for using the platforms, and their methods of usage. In this chapter, I
also shed light on the nature of academic-student relationships on SNSs, and how these connections are

shaped.

4.2 Background

With the rising adoption of social media, students, particularly those born between 1980 and 2000
(millennials), and those born after 2000 (digital natives), have eagerly integrated these platforms into
their lives, bringing a new digital fluency to higher education. This shift is recognised by both academia
and the business sector, which now expect a high level of digital proficiency from their recruits. It is
important to note, however, that not all individuals born within these time frames are digital natives, as
access to technology can vary greatly. The characteristics and values of millennials are distinct yet share
similarities with Generation X, particularly in valuing respect, meaningful work, self-improvement, and
workplace flexibility. This generational shift reflects broader changes in student attitudes and
expectations towards education and employment. In my department, the majority of undergraduate
students are under 21 when they embark on their studies. In the academic year 2020/2021, only 2.2%
of the students were in the 21 and over group. In 2020/2021, of all students in the undergraduate
programmes, just under 9% are female. These statistics align with those presented by other Computer
Science departments in the UK. Therefore, we can make a reasonable assumption that, in general,
Computer Science degrees in the UK are predominantly studied by 18-year-old males who fall into the

millennial digital generation, as shown by Table 5 below.

Table 5 Digital generation boundaries (Norman Nielsen Group, 2016)

Generation Birth Years Ages as of 2016
Generation Z 2000s to today 0-16
Millennials 1980-2000 16-36
Generation X 1960s-1980s 36-56
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Baby Boomers 1946-1964 52-70
Silent Generation 1928-1945 71-88

Greatest Generation Before 1928 87+

The research question being addressed in this chapter is RQ1: How do Computer Science students and
academics utilise and perceive social media platforms, especially microblogging, in their academic

learning, teaching, and communication?

To help me answer this I carried out two online surveys, three focus groups and a data mining

experiment on a microblogging platform (Twitter).

4.3 Summary of Data Collection Procedures with Students
A summary of the data collection procedures that feed into this chapter and which were outlined in

Chapter 1 are summarised below:

o linstalled the LimeSurvey software on my server. LimeSurvey is an advanced Open-Source

Software survey creation system. I tested it several times with dummy data.

o I created two surveys, one aimed at students across the range of courses at the university, and

another aimed specifically at Computer Science students.

o The survey link for the Computer Science students was posted on the Facebook group for

Computer Science at the University of Lancashire.

o The survey link for all students was distributed to academics in other subjects at the University

of Lancashire, who were asked to share it with students.

o A request for focus group participants was shared amongst the social media channels for

Computer Science at the University of Lancashire.
o Iran three focus groups with a total of 29 students.
o SPSS was used to tabulate frequencies and generate descriptive statistics.

o I created a Python application to collect data from a microblogging website which was then

imported into NVivo for analysis.

4.4 Summary of Data Analyses Approach

The technique used to analyse the data collected to understand the student viewpoint has been twofold.
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Firstly, a quantitative analysis approach has been used to understand the data from the two surveys. A
two-sample Mann-Whitney U test is ideal for analysing this data and has been applied to most of the
survey questions. The Mann-Whitney U test, alternatively known as the Mann-Whitney Wilcoxon Test
or the Wilcoxon Rank Sum Test, serves as a tool for assessing whether two samples likely originate
from the same population, implying similarity in the distribution shapes of the two populations. Some
researchers interpret this test as a comparison of the medians between the two populations, in contrast

to parametric tests that scrutinise means (HO: u1=p2) among independent groups.

Typically performed as a two-sided test, the research hypothesis posits that the populations are unequal,
without specifying the directionality of the difference. In cases where interest lies in detecting a positive
or negative shift in one population compared to the other, a one-sided research hypothesis is employed.
The test procedure involves amalgamating observations from the two samples into a unified sample,
maintaining the identification of each observation's source sample, and subsequently ranking them from

the lowest to the highest, ranging from 1 to nl1+n2, respectively.

This will help me determine whether the means of the two independent groups are significantly different

from one another.

And secondly, a thematic content analysis has been carried out on the data collected from carrying out

the focus groups (Clarke and Braun, 2013).

The goal of carrying out this analysis is to assess how students use SNSs, with the focus always
remaining on their perception and understanding of their own teaching and learning. Each section of
the surveys collected explicit data about the student and their relationship with social media tools and

the findings are presented in this chapter.

4.5 Demographic Information from Online Surveys

There was a total of 182 complete responses to the surveys. There were 103 responses to the survey that
was sent to students across all subjects at the University of Lancashire and 85 responses from Computer
Science students. However, 6 of these were incomplete, with no data input, and were removed from the
results. It is likely that these were search engines that had crawled to the website or possible ‘bots’ (web
software applications that run automated tasks over the Internet). Therefore, the Computer Science

survey results derived from 79 participants.

Of the 103 participants in the non-Computer Science survey, 64% were female, and 36% male. The

average age of the participants is 23.33 years, with the youngest being 18 and the oldest 50.

Of the 79 participants in the Computer Science survey, 18% were female, and 82% male. The average

age of the participants is 21.6 years, with the youngest being 18 and the oldest 42. This is interesting
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because the percentage of female respondents is nearly double the percentage of females on the
academic programmes. Whilst there is no direct proof that gender directly influences online survey
participation, it has been suggested by several authors that gender does indeed play a role in online
responses, with women responding in greater proportions than men (Porter and Whitcomb, 2005; Smith,

2008).

The subsequent sections present the findings from the online surveys and analyses and discusses the

results.

4.6 General SNS Use

A question thread that runs throughout this work is what motivates students to use social media? Why
would they engage in microblogging in different ways, and specifically why would they do so in their
academic lives? Analysing the answers of the participants shows that 100% of the respondents that took
part in both surveys claim to be part of a social media community. This is not surprising, it would make
sense that if you put a call out for volunteers to participate in a survey about their social media usage,
those that decide to partake will have a social media usage in the first place. This does lead to findings
that generally only include social media users, hence offering a skewed view of social media usage
amongst students. Whilst 182 represents a substantial cohort for a qualitative, exploratory study, it is
important to consider the extent to which the sample reflects the broader undergraduate population at
the university. The sample does not capture the full demographic, disciplinary, or experiential diversity
of the wider student body. As such, the findings should be interpreted as context-specific and

illustrative, rather than representative of the university's entire undergraduate cohort.

Potential self-selection bias must be acknowledged. Students who engaged more actively with social
media surveys, and who subsequently chose to participate in focus groups, may have had greater digital
confidence, a stronger interest in the topic, or more pronounced views (either positive or negative). This
may have led to an over-representation of more engaged or outspoken individuals, potentially skewing
perceptions of the intervention’s reception. Similarly, non-response bias is a relevant consideration.
Students who opted not to take part may have done so due to a lack of interest in social media,
discomfort with the public nature of social media, or hesitation about speaking in a group setting.
Consequently, the views of more digitally disengaged or hesitant students may be underrepresented in
the data. Although open invitations and reminders were used to promote broad participation, no formal
comparison was made between participants and non-participants in terms of demographic or academic
characteristics. Therefore, caution is warranted when generalising the findings beyond the study group.
The value of this research lies not in statistical generalisability, but in the rich, situated insights it offers

into the experiences of a substantial and diverse subset of students.
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Figure 3 shows the social media usage results, this includes the data from surveys. As can be seen, the
most popular SNS is Facebook, with 89.01% (n=162) of the students stating that it is one of their
preferred social media sites. Second to Facebook is Twitter, with 63.74% (n=116) of the students stating
that it is one of their preferred social media sites. It is noteworthy that the survey permitted respondents
to select multiple options, offering a comprehensive view of the social media landscape among
university students. The primary objective of this question was to gauge the prevalence of various SNSs
within the student community, rather than discerning individual preferences. Consequently, the
responses indicate the extent to which students engage with each platform, providing valuable insights

into the overall usage patterns of social media among the surveyed population.

Which of the following social media sites do you use?

180 162
160
140
120
100
80
60
40 28
20 9 6

116
100

76 79

Facebook Twitter LinkedIn Pinterest Tumblr Instagram Flickr Other

Figure 3 Social media usage of all survey student respondents

Upon closer examination, the separation of results between the Computer Science group and the non-
Computer Science group reveals striking similarities, as substantiated by Figure 4 and Figure 5.
Evidently, there is a consistent trend across the student cohort, indicating a collective preference for
specific social networking sites. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and LinkedIn emerge as steadfast

favourites among the students, irrespective of their affiliation with the Computer Science discipline.
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Which of the following social media sites do you use?

100 g5
90

80 68 67
70

60
50
40 32 32
30
10 3
0 7
Facebook Twitter LinkedIn Pinterest Tumblr Instagram Flickr Other

Figure 4 Social media usage of non-Computer Science students

An analysis of social media preferences among Computer Science and non-Computer Science students
revealed broadly comparable patterns of usage, suggesting a notable uniformity in platform adoption
across disciplinary boundaries. This cross-disciplinary consistency reflects a shared perception of
platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and LinkedIn as both useful and easy to use, key
determinants in the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM). Regardless of academic background,
students appear to engage with these platforms not only for social interaction but also for information
gathering, professional networking, and identity construction. This widespread uptake underscores their
perceived functional value and user-friendliness in supporting both academic and personal objectives.
Viewed through the lens of Connectivism, the popularity of these platforms may also indicate their
centrality as nodes within students’ personal learning networks, facilitating access to information, peer
dialogue, and community engagement. Collectively, the findings highlight the embeddedness of social
networking sites in students’ everyday digital practices and reinforce their significance within the

broader landscape of student engagement, learning, and professional development.
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Which of the following social media sites do you use?
80 75
70

60
48
50 44 47

40 33
30
20 14

10 2 3

Facebook Twitter LinkedIn Pinterest Tumblr Instagram  Flickr Other

Figure 5 Social media usage of Computer Science students

Facebook emerges as the leading social networking site (SNS) among both groups of survey
respondents, with Twitter and LinkedIn following in popularity. Notably, 43.40% (n=79) of the students
expressed their use of alternative online networking services (ONS), predominantly mentioning
YouTube, while some acknowledged TikTok. Anecdotal observations lead me to anticipate that if the
survey were to be conducted again presently, TikTok's popularity would likely have increased. This
speculation is supported by an examination of focus group data, where several students remarked that
TikTok is now their preferred SNS. Additionally, YouTube stands out, particularly for academic study
support through tutorial videos with students in the focus groups engaging in a discussion around the

use of YouTube as a resource for learning to program.

The prevalence of Facebook as the most favoured SNS aligns with broader social media trends, as it
continues to be a prominent platform for social interaction and content sharing. The sequential
popularity of Twitter and LinkedIn suggests a diverse range of preferences among the surveyed

students, with some prioritising real-time updates and others valuing professional networking.

The mention of alternative ONS, particularly YouTube and TikTok, reflects the evolving landscape of
online platforms. YouTube's significance for academic study support, specifically in the form of tutorial
videos, highlights its role beyond mere entertainment. The indication that TikTok is gaining traction as

a preferred SNS is a noteworthy trend, suggesting its appeal among the student demographic.

The anticipation of TikTok's potential increase in popularity gives weight to the dynamic nature of
social media trends. It also emphasises the importance of staying attuned to evolving preferences when
conducting surveys and analysing data in the rapidly changing digital environment. The incorporation
of anecdotal observations and focus group insights enriches the analysis by providing a qualitative

dimension to the quantitative findings, offering a more comprehensive understanding of the students'
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social media preferences.

Students’ experiences with social media were examined by asking participants in the survey to register
their comfort levels with SNSs. Levels were measured using a 5-point Likert-type scale where 1 = very
uncomfortable and 5 = extremely comfortable, based on (Hargittai & Hsieh, 2012) scales for measuring

familiarity with social media tools, who used the same scale of 1 to 5 in their work.

As expected, most of the respondents were extremely confident with SNSs usage, with 73.79% (n=76)
of the non-Computer Science students and 78.48% (n=62) of Computer Science students declaring this.
Of the non-Computer Science students, 7.77% (n=8) of them declared feeling not very confident using

social media, whilst none of the Computer Science students chose this option.

How confident are you using social network sites?

70
60
50
40
30
20
10 2

Figure 6 Level of confidence indicated by non-Computer Science students

The results of a Mann-Whitney U test revealed a non-significant relationship (U=3719 z=-1.323
p=.186). This asymptotic significance value suggests that there is not enough evidence to claim a
significant difference between the two groups. It is no surprise though that the Computer Science
students are, at a minimum, relatively confident using this technology. However, the fact that some
students indicate a degree of discomfort, suggests that students’ experience is more limited than what
the widespread notion of the digital native might suggest, especially for students on non-technical
courses. Added to this, is also the fact that the average age of the non-Computer Science cohort is
slightly higher, so factoring in several students who are not as familiar with technology, may have some

impact on this result.
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How confident are you using social network sites?

70 62
60
50
40
30
20
10

Figure 7 Level of confidence indicated by Computer Science students

The results underscore a notable prevalence of social media usage within both cohorts. Figure 6 and
Figure 7 exhibit striking similarities, depicting a pronounced trend where a substantial number of
participants express a high degree of confidence in using social networking sites, particularly leaning

towards the 'extremely confident' category.

Initially, one might have hypothesised that students enrolled in technical courses would demonstrate
markedly higher social media usage compared to their counterparts in non-technical courses. However,

the data presented here does not provide substantial evidence to support such assumptions.

The consistent distribution of responses towards the 'extremely confident' end of the spectrum in both
figures suggests a pervasive comfort and proficiency with social media use among students, regardless
of their academic discipline. This may indicate a general digital fluency and familiarity with online

platforms within the student community.

The absence of a significant divergence between technical and non-technical cohorts, challenges
preconceived notions regarding social media usage patterns. This suggests that factors beyond academic
specialisation might play a more influential role in shaping students' comfort levels and confidence in

navigating social networking sites.

To delve deeper into the implications of these findings, further investigation could explore the specific
social media activities that students engage in, such as academic collaboration, networking, or leisure.

Additionally, considering the evolving nature of digital technologies, a longitudinal study could provide
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insights into changing trends in social media usage over time, enabling a more comprehensive

understanding of the dynamics at play within the student population.

The data on the frequency of students' social media use provides valuable insights into the varying

patterns of engagement within the non-Computer Science and Computer Science student groups.

Within the non-Computer Science student cohort, a notable 35.92% (n=37) reported using social media
several times per hour, indicating a high level of real-time engagement with online platforms. While
this suggests frequent usage, statistical analysis revealed no significant difference between the
interaction frequencies of non-Computer Science and Computer Science students. The Mann-Whitney
U test yielded a p-value of .87 (U = 3490, z = -1.710), well above the conventional threshold for
statistical significance (p < .05). This indicates that any apparent differences in usage patterns between
the two groups are likely attributable to random variation rather than a meaningful distinction. In other
words, both groups exhibit similar overall behaviours in terms of how often they engage with social

media.

Comparatively, among Computer Science students, 25.32% (n=20) reported accessing social media
several times per hour, indicating a similar but slightly lower frequency compared to their non-
Computer Science counterparts. The p-value of .87 reinforces the notion that any observed distinctions

in social media engagement between these two groups are not statistically significant.

How frequently do you interact with social network sites?
40 37

35

29
30 26

25

20

Several Once an  Once every Once aday Once every Once a week Less than
times per hour several few days once a week
hour hours

Figure 8 Level of interaction of non-Computer Science students
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How frequently do you interact with social network sites?
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20 21
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5 4
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Several Oncean Once every Once aday Once every Once a week Less than
times per hour several few days once a week
hour hours

Figure 9 Level of interaction of Computer Science students

Further exploration of the data reveals that approximately 28.16% (n=29) of non-Computer Science
students reported using social media once per hour, a frequency comparable to the 26.28% reported by
Computer Science students. Despite subtle variations, the non-significant p-value of .87 indicates that
these observed differences are likely random and not reflective of true disparities in social media

interaction patterns between the two groups.

An interesting exception within the non-Computer Science group is the presence of one student (0.6%)
who declared a usage frequency of less than once a week. This rarity emphasises the diversity of
engagement within this subgroup, and while this individual observation may not significantly impact
the overall trends, it adds a nuanced dimension to the analysis. Understanding the reasons behind such
infrequent engagement could be valuable, though the non-significant p-value suggests caution in

drawing broad conclusions based on this specific case.

This nuanced analysis of social media usage patterns among Computer Science and non-Computer
Science students reveals both shared practices and discipline-specific distinctions in digital engagement.
Framed through the lens of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), the findings suggest that
perceived usefulness and ease of use strongly shape students’ platform preferences, particularly in
professional contexts. Complementary insights from Connectivism highlight the role of social media as
part of students’ distributed learning networks, while the Community of Inquiry framework underscores
the potential of these platforms to support cognitive and social presence in digitally mediated education.
Collectively, these theoretical perspectives inform both platform design and educational strategy,

enabling more targeted support and engagement initiatives that are responsive to the diverse needs of
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university students.

4.7 Personal or Professional

As a university, University of Lancashire has always had an emphasis on preparing students for the
workplace. In Computer Science, this prevails more so, due to the requirements of our professional
accreditation body, The BCS (The British Computer Society). The BCS Code of Conduct specifies out
the professional standards required by The BCS as a condition of membership, governing the personal

conduct of individual members.

I am keen to get my students active on social media, as I know that getting the appropriate exposure
online can help with their future employment prospects, providing they depict a work-safe image in
their social presence. It seems to be more widespread now for employers to consider both the applicant’s
professional abilities as well as their interests outside of work (Allal-Chérif et al., 2021). SNSs means
that boundaries between the personal and professional lives of people have become blurry. Given these
considerations, it is of interest to see whether students are conscious of this overlap between the personal

and the professional, and how they perceive it, what their actions are concerning it, if any.

The data offer nuanced insights into the social media practices of university students, particularly in
relation to platform preference for personal use. Facebook remains the most frequently cited platform,
with 28.16% (n=29) of non-Computer Science students and 27.85% (n=22) of Computer Science
students indicating it as their preferred social networking site. The near-identical proportions across
disciplines suggest a continued relevance of Facebook in students’ personal digital ecosystems, despite
broader societal narratives that position the platform as declining in popularity among younger
demographics. This persistence may reflect Facebook's embeddedness in social and institutional
routines, such as group messaging, event coordination, or legacy digital networks, rather than a
reflection of current platform innovation or trendiness. As such, its enduring use underscores the
importance of considering both habit and functionality when interpreting students’ platform

preferences.

Twitter emerged as the second most preferred platform, selected by 31.07% (n=32) of non-Computer
Science students and 25.32% (n=20) of Computer Science students. While the difference between the
two groups is modest, the overall prominence of Twitter suggests that students value platforms that
facilitate rapid, real-time interaction with information and communities. This may reflect a desire for
immediacy and responsiveness in digital engagement, aligning with broader trends in attention
economies and the consumption of short-form content. Twitter’s appeal may also lie in its dual role as
both a social and informational network, allowing students to curate personal interests, follow public

discourse, and engage with academic or professional communities.
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Instagram ranks third in preference, with 20.39% (n=21) of non-Computer Science students and 20.25%
(n=16) of Computer Science students identifying it as their platform of choice. The consistency across
disciplines highlights the platform’s broad appeal, likely stemming from its highly visual format,
narrative-driven content, and integration into everyday social life. Instagram’s popularity suggests that
students are drawn to platforms that support identity presentation and aesthetic expression, as well as
passive consumption of curated social worlds. Its use may reflect a blend of social validation, creative
engagement, and habitual scrolling, behaviours that are deeply embedded in contemporary student

digital culture.

A notable trend emerging from the data is the rise of TikTok as a preferred social networking site, with
30 students identifying it in the 'Other' category. This signals a shift towards short-form, algorithm-
driven video content as a dominant mode of digital engagement among university students. TikTok’s
growing popularity reflects broader changes in digital media consumption patterns, where immediacy,
entertainment value, and user-generated content play a central role. While not explicitly listed in the
survey options, its frequent mention underscores its relevance and suggests that any comprehensive
analysis of student digital behaviours must account for rapidly evolving platforms beyond traditional

SNS classifications.

The inclusion of less prominent platforms such as Tumblr and Reddit further illustrates the
heterogeneity of student social media practices. These platforms, though not top-ranked, serve niche
purposes, for example, creative expression, community-based discourse, or interest-driven
participation, highlighting the importance of recognising media pluralism in student digital life. The
variety represented in the 'Other' category reinforces the need to adopt a flexible and inclusive approach

to platform analysis, particularly in studies of digital learning environments or online identity formation.

While minor disciplinary differences in platform preference were observed, the overall pattern of usage
remained largely consistent between Computer Science and non-Computer Science students. Such
consistency suggests that certain platforms, particularly Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, LinkedIn, and
increasingly TikTok, retain cross-disciplinary appeal, functioning as shared digital spaces for
communication, identity work, and information consumption. However, acknowledging subtle
discipline-based variations can be instructive. Tailoring digital engagement strategies, whether for

teaching, support services, or careers outreach, requires sensitivity to these nuances.

In terms of professional use, both Computer Science and non-Computer Science students identified
LinkedlIn as their dominant platform, selected by 51.91% (n=41) of CS students and 42.72% (n=44) of
non-CS students. This strong preference underscores LinkedIn’s perceived credibility and utility for
professional networking and career development. Its popularity aligns with the Technology Acceptance

Model (TAM), suggesting that students perceive LinkedIn as both useful and easy to use in the context
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of building a professional identity online. For Computer Science students in particular, the platform’s

alignment with tech-sector norms and employer expectations may further reinforce its relevance.

Twitter emerged as the second most preferred platform for professional use, cited by 30.10% (n=31) of
non-CS and 26.58% (n=21) of CS students. Its real-time nature and role in academic and industry
discourse make it an attractive space for students seeking up-to-date information, thought leadership,
and opportunities to engage in professional conversations. From a connectivist perspective, Twitter
supports the creation of informal learning networks where knowledge is distributed across communities

and accessed through ongoing interaction with diverse information sources.

Though less dominant, Facebook continues to have a presence in students’ professional digital
practices. Selected by 13.60% (n=14) of non-CS and 18.99% (n=15) of CS students, its use in this
context likely reflects existing personal networks being repurposed for professional aims, an example
of platform repurposing rather than intentional professional networking. This residual use highlights
the social constructivist nature of digital behaviour, whereby students’ previous experiences and peer

norms shape how platforms are used across multiple domains of life.

The varying levels of engagement with professional platforms across disciplines suggest that career
services and educational institutions should consider discipline-specific preferences when designing
digital literacy and employability initiatives. The prominence of LinkedIn, in particular, points to the
value of integrating targeted training and support to help students maximise its affordances. Equipping
students with the skills to strategically manage their professional online presence across platforms may
not only enhance employability but also support their participation in professional communities of

practice.

4.8 Motivation and Distraction

Motivation is a driving force that propels individuals to pursue their goals, overcome challenges, and
achieve success. In the context of students navigating the academic landscape, maintaining a high level
of motivation is essential for productive and focused work. As students engage with their studies, an
array of external factors can influence their motivation, and one such influential factor is the pervasive
presence of social media (Pérez-Judrez, 2023). As social network sites are starting to play a vital part
in the academic world, it stands to reason that more students will be accessing this technology more
often. Especially as social media is now seen as an acceptable communicational tool by many educators,
as well as a source of social support (Cadima et al., 2012). To date, the scientific literature addressing
the addictive qualities of SNSs is scant. However, a literature review by (Kuss et al., 2012) provides
empirical insight into the emerging phenomenon of SNS usage and potential addiction. Students using
social media on a regular basis, with this usage being poorly managed, may suffer negative

consequences (Sagabala et al., 2023). The data gleaned from the online survey regarding the perception
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of social media as a distraction in the university learning environment provides valuable insights into

the attitudes of both non-Computer Science and Computer Science students.

A significant finding emerging from the data is the widespread perception among students that social
media functions as a distraction within the academic context. Among non-Computer Science students,
76.70% (n=79) agreed with this sentiment, while an even higher proportion, 82.28% (n=65), of
Computer Science students reported the same. This shared concern across disciplines suggests a critical
tension in students’ digital lives: while social media platforms are widely adopted and often valued for
their social and informational affordances, they are also recognised as potential disruptors of academic
focus and productivity. From the perspective of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), this
ambivalence reflects a disjunction between perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use. While
platforms may be seen as accessible and functionally beneficial in certain contexts, their design,
characterised by notifications, infinite scroll, and algorithmic content delivery, can undermine sustained
attention and goal-directed behaviour, particularly in academic environments. The slightly higher level
of agreement among Computer Science students that social media is a distraction may be attributable
to the cognitive demands of their discipline. Given that Computer Science tasks often require prolonged
concentration, abstract reasoning, and problem-solving, the interruption-based nature of social media
may be perceived as more detrimental. This interpretation aligns with the Cognitive Presence dimension
of the Community of Inquiry (Col) framework, which emphasises the importance of sustained reflection
and critical thinking in academic learning. Disruptions to this presence, particularly those introduced

by digital platforms, may be felt more acutely in disciplines where deep work is central to success.

Furthermore, viewed through a Connectivist lens, students’ digital networks are not inherently
educational or intentional; rather, they are shaped by algorithms, habits, and entertainment. This finding
signals a need for critical digital literacy interventions that help students manage their digital
environments and make more deliberate choices about when and how they engage with networked
technologies in learning contexts. It points to the need for strategies to mitigate distractions and promote
focused learning. We might consider incorporating more awareness and time management techniques
into our teaching methods to help students balance the use of social media and academic responsibilities.
The data opens up opportunities for educational interventions aimed at helping students manage their
digital distractions effectively. Workshops, seminars, or resources on digital literacy and time
management could be beneficial for students to develop a balanced approach to using social media
without compromising their academic performance. While social media can be a distraction, it's
important to recognise the positive aspects of technology in education. We should consider leveraging
social media platforms as educational tools when appropriate, fostering an environment where
technology is seen as an asset rather than a hindrance. The data suggests a consensus among both non-

Computer Science and Computer Science students that social media poses a distraction in the university
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learning environment. Recognising this perception allows for the development of targeted strategies to
help students manage their digital engagement and maintain a focused approach to their academic

pursuits.

A noteworthy and consistent trend across both non-Computer Science and Computer Science students
is the prevailing belief that integrating social media more officially into education would lead to a
decrease in distractibility with 54.37% of non-Computer Science students (n=56) and 52% (n=41) of
Computer Science students stating so. This shared optimism suggests a collective perception that, if
done thoughtfully, social media integration can contribute positively to the learning environment,
enhancing engagement and focus. The data reveals some discipline-specific perspectives, with
Computer Science students expressing a higher level of belief that social media integration would
decrease distractibility. This difference may be influenced by the unique characteristics of Computer
Science studies, where students might see the potential benefits of leveraging social media for

collaborative learning or staying updated on industry developments.

There is, however, a divergence in opinions regarding the potential increase in distractibility. While a
minority of both non-Computer Science and Computer Science students express concerns about
heightened distractibility, 11.65% (n=12 non-Computer Science) and 22.78% (n=18 Computer
Science), the reasons behind these concerns may differ. Non-Computer Science students may be more
cautious about potential drawbacks, while Computer Science students might be more sceptical due to

the nature of their discipline, which often requires deep concentration and problem-solving.

We can draw valuable insights from these responses. The shared optimism about the potential decrease
in distractibility suggests an opportunity to explore strategic ways to integrate social media tools into
the educational experience. However, it is crucial for educators to address the concerns raised by those
anticipating an increase in distractibility, ensuring that any integration aligns with pedagogical goals

and minimises potential drawbacks.

4.9 Incorporating Social Network Sites into Education

To further investigate how social networking sites (SNSs) might enhance the learning experience,
students responded to several survey questions addressing different aspects of this integration. The first
line of inquiry examined their views on whether formally incorporating social media into teaching and
learning would increase or reduce distraction. Remarkably, both non-Computer Science (Figure 10) and
Computer Science students (Figure 11) exhibited a preference for a more integrated approach to social
media within the curriculum. Among non-Computer Science students, 54.37% (n=56) expressed the
belief that such integration would decrease distractibility. Similarly, 51.90% (n=41) of Computer

Science students shared this sentiment.
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Do you believe that integrating social media more officially into the
educative experience might increase or decrease these levels of
distractibility within the learning environment?
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Increase distractibility No change to Decrease I do not know (4)
(1) distractibility (2)  distractibility (3)
Figure 10 Distractibility levels - non-Computer Science students
Do you believe that integrating social media more officially into the
educative experience might increase or decrease these levels of
distractibility within the learning environment?
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@9 distractibility (2) distractibility (3)

Figure 11 Distractibility levels - Computer Science students

The survey data reveals that less than half of the students agreed that formally integrating social media
into teaching and learning would lead to decreased distractibility. This suggests a degree of scepticism
or ambivalence among students regarding the capacity of social media to enhance focus within
academic contexts. However, the similar response patterns observed across both Computer Science and
non-Computer Science students indicate a shared perspective across disciplines, even if not a majority
view. This alignment may point to a fentative recognition of the potential benefits of social media when

strategically and thoughtfully integrated into the educational framework. Rather than outright
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endorsement, the findings reflect a nuanced understanding: while students are aware of the collaborative
and interactive affordances of social media, they remain cautious about its impact on concentration and

productivity.

When queried about their confidence in the idea of utilising social media to enhance student education,
there exists a prevailing consensus among students leaning towards a higher degree of confidence.
Specifically, 69.90% (n=72) of non-Computer Science students express either extreme or high
confidence that education would benefit from the integration of social media. In parallel, a noteworthy
82.28% (n=65) of Computer Science students share this affirmative stance. Conversely, at the opposite
end of the spectrum, a smaller proportion of students express a lack of confidence in the concept.
Approximately 5.83% (n=6) of non-Computer Science students and 6% (n=5) of Computer Science
students indicate being not at all confident in the potential positive impact of incorporating social media

into education.

The data reveals a generally optimistic perspective among students regarding the potential of social
media to enhance the educational experience. A clear majority of both Computer Science and non-
Computer Science students expressed confidence in the pedagogical value of social media, with slightly
higher levels of agreement observed among Computer Science students. This elevated confidence may
reflect a disciplinary familiarity with technological innovation, as well as a greater perceived alignment

between digital tools and the nature of learning within computing-related fields.

From the perspective of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), these findings suggest that many
students view social media as both useful and, to varying degrees, easy to integrate into educational
contexts, two core predictors of positive technology adoption. For Computer Science students in
particular, this confidence may also stem from greater technical fluency, leading to a stronger belief in
the affordances of social media for collaboration, knowledge sharing, and professional development.
However, the presence of a minority of students expressing low confidence in social media’s
educational value signals the importance of attending to divergent experiences and perceptions. This
variation underscores the need for targeted digital literacy initiatives and inclusive pedagogical
strategies that accommodate differing levels of digital comfort and scepticism. Drawing on the
Community of Inquiry (Col) framework, educators can cultivate social and teaching presence through
structured integration of social media tools, thereby enhancing engagement and mitigating uncertainty.
Moreover, framed within a social constructivist perspective, student confidence in social media for
education is not fixed but shaped by prior experiences, peer influence, and institutional culture.
Understanding the full spectrum of student attitudes, ranging from enthusiastic adoption to cautious
resistance, is essential for institutions aiming to implement socially grounded, pedagogically

meaningful uses of social media. Only by addressing both enthusiasm and concern can educational
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strategies be designed that are equitable, credible, and broadly supported.

4.10 Focus Groups with Computer Science Students

It is widely acknowledged that focus group discussions, like other qualitative data collection methods,
are not immune to issues of exclusion and partial self-representation (Barbour, 2018). Participants may
consciously or unconsciously withhold information, present themselves in a particular light, or be
influenced by group dynamics. Nevertheless, the data generated from the focus groups conducted for
this study proved to be both valuable and insightful. Notably, there was a high degree of consistency in
the comments across the three groups, and the interactions among participants appeared authentic and
engaged. This consistency suggests a degree of reliability in the emergent themes, despite the inherent

limitations of the method.

Contrary to my initial reservations, the focus group method exceeded expectations in terms of
participant engagement and the richness of the data collected. The students demonstrated a remarkable
willingness to contribute, and several expressed their enjoyment of the process on social media
platforms following the sessions. Observations of the group dynamics indicated a notable shift in power
from the researcher to the participants, with the latter assuming a more active and empowered role in
the discussion (Kitzinger, 1995). This shift aligns with contemporary participatory research paradigms,
which emphasise the co-construction of knowledge and the importance of participant agency (Cornwall

& Jewkes, 1995).

4.10.1 Focus Group Procedure

A total of 29 Computer Science students participated in the focus groups, offering in-depth qualitative
insights into their social media engagement, of these, 19 students completed the online survey,
contributing to the quantitative dataset. At the outset of each focus group, participants were asked to
individually record their preferences and aversions regarding the use of microblogging as an educational
tool. They were also invited to propose suggestions for its integration into lesson plans. This initial
written exercise was immediately followed by an open group discussion. Throughout the discussion, I
deliberately adopted a non-directive facilitation style, intervening minimally and primarily to
acknowledge contributions and encourage further elaboration. For instance, prompts such as “Is that
so? I’m interested in that,” “That sounds reasonable. Would anyone else like to add to that point?” and
“Right, that sounds sensible. Any other thoughts?” were employed to foster a supportive and inclusive
environment. Each session concluded with an invitation for final reflections and an expression of
gratitude for participants' time and insights. While the focus group format enabled the generation of
rich, interactive data, it did not allow for precise quantification of agreement or disagreement with
specific statements. As such, any patterns identified in the discussions are interpreted as indicative

2

rather than representative of consensus. Claims such as “some students felt...” or “a number of
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participants expressed...” are grounded in observed verbal contributions rather than implied agreement.
Unless explicitly stated or echoed by multiple participants, no assumption is made that all group

members shared the same perspective.

4.10.2 Emergent Themes: Social Media Use Among Computer Science Students
The discussions commenced with an exploration of students’ general use of social media and their

motivations for engagement. The participants identified a diverse range of uses, including:
e Communication and social connection
e Passive consumption (voyeurism)
e Maintaining awareness of current trends (“keeping in the zone™)
e Entertainment and gaming
e Accessing up-to-date news
e Alleviating boredom (often through unintentional browsing)
e Sharing information and ideas

e Following individuals or organisations, with some noting the potential for information overload

due to excessive postings

Subsequent discussion focused on the frequency and context of social media use. Several students
reported daily engagement with Twitter, although not always for active communication. Usage patterns
appeared to fluctuate with the academic calendar, with increased activity observed during term time.
Notably, two participants indicated that their use of Twitter was primarily motivated by their enrolment
in the Computing course, suggesting that academic requirements can significantly influence platform

engagement.

The focus groups also revealed the multiplicity of access points employed by Computer Science
students, including mobile phones, tablets, laptops, and desktop computers. Some participants reported
leveraging social media for entrepreneurial purposes, either by managing their own online businesses

or by providing technical support to acquaintances engaged in commercial activities.

In summary, the focus group discussions yielded a rich dataset characterised by both thematic
consistency and participant authenticity. The method facilitated the emergence of nuanced insights into

students’ social media practices and perceptions, while also exemplifying the potential for participatory
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approaches to shift the locus of control from researcher to participant. The following section presents a

detailed analysis of the key themes identified through these discussions.

4.10.3 Social Media Preferences and Engagement

The digital landscape in 2025 is defined by the ubiquity of social media, with over 5.5 billion global
users and 79% of the UK population actively engaged on these platforms (Statista, 2025; Sprout Social,
2025). This context frames the experiences of Computer Science students, who described social media
as an “ever-present” part of both their academic and personal lives. The focus groups revealed not only
the diversity of platforms used, but also the nuanced motivations and strategies underlying student
engagement. A dominant theme was the centrality of immediacy, access to up-to-date information, and
the ability to connect with broader professional and academic communities, especially via
microblogging platforms like X (formerly Twitter). S9 (Level 5, Male, 21) explained, “I follow a lot of
industry leaders, people like Bill Gates and Kevin Rose. It makes you feel part of the bigger
conversation.” S25 (Level 6, Male, 22) added, “Sharing my projects on Twitter and YouTube has
opened doors for internships.” S6 (Level 4, Male, 22) shared, “I post code snippets and get feedback
from people I’ve never met. Sometimes, it’s the fastest way to solve a bug.” These voices echo recent
research showing that microblogging is a vital tool for professional identity-building, networking, and

real-time information access in STEM fields (Garcia-Rio et al., 2022).

However, engagement is not uniform. S2 (Level 4, Female, 18) described, “I mostly add friends from
my course or people I’ve met at events. [ don’t like randoms in my feed.” S24 (Level 5, Female, 21)
said, “I’ve reconnected with old friends from school or from holidays, but I always check their profiles
before adding them.” S5 (Level 4, Male, 19) was blunt: “If someone gets on my nerves, I just remove
them. I don’t feel bad about it.” Platform choice is shaped by generational and functional factors.
According to Pew Research Center (2024), YouTube is the most widely used platform among teens and
young adults (over 90% usage), followed by TikTok, Snapchat, and Instagram. Facebook and X have
seen steep declines among teens, with only 32% and 17% reporting use, respectively. These trends were
echoed in the focus groups: S3 (Level 4, Male, 20) said, “If [ don’t understand something in class, |
look it up on YouTube. There’s always a short video that explains it.” S25 (Level 6, Male, 22), who
creates tutorials, added, “Making videos helps me revise and helps others too.” S12 (Level 5, Male, 23)
explained, “On Discord, we have channels for different modules. Sometimes, someone posts a tricky
problem and within minutes, three or four people are offering solutions or sharing resources.” This
reflects the active, collaborative, and often multimodal nature of students’ digital learning ecologies

(Garcia-Rio et al., 2022).

The collaborative affordances of social media were also emphasised. S4 (Level 4, Male, 21)

commented, “WhatsApp is great for organising group projects. We can share files and remind each
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other about deadlines.” S13 (Level 5, Female, 19) described Facebook Groups as “the quickest way to
get answers from classmates.” S16 (Level 5, Male, 22) explained, “I use Twitter for CS news and
updates from lecturers. It’s more immediate than email.” These practices are consistent with recent
research showing that social media fosters a sense of community, encourages teamwork, and supports
peer-to-peer learning, skills that are crucial in computer science (Sprout Social, 2025). Yet, the double-
edged nature of social media was also apparent. S19 (Level 5, Male, 19) noted, “When I’m stressed
about assignments, I end up scrolling through Twitter instead of working.” S22 (Level 5, Male, 20)
stated, “I avoid social media during exams. It’s too easy to waste time.” S18 (Level 5, Female, 20)
shared, “Sometimes I delete the apps when I need to focus.” S20 (Level 5, Male, 21) added, “I use
browser extensions to block social media when I’m working on assignments.” These observations are
echoed in the literature, which warns that distraction can undermine productivity and academic
performance, especially when multitasking or parallel use of social media occurs during learning (Amez
& Baert, 2020; Exploding Topics, 2025). Students also expressed scepticism about the reliability of
information encountered on social media. S23 (Level 5, Male, 23) commented, “I’m careful about what
I retweet. Employers check your profile, and not everything you see is accurate.” S14 (Level 5, Male,
24) added, “I check the source before I share anything. There’s a lot of misinformation out there.” This
highlights the importance of critical digital literacy, a skill that is increasingly vital as students navigate

complex online information environments (Astleitner & Schlick, 2025).

4.10.4 Negotiating Online and Offline Identities

Negotiating the boundaries between online and offline identities was a recurring theme, directly
informing RQ1. Many students described maintaining distinct personas across platforms. S17 (Level 5,
Male, 21) explained, “My Twitter is all about tech and coding, but I keep my personal stuff on
Instagram. 1 don’t mix the two.” S28 (Level 6, Female, 21) similarly stated, “LinkedIn is for my
professional side. I wouldn’t post memes or personal photos there.” S7 (Level 4, Female, 20)
commented, “I use Instagram for following influencers and sharing photos with friends, but I never post
anything academic there.” These strategies align with recent research on identity work and context
collapse, where students carefully curate their online presence to fit the expectations of different
audiences (Astleitner & Schlick, 2025). Not all participants maintained strict boundaries. S27 (Level 6,
Male, 24) observed, “My academic and personal interests overlap, so I don’t mind if colleagues see my
posts.” For some, online spaces offered greater freedom and openness, especially in coding
communities where anonymity can lower barriers to participation (Backlinko, 2025). S12 (Level 5,
Male, 23) noted, “You can be more open online, especially in coding communities. Sometimes it’s
easier to ask for help.” S8 (Level 4, Male, 18), who prefers face-to-face interaction, expressed

scepticism: “People can act differently online. I’d rather talk to someone in person.”

Privacy concerns were especially salient for older or less digitally engaged students, such as S15 (Level
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5, Male, 42): “I don’t post anything I wouldn’t want my family to see. Facebook is enough for me.”
S21 (Level 5, Male, 22) described a nuanced approach: “I keep LinkedIn for professional contacts and
WhatsApp for friends. It’s easier to manage who sees what.” S11 (Level 5, Male, 22) summarised, “I
just use WhatsApp for group chats. I don’t want my personal life mixing with my studies.” The
emotional and cognitive labour involved in managing multiple identities can be substantial, particularly
for students from marginalised backgrounds or those navigating high-stakes academic and professional

environments (Astleitner & Schlick, 2025).

4.10.5 Social Media in Educational Contexts

Students widely acknowledged the educational affordances of social media, particularly for peer
support and information sharing. S4 (Level 4, Male, 21) emphasised WhatsApp’s utility: “WhatsApp
is great for organising group projects. We can share files and remind each other about deadlines.” S13
(Level 5, Female, 19) valued Facebook Groups as “the quickest way to get answers from classmates.”
S16 (Level 5, Male, 22) noted, “I use Twitter for CS news and updates from lecturers. It’s more
immediate than email.” S12 (Level 5, Male, 23) added, “Discord is where we really help each other out.
Sometimes it’s easier to ask a question there than in class.” These observations corroborate findings
that social media can democratise access to information and foster collaborative learning (Sprout Social,
2025). Microblogging platforms were also seen as valuable for academic engagement and professional
development. S14 (Level 5, Male, 24) shared, “I post about my coursework and research on Twitter.
Sometimes lecturers reply, which is motivating.” S10 (Level 5, Female, 20) noted, “I use LinkedIn and
Twitter mostly to connect with people in the field. It’s great for finding out about jobs and conferences.”
S18 (Level 5, Female, 20) reflected, “I feel more comfortable asking questions online than in a big
lecture hall.” These experiences suggest that social media can extend classroom interactions and support
informal learning, fostering a culture of real-time knowledge exchange and collaborative problem-

solving (Garcia-Rio et al., 2022).

However, students were also aware of the risk of distraction and information overload. S19 (Level 5,
Male, 19) admitted, “When I’m stressed about assignments, I end up scrolling through Twitter instead
of working.” S22 (Level 5, Male, 20) preferred traditional communication channels: “I avoid social
media during exams. It’s too easy to waste time.” S18 (Level 5, Female, 20) shared, “Sometimes I delete
the apps when I need to focus.” S20 (Level 5, Male, 21) explained, “I use browser extensions to block
social media when I’m working on assignments.” This duality is echoed in the literature, which notes
that while social media can enhance engagement and creativity, it also demands new forms of digital

literacy and self-regulation (Amez & Baert, 2020; Astleitner & Schlick, 2025).

4.10.6 Platform-Specific Usage and Boundary Management

Different platforms were used for distinct academic and social purposes. YouTube was a primary

109



resource for self-directed learning, with S3 (Level 4, Male, 20) noting, “If I don’t understand something
in class, I look it up on YouTube. There’s always a short video that explains it.” S25 (Level 6, Male,
22), who creates tutorials, said, “Making videos helps me revise and helps others too.” S12 (Level 5,
Male, 23) added, “It’s easy to get sidetracked by unrelated videos. Sometimes I end up watching gaming
streams instead of tutorials.” These findings support the argument that video-based learning enhances

understanding and retention of complex subjects (Pew Research Center, 2024).

Instagram, favoured by younger students, was primarily used for social connection and following tech
influencers. S7 (Level 4, Female, 20) commented, “I use Instagram to follow tech influencers and see
what’s trending.” S24 (Level 5, Female, 21) said, “Facebook feels old. Instagram is where my friends
and I share updates.” S29 (Level 6, Male, 22) remarked, “I don’t really use Instagram for academic
stuff, but it’s good for keeping up with friends.” These preferences reflect broader shifts toward visual
culture and the importance of aesthetic self-presentation in digital environments (Pew Research Center,

2024).

Boundary management was a salient and sometimes stressful aspect of social media use. S21 (Level 5,
Male, 22) articulated a clear separation: “I keep LinkedIn for professional contacts and WhatsApp for
friends. It’s easier to manage who sees what.” S23 (Level 5, Male, 23) was mindful of reputational
risks: “I’'m careful about what I retweet. Employers check your profile.” S26 (Level 6, Male, 23)
described privacy management during job searches: “I set my profiles to private when I’m applying for
jobs. You never know who’s looking.” S11 (Level 5, Male, 22), with limited social media use,
summarised, “I just use WhatsApp for group chats. I don’t want my personal life mixing with my
studies.” S8 (Level 4, Male, 18) added, “I prefer face-to-face. Social media is just for keeping in touch,
not for anything serious.” These strategies highlight the labour involved in managing digital identities

and the potential for social media to exacerbate existing inequalities (Astleitner & Schlick, 2025).

4.10.7 Social Media as a Source of Distraction

Social media’s distractive potential was a recurring theme, with students reporting both conscious and
unconscious lapses in attention. The design of social media platforms, characterised by infinite scroll,
push notifications, and algorithmic content delivery, was cited as a major factor in unintentional time
loss. S22 (Level 5, Male, 20) stated, “I avoid social media during exams. It’s too easy to waste time,”
while S18 (Level 5, Female, 20) shared, “Sometimes I delete the apps when I need to focus.” S19 (Level
5, Male, 19) described using social media as an avoidance strategy during stressful periods: “When I’'m

stressed about assignments, I end up scrolling through Twitter instead of working.”

The psychosocial impacts of distraction were also discussed. Several students reported that excessive
social media use during periods of academic stress could exacerbate feelings of anxiety, inadequacy, or

isolation. S3 (Level 4, Male, 20) noted, “Sometimes I feel worse after spending too much time online,
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especially if I see others posting about their achievements.” S15 (Level 5, Male, 42) said, “I don’t let
myself get sucked in. I’ve seen how it can affect my kids’ focus.” This observation is consistent with
studies linking social media use to negative affect through mechanisms of social comparison and

feedback sensitivity (Pew Research Center, 2024).

Not all students were equally affected. S8 (Level 4, Male, 18) reported minimal susceptibility to digital
distraction, preferring face-to-face interaction and using social media sparingly. Some, like S18,
developed coping strategies such as deleting apps or setting time limits: “I delete the apps when I need
to focus.” S20 (Level 5, Male, 21) shared, “I use browser extensions to block social media when I’'m
working on assignments.” This suggests that individual differences in self-regulation, digital literacy,
and personal preference mediate the impact of social media on academic performance and well-being

(Amez & Baert, 2020).

4.10.8 Student Suggestions and Advice for Academics
A distinctive feature of the focus group discussions was the wealth of practical advice and suggestions
students offered for improving the use of social media in Computer Science education (RQ2). Their

insights provide a roadmap for academics seeking to enhance engagement and communication:
1. Meet Students Where They Are:

S12 (Level 5, Male, 23) suggested, “Set up a Discord server or WhatsApp group for each
module. That’s where we’re already talking anyway.” S4 (Level 4, Male, 21) advised, “Don’t

just use email. Most of us check our messages on our phones, not our university inbox.”
2. Use Microblogging for Real-Time Updates and Q&A:

S16 (Level 5, Male, 22) recommended, “Lecturers should use Twitter for quick updates,
reminders, or to share interesting articles. It’s so much faster than waiting for an email.” S14
(Level 5, Male, 24) added, “Having a hashtag for the course would make it easier to find

discussions and resources.”
3. Encourage Academic and Professional Networking:

S25 (Level 6, Male, 22) said, “Invite guest speakers or alumni to Twitter chats or Discord
AMAs. It’s a great way to get real-world advice.” S9 (Level 5, Male, 21) reflected, “Encourage

us to follow people in the industry. Seeing what they’re working on is inspiring.”
4. Model Digital Professionalism:

S23 (Level 5, Male, 23) suggested, “Show us how you manage your own profiles. Talk about
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privacy settings, what’s appropriate to share, and how to build a professional presence.” S26

(Level 6, Male, 23) added, “Maybe have a workshop on digital footprints and reputation.”
5. Foster Inclusivity and Wellbeing:

S18 (Level 5, Female, 20) advised, “Make sure there are options for people who don’t want to
use social media, or who prefer not to be public.” S8 (Level 4, Male, 18) said, “Don’t make
everything depend on social media. Some of us like face-to-face better.” S3 (Level 4, Male, 20)

added, “Remind us to take breaks. It’s easy to get sucked in and forget to study.”
6. Integrate Digital Literacy and Wellness:

S14 (Level 5, Male, 24) suggested, “Teach us how to spot misinformation and manage
distractions. Maybe include digital literacy as part of the first-year curriculum.” S19 (Level 5,

Male, 19) said, “Tips on time management and using browser blockers would help.”
7. Solicit Feedback and Co-Create Guidelines:

S21 (Level 5, Male, 22) recommended, “Ask us what works and what doesn’t. Every group is
different.” S13 (Level 5, Female, 19) added, “Let students help set the rules for online groups.

We know what’s respectful and what isn’t.”

By leveraging these student-driven strategies, academics can foster a more engaging, inclusive, and
effective learning environment that aligns with the realities of contemporary digital culture. The
findings underscore the importance of intentionality, flexibility, and critical awareness in the use of
social media for education, ensuring that its benefits are maximised while its risks are carefully

managed.

4.10.9 Focus Group Summary

This section has presented a detailed thematic analysis of focus group data, offering insights into how
Computer Science students engage with social media across both academic and personal contexts.
Through a structured exploration of platform preferences, usage patterns, perceived educational value,

boundary management, and self-regulation, several key findings have emerged.

As with all qualitative data, these findings are not intended to be statistically generalisable. Rather, they
provide in-depth, contextually situated insights into students’ experiences and perceptions at the time
of data collection. Although the data were collected four years prior, many of the core themes, such as
digital identity management, distraction, and peer learning, remain highly relevant to ongoing

discussions about social media use in higher education. That said, shifts in platform popularity,
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institutional policies, and broader digital cultures must be considered when interpreting these findings

in the present context.

First, despite disciplinary differences, students demonstrated broadly consistent patterns of social media
use, favouring platforms such as Facebook, Twitter (X), Instagram, YouTube, and LinkedIn. These
choices reflect a shared perception of usefulness and ease of use, aligning closely with the Technology
Acceptance Model (TAM). Students reported using social media to access academic resources, build
professional networks, and share their work, particularly via microblogging and video-sharing

environments, highlighting the dual role of these platforms as both social and educational tools.

The findings also illustrate the decentralised and networked nature of contemporary student learning.
Platforms such as Discord, WhatsApp, and YouTube were regularly used to extend classroom
discussions, troubleshoot problems, and collaboratively construct knowledge. This behaviour is
consistent with Connectivist principles, suggesting that students operate within dynamic digital learning

ecosystems, where knowledge flows through peer interaction and real-time information exchange.

Viewed through the lens of the Community of Inquiry (Col) framework, students’ use of social media
supported multiple dimensions of learning presence. Social presence was evident in peer bonding and
emotional support; cognitive presence emerged through collaborative problem-solving and resource
sharing; and teaching presence was enacted informally through peer-led feedback and content curation.
Notably, many of these practices were self-organised, revealing a gap between institutional provision

and student-driven digital engagement.

At the same time, students were highly attuned to the risks associated with social media use, particularly
distraction, misinformation, and the emotional strain of managing multiple digital identities. The
tension between the affordances and limitations of social media was especially evident in students’ self-
regulation strategies, such as deleting apps, using browser blockers, or restricting engagement during
peak academic periods. These behaviours underscore the growing importance of critical digital literacy

and self-awareness in navigating the demands of academic life within an attention-driven digital culture.

Finally, students offered thoughtful, context-sensitive suggestions for improving the use of social media
in Computer Science education. Their recommendations emphasised the importance of meeting
students where they are, promoting digital professionalism, and ensuring inclusive, reflective use of
technology. These contributions reflect not only participatory pedagogical values but also affirm

students’ roles as active co-constructors of their learning environments.

4.11 Data Mining and Microblogging

Data mining on microblogging platforms can be a useful way to gather information and insights, but it
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is vital to consider the ethical implications of such data collection and analysis, as well as the limitations
of relying on social media data, particularly when it comes to issues of privacy and consent. Researchers
must ensure that they have obtained the appropriate permissions and have followed relevant ethical

guidelines when collecting and analysing social media data.

It is also important to recognise the limitations of relying on social media data. Social media platforms
may not be representative of the general population, and the data collected may be biased in various
ways. For example, people who use social media may be different from those who do not in terms of
demographics, attitudes, and behaviours. Additionally, social media data may be subject to
manipulation, such as using bots or other automated accounts. Researchers must be aware of these
limitations and take them into account when interpreting and drawing conclusions from social media

data.

In the present study, Twitter data were mined by correlating tweets posted during four-week periods in
2016, 2017, and 2018, with an average annual cohort of 158 students enrolled in the relevant courses.
This Twitter data mining forms part of a longitudinal study, with data collected over a three-year period.
The research was conducted during the initial module of Year 1 for all Computing courses at the
University of Lancashire. All students were required to participate in a four-week, full-time module at
the commencement of their studies in September, which served as an introduction to university life and
academic expectations. The module was structured around an Agile, team-based project, designed to
promote teamwork and collaboration. The subsequent five modules were delivered concurrently over

the following twenty-two weeks, each building upon themes introduced in the initial module.

Across the three years of the study, most participants (93%) were classified as home students, with the
remaining 7% comprising overseas, Isle of Man, and European students. Among the home students,
49% originated from Lancashire, 13% from neighbouring counties (Merseyside and Manchester), and
the remainder from other regions of the United Kingdom. In terms of educational background, 45% of
students held A-level qualifications, 41% possessed BTEC Nationals, and 8% held BTEC Certificates.
The average age of the cohort was 19 years, with 41% of students aged 19 and 30% aged 18. The
youngest participant was 18 years old, while the oldest was 52, and 6% of students were aged 25 or

older.

To facilitate the identification and organisation of relevant tweets, a common hashtag
(#computingdWC) was introduced to students during the first week of the module. Students were
encouraged to tweet both as teams and as individuals. Additionally, three members of the teaching staff
actively participated on Twitter to initiate engagement; however, as the four-week period progressed
and momentum increased, students became increasingly inclined to interact with one another, sharing

opinions, comments, and information.
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The processing of tweets presents unique challenges compared to the analysis of traditional text found
in articles, books, or spoken language. Tweets frequently contain idiosyncratic elements, such as
emoticons, hyperlinks, retweet indicators (RT), user mentions (@), and hashtags (#). To enhance the
accuracy and reliability of the analysis, it is essential to undertake rigorous data cleaning and

normalisation procedures prior to conducting further analysis.

4.11.1 Results from the Tweets

The total number of viable tweets collected over the three iterations of the data collection on Twitter is
3127. The tweets also elicited 870 replies and 1493 retweets. As expected, the most popular keyword
was ‘computingdwc’, closely followed by ‘twitter’ and ‘media’. These last two keywords have been
excluded from the data analysis as they are both words that are inserted by Twitter when any media is
attached to a tweet, for example an image or a video clip. The keyword ’twimg’ also appears very
frequently, in fact, 1268 times. This is the result of a tweet containing an image, which is not directly
captured as part of the data mining. The term ‘jpg’ also appeared a similar number of times, so both
have been excluded from the word cloud as they are not words that have been typed by students, but

rather file names of attached images.

Figure 12 shows a word cloud of the content of the tweets highlighting the following words as being
most frequent in the discussion: computingdwc, twitter, University of Lancashire, today, follow,
retweet.
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Figure 12 Word cloud of tweets from data mining experiment

The top fifty words are better seen in Table 6. Note that as part of this analysis, several criteria have
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been applied. Words of four characters or less have been discounted. A manual check of these show
that the only ones in the top fifty were ‘jpg’ and ‘http’ and ‘gif” all of which can be classed as not
crucial. Rather than being part of the tweet content, these words are normally found within image
attachments or URLs that are attached to tweets. Images and URLs had already been removed at the
first pass to clean up the data for this part of the analysis, however, it is reasonable to accept that when
dealing with big data sets, some of them will have been overlooked. Other words that appeared less
frequently but were also removed, were those that do not add meaningful information. These words are

referred to as “stop words” and include commonly appearing words such as who, why, what, you, etc.

In additional to removing stop words, it is common to also remove collection words. Collection words
are the words that are used to query data from Twitter. In this case, there has only been one collection
word used ‘computingdwc’. This attracted a count of 3114 and carried the largest weighted percentage
of 8.93. Whilst it generally seems common sense to remove this, [ decided to keep it in. This is because

it was often used as part of the tweet. This is illustrated in tweets such as:
Playing around with a few flyer ideas for the #Computingd WC
and
Working hard in our #Computingd WC lab

Capitalisation is also a challenge when analysing text data. Computer programmes will differentiate
between ‘girl” and ‘Girls’ so when trying to create a list of unique words from tweets, words with
capitalisation will be different from words that are all lowercase. To account for this, all words were

reformed in lower case and duplications removed.

Table 6 Frequency of tweets

Word Length | Count | Weighted Percentage (%)
#computingdwc 13 3114 8.93
twitter 7 1695 4.86
#University of Lancashire 6 160 0.46
today 5 155 0.44
follow 6 147 0.42
retweet 7 140 0.40
chance 6 124 0.36
morning 7 124 0.36
giveaway 8 118 0.34
everyone 8 116 0.33
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amazon 6 114 0.33
@nickydanino 12 103 0.30
ready 96 0.28
working 95 0.27
status 6 87 0.25
presentation 12 85 0.24
tomorrow 8 83 0.24
lecture 7 79 0.23
symposium 9 79 0.23
#University of 9 71 0.20
Lancashireaok

computing 9 71 0.20
instagram 9 71 0.20
watch 5 67 0.19
getting 7 66 0.19
website 7 65 0.19
video 5 62 0.18
anyone 6 61 0.17
great 5 61 0.17
challenge 9 60 0.17
meeting 7 60 0.17
check 5 55 0.16
poster 6 53 0.15
stand 5 53 0.15
friday 6 52 0.15
tweet 5 50 0.14
@jedw 5 49 0.14
final 5 49 0.14
thanks 6 49 0.14
#University of 10 48 0.14
Lancashireaok

session 7 48 0.14
youtube 7 48 0.14
coming 6 47 0.13
going 5 46 0.13
students 8 44 0.13
first 5 40 0.11
teams 5 40 0.11
download 8 39 0.11
treasure 8 39 0.11
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@University of 15 37 0.11
Lancashirecomputing

4.11.2 Classification of Tweets

Rourke’s model is one that has been used considerably in Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC)
research in education (Garrison et al., 2000). This Community of Inquiry model accepts that the creation
of knowledge ensues via the relationship of these three fundamental components. This model formed
the basis for the framework created as part of this work to support the classification of tweets as pertains
to social interaction. To add a fourth classification, Learning Presence, I focused on tweets that
demonstrate or facilitate learning. This primarily concerns student self-belief and their ability to manage
their own and collaborative learning processes, emphasising their active engagement through
metacognitive, motivational, and behavioural aspects. Notably, certain student expressions did not fit
neatly within the original three presences of the Community of Inquiry, including behaviours like time
management, task division, sharing and supporting, goal setting, and joint efforts to grasp instructor
guidelines. This new dimension aims to enrich the understanding of knowledge creation in digital
learning settings, thereby enhancing the descriptive and analytical scope of the Community of Inquiry

framework.

To ensure methodological rigour, an initial coding schema was developed deductively based on
established Col indicators (Garrison et al., 2000) and refined through inductive engagement with the
data. A subset of tweets (n=400) was independently coded by a second researcher familiar with the Col
framework to establish inter-rater reliability. Discrepancies were discussed and resolved through
consensus, and the revised schema was then applied to the full dataset. This process enhanced the
credibility and dependability of the thematic categorisation, providing a robust basis for interpreting the

pedagogical dimensions of the Twitter activity.

Table 7 Distribution of tweets across presences

Presence Number of Tweets
Social 1674
Teaching 626
Cognitive 498
Learning 329

Social Presence is the most prominent with 1674 tweets, underscoring the significant role of social
interactions in the learning environment. This suggests that students are highly engaged in building

relationships, sharing personal insights, and creating a supportive community. Such a vibrant social
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dynamic is essential for fostering a sense of belonging and motivation among students, which can

enhance their overall learning experience.
“Big shoutout to my project group - couldn’t have done it without you guys [%7 #TeamWork”
“Ugh, pulling an all-nighter again Send snacks!”

Such posts create a sense of community and emotional openness, which helps foster belonging and

motivation, key affective conditions for collaborative learning.

Teaching Presence, with 626 tweets, indicates there is considerable engagement in instructional
activities, such as sharing resources, guiding discussions, and providing feedback. This presence is
crucial for structuring content, clarifying learning objectives, and maintaining the educational trajectory

of the module.

“Here’s the GitHub link to the code demo I mentioned in today’s session: [URL]
#ModuleSupport”

“Reminder: the deadline for the group project proposal is Friday at 5pm. Let me know if you

have questions.”

These contributions demonstrate organisational and facilitative roles that structure the learning

experience and clarify academic expectations.

Cognitive Presence, represented by 498 tweets, reflects the intellectual and reflective activities of
students. These tweets likely involve problem-solving, critical analysis, and the application of concepts
to real-world situations. Cognitive presence is a key component of deep learning, involving the

processing and assimilation of new information.

“Trying to optimise my algorithm but still hitting O(n?) complexity Any suggestions for

reducing time?”

“I never thought recursion could be so elegant - seeing it applied in functional programming

really shifted my understanding.”

Such tweets reflect the process of exploration, integration, and resolution, core phases of cognitive

engagement in the Col framework.

Learning Presence, with 329 tweets, suggests that students are actively involved in managing their
own learning processes. This includes setting personal goals, self-assessment, and adapting strategies

for more effective learning. The presence of learning-related tweets indicates a level of metacognitive
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engagement, where students are not just passive recipients of information but are actively regulating

their learning experiences.

“Finally got my code to compile after 2 hours - taking a break and revisiting with fresh eyes

really helped.”

“Need to stop switching between tasks every 10 minutes. Going to try the Pomodoro technique

tomorrow. #StudyHack”

These messages demonstrate active self-regulation and adaptation of learning strategies, central to

learner autonomy and persistence.

The predominance of Social Presence in the dataset underscores the pivotal role of interpersonal
interaction within online learning environments. For this cohort, the social dimension of the module
appears to have been central not only to engagement but potentially to learning outcomes as well. The
relative balance across the four Col presences, social, teaching, cognitive, and learning, suggests that
students experienced a well-rounded learning environment, characterised by emotional connection,
instructional support, intellectual stimulation, and self-regulated learning behaviours. This distribution
provides valuable insights into how students construct and navigate digital learning spaces, reinforcing

the value of a holistic pedagogical approach that integrates multiple dimensions of presence.

However, it is also necessary to consider the influence of course design on these outcomes. Given the
thematic focus of the module, centred on social integration, peer connection, and familiarisation with
university life, it is plausible that the prominence of Social Presence is, in part, an artefact of the
module’s structure and objectives. It remains an open question whether a similar distribution would
emerge in a module with a more technical or content-intensive focus, such as an advanced programming
course. Future research might explore how the balance of presences shifts across disciplines and
pedagogical contexts, offering a deeper understanding of the adaptability and limits of the Col

framework in Computer Science education.

The three specific categories within Social Presence are: affective, interactive, and cohesive.

1. Affective (A) — the expression of emotion, feelings, and mood

2. Interactive (I) — continuing a thread, quoting from others’ messages, referring explicitly to

others’ messages, asking questions, complimenting, and expressing appreciation or agreement

3. Cohesive (C) — activities that build and sustain a sense of group commitment

Rourke’s method was not proposed explicitly for social networking tools; therefore, it had to be adapted
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for microblogging (Twitter). A typical example of this is the ‘continuing a thread” guidance that Rourke
provides, which is far more relevant for online forums than for tweets. In this instance, a direct reply to
a Tweet is considered as fitting the bill for this illustration. Similarly, occurrences of retweeting are

considered akin to quoting.

Each tweet has been assigned to at least one category. In order to increase the reliability and validity of

the results, an independent coder was asked to carry out some sample coding.

Table 8 below offers a catalogue of the markers in each classification, a brief clarification of what they

mean, and an instance of each.

Table 8 Codifying of tweets within social presence

Class Clarity Ilustration

(A-e) | expression of emotions There is nothing I like about this picture. The
code, what it does, how it works, the program or
the look of it. Hate it. #ComputingdWC

(A-h) | use of humour A surprise at 3pm??? 10% excited and 90%
scared it'll be Nick or Jonathan in a
dress...#Computingd WC
pic.twitter.com/YZmHGXnhzj

(A-d) | self-disclosure Disastrous last week leads to do more hard work
this week. #Computing4dWC

(I-r) continuing/reply hahahah I'd expect nothing less mate. Nothing
less.
#ComputingdWC

(I-t) quoting/retweet This webinar on machine learning is a must-watch
for
anyone in #ComputerScience.

(I-m) | direct messaging hahahaha I did that on the motorway the other day
:D

(I-q) asking questions Anyone know what time we are meeting
tomorrow?

(I-c) complimenting, expressing Back into the league of legends! Also Big

appreciation Congrats to @D2_ Downtown @C2CO3 and

@A40neMissing for getting promoted
#ComputingdWC

(I-a) expressing agreement OMG that’s sooooo true! #ComputingdWC

(C-v) | Vocatives @,_Syntax3rror Unlucky guys !! :DD
#computing4dwc

(C-1) | addresses or refers to the group We're all cramming for the exam tomorrow.

using inclusive pronouns Grateful for our team sticking together through

this tough time! & (> #TeamEffort

(C-p) | phatics, salutations See you all at the 9am lecture tomorrow, bright
and early! #ComputingdWC

The above table outlines a model for classifying tweets based on Rourke's Community of Inquiry

framework, adapted for Twitter. It divides tweets into three categories: Affective (emotions, feelings,
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mood), Interactive (engagement with others' messages, such as replies or retweets), and Cohesive

(building group commitment).

This study’s analysis of Twitter activity during a four-week undergraduate module revealed noteworthy
patterns of engagement, particularly a pronounced emphasis on social presence within student tweets.
By focusing on posts tagged with the module-specific hashtag, the data illuminated a range of
interactions corresponding to the four dimensions of the Community of Inquiry (Col) framework:
cognitive presence, teaching presence, social presence, and learning presence. Among these, social
presence emerged as the most dominant, suggesting that students primarily utilised the platform to build

community, foster peer connection, and maintain interpersonal rapport within the learning environment.

The prominence of social presence may reflect the nature and objectives of the module, which
prioritised community-building and early engagement. It also raises the possibility that, had Twitter
been deployed alongside a broader suite of communication tools, or within a more content-intensive
context (e.g., a programming course), the distribution of presences might have shifted. This observation
contributes to a growing body of literature on how social media platforms can support digitally mediated
communities of inquiry in higher education, particularly within disciplinary contexts such as Computer

Science.

However, questions remain regarding the nuances of tweet classification across different presence types
and how this categorisation influences communication dynamics and pedagogical outcomes. While a
detailed exploration of these questions lies beyond the scope of this thesis, the findings presented here
underscore the value of continued investigation into the affordances and limitations of social media for

supporting multidimensional engagement in higher education.

4.12 Summary

The data collected from Computer Science students offers substantive contributions to the
understanding of how social media platforms, particularly microblogging tools, are utilised and
perceived within the context of higher education in Computer Science. The findings elucidate a range
of dimensions, including students’ patterns of engagement, their preferences regarding platform
features, and the extent to which these digital tools are integrated into academic learning, teaching, and

communication practices.

Specifically, the analysis provides nuanced insights into the dual role of social media and microblogging
as both educational resources and channels for academic communication within Computer Science
curricula. The data reveal the various ways in which both students and academics employ these
platforms to facilitate knowledge exchange, collaborative learning, and peer-to-peer interaction.

Furthermore, the findings address the degree to which educators incorporate social media into their
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pedagogical strategies, the nature and scope of academic content disseminated through these channels,

and the resultant effects on student engagement, motivation, and learning outcomes.

In relation to the first research question, how Computer Science students and academics utilise and
perceive social media platforms, especially microblogging, in their academic learning, teaching, and
communication, the data indicate diverse and evolving patterns of adoption and perception. Students
and academics alike recognise the potential of microblogging to support timely information sharing,
foster academic discourse, and create communities of practice that extend beyond traditional classroom

boundaries.

With respect to the second research question, what strategies can academics employ using social media
platforms, particularly microblogging, to enhance student engagement and communication in Computer
Science education, the findings highlight several effective approaches. These include the structured
integration of microblogging activities into course design, the use of hashtags to organise and promote
academic discussions, and the facilitation of real-time feedback and collaborative problem-solving.
Such strategies have been shown to positively influence student participation, sense of belonging, and

overall engagement with course material.

Collectively, the empirical evidence generated from this study advances the understanding of the
multifaceted role that social media and microblogging play in Computer Science education. These
insights not only inform ongoing scholarly discourse but also have practical implications for curriculum
development and pedagogical innovation. By leveraging the affordances of social media technologies,
educators that are interested in this topic can design more interactive, inclusive, and responsive learning
environments that are well-aligned with the needs and expectations of contemporary Computer Science

students.

What is Known

The data indicate that students across disciplines share broadly similar social media preferences,
commonly using platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, LinkedIn, and Twitter/X to access learning
resources, build professional networks, and participate in academic communities. Social media is seen
as both a social and educational space, facilitating peer learning, knowledge exchange, and identity

development.

Students demonstrated critical awareness of the risks associated with social media use, particularly
distraction, information overload, and the complexity of managing multiple digital identities. Self-
regulation strategies such as app deletion, browser extensions, and content filtering were common.
Importantly, students articulated thoughtful, practical advice for integrating social media into education,

emphasising the need for accessibility, flexibility, and digital professionalism.
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What is Not Known

While this study generated meaningful insights, it also surfaced important gaps. The long-term
academic and emotional impacts of social media use remain unclear. The experiences of students who
are digitally disengaged or intentionally avoid social media were underrepresented. The influence of
evolving platform cultures, algorithms, and misinformation within educational spaces warrants further

investigation.
Limitations

Several limitations must be acknowledged. As a qualitative study, the findings are not statistically
generalisable, though they are analytically and conceptually robust. The data, collected three years prior
to final analysis, reflect a specific digital and institutional context. While many of the core themes
remain relevant, platform usage trends may have since shifted. The small number of Computer Science
students in the survey (n=19) limits comparison with the qualitative sample (n=29). Additionally, the
nature of focus groups means that levels of agreement cannot be reliably quantified, and quieter voices

may have been underrepresented.
Future Directions
For Research

e Conduct longitudinal studies to examine how social media habits and digital identities evolve

over time.
e Explore staff and institutional perspectives on integrating social media into teaching practice.
e Investigate emerging platforms and their role in informal and professional learning.
For Practice

e Develop targeted digital literacy programmes that address critical engagement, identity

management, and self-regulation.

e Involve students in the co-design of social media policies and educational tools to ensure

relevance and inclusivity.

e Provide staff training in the pedagogical use of social media to enhance digital teaching

capacity.
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For Policy

e Recognise social media as an integral part of the student learning environment and incorporate

it into digital strategy planning.

e Embed digital wellbeing, ethics, and media literacy into institutional frameworks and support

services.
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Chapter 5 Academic Viewpoints of Social Network Sites: Findings

5.1 Objectives and Scope

While the previous chapter focused on exploring Computer Science students’ attitudes toward social
media, particularly microblogging, and provided an in-depth analysis of their experiences and
perceptions, the present chapter shifts attention to the academic perspective. The primary aim here is to
deepen understanding of how academics in higher education utilise and perceive social media platforms,
with a specific emphasis on microblogging, within the context of Computer Science education. In
addition, this chapter critically examines the strategies academics can implement through social media,
and especially microblogging, to enhance student engagement and communication. By investigating
these dimensions, the chapter seeks to illuminate best practices and emerging opportunities for
integrating social media into Computer Science teaching and learning, thereby addressing both the

challenges and the transformative potential of these digital tools in higher education.

5.2 Background

Over the past few decades, universities have been actively exploring a diverse array of educational
technologies, as highlighted by Mohamed Hashim et al. (2022). Particularly noteworthy is the profound
impact of social media on educational landscapes, where researchers have continuously contributed to

its evolving discourse.

The pervasive influence of social media on our daily lives, encompassing content creation, photo
sharing, interactive gaming, and more, is unmistakable. Its omnipresence is particularly evident in
higher education, where students and faculty alike utilise these platforms for communication,
collaboration, and learning. The modern university experience now encompasses a spectrum of
classroom modalities, ranging from traditional brick-and-mortar settings to virtual and hybrid
environments. The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2019 precipitated a rapid shift towards online

education, further accelerating the integration of social media into educational practices.

This spotlight on Social Networking Sites and educational technology underscores their potential as
effective tools for teaching and learning, prompting an intensified exploration of their role in academia.
While much attention has been devoted to understanding students' usage patterns and perceptions of
social media, there remains a relative dearth of research focusing on educators' perspectives. Given the
dynamic nature of this emergent field, ongoing research activities are essential for staying abreast of
evolving trends and insights. It's crucial to recognise that this work represents a snapshot in time,

acknowledging the fluidity of viewpoints and perceptions within this rapidly evolving landscape.

In the dynamic realm of higher education across UK institutions, the landscape of academic expertise

1s as diverse as it is vibrant. The cadre of academics embedded within these institutions is as varied as
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the universities themselves, hailing from multifarious backgrounds and contributing a wealth of
distinctive insights into their respective domains. The roles assumed by these academics can vary
significantly, encompassing positions such as lecturers, senior lecturers, readers, and professors, each
denoting varying degrees of experience, expertise, and professional responsibilities. This diversity in
roles portrays the multifaceted nature of academic careers, where some individuals may dedicate
themselves predominantly to research, others to teaching, and many to a blend of both, navigating the

intricate balance between disseminating knowledge and pioneering new frontiers of discovery.

Within this mosaic of educational practitioners, there exists a continuum of experience, ranging from
seasoned veterans who have honed their craft over decades of teaching to fresh-faced educators eagerly
embarking on their pedagogical journey. This spectrum of experience not only shapes the depth of
knowledge within each individual academic but also influences the extent to which they embrace

technology as a pivotal component of their teaching toolkit.

At one end of this spectrum, there thrives a cohort of educators who are not only proficient but also
passionately committed to harnessing the power of technology to elevate the learning experiences of
their students. These innovators are not content with the status quo; instead, they eagerly explore an
array of digital tools and platforms, constantly seeking out novel approaches to engage and inspire their
learners. As early adopters of emerging technologies, they enthusiastically embrace experimentation,
viewing each new pedagogical undertaking as an opportunity for growth and advancement. On the other
hand, there are educators who approach the integration of technology with a degree of trepidation.
Whether stemming from a sense of uncertainty regarding their technological prowess or a steadfast
belief in the efficacy of traditional teaching methods, these individuals may be more cautious in their
adoption of digital tools. While they acknowledge the potential benefits of technology-enhanced
instruction, they may require additional support and guidance to navigate the complexities of

implementation effectively.

Moreover, the level of technological engagement among academics is intricately intertwined with
disciplinary nuances and the unique requirements of each course. In fields such as science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM), where digital literacy is often a prerequisite for success,
educators frequently leverage an array of digital resources to facilitate active learning and problem-
solving. Conversely, in disciplines within the humanities and social sciences, where critical analysis
and discourse reign supreme, educators may prioritise traditional pedagogical methods such as Socratic

seminars and close reading exercises.

Despite the inherent diversity of approaches to technology integration in higher education, one
overarching principle remains constant: the importance of providing comprehensive training and

support for educators. Institutions must invest in professional development opportunities that empower
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academics to make informed decisions about the integration of technology within their teaching
practices. By fostering a culture of innovation and continuous learning, institutions can ensure that
educators are equipped with the knowledge and skills necessary to navigate the ever-evolving landscape

of educational technology with confidence and proficiency.

5.3 Online Survey with Academics

Initially, a comprehensive survey was conducted to quantify the extent and nature of social media and
microblogging engagement among the academic community. This phase aimed to capture a broad
overview of digital adoption rates, frequency of use, and the specific functionalities of social media that
resonate with educational objectives. Subsequently, a series of in-depth interviews were conducted to
peel back the layers of academic perception, revealing the nuanced experiences, concerns, and

aspirations tied to their digital practices.

I strive to present a holistic view of the digital dynamics at play within the realm of higher education.
This chapter aims to not only chart the tangible patterns of social media usage but also to capture the
subjective realities of academics as they navigate the digital terrain, balancing pedagogical innovation
with the inherent challenges of technology integration. As I explore these findings, we uncover the rich
tapestry of digital engagement that is reshaping the contours of academic teaching and learning in the

contemporary era.

5.4 Online Survey - Social Media Site Usage

A total of 67 academics participated in the online survey, which aimed to explore their use of social
media in professional and educational contexts. Participants were recruited using purposive and
convenience sampling, primarily through university mailing lists, professional networks (BCS
Community), and targeted social media posts shared via platforms such as LinkedIn and Twitter/X. The
invitation to participate was also circulated through internal academic development units and
disciplinary communities of practice, ensuring a diverse yet relevant pool of respondents with

experience in teaching and engagement with digital tools.

The survey began by establishing a baseline understanding of platform popularity among academics.
Respondents were asked to indicate which social media sites they used regularly, either for personal,
professional, or pedagogical purposes. This opening question served as a foundation for subsequent
items, which explored attitudes toward social media in higher education, perceived affordances and
challenges, and patterns of integration into teaching practice. The data provided insight into academics’
digital behaviours and preferences, contributing to a broader understanding of how social media is

situated within contemporary academic work.
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Which of the following social media sites do you use?

10 02

Facebook
Twitter

= LinkedIn

= Pinterest

27 = Google Plus

= Instagram

= VK

= Flickr

= MySpace

= Other

Figure 13 Academic use of social media sites

Figure 13 illustrates the diverse landscape of social media usage among academics within the higher
education sector, as reported by the 67 survey respondents. The data reveal not only variation in
platform preference but also differing underlying purposes, suggesting that academics engage with

social media in ways that are strategically aligned with professional, pedagogical, and personal goals.

LinkedIn emerged as the most widely used platform, with 46 academics reporting active engagement.
This reflects the platform’s strong alignment with professional identity, academic networking, and
research dissemination. Its prominence is consistent with the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM):
LinkedIn is widely perceived as both useful and easy to use for career development and scholarly
visibility, particularly in an increasingly digital and networked academic environment. Its affordances
also support the formation of cross-sector collaborations, which are often critical in research-led

institutions.

Twitter (X) and Facebook followed, each reported by 27 academics. Twitter’s affordances, particularly
its capacity for real-time knowledge dissemination, academic discourse, and connection with scholarly
communities, position it as a tool for maintaining cognitive presence within the Community of Inquiry
(Col) framework. It allows academics to contribute to and shape public dialogue, follow emergent
research, and engage in informal peer exchange. Facebook’s dual-purpose nature, as a space for both

personal and professional interaction, suggests its use may facilitate social presence, enabling
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academics to engage with students, colleagues, and wider public audiences in a more relational and

contextually fluid manner.

Instagram, with 18 users, reflects a more moderate level of adoption, likely shaped by its visual
orientation. According to Media Richness Theory (MRT), platforms with high media richness (i.e., the
ability to convey nuanced messages through images and video) may be particularly valued in disciplines
where visual storytelling, fieldwork, or research communication to broader audiences is central.
Similarly, Pinterest (n=14) appears to support pedagogical or inspirational functions, with potential uses

including the curation of teaching materials or visual prompts for creative disciplines.

Platforms with more niche or declining relevance, Google Plus (n=12), Flickr (n=10), and VK (n=2),
indicate specialised or legacy use. Google Plus, although no longer active, may have retained some
residual use due to integration with institutional Google services at the time of the survey. Flickr’s role
as an image repository suggests potential relevance in visual arts, design, or digital humanities. The
limited use of VK likely reflects regional engagement, possibly among academics with ties to Russian-

speaking networks.

The absence of any MySpace users further reinforces its obsolescence within academic contexts. In
contrast, the ‘Other’ category (n=10) highlights a small but notable group of academics engaging with
alternative platforms, potentially including academic-specific networks such as ResearchGate,
Academia.edu, or discipline-specific online communities. These choices point to a nuanced awareness
of platform affordances beyond the mainstream, and a willingness to experiment with social

technologies that meet specific scholarly or pedagogical needs.

In sum, the data suggest that academic engagement with social media is selective, purposeful, and
differentiated, reflecting a calculated alignment between platform affordances and academic intentions.
The variation in platform use underscores the multifaceted role of social media in academia: not only
as a tool for professional networking and research dissemination but also as a medium for pedagogical
innovation, public engagement, and digital identity management. When interpreted through the lens of
TAM and supported by frameworks such as MRT and Col, these findings provide a deeper
understanding of how academics navigate digital environments in ways that are both strategic and

context-sensitive.

5.5 Online Survey - Social Media Sites Personal Use
Figure 14 offers a revealing snapshot of the social media preferences for personal use amongst
academics, indicating varied inclinations and highlighting the distinction between professional and

personal online engagement.
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Which social media location is your preferred site for personal
use?

Facebook
Google Plus
VK

= Twitter
= Flickr
m Other

48 = No answer

Figure 14 Preferred social media sites for personal use by academics

Predominantly, Facebook emerges as the go-to platform for personal interactions, with a striking 48
academics pinpointing it as their platform of choice. The reasons behind Facebook's overwhelming
preference could be multifaceted; its versatile nature allows for a rich tapestry of personal expression,
community building, and maintenance of personal relationships. Facebook's ability to connect users
with long-lost friends and family members, coupled with its user-friendly interface and extensive reach,
likely contributes to its standing as the favoured personal social media space for the majority. On the
other hand, Google Plus, which shows a preference by 2 academics, reflects a lingering attachment to
a platform that once offered a unique set of features and a distinct community feel, despite its broader
market challenges and eventual closure. This residual use indicates that some academic users may hold
onto platforms that they find personally rewarding or where they have established networks, despite
broader social media trends. VK's presence with 2 academics preferring it for personal use is intriguing,
as it suggests a specific demographic within the academic community that perhaps has personal or
cultural ties to regions where VK is more prevalent, or a preference for its particular features and user
experience. Twitter, predominantly seen as a professional tool for networking and information
dissemination in the previous data, is only personally favoured by 5 academics. This sharp contrast
underscores the dual life of social media platforms, where one may serve a professional purpose for
many but remain a personal preference for only a few. Similarly, Flickr's choice by 2 academics points
towards a niche appreciation, possibly for its emphasis on photography and visual art, which may
resonate on a personal level with individuals inclined towards visual media. The 'Other’ category, albeit
with a minimal 2 responses, opens the door to a world of alternative and less conventional platforms

that some academics might find more aligned with their personal ethos or online habits.
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Interestingly, the chart also shows that 6 individuals chose not to disclose their preferred social media
site or do not utilise these platforms for personal use. This non-response could reflect a deliberate choice
for privacy, a general disinterest in social media for personal activities, or perhaps a broader scepticism
about the blending of personal and digital spaces. In essence, the chart not only lays bare the
overwhelming preference for Facebook among academics for personal use but also subtly unveils the
layered complexity of social media usage, which can be influenced by personal history, cultural context,
and individual predilections. It paints a picture of a community that, while collectively favouring a
dominant platform, also includes a tapestry of individual choices reflecting a rich mosaic of personal

preferences.

5.6 Online Survey - Social Media Sites Professional Use

Figure 15 provides insight into the preferences of academics regarding social media platforms for
professional use. From the chart, LinkedIn stands out as the most favoured platform, with 30 academics
indicating it as their choice. This preference reinforces LinkedIn's design as a professional networking
site, which aligns well with the needs of academics looking to establish and maintain professional

connections, share their research, and perhaps even discover new opportunities within their fields.

Which social media location is your preferred site for
professional use?

5

Facebook
LinkedIn
= VK
= Twitter
= Other

= No answer

Figure 15 Preferred social media sites for professional use by academics

Twitter follows as the second preferred platform with 18 selections, highlighting its role in facilitating
professional discourse, allowing academics to engage with a broader audience, including both peers
and the public. Twitter's capacity for rapid information sharing and networking is likely a contributing
factor to its popularity. Facebook, while dominating the personal use sphere, shows a more modest

presence in the professional context with 9 academics opting for it. This might be due to its versatile
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nature, offering the ability to create professional pages, groups, and networks, although it is primarily
designed for personal interaction. A smaller contingent of academics, numbering 5, have chosen 'Other’
platforms for their professional engagement. This could encompass a variety of specialised or niche
social media networks that are particularly suited to specific academic disciplines or interests. VK and
'No answer' each account for 3 responses. VK’s presence suggests that for a minority, this platform
offers certain advantages or connections within professional contexts, possibly due to regional
preferences or specific academic networks. Those who have chosen not to answer may either not engage

with social media for professional purposes or prefer to keep their choice private.

Overall, the chart reflects a discernible trend towards using social media as a professional tool among
academics, with a clear leaning towards platforms that are explicitly designed for professional
networking and communication. The data also suggests that while there is a consensus on the utility of
certain platforms like LinkedIn and Twitter, there is still a degree of diversity in the platforms used,
indicating that academics’ choices are likely influenced by personal preference, the nature of their work,

and the audiences they wish to reach.

5.7 Online Survey - Comfort Levels with Social Media Sites

The bar chart displayed in Figure 16 presents a distribution of self-reported comfort levels with social
media sites among academics. The chart indicates that the majority of respondents feel 'Very
comfortable', with 25 individuals aligning with this option, suggesting that a substantial portion of
academics are not only familiar with social media platforms but also are at ease using them for various
purposes which might include professional development, networking, research dissemination, and

personal communication.

How comfortable are you using social media sites?

30
25
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Figure 16 Academics comfort in using social media sites

'Quite comfortable' is the next most common response, with 12 academics selecting this option,
denoting a good level of ease with social media which might occasionally be challenged by new features
or privacy concerns. The number of academics who feel 'A little comfortable' stands at 6, reflecting a
group that may use social media with some hesitation, possibly due to less familiarity with digital
technology or concerns over digital footprint management. 'Quite uncomfortable' is noted by 14
academics, suggesting that a smaller group has reservations about the use of these platforms, which
may stem from a variety of factors such as privacy concerns, a preference for traditional communication
methods, or a lack of familiarity with social media tools. The smallest group, with only 2 respondents,
provided 'No answer', which could suggest a reluctance to evaluate their comfort level or a
disengagement from social media altogether. The 'Neither' category, which is typically considered a
neutral stance, is selected by 8 academics, indicating that they neither find themselves comfortable nor
uncomfortable with social media use, which could point to an occasional use or a balanced perspective

on the benefits and drawbacks of these platforms.

In summary, the bar chart reveals a general tendency towards comfort with social media among
academics, with a significant number expressing a high level of comfort. However, there remains a
spectrum of comfort levels indicating varied experiences and attitudes towards social media use within

the academic community.

5.8 Online Survey - The Potential of Social Media Sites
Figure 17 displays the opinions of academics on whether the use of social media in education has been

fully leveraged.
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Do you believe the use of social media in higher education has been explored to its
full potential?
35
31
30
25

20

12

Yes definately Yes mostly Somewhat Needs to be explored Don't know
further

Figure 17 Academic viewpoints on whether social media in higher education has been explored to its

full potential

A small number, only 2 respondents, assert that social media's potential in education has 'Definitely’
been reached. This indicates a rare but positive conviction that current utilisation is maximising the
capabilities of social media in educational contexts. A slightly larger group, consisting of 14 academics,
feels that social media has 'Mostly' been explored to its full potential in education. This suggests that
while they acknowledge significant progress, they also perceive some areas of untapped potential. The
'Somewhat' category is the choice of 8 academics, reflecting a moderate viewpoint that, while
recognising the current use, sees substantial room for growth and development in the application of
social media within educational settings. The most significant number of respondents, amounting to 31,
believe that social media 'Needs to be explored further' in education. This dominant perspective implies
a strong belief that social media has much more to offer to education than is currently being harnessed,
highlighting a gap between the possible applications of social media and their actual implementation in
academia. Finally, 12 academics indicate 'Don't know', suggesting uncertainty or a lack of sufficient
information to form an opinion on the matter. This group may benefit from further information or

research on the subject to form a decisive viewpoint.

In essence, the chart suggests that while a small fraction of academics believes that the use of social
media in education is being maximised, the prevailing sentiment is that there is still a considerable scope
for exploration to unlock the full potential of social media in this field. The results reflect an opportunity

for further development and innovation in the integration of social media tools within higher education.

5.9 Online Survey - The Distractibility of Social Media Sites

Opinions on the role of social media and microblogging platforms such as Twitter in the realm of

135



education are diverse among students. Several students perceive these digital platforms as
advantageous, augmenting their educational journey by offering new avenues for learning and
interaction. Conversely, there is a contingent that regards them as a source of distraction, potentially
detracting from their academic focus. The way in which students elect to utilise these platforms heavily
influences their attitudes towards them. The nature and extent of engagement with social media can
either enhance their educational experience or lead to a fragmentation of their attention. Moreover,
educators' integration of social media into their teaching strategy can also impact students' perceptions.
When instructors employ microblogging platforms like Twitter to communicate with students or

distribute educational materials, it can foster a constructive association with these technologies.

Investigating these perceptions is paramount because it highlights the dual-edged influence of social
media in academic environments. Understanding how social media can serve as both a pedagogical tool
and a potential hindrance is essential for developing effective educational strategies. By discerning the
factors that contribute to positive and negative experiences, educators and policymakers can tailor their
approaches to maximise the benefits of social media in education while mitigating its distracting
elements. This balance is crucial for ensuring that the incorporation of these digital platforms into

learning environments is conducive to student engagement and academic success.

When asked whether social media provides a distraction within the learning environment, the majority

of academics veer towards the affirmative.

Do you believe that social media currently provides a distraction within the
learning environment?

40 36
35

30
25
20
15
10 6

20

Yes No n/a

Figure 18 Academic opinions on whether social media currently provides a distraction within the

learning environment

A significant number of respondents, 36 in total, affirm that social media constitutes a distraction. This
reflects a prevalent concern that social media might impinge on the concentration and focus of learners,

possibly diverting attention away from educational content and towards less academically productive
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activities. In contrast, 20 academics do not view social media as a distraction within the learning
environment. This group may recognise the benefits and educational potential of social media, possibly
perceiving it as a tool that, when used appropriately, can enhance learning rather than disrupt it. A small
fraction, represented by 6 respondents, have either not formed an opinion or do not find the question
applicable to their context, as indicated by the 'n/a' (not applicable) response. This could suggest that
they have not observed a direct impact or are undecided about the role of social media in educational
settings. The chart confirms the importance of investigating the impact of social media on academic
focus and the learning environment. Understanding academic perceptions is crucial, as it can guide the
development of policies and teaching methods that aim to harness the positive aspects of social media
while minimising its potential to distract. This is especially pertinent in modern educational contexts,

where digital platforms are increasingly intertwined with teaching and learning processes.

A further survey question asks whether integrating social media more officially into the educational
experience might increase or decrease these levels of distractibility within the learning environment.

(Figure 19).

Do you believe that integrating social media more officially into the
educative experience might increase or decrease these levels of
distractibility within the learning environment?

25
21
20 18
15 14
10 8
6
5
0
Increase No change to I do not know Decrease No answer
distractibility distractibility distractibility

Figure 19 Academic viewpoints on whether integrating social media more officially into the educative

experience may affect levels of distractibility

The data shows a plurality of views, with the highest number of respondents, 21 academics, believing
that such an integration would decrease distractibility. This suggests a significant portion of the
academic community might see structured social media use to focus students' online activities towards
educational goals, thereby reducing its potential as a source of distraction. Conversely, 14 academics
feel that integrating social media would increase distractibility. These academics may be concerned that

social media's inherent nature - often characterised by quick, attention-grabbing content - could
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exacerbate distractions, regardless of its intended educational use. A close number, 18 respondents,
perceive that integrating social media would not change the current levels of distractibility. This group
may think that students are already using social media and formalising their use wouldn't significantly
alter the status quo regarding their focus and attention. Interestingly, 8 academics are unsure of the
impact, indicating a recognition of the complexity of social media's role in education and perhaps an
acknowledgement of the need for more research or evidence. Lastly, 6 respondents did not provide an
answer, which could reflect a lack of opinion on the matter or uncertainty about the potential outcomes
of such integration. This chart emphasises the nuanced debate within the academic community about
the role of social media in education. It highlights the need for a deeper investigation into how social
media can be harnessed effectively within educational settings to enhance learning without

compromising students' attention.

Despite the risks of distraction, when asked about this topic, an overwhelming majority, with 50
responses, affirm the belief that integrating social media into education could still yield a positive
impact on student education. This reflects a significant conviction that the benefits of social media, such
as increased engagement, access to information, collaborative learning, and networking opportunities,
can outweigh the risks associated with distractibility. On the other hand, 13 academics express the
opposite view, indicating scepticism or concern that the distraction risks of social media may not be
mitigated effectively enough to ensure a net positive impact on education. A small subset of 4
respondents chose not to answer the question, which might suggest ambivalence or uncertainty about

the issue.

This data suggests that while there are concerns about the attention-diverting aspects of social media,
many academics feel that with careful and thoughtful integration, social media can enhance the
educational experience. This viewpoint confirms the importance of developing strategic approaches to
incorporate social media into academic settings, ensuring that its use supports educational objectives

and outcomes.

5.10 Online Survey - Changes to University Policy
Figure 20 illustrates the opinions of academics on whether university policies regarding identity
protection, online safety, and related concerns would require changes if social media were to be

integrated more formally into the curriculum.

138



Do you believe significant changes to university policy (in terms of identity protection,
online safety, etc.) would be needed if social media were to be more formally integrated
with the curriculum? If yes, how significant would these changes need to be?

35 33

30

25

20

s 13
10 8 7 6

Yes —but very few  Yes — some changes Yes — very significant No changes would be No answer
changes would be would be needed changes would be needed
needed needed

Figure 20 Academic viewpoints on whether changes to university policy are needed to formally

integrate social media into the curriculum

The majority, with 33 responses, acknowledge the need for some changes to current university policies.
This perspective suggests a recognition that while social media brings benefits, its integration into
formal education necessitates a revaluation of policies to address potential issues related to privacy,
data protection, and online conduct. A significant number, 7 respondents, believe that very significant
changes would be necessary. This indicates a belief that the introduction of social media into the
curriculum would have profound implications for university policy, perhaps requiring comprehensive
overhauls to ensure that the digital environment is safe and conducive to learning. Conversely, 8
academics feel that only very few changes would be needed. This group likely sees the current policies
as largely sufficient or believes that only minor adjustments would be required to accommodate the
integration of social media into educational practices. A smaller cohort of 6 respondents opines that no
changes to university policies would be needed. This could suggest a view that existing frameworks are
robust enough to cover the integration of social media, or a belief that social media should adapt to fit
within the current policies. Lastly, 13 academics chose not to provide an answer, which could indicate
a lack of certainty about the issue or a belief that they do not have enough information to make a

judgment.

Overall, the data indicates a consensus that policy adjustments are necessary to some extent to facilitate
the responsible use of social media within university curricula, highlighting the importance of proactive
governance in the digital age. The consensus among academics that university policies would need
changes with the formal integration of social media into the curriculum underlines several key areas of
concern and interest. These potential policy updates would likely cover a broad range of considerations

to ensure that the use of social media aligns with educational goals while safeguarding the university
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community. Firstly, issues of identity protection and privacy are paramount. As social media platforms
often require the sharing of personal information, universities would need to develop clear guidelines
about what information can be shared and how to protect personal identities online. This might include
training on privacy settings, understanding the implications of digital footprints, and the use of
pseudonyms where appropriate. Online safety is another critical component. Policies would need to
address cyberbullying, harassment, and other forms of online abuse to ensure a safe environment for
students and staff. This could involve the establishment of reporting mechanisms for inappropriate
behaviour, support systems for those affected, and strict disciplinary measures for offenders. Intellectual
property rights would also come to the fore, as sharing and collaboration are inherent to social media.
Universities would need to clarify the ownership of content created and shared on these platforms,
especially when it comes to academic work and research findings. Additionally, with the integration of
social media, there's a need for guidelines on academic integrity. This includes addressing concerns
about plagiarism, the veracity of online sources, and the appropriate ways to cite social media content.
Another area of policy change would be the creation of boundaries between personal and professional
use of social media. Clear guidelines would help to delineate the acceptable use of social media for both
students and staff within an educational context, ensuring that the professional image and standards of
the university are maintained. Finally, there is the overarching need for digital literacy to be embedded
into the curriculum. As social media becomes a formal part of education, universities would have to
ensure that all students and staff are equipped with the skills to use these tools effectively and

responsibly.

The integration of social media into the curriculum is not just a matter of pedagogical innovation but
also requires comprehensive policy planning and updates to create a secure, effective, and responsible

learning environment.

5.11 Academic Viewpoints

This section introduces the perspectives of seven academics interviewed as part of this study, focusing
on their experiences with social media, particularly microblogging platforms, in the context of higher
education. These interviews were designed to elicit reflections on the affordances and challenges of
social media for academic communication, professional networking, and pedagogical engagement. The
integration of social media into academic work can be interpreted through several theoretical lenses.
The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) offers a foundation for understanding how academics
evaluate platforms in terms of perceived usefulness (e.g. for research dissemination or student
engagement) and ease of use. Similarly, the Community of Inquiry (Col) framework is relevant in
exploring how social media might support teaching, social, and cognitive presence in blended or
digitally supported learning environments. Emerging patterns also resonate with principles of social

constructivism and social learning theory, which position learning and knowledge-building as socially
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mediated processes. Participants often described how social media enabled collaborative dialogue,
informal mentoring, and community formation, suggesting that these platforms are not only tools for
information transmission but spaces for shared meaning-making. These themes are further supported
by connectivism, which conceptualises learning as distributed across networks, where knowledge is co-
constructed through nodes of interaction. The differing preferences for particular platforms also invite
consideration through Media Richness Theory (MRT). For example, the use of microblogging for
concise academic commentary or LinkedIn for professional storytelling reflects how platform
affordances, such as immediacy, interactivity, and multimodal communication, shape academic

engagement.

While detailed thematic analysis follows later in this chapter, this section provides the conceptual
framing and rationale for exploring academic engagement with social media. The insights gathered
contribute to an evolving understanding of how digital platforms are integrated into scholarly life and
how academics navigate their affordances and constraints in the pursuit of professional, pedagogical,

and collaborative goals.

Table 9 shows the key points raised and a general summary of the responses from the group of academic

interviews.
Table 9 General summary of the responses from academic interviews

Key Points Participants' Perspectives and Experiences

Integration of Social Participants attempted to integrate social media into educational

Media in Education practice, with mixed outcomes. Some found success in using platforms
like Twitter for resource sharing, communication with students, and
promoting discussions. Challenges were reported, including
difficulties in engaging students with the platform and concerns about
distractions.

Opinions on Social Participants held diverse views on the compatibility of social media

Media and Education and education. Some saw it as beneficial for student engagement and
discussion facilitation, while others viewed it as a potential distraction
and hindrance to the learning environment.
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Key Points

Participants' Perspectives and Experiences

Twitter Usage in

Education

Participants who used Twitter reported utilising it for various purposes,
including networking with colleagues, sharing resources, and
promoting research. Identified potential benefits of using Twitter in the
classroom for promoting discussions, engaging with current events,
and hosting live discussions during class. Challenges included

difficulty in student engagement with the platform.

Interactions on Twitter

Some participants reported interactions with students on Twitter,
ranging from asking questions to sharing resources and engaging in
discussions. Identified issues included concerns about privacy,

distraction, and the potential for online harassment.

Challenges and

Suggestions

Identified potential issues with using Twitter in education, such as
privacy concerns and online harassment. Participants who had
experience offered suggestions like setting clear guidelines, using

hashtags for organisation, and integrating Twitter into assignments.

Experience with Online

Lectures

Participants with experience giving online lectures highlighted benefits
like flexibility and accessibility for students. Challenges included the
lack of face-to-face interaction and difficulties in engaging students in
the online format. Saw potential for social media, such as Twitter, to

address some of these challenges.

Approaches to Trying
New Teaching Methods

Participants varied in their openness to trying new teaching methods,
with some regularly experimenting and others sticking to established

approaches. Reasons for resistance included concerns about

effectiveness, lack of time, and comfort with current methods.

Formal Training in

Some participants had formal training in using social media or social

media in education, while others relied on informal experience.
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Key Points

Participants' Perspectives and Experiences

Social Media Education

Opinions on the necessity of formal training varied, with some
advocating for it to learn best practices, while others considered

informal experience sufficient.

Future of Social Media

in Education

Mixed opinions were shared regarding the future integration of social
media in education. Some participants viewed it as inevitable and
beneficial, while others expressed concerns about potential drawbacks

and questioned its necessity.

Building on the foundation laid by the previous discussion of thematic analysis in Chapter 3, this section

serves as a reiteration and expansion of the key themes identified from the interviews with academics.

Presented in

Table 10 these themes are revisited not merely for recapitulation but as a crucial precursor to a deeper

exploration of the insights drawn from the interview data. This deliberate restatement is intended to

anchor the forthcoming analysis and discussion, ensuring that the connection between the identified

themes and the nuanced findings from the interviews is both transparent and robust.

Table 10 Themes that emerged from interviews with academics

Main Coding Themes  Sub Themes
The Paradox of Self| Teacher role

Individual
Perception by others

Culture Differences | Age gap

Misunderstandings
International differences

Use of Technology | Experimental

Reluctant

For Student Support | Engagement

Motivation
Personal advice
Teaching help

Innovative Teaching | Early adopter

Natural progression
Pride
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Online Safety | Policing
Professionalism of students
Professionalism of staff

The themes, while previously discussed, are more than mere categories; they are lenses through which
the complex tapestry of academic experiences and attitudes towards social media and microblogging
use in higher education can be examined with greater specificity and depth. This approach allows for a
layered understanding of the themes, enriched by the direct voices and experiences of the academics
involved, thereby adding a dynamic dimension to the analysis that extends beyond the initial

identification of themes.

5.12 Academic Viewpoints - The Paradox of Self

A central theme emerging from the interviews with academics was what can be described as “The
Paradox of Self,” a concept that encapsulates the ongoing tension between personal authenticity and
professional performance on social media and microblogging platforms in higher education. Across a
range of disciplines, career stages, and digital proficiencies, participants described the complex reality
of negotiating identity, visibility, and vulnerability in their digital lives. Their stories reveal not only
the intricacies of self-presentation and boundary management but also the emotional labour, strategic
thinking, and at times, the anxiety that comes with inhabiting online spaces as an academic. For many,
the experience of social media was marked by a persistent sense of being “on display.” A5, an Associate
Lecturer in Computer Science, captured this sentiment succinctly: “Even when I’m posting about a
technical topic, I’'m aware that students, colleagues, and sometimes even industry partners are watching.
It’s impossible to fully separate the personal from the professional.” This awareness of a potentially
vast and unpredictable audience was echoed by A3, a Journalism Lecturer, who explained, “I try to
keep my Twitter for professional content, media trends, reporting tips, but inevitably, my opinions and
bits of my personal life slip through. There’s no real firewall.” The sense that any post could be
scrutinised, shared, or misinterpreted by a diverse network of followers was a recurring concern, and

one that shaped how, when, and what academics chose to share online.

The challenge of boundary management was a near-universal experience. A2, a Business Lecturer,
described the experience as “constantly toggling between two personas,” elaborating, “On LinkedIn,
I’m the management expert, always polished. But on WhatsApp or Instagram, I want to be more relaxed,
more human. The challenge is, students and employers can see both sides.” This blurring of boundaries
was seen as both inevitable and, at times, exhausting. A4, a Senior Lecturer in Psychology, explained,
“I’m always conscious that my posts could be interpreted in ways I never intended. There’s pressure to
be relatable, but also to maintain authority and credibility.” For A1, a Senior Lecturer in Social Work,

the stakes were even higher: “As a registered social worker, I have to be doubly careful. Anything I say
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online could reflect on my profession and my university. Sometimes it feels like I'm under a
microscope.” These reflections highlight how professional codes of conduct and institutional affiliations
shape academics’ online behaviours, often amplifying the risks associated with public self-expression

(Marwick & boyd, 2011; Demir, 2024).

Visibility and vulnerability were closely linked in participants’ narratives. Several academics described
the emotional labour involved in maintaining a visible online presence while managing the risks of
exposure. A6, a Senior Lecturer in Health Sciences, noted, “You want to be approachable, but you also
worry about being misunderstood or misquoted. I’ve seen colleagues face backlash for what seemed
like harmless posts.” The fear of reputational harm, whether from students, peers, or the broader public,
was a powerful deterrent to open engagement for some. A7, a Professor of Engineering, reflected on
the performative aspect of social media use: “There’s an expectation now that you’ll be a thought leader,
that you’ll brand yourself and your research. Sometimes I wonder if ’'m sharing because it’s genuinely
valuable, or because I feel I have to maintain a presence.” This pressure to cultivate a “marketable”

academic identity, to be visible and impactful, was seen as both an opportunity and a burden.

The emotional toll of this paradox was palpable in the interviews. A4 described a process of self-
censorship: “Sometimes I feel like I'm editing myself in real time. I’ll write a tweet, then delete it
because I’m not sure how it will land. The anxiety about being misunderstood is real.” A3 echoed this,
saying, “It’s easy to fall into the trap of posting for engagement metrics, likes, retweets, rather than for
genuine academic dialogue. [ worry that ’'m performing, not just communicating.” The tension between
authenticity and self-protection was a recurring motif, with participants expressing both a desire to
connect meaningfully with others and a need to shield themselves from potential harm. Despite these
challenges, many academics recognised the value of authenticity, even as they acknowledged its risks.
A5 remarked, “Students appreciate when you’re real with them, but it’s a fine line. I don’t want to
overshare or undermine my authority.” A2 observed, “Students are digitally savvy. They can spot when
someone’s being fake. But you can’t be completely unfiltered, either. There’s always a risk of
something being taken out of context.” The sense that students expect a degree of openness and
“realness” from their lecturers was balanced by the awareness that social media is a space where context

can be lost and reputations can be quickly damaged.

Participants also described the strategic decisions involved in managing their online presence. A6 noted,
“I want to use my platform to advocate for public health, but I also need to respect confidentiality and
professional standards. It’s a constant negotiation.” A1 shared, “I use privacy settings and sometimes
post in closed groups, but there’s always a risk that things can be screenshotted or shared more widely.”
For some, the solution was to maintain separate accounts for personal and professional use, though even

this was seen as imperfect. A3 explained, “I have a personal account and a work account, but people

145



still find ways to connect the dots. It’s not foolproof.”

The paradox of self was further complicated by institutional expectations and sector-wide trends. As
higher education institutions increasingly leverage social media for engagement, recruitment, and
public outreach, academics are under growing pressure to maintain a visible, strategic, and authentic
online presence (Higher Education Marketing, 2025; QS Quacquarelli Symonds, 2025). A7 observed,
“There’s a push from the university to be active on social media, to share research and promote the
department. It’s part of the job now, but it’s not always comfortable.” A2 added, “We’re told to build
our personal brand, but there’s not much guidance on how to do that safely or ethically.” This
institutional embrace of social media amplifies the stakes of online engagement, making the paradox of

self not just a personal dilemma, but a professional and organisational one as well.

The potential for community-building and breaking down barriers between staff and students was a
positive aspect highlighted by several participants. A1 described social media as “a way to break down
barriers between staff and students. When used well, it can humanise us.” A5 shared, “I’ve had students
reach out on Twitter with questions they were too shy to ask in class. It’s a way to be more accessible.”
This sense of increased approachability and informal communication was seen as beneficial for student
engagement, though it also required careful boundary management. A6 cautioned, “It’s great to be
approachable, but you have to set limits. Otherwise, you end up answering messages at all hours, and

it’s hard to switch off.”

At the same time, participants were acutely aware of the risks associated with public engagement. A3
reflected, “There’s a paradox in wanting to be accessible and transparent but also needing to protect
yourself. I’ve seen colleagues get trolled or attacked for sharing opinions. It can be intimidating.” A4
summarised, “It’s about finding a balance, being open, but not exposed; engaging, but not
performative.” The risk of online harassment, trolling, or reputational damage was a significant concern,

particularly for those in fields where public debate can be contentious.

The interviews also revealed differences in how academics from various disciplines navigated the
paradox of self. For example, A1, with a background in social work, emphasised the importance of
professional codes of conduct and the potential consequences of missteps: “We have strict guidelines
about confidentiality and conduct. I’'m always thinking about how my posts could be interpreted by
clients, students, or the professional body.” In contrast, AS, working in computer science, described a
more relaxed but still cautious approach: “Tech Twitter is a bit more informal, but there’s still a sense
that you’re representing your institution. I try to keep things positive and avoid controversy.” A3, in
journalism, was particularly attuned to issues of public scrutiny and the rapid spread of information:
“News travels fast online. One tweet can go viral, and suddenly you’re at the centre of a storm. It’s

exciting but also risky.”
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The emotional impact of these dynamics was not lost on participants. Several described feelings of
anxiety, fatigue, or even burnout associated with maintaining an active online presence. A4 admitted,
“Sometimes I just want to log off and disappear for a while, but there’s a sense that you have to stay
visible to stay relevant.” A2 echoed this, saying, “It’s exhausting trying to keep up with everything -
posting, responding, monitoring what’s being said about you or your work.” The pressure to be “always
on” was seen as a significant challenge, one that could have implications for mental health and well-
being. Despite these challenges, many participants saw value in social media as a tool for professional
development, networking, and public scholarship. A7 noted, “It’s a great way to connect with
colleagues around the world, to share ideas and stay up to date with the latest research.” A6 added, “I’ve
found opportunities for collaboration and even research funding through connections made on social
media.” The ability to reach wider audiences, engage in interdisciplinary dialogue, and contribute to

public debates was seen as a significant benefit, though one that required careful navigation.

Participants also offered advice for colleagues and institutions seeking to support academics in
managing the paradox of self. AS suggested, “It would help if universities provided more training on
digital identity and reputation management. Most of us are just figuring it out as we go.” Al
recommended, “Clear guidelines and support from the institution can make a big difference. It’s
reassuring to know where the boundaries are.” A4 emphasised the importance of peer support: “Having
a network of colleagues to talk to about these issues is invaluable. Sometimes you just need to vent or

get advice from someone who understands.”

The literature supports these findings, highlighting the increasingly blurred boundaries between public
and private, personal and professional, in the digital age (Marwick & boyd, 2011). Recent sector reports
emphasise that over 90% of universities now use multiple social media platforms for engagement,
amplifying the visibility and expectations placed on academic staff (Higher Education Marketing, 2025;
QS Quacquarelli Symonds, 2025). This context not only shapes individual experiences but also raises
important questions about institutional responsibility, digital well-being, and the future of academic

identity.

In sum, the paradoxical demands of authenticity and professionalism, openness and caution, are a lived
reality for academics navigating the digital landscape in higher education today. The need to balance
personal expression with institutional expectations, to connect meaningfully with students and
colleagues while protecting oneself from potential harm, underscores the intricate negotiations required
to maintain a meaningful and sustainable presence on social media and microblogging platforms. “The
Paradox of Self” is not simply a theoretical construct but a dynamic, evolving reality, one that will

continue to shape the ways in which academics teach, communicate, and connect in the digital age.
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5.13 Academic Viewpoints - Culture Differences

The theme of “Cultural Differences” emerged as a profound and multifaceted aspect of academics’
reflections on social media and microblogging in higher education. As the digital landscape continues
to dissolve traditional boundaries of geography, language, and age, the global classroom has become a
lived reality. Academics in this study repeatedly highlighted how the interplay of culture, age, and
worldview shapes both their own and their students’ experiences online, often in ways that are subtle,

unexpected, or deeply challenging.

The rise of the Internet and social networking sites (SNSs) has, as one participant put it, “shrunk the
world,” making it possible for people from vastly different backgrounds to interact in real time (see also
Rosen et al., 2010). This global village, while rich with opportunity, is also rife with potential for
misunderstanding, miscommunication, and even conflict. The academics interviewed for this research
were acutely aware of these dynamics, drawing on both their professional expertise and lived experience

to articulate how cultural difference manifests in digital spaces.

Al, a Senior Lecturer in Social Work, reflected on how her background has shaped her approach to
online communication: “I work with students from all over the world, and I’m constantly aware that
what seems like a friendly or informal comment to me might be interpreted very differently by someone
from another culture. I try to be careful, but I know I don’t always get it right.” For A1, the stakes of
cultural misunderstanding are particularly high, given the ethical and relational dimensions of social
work education: “It’s not just about language, it’s about values, about what’s considered respectful or

appropriate. I think social media amplifies those differences.”

A2, a Business Lecturer, brought a generational perspective to the discussion, humorously recalling,
“I’'m old! [laughing]. It was a long time before I got a mobile phone, whereas how can I put this?
Youngsters... no ... younger people than myself. You, for example, you’ve grown up with mobile ...
with technology. Whereas I didn’t have a phone until I was mid-thirties, probably later than that.
Actually, that’s not true, my ex-wife bought me one in the 1980s, but it did look a bit like a brick!” This
anecdote, while light-hearted, underscores a deeper point: the “digital natives” in today’s classrooms
bring not only different technical skills but also different assumptions about communication, privacy,
and the boundaries between public and private life. A2 continued, “I want to see them as academic
students, but it’s an odd ... Because it so... I’ve grown up with ...I’m old! [laughing].” The generational

gap, layered atop cultural difference, adds complexity to every online interaction.

A3, a Journalism Lecturer, emphasised how cultural context shapes both the consumption and
production of digital content. “In journalism, we’re taught to be aware of our audience, but on social
media, your audience is everyone and no one. I’ve had students from different countries interpret the

same tweet in completely opposite ways. What’s funny or clever in one culture can be offensive in
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another.” This awareness of a “global audience” was echoed by several participants, who described a
heightened sense of self-censorship and a constant recalibration of tone, humour, and even the choice

of images or emojis.

A4, a Senior Lecturer in Psychology, drew attention to the psychological impacts of these cultural
negotiations: “There’s a lot of anxiety around saying the wrong thing or being misunderstood. I see it
in myself, but I also see it in my students, especially those who are studying a second language or who
come from cultures where direct disagreement is frowned upon. They’re often much more cautious
online.” This observation aligns with research by Rosen et al. (2010), who found that cultural
differences in communication style, such as preferences for directness or politeness, can profoundly

shape online interaction.

AS, an Associate Lecturer in Computer Science, highlighted the collaborative potential of social media,
but also its cultural pitfalls: “In some cultures, group work is the norm, and students are very
comfortable sharing ideas and resources online. In others, there’s more of a focus on individual
achievement, and students might be less willing to collaborate or share their work publicly.” A5 also
noted differences in attitudes toward hierarchy and authority: “Some students will never challenge a
lecturer or even ask a question in public, because that’s not done in their culture. Others are much more

assertive. Social media can level the playing field, but it can also make those differences more visible.”

A6, a Senior Lecturer in Health Sciences, reflected on the emotional intensity that can arise when
cultural values collide online: “Because people are very strongly minded about stuff. I suppose it’s like
anything, like politics, or someone’s values or beliefs or stuff. If it’s like that then people can get very
emotive and can have really strong opinions and then if you clash with someone about that then it can
escalate quite quickly, and I suppose that’s what we are mindful of in social media within education.”
For A6, the challenge is not only to prevent conflict but also to create space for productive disagreement
and learning: “We talk a lot about safe spaces, but sometimes it’s about brave spaces, where people can

disagree respectfully and learn from each other.”

A7, a Professor of Engineering, described a particularly vivid example of cross-cultural
misunderstanding: “Yeah, absolutely. I do get on my Twitter, I do get some of the Arab students liking
my profile, then they send me personal messages like Hi, you alright I sent you his picture of me, and
it might be like ... he sent me a picture, he was just stood in front of a jeep nice to see you. There is the
big culture issue, that’s a big, big difference.” For A7, these interactions are both a source of amusement
and a reminder of the need for cultural sensitivity: “It’s easy to misread intentions. What might be a

friendly gesture in one culture can feel intrusive or inappropriate in another.”

The academics also reflected on how cultural differences shape the very purposes for which students
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use social media. Drawing on the work of Schaffer and Debb (2020), they noted that platforms like
Instagram serve a multitude of functions, marketing, self-promotion, social support, entertainment, and
more, each coloured by cultural nuance. A3 observed, “Some students use Instagram almost like a CV,
showcasing their achievements and skills. Others use it to stay connected with family back home or to
document their daily lives. The motivations are as diverse as the students themselves.” Al added, “In
some cultures, it’s all about group identity, posting pictures from family events, religious festivals, or
community gatherings. In others, it’s more about individual expression and creativity.” These
differences are not merely academic; they have real implications for teaching, learning, and community-
building. A2 pointed out, “If you assume everyone is using social media the same way, you’re going to
miss a lot. Some students are very private; some are very public. Some want to collaborate, others want
to compete. You have to be flexible.” A5 agreed, adding, “I try to give students options, group chats,

forums, one-on-one messages, so they can choose what feels comfortable.”

The issue of digital literacy and access also surfaced as a key dimension of cultural difference. As
Ulbrich et al. (2011) argue, the so-called “Internet generation” is not monolithic; students’ skills,
preferences, and attitudes toward technology are shaped by their cultural backgrounds, prior
experiences, and educational systems. A4 noted, “We have students who are incredibly tech-savvy, and
others who are really anxious about using new platforms. Sometimes it’s a language barrier, sometimes
it’s just unfamiliarity. It’s important not to make assumptions.” A6 echoed this, saying, “Access is
another issue. Not everyone has the same devices, the same internet speed, or the same privacy at home.

That affects how and when they participate.”

The academics also discussed the impact of cultural differences on the interpretation of online
behaviour. A1l explained, “In some cultures, not responding to a message right away is considered rude.
In others, it’s normal to take your time. I’ve had students apologise for being ‘late’ when I didn’t even
notice.” A3 added, “Humour is another minefield. Sarcasm, irony, even emojis, they don’t always
translate. I’ve had to explain more than once that something was meant as a joke.” These micro-level
misunderstandings can accumulate, affecting trust, engagement, and the overall climate of the online

classroom.

Several participants drew connections between cultural difference and the concept of weltanschauung,
or worldview. As A2 explained, “We all bring our own worldviews to the table, our assumptions, our
values, our ways of seeing the world. Social media puts those differences front and centre.” A5, who
studied Soft Systems Methodology (Checkland & Scholes, 1999) as an undergraduate, reflected,
“Weltanschauung is a big part of how I approach teaching. I try to step back and ask, what’s the big
picture here? What are the wider impacts of this issue? It helps me be more empathetic and less

reactive.”
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The influence of cultural difference extends beyond microblogging platforms such as Twitter.
Academics noted that cultural values and norms shape the use of Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, and
other platforms. A1 observed, “In collectivist cultures, Facebook is often used to maintain and reinforce
social connections with friends and family. In more individualist cultures, it’s more about self-
expression and autonomy.” A3 noted, “Instagram is fascinating because it’s so visual. It’s a way for
students to express creativity, but also to connect with others who share their interests. The motivations
are really diverse.” These observations align with the research of Marshall et al. (2023), who found that

cultural context significantly shapes both the form and function of social media use.

The academics were also keenly aware of the potential for cultural misunderstanding and even conflict
in online spaces. A6 reflected, “People can get very emotive and have really strong opinions. If you
clash with someone about values or beliefs, it can escalate quickly. That’s something we have to be
mindful of, especially in education.” A7 added, “I’ve seen discussions go off the rails because of a
simple misunderstanding - someone uses a word or phrase that means one thing in their culture and
something completely different in another. It’s a reminder to be patient and to ask questions before

jumping to conclusions.”

Despite these challenges, the academics saw great value in the cross-cultural opportunities afforded by
social media. Al remarked, “It’s amazing to see students from different backgrounds sharing their
traditions, their holidays, their food. It enriches the whole learning experience.” A5 noted, “Group
projects are a great way to encourage cross-cultural collaboration. When students have to work together
online, they learn a lot about each other - and about themselves.” A3 added, “Sometimes the best
learning happens when there’s a bit of friction, when students have to negotiate differences and find

common ground.”

The participants offered a range of strategies for navigating cultural difference in digital spaces. A2
suggested, “Be explicit about expectations. Don’t assume everyone knows the rules, spell them out.”
A6 recommended, “Create multiple channels for communication, some public, some private, so
students can choose what feels safe.” A4 emphasised the importance of modelling respectful
disagreement: “If you show that it’s okay to disagree, but you do it respectfully, students will follow
your lead.” Al added, “Check in with students regularly. Ask how they’re doing, what’s working,
what’s not. Be open to feedback.” The literature supports these approaches, highlighting the importance
of cultural competence, digital literacy, and inclusive pedagogy in the global classroom (Rosen et al.,
2010; Schaffer & Debb, 2020; Ulbrich et al., 2011). As one participant put it, “The world is in the
classroom now. We have to be ready for that.” The academics’ reflections underscore the need for
ongoing learning, flexibility, and humility in the face of cultural complexity. The theme of “Cultural

Differences” reveals both the richness and the challenge of teaching and learning in a digitally
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connected world. The academics in this study demonstrated a keen awareness of the ways in which
culture shapes not only the use of social media and microblogging platforms but also the very fabric of
academic life. Their voices remind us that cultural competence is not a static skill but an ongoing
practice, one that requires curiosity, empathy, and a willingness to learn from others. As digital
technologies continue to reshape the landscape of higher education, the ability to navigate cultural

difference will remain a crucial dimension of academic work.

5.14 Academic Viewpoints - Use of Technology

The use of technology in higher education has become a defining feature of contemporary academic
practice, shaping not only the modalities of teaching and learning but also the very identities of
educators and students alike. During the interviews, participants reflected on the complex, often
ambivalent, role that technology plays in their teaching. Their accounts reveal a landscape marked by
both enthusiasm and apprehension, innovation and resistance, and above all, a deep commitment to

student learning and adaptability in the face of rapid change.

A recurring motif in the interviews was the recognition that technology is now woven into the fabric of
modern society. As Al, a Senior Lecturer in Social Work, observed, “Technology is everywhere now.
It’s part of how we communicate, how we learn, how we work. If we ignore it, we’re not preparing our
students for the real world.” This sentiment was echoed by A7, a Professor of Engineering, who noted,
“You can’t teach engineering, or any subject, really, without acknowledging the role of technology. It’s
not just about the tools we use in the classroom, but about the world our students are entering.” The
ubiquity of technology, both as a medium and as a subject of study, was seen as both an opportunity

and a challenge.

Participants frequently discussed the societal expectations that shape their use of technology in teaching.
A2, a Business Lecturer, remarked, “There’s a perception that if you’re not using the latest tech, you’re
falling behind. Students expect it, colleagues expect it, and sometimes the university expects it, t0o.”
This expectation can be a double-edged sword, serving as both a motivator and a source of anxiety. A3,
a Journalism Lecturer, explained, “I feel like there’s always a new platform, a new tool. Sometimes I
worry that ’'m not moving fast enough, that I’m missing out on something that could really benefit my
students.” This sense of perpetual catch-up is widely documented in the literature, where the
“innovation imperative” in higher education is described as both energising and exhausting (Selwyn,

2019).

Despite these pressures, participants were unanimous in their belief that technology should serve
pedagogy, not the other way around. As A4, a Senior Lecturer in Psychology, put it, “I’m not interested
in using technology for its own sake. [ want to know: does it help my students learn? Does it make my

teaching more effective?” This pragmatic approach was echoed by A6, a Senior Lecturer in Health
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Sciences, who noted, “There are so many shiny new tools out there, but not all of them are right for
every context. It’s about finding what works for your students, your subject, and your style.” The
importance of context and fit was a recurring theme, with participants emphasising the need for

flexibility and adaptability in their approach to technology.

Al articulated this perspective succinctly: “All of us pick up teaching and learning tools and we all use
them very differently and that’s okay. I think the problem with some of these things is, we start
restricting and we lose the creativity based on such and such a body does it this way and such a body
does it that way and this is the way to do it. There’s no right or wrong way, in my opinion, to do it. If
it’s dynamic and it works in terms of contemporary higher education. This is about contemporary higher
education we’re talking about here.” This insistence on creativity and dynamism, rather than rigid
adherence to prescribed models, reflects a broader shift in educational philosophy toward learner-

cantered, adaptive practice (Sengupta et al., 2024).

Yet, the freedom to innovate is not without its constraints. Several participants expressed concerns about
restrictive attitudes toward technology use in education, whether imposed by institutional policy,
accreditation bodies, or prevailing norms within their disciplines. A5, an Associate Lecturer in
Computer Science, recounted, “Sometimes there’s a sense that you have to use certain platforms or
follow certain protocols, even if they don’t really fit your teaching style or your students’ needs. It can
feel stifling.” A2 added, “There’s a lot of box-ticking, did you use the VLE, did you run an online quiz,
did you record your lectures? But sometimes the most effective teaching happens outside those boxes.”
The tension between innovation and conformity is a well-documented feature of educational technology

adoption (Veletsianos, 2020).

The rapid pace of technological change was another source of both excitement and apprehension. A3
reflected, “It’s amazing how quickly things change. Five years ago, nobody was talking about TikTok
in education, and now it’s everywhere. The challenge is knowing which trends to follow and which to
ignore.” This sense of flux can be invigorating but also destabilising. A4 confessed, “Sometimes | feel
like I’'m always behind, always trying to catch up. It can be exhausting.” The literature describes this
phenomenon as “technostress,” a form of anxiety associated with the constant need to learn and adapt

to new technologies (Tarafdar et al., 2020).

Participants were candid about the unevenness of their own technological proficiency. Some, like A5,
described themselves as early adopters: “I love trying out new tools, experimenting with different
platforms. I think it keeps things fresh, for me and for the students.” Others, like A1, admitted to feeling
less confident: “I’m not a digital native. I’ve had to learn as I go, and sometimes it’s a steep learning
curve.” A6 echoed this, saying, “I didn’t grow up with this stuff. I’ve had to work at it, and I still feel

like there’s so much I don’t know.” This diversity of experience is mirrored in the student body, as A7
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pointed out: “Some of our students are tech whizzes, others struggle with the basics. Our job is to meet

them where they are.”

The issue of support and training was a recurrent theme. A2 observed, “There’s a lot of pressure to
innovate, but not always enough support. Training is often generic, not tailored to your subject or your
level of experience.” A3 agreed, adding, “It would help if there were more opportunities for peer
learning, seeing how colleagues are using technology, sharing tips and tricks.” The importance of
community and collaboration in professional development is widely recognised in the literature (Khoa

& Huynh, 2024).

Despite these challenges, participants were overwhelmingly positive about the potential of technology
to enhance teaching and learning. A4 enthused, “When it works, it’s fantastic. You can reach students
in ways that weren’t possible before, through videos, interactive quizzes, online discussions. It makes
learning more engaging and accessible.” A5 agreed, “Technology opens up so many possibilities.
Students can learn at their own pace, revisit materials, collaborate across time zones. It’s
transformative.” A6 highlighted the impact on inclusivity: “Online tools can make a huge difference for
students with disabilities, or those who can’t always be on campus. It’s about levelling the playing
field.”

The participants’ passion for teaching and commitment to student success was evident throughout their
discussions. Al remarked, “At the end of the day, it’s about the students. If technology helps them learn,
I’m all for it. If it doesn’t, I’1l find something that does.” A3 echoed this sentiment: “I want my students
to leave my class feeling confident, capable, and ready for the world. Technology is one tool among
many to help make that happen.” This focus on student outcomes, rather than technological novelty,

was a defining feature of the participants’ approach.

Several participants described the ways in which technology can make teaching more engaging,
impactful, and memorable. A4 shared, “‘...as far as you could see because I’d thrown the essays in the
bin, there are things around the technology that making the teaching engaging, impactful and
memorable. If we can make it engaging, impactful and memorable, the students will learn. Again, they
get their grades, they get their jobs and everybody’s happy and they’re more fun to teach.” This
emphasis on engagement and memorability aligns with research on active learning and multimedia
pedagogy (Mayer, 2021). However, the integration of technology is not without its frustrations. A2
recounted, “Why am I spending time doing this? What’s the point if there’s less than 10% of them are
going to be getting the benefit? I probably should have persevered and maybe word of mouth might
have spread a bit that actually they’re getting some nuggets to do with their revision or the course work.”
The challenge of motivating students to engage with new tools, and the risk of expending effort for

limited impact, was a common concern. A7 added, “Sometimes it feels like you’re putting in a lot of
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work for not much return. But then you get that one student who says, ‘That video really helped me,’

and it feels worth it.”

Time was identified as a significant barrier to experimentation and innovation. A6 explained, “There’s
only so many hours in the day. Between teaching, research, admin, and everything else, it’s hard to find
time to try new things.” A5 agreed, “It’s not just about learning the tool, it’s about redesigning your
materials, troubleshooting problems, supporting students. It’s a big investment.” The literature confirms
that time constraints are a major obstacle to technology adoption in higher education (Bates, 2019).
Click or tap here to enter text. Despite these barriers, participants expressed a willingness to adapt and
innovate in response to changing student needs and societal expectations. Al reflected, “We can’t afford
to stand still. The world is changing, our students are changing, and we have to change with them.” A3
added, “It’s about being open to new ideas, but also being critical, asking, does this really add value?”

This blend of openness and criticality is characteristic of what Selwyn (2022) calls “critical digital

pedagogy.”

Participants also discussed the importance of modelling digital literacy and responsible technology use
for their students. A2 remarked, “We’re not just teaching content, we’re teaching skills, how to find
information, how to evaluate sources, how to use technology ethically and effectively.” AS added, “Part
of our job is to help students navigate the digital world, to be critical consumers and producers of
information.” This emphasis on digital literacy is increasingly recognised as a core competency in

higher education (Jisc, 2025). Click or tap here to enter text.

The role of technology in fostering community and connection was another theme. Al observed,
“During the pandemic, technology was a lifeline. It kept us connected when we couldn’t be together in
person.” A6 agreed, “Online forums, group chats, video calls, they helped maintain a sense of
community and support.” A3 noted, “It’s not the same as face-to-face, but it’s better than nothing.
Sometimes it’s even better, students who are shy in class are more willing to participate online.” The
hybridisation of teaching and learning, blending digital and in-person modalities, was seen as a lasting

legacy of recent years.

Participants also acknowledged the limitations and potential drawbacks of technology. A4 cautioned,
“It’s easy to get carried away with the latest gadget or app, but sometimes simple is best. Too much
technology can be overwhelming for students, and for us.” A7 added, “There’s a risk of widening the
digital divide. Not all students have the same access to devices or reliable internet. We have to be
mindful of that.” These concerns are echoed in the literature, which warns against “technological
solutionism” and advocates for equity and inclusion in educational technology (Veletsianos, 2020). The
interviews revealed a nuanced understanding of the role of technology in higher education. Participants

recognised its potential to enhance teaching and learning, but also its limitations and risks. They

155



emphasised the importance of flexibility, adaptability, and critical reflection, and they were united in
their commitment to student success. As Al concluded, “Technology is just one tool in the kit. What

matters is how we use it, to inspire, to engage, to help our students grow.”

The academics in this study demonstrated a sophisticated, reflective approach to technology use in their
teaching. They balanced enthusiasm for innovation with a healthy scepticism, and they grounded their
decisions in the needs and interests of their students. Their voices illustrate the ongoing negotiation
between tradition and innovation, between individual style and institutional expectation, and between
the promise and the perils of digital transformation in higher education. As technology continues to

evolve, so too will the practices and philosophies of those who teach and learn with it.

5.15 Academic Viewpoints - For Student Support

The landscape of student support in higher education is undergoing a profound transformation, shaped
by the convergence of digital technology, changing student expectations, and the realities of an
increasingly diverse and dispersed student body. While universities continue to invest in institutional
tools and formal support systems, it is now clear that these resources are only one part of a much broader
ecosystem. Social media platforms, Twitter, Facebook, Linkedln, Instagram, TikTok, Discord,
WhatsApp, and others, have emerged as powerful, sometimes unpredictable, spaces for connection,
advice, and community. The academics interviewed for this study offered a rich, sometimes ambivalent,
account of how these platforms are reshaping both the opportunities and the challenges of student

support.

A1, Senior Lecturer in Social Work, captured the shifting landscape succinctly: “When I started
teaching, support was all face-to-face, office hours, drop-ins, maybe the odd email. Now, I see students
building whole networks online. They’re getting advice, sharing resources, and sometimes even finding
mentors on platforms I barely use myself.” This shift is not unique to one discipline or institution. As
recent sector research confirms, over 85% of European students now use social media to interact with
their university at some point in their journey, whether to ask questions, attend events, seek academic
support, or simply stay informed about campus life (Full Fabric, 2025). The digital campus, once an

add-on, is now a central part of the student experience.

Participants repeatedly emphasised that social media is not just a marketing tool for attracting new
applicants, but an integral element of how students engage with their university throughout the entire
student lifecycle, from researching programmes and making decisions, to navigating coursework,
building friendships, and eventually celebrating graduation (Higher Education Marketing, 2025). AS,
Associate Lecturer in Computer Science, observed, “Some of the best peer support I’ve seen doesn’t
happen in our official forums or VLEs. It’s on Discord servers, WhatsApp groups, or even in the

comments under a YouTube tutorial. Students are resourceful, they go where the answers are, and often,
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that’s outside the university’s official channels.” This phenomenon is not limited to informal peer-to-
peer support. Academics themselves are increasingly active on platforms like Twitter and LinkedIn,
using them to share resources, answer queries, and extend their professional networks. A3, Journalism
Lecturer, recounted, “I’ve had students tag me in Twitter threads about media ethics or digital
storytelling. Sometimes, the conversation that starts in class keeps going online. It’s more dynamic,
more immediate.” A2, Business Lecturer, added, “LinkedIn is great for connecting students with alumni
or industry contacts. I encourage my students to build their profiles and use the platform to ask questions

or look for internships. It’s a way of making the hidden curriculum visible.”

The rise of student influencers and peer-led support networks is another striking development. As
Raaper (2025) have documented, students now turn to platforms like TikTok, YouTube, and Instagram
not only for entertainment but for academic and emotional support. A4, Senior Lecturer in Psychology,
remarked, “I’m amazed at how many students follow these #studytalk accounts. They’re getting advice
on everything from revision strategies to mental health. Sometimes it’s more relevant to them than what
we offer formally.” A6, Senior Lecturer in Health Sciences, echoed this: “There’s a new kind of student
leader now, the influencer. They’re filling gaps that the university can’t always reach, especially for
international students or those studying remotely.” The benefits of these new support channels are
significant. Social media can provide a sense of belonging and community for students who might
otherwise feel isolated, especially those in remote or online programs (Raaper, 2025; Full Fabric, 2025).
A7, Professor of Engineering, explained, “We have students spread across the globe. For some of them,
the WhatsApp group is their lifeline. It’s where they ask for help, share job postings, or just vent about
an assignment.” A5 added, “I’ve seen students organise study groups, share notes, and even help each

other find housing, all through social media. It’s student support, but on their own terms.”

Yet, as the participants made clear, the growing reliance on social media for student support brings new
challenges and uncertainties. One recurring theme was the lack of direct control or oversight. Al
admitted, “We can encourage students to use these platforms, but we can’t police what happens there.
Sometimes, I worry about misinformation or bad advice being shared.” A3 noted, “There’s always the
risk that something gets taken out of context, or that a student feels excluded if they’re not on the right
platform.” The decentralised, informal nature of social media support is both its strength and its
vulnerability. Academics also expressed concerns about the potential for distraction and the blurring of
boundaries between personal and professional communication. A2 reflected, “It’s a double-edged
sword. On one hand, you want to be accessible and approachable. On the other, you don’t want to be
answering DMs at midnight or dealing with student issues on your personal Facebook.” A6 added,
“There’s a fine line between being supportive and being too available. I’ve had to set boundaries for
my own wellbeing.” Privacy and data security were also prominent concerns. A1 warned, “There’s a

lot of personal information floating around on these platforms. Students don’t always realise how public
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their posts are, or how easily things can be shared beyond their intended audience.” A7, who supervises
international students, pointed out, “For some students, there are real risks, political, cultural, even legal,

if their online activity is monitored or misunderstood. We need to be mindful of that.”

Despite these reservations, the consensus among participants was that student support is paramount,
and that academics will generally veer towards anything that will help students. A3 summarised, “If it
helps the students, I’'m willing to give it a go. But [ want to make sure I’m doing it in a way that’s ethical
and effective.” This pragmatic, student-centred approach was evident in the way academics described
their use of social media in teaching and support. A2 explained, “I might not be on TikTok myself, but
if that’s where the students are, I’ll at least try to understand it. I’ll ask them to show me what they’re
using, what works for them.” Several participants described ways they have integrated social media into
their teaching and support practices. A5 shared, “I’ve used Twitter for live Q&A sessions during
revision week. It’s more informal than email, and students seem to like the immediacy.” A4 recounted,
“We set up a closed Facebook group for our cohort. It’s a space for announcements, but also for students
to ask questions and support each other. I check in but mostly let them run it.” A6 described using
LinkedIn to connect students with guest speakers and alumni: “It’s a way of showing them the bigger

picture, what’s possible after graduation, who they can reach out to for advice.”

Guidance and boundaries are key. A1l explained, “I give students guidelines on how to use social media
professionally, what’s appropriate, what’s not, how to protect their privacy.” A3 added, “We talk about
digital footprints, about thinking before you post. It’s part of being a responsible digital citizen.” These
efforts reflect a growing recognition that digital literacy and online etiquette are essential skills for both

academic and professional success (Jisc, 2025).

The participants were also candid about their own limitations and anxieties regarding technology. A5,
an academic in Computer Science, admitted, “Look, we all want what's best for our students, and if
there's a new tool or app that can help, we're all ears. But, to be honest, it's not always that simple. A
lot of us aren't exactly tech wizards, and the thought of having to learn something new on the fly can be
pretty daunting. It's not that we're stuck in our ways or scared of change, but more about worrying we
might mess up or distract the students more than help them. We want to make sure we're doing it right
and actually making things better for the students, not just using tech for the sake of it.” This anxiety is
echoed in the literature, where the rapid pace of technological change is seen as both a motivator and a

source of “technostress” for educators (Tarafdar et al., 2020).

Concerns about the reliability and effectiveness of technology were also voiced. A5 continued, “Then
there's the whole issue of whether the tech can actually keep up with what we need it to do. I mean,
what if it just conks out in the middle of a lecture? Or if it doesn't work the way it's supposed to? That

could totally throw off the whole vibe of the class, and the last thing any of us want is to lose the
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students' attention or get a bunch of bad reviews because something techy didn't do its job right.” This
practical worry is not trivial; as digital tools become more central to the student experience, their

reliability and usability become critical factors in student support and satisfaction (Full Fabric, 2025).

The potential impact of technology on students’ social and communication skills was another point of
reflection. A5 observed, "And then there's the worry about what all this screen time is doing to the
students. Like, if we're always using some kind of gadget or app, when do they get to actually talk to
each other, you know? It feels like we might be risking those real, in-person skills they need to build
up, not just for class but for life. It's a bit of a catch-22 because tech is supposed to help, but we don't
want it to replace the human element that's so key to learning and growing." This concern is echoed in
studies that highlight the importance of balancing digital and face-to-face interactions to support holistic
student development (Bynner & Heinz, 2021).

Financial and resource constraints also shape the adoption of technology in student support. A2, a
Business Lecturer, explained, “Buying the stuff, keeping it running, and then making sure everyone
knows how to use it properly doesn't come cheap. It's a bit of a headache thinking about the budget and
whether we're really getting our money's worth, especially when funds are tight and there are a million
other things we could be spending on to help our students." The cost of hardware, software, and training
is a significant consideration, particularly in the context of shrinking real-term budgets and rising

student expectations (Raaper, 2025).

Ethical considerations, especially around data privacy and surveillance, were also prominent. Al,
Senior Lecturer in Social Work, reflected, “There’s a whole ethical maze we've got to navigate. With
all this tech, there are big questions about keeping students' info safe and what it means for their privacy.
Plus, the idea that technology could be used to keep tabs on students a bit too closely doesn't sit right
with a lot of us. It feels like we need to tread carefully to make sure we're using tech in a way that
supports students without overstepping." These concerns are increasingly salient as universities adopt
sophisticated analytics and monitoring tools to track student engagement and predict risk (Full Fabric,
2025). Despite these challenges, the academics interviewed remained committed to supporting students
in whatever ways are most effective. A2 summed up the prevailing attitude: “So anecdotally, I’ve
always thought, well they’re engaged with this, why can’t I be part of that? Therefore, I won’t be as
pissed off as they’ll still get the little gems and the nuggets, but it will be in a format that’s readily
accessible." This willingness to meet students where they are, to experiment with new tools and
platforms, and to listen to student feedback, was a hallmark of the participants’ approach. The
importance of personalisation and responsiveness was emphasised throughout. As sector research
highlights, students today expect institutions to understand their needs and support their journey in a

way that feels individualised and responsive (Roberto, 2025). A3 noted, “If a student reaches out on
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Instagram or Twitter, I try to respond there. It’s about making them feel seen and heard, not just sending
them back to the official website.” A5 added, “Sometimes the best support is just being available,

answering a quick question, sharing a resource, or even just liking a post to show you care.”

The evolving role of student influencers and peer-led support networks is reshaping the boundaries of
student support. As Raaper (2025) describes, academically high-achieving students are now producing
educational content and offering advice to their peers via #studytalk and similar hashtags. These
influencers are adept at building legitimacy and large followings, and they are often more attuned to the
needs and concerns of their audience than institutional support services. A4 remarked, “Some of our
students are getting more from these TikTok study tips than from our official workshops. It’s humbling,

but also a reminder that support can come from many places.”

The academics also recognised the importance of gathering feedback and co-creating support strategies
with students. A6 explained, “We regularly ask students what’s working and what’s not, especially
when it comes to online support. Sometimes the answers surprise us.” Al added, “It’s about partnership.
We have to be willing to learn from our students, not just teach them.” This ethos of collaboration and

continuous improvement is central to effective student support in the digital age (Full Fabric, 2025).

The use of social media and technology in student support is a complex, evolving field, characterised
by both promise and peril. The academics in this study demonstrated a nuanced, reflective approach,
embracing innovation where it serves students, but also maintaining a critical awareness of the
limitations and risks. Their voices reveal a commitment to meeting students where they are, to fostering
community and belonging, and to navigating the ethical, practical, and pedagogical challenges of digital
transformation with care and creativity. As the boundaries between formal and informal support
continue to blur, the future of student support will depend on the ability of universities and educators to

adapt, collaborate, and keep the needs of students at the heart of their practice.

5.16 Academic Viewpoints - Innovative Teaching

The imperative for pedagogical innovation in higher education is no longer a matter of debate but a
lived reality for academics navigating a rapidly evolving digital landscape. Through a thematic analysis
of interviews with academics across diverse disciplines, a nuanced and often ambivalent discourse
emerges around the meaning, practice, and potential of innovative teaching, particularly as it relates to
the integration of social media. The voices of these educators reveal both a deep commitment to student
engagement and a critical awareness of the challenges and responsibilities that come with digital

transformation.

For many academics, the starting point for innovative teaching is the recognition that traditional lecture-

based approaches are increasingly insufficient for a generation of students who have grown up
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immersed in digital culture. A4, a Senior Lecturer in Psychology, observed, “You can’t just stand at the
front and talk for an hour and expect them to engage. They’re used to interacting, to having a voice, to
being part of the conversation. If we want to reach them, we have to meet them where they are, and
that’s often online.” This sentiment was echoed by AS5, an Associate Lecturer in Computer Science,
who noted, “Our students are digital natives, but that doesn’t mean they’re digitally literate in the ways
that matter for learning or work. We have to bridge that gap, and that means rethinking not just what

we teach, but how we teach.”

The potential of social media as a catalyst for interactive learning was a recurrent theme. Academics
described how platforms like Twitter, Instagram, and Discord can create spaces for dialogue,
collaboration, and creativity that transcend the physical classroom. A3, a Journalism Lecturer, shared,
“I’ve used Twitter threads as a way for students to live-report on events, just like they would in a
newsroom. It’s immediate, it’s public, and it gives them a taste of what real-world journalism is like.”
A2, a Business Lecturer, recounted, “We set up a LinkedIn group for our entrepreneurship module.
Students share articles, comment on each other’s ideas, and even connect with guest speakers. It’s a
different kind of learning, more social, more networked.” Yet, the embrace of social media is not
without its tensions. Several participants expressed a wariness about technology for technology’s sake.
Al, Senior Lecturer in Social Work, cautioned, “It’s easy to get dazzled by the latest app or platform,
but we have to ask: does it actually help students learn? Or is it just adding noise?”” This critical stance
is echoed in the literature, where scholars warn against “technological solutionism”, the belief that

digital tools alone can solve complex educational challenges (Selwyn, 2019).

The theme of resource sharing emerged as a powerful driver of innovation. Academics spoke
enthusiastically about the ease with which materials can be disseminated via social media, fostering a
collaborative environment that breaks down barriers of time and space. A6, Senior Lecturer in Health
Sciences, explained, “I can share an article or a video with my students instantly, and they can respond,
ask questions, or share their own resources. It’s much more dynamic than uploading something to the
VLE and hoping they’ll find it.” A7, Professor of Engineering, added, “We’ve had students from
different countries sharing case studies, diagrams, even short videos of their projects. It brings a richness
to the class that you can’t get from a textbook.” However, this positive view is tempered by concerns
about distraction and the spread of misinformation. A5 remarked, “The challenge is keeping students
focused. There’s so much out there, memes, ads, clickbait, it’s easy for them to get sidetracked.” A4
noted, “We have to teach them how to evaluate sources, how to spot fake news, how to think critically
about what they see online. Digital literacy isn’t just about knowing how to use tools; it’s about knowing
how to use them wisely.” The need to cultivate critical digital literacy is now widely recognised as a
central task for educators (Jisc, 2025). Digital literacy, in fact, emerged as one of the most critical

themes in the interviews. Academics saw social media not only as a teaching tool but as a means of
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equipping students with the skills they will need in the digital workplace. A2 explained, “Employers
expect graduates to be able to communicate professionally online, to build a personal brand, to network.
If we don’t teach that, we’re not preparing them for the real world.” A3 added, “It’s not just about using
platforms, it’s about understanding the ethics, what’s okay to share, how to protect your privacy, how
to be respectful.” This focus on digital citizenship, teaching students to be ethical, responsible, and
thoughtful participants in online communities, is increasingly seen as a core component of higher

education (Jisc, 2025; Veletsianos, 2020).

Despite their enthusiasm for innovation, many academics expressed a palpable tension when it comes
to integrating social media into their teaching practices. Some described a lack of confidence or
familiarity with these platforms. Al admitted, “I’m not a digital native. I’ve had to learn as I go, and
sometimes | worry that I’m not using these tools as effectively as I could.” A6 echoed this, saying,
“There’s always that fear of doing something wrong, of making a mistake in front of the students.”
Others pointed to uncertainty about how best to align social media activities with learning outcomes
and assessment criteria. A7 reflected, “It’s one thing to encourage students to use Twitter or LinkedIn,

but how do you assess that? What counts as evidence of learning?”’

The institutional context loomed large in these discussions. Academics called for robust policies and
clear guidelines to address privacy, online safety, and the ethical use of digital content. A1 observed,
“When we start talking about bringing social media into our teaching, the big elephant in the room is
always the rules and guidelines, or often, the lack of them. We're all for using these platforms to engage
and educate, but there's this underlying worry about privacy, keeping things safe online, and making
sure we're all ethical about the content we share and use. It's like we're at this crossroads where we see
the immense potential of social media in education, but we're also aware that without some solid policies
from the uni, we're kind of navigating in the dark. It's crucial that there's some form of governance in
place to guide us, so we can really tap into what these digital platforms have to offer without stepping
over any lines.” This call for institutional support is echoed in sector reports, which highlight the need
for universities to provide training, resources, and clear frameworks to support innovative digital

teaching (Jisc, 2025).

Assessment was another area where the affordances and limitations of social media were keenly felt.
Academics recognised the potential of platforms for providing timely feedback and facilitating peer
assessment but also voiced concerns about maintaining academic integrity and rigorous standards. A5
explained, “social media can be great for formative feedback, students can post drafts, get comments,
iterate. But when it comes to summative assessment, there are questions about plagiarism, about who’s
really doing the work, about how to document and archive what happens online.” A4 added, “The

informality of social media is both a strength and a weakness. It encourages participation, but it can

162



also blur the lines of what’s expected.”

The immediacy of feedback was widely praised. A3 recounted, “I can respond to a student’s question
in real time, or they can get feedback from their peers almost instantly. It keeps the momentum going.”
A2 noted, “Students appreciate the quick turnaround. It makes them feel heard, like their contributions
matter.” However, the informal nature of these interactions sometimes led to confusion or
misunderstandings. A6 explained, “Not everything that happens on Twitter or WhatsApp is visible to
the whole class or to me as the lecturer. There’s a risk that some students get left out, or that important

discussions happen off the record.”

Professional development emerged as a critical theme, with academics acknowledging the necessity of
continual learning to stay abreast of technological advancements. A3 reflected, “It’s not just about
picking up a new app or platform; it's about constantly learning and relearning, isn't it? Technology
keeps moving forward, and if we don't keep up, we're left behind. But more than that, it's about seeing
the bigger picture, how these tools aren't just add-ons to our teaching but could actually change the
whole game of education. We need to be on our toes, always ready to rethink and reimagine how we
use technology to make learning better, more engaging. It's an ongoing journey, really, this whole
professional development thing, especially with tech in the mix.” This ethos of lifelong learning and

adaptability is increasingly recognised as essential for educators in the digital age (Selwyn, 2019).

The interviews also revealed a complex interplay of excitement and caution regarding the integration
of social media into higher education. Academics spoke of the potential for enriched learning
experiences, but also of the risks and responsibilities that come with digital innovation. A1 summarised,
“There’s so much potential here, to make learning more interactive, more relevant, more connected.
But we have to be careful. We have to make sure we’re not just chasing trends, but actually adding
value.” A5 added, “Innovation is great, but it has to be grounded in pedagogy. It’s not about using tech

for the sake of it, but about making learning better for our students.”

Participants described a variety of innovative practices that leverage social media to enhance teaching
and learning. A2 recounted, “We ran a virtual business simulation on LinkedIn. Students had to pitch
ideas, form teams, and network with real professionals. It was a bit chaotic, but incredibly rewarding.
They learned more in a week than in a whole semester of lectures.” A4 described using Instagram stories
to share case studies and prompt discussions: “It’s a way to bring real-world issues into the classroom,
to get students thinking and talking about what’s happening now.” A6 explained, “We use WhatsApp
for group projects. It keeps everyone in the loop and makes collaboration easier, especially for students
who can’t always make it to campus.” Yet, not all experiences were positive. A3 noted, “There’s a risk
of burnout for both students and staff. The expectation to be always available, to respond instantly, can

be overwhelming.” A7 added, “We have to be mindful of digital overload. Sometimes, less is more.”
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These reflections highlight the importance of balance and self-care in the pursuit of innovation.

The role of student agency and voice was another notable theme. Academics recognised that students
are often the drivers of innovation, bringing new tools and practices into the classroom. A5 observed,
“Sometimes the best ideas come from the students. They’ll show me a new app or suggest a different
way of doing things. I try to be open to that.” A2 added, “It’s about partnership, working with students
to co-create the learning experience.” This collaborative approach is supported by research on student-

centred pedagogy and participatory learning (Bates, 2019).

The interviews also touched on the broader societal and cultural implications of innovative teaching
with social media. Al reflected, “We’re not just teaching content; we’re teaching students how to
navigate a complex, digital world. That means helping them think critically, communicate effectively,
and act ethically, online and offline.” A6 added, “Digital citizenship is part of our job now. We have to
model good behaviour, set expectations, and help students understand the consequences of their actions

online.”

Institutional support and leadership were seen as crucial to the success of innovative teaching. A4
explained, “We need backing from the university, resources, training, clear policies. Otherwise, it’s too
risky to try new things.” A3 agreed, “Innovation has to be supported at every level, from the classroom
to the boardroom.” The need for a supportive culture, where experimentation is encouraged and failure

is seen as a learning opportunity, was emphasised by several participants.

The thematic analysis of interviews with academics reveals a complex, dynamic, and evolving
landscape of innovative teaching in higher education. Social media is seen as both a catalyst and a
challenge, a means of fostering engagement, collaboration, and digital literacy, but also a source of
distraction, risk, and uncertainty. Academics are navigating this terrain with a mix of enthusiasm,
caution, and critical reflection, grounded in a deep commitment to student learning and professional
growth. Their voices remind us that innovation is not a destination but a journey, one that requires

courage, curiosity, and a willingness to continually adapt and learn.

5.17 Academic Viewpoints - Online Safety

In the contemporary university, online safety has become a central concern for academics, students, and
institutions alike. Social networking sites and digital platforms are now deeply embedded in the fabric
of academic and social life, offering unprecedented opportunities for connection, collaboration, and
learning. Yet, as these platforms proliferate, so too do the risks, ranging from privacy breaches and
cyberbullying to reputational harm and identity theft. Through interviews with academics from diverse
disciplines, a complex and nuanced picture emerges of how online safety is understood, navigated, and

enacted in higher education.
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Academics are acutely aware of the paradox at the heart of social media: the very features that make
these platforms powerful tools for engagement, openness, sharing, connectivity, are also those that
expose users to risk. A6, Senior Lecturer in Health Sciences, reflected, “Social media is brilliant for
connecting with students and colleagues, but it’s a double-edged sword. The more you share, the more
vulnerable you become. It’s not just about what you post, but what others can find out about you.” This
awareness is grounded in both personal experience and a growing body of research documenting the
persistence of privacy leaks and data breaches, even on platforms that claim to prioritise user safety

(Parambil et al., 2024).

The issue of privacy is further complicated by the design of social media sites themselves. These
platforms are engineered to encourage sharing, of thoughts, images, locations, and networks. A2,
Business Lecturer, explained, “It’s so easy to forget how much information you’re giving away. A
photo, a check-in, even a like can reveal more than you intend. And once it’s out there, it’s out there.”
A4, Senior Lecturer in Psychology, added, “I always remind my students that nothing online is ever
truly private. Even if you delete something, there’s a good chance it’s been saved or shared somewhere
else.” The persistence and searchability of online content, combined with the potential for data
aggregation and analysis, create new vulnerabilities for both students and staff. Participants were
particularly concerned about the ways in which seemingly innocuous content can become a source of
personal information. A3, Journalism Lecturer, recounted, “We had a case where a student posted a
photo from a field trip, not realising the location data was embedded. It wasn’t a problem in this
instance, but it made us all think about how easy it is to give away your whereabouts.” This example
echoes findings in the literature that geographic metadata, contact details, and other ‘“hidden”
information can be extracted from digital content, sometimes with serious consequences (Parambil et

al., 2024).

The complexity of online safety is further heightened by the policies and practices of social media
companies themselves. While platforms like Facebook and Instagram offer privacy settings and user
controls, they also enable third-party applications and data sharing that can compromise user security.
AS, Associate Lecturer in Computer Science, noted, “You can lock down your profile all you want, but
if you’re using apps or connecting with external services, your data is still at risk. The platforms are
always changing the rules, and it’s hard to keep up.” This sense of uncertainty and lack of transparency
was a recurring theme, with participants expressing frustration at the opacity of privacy agreements and
the difficulty of staying informed about platform updates. Despite these risks, academics recognise the
value of social media for education and student engagement. Al, Senior Lecturer in Social Work,
observed, “We can’t just ban social media or pretend it doesn’t exist. It’s where our students are, and
it’s where a lot of important learning and support happens.” The challenge, then, is to balance the

potential benefits of digital engagement with the imperative to protect privacy and promote safety. This

165



balancing act is especially acute in professional programs with strict codes of conduct. A6, a Senior
Lecturer in Health Sciences, described the regulatory requirements faced by her students: “One of the
things we have to be mindful of when using social media within our nursing courses, because we’re
within the Nursing and Midwifery Council - we have to be careful of what we post. So within the first
week of when they start, we have to talk to them about their use of social media and be mindful of what
they post and maintaining confidentiality and be careful what they post. And basically not to be nasty.
And you would think they would know this, but you have to remind them because we have had a couple
that have gone to fitness to practice for their use of social media. So we do have to remind them of that.
But it is interesting because staff focus on the negative and the risks side.” This proactive approach to
digital professionalism is echoed in other regulated fields, where breaches of confidentiality or

inappropriate online behaviour can have serious academic and career consequences.

Academics also recognise their responsibility to protect students from online threats such as cyber
bullying, harassment, and identity theft. A4 explained, “Students are vulnerable in ways we sometimes
forget. They’re navigating new environments, building new networks, and they may not have the
experience to spot red flags online.” A7, Professor of Engineering, added, “We’ve had incidents where
students were targeted by phishing scams or fake job offers. It’s not just about privacy, it’s about

safety.” The need for vigilance and education is clear.

To promote online safety, participants described a range of strategies and interventions. A1 outlined her
approach: “We spend time at the start of the year going over the basics, how to create strong passwords,
how to spot phishing emails, how to use privacy settings. It’s not glamorous, but it’s essential.” A2
emphasised the importance of modelling good behaviour: “I try to be transparent about my own
practices, what I share, what I don’t, how I manage my profiles. Students learn by example.” A3
described efforts to create a safe and inclusive online environment: “I set clear ground rules for our
online discussions, no personal attacks, no sharing of private information, respect for different views.
If someone crosses the line, we address it immediately.” Despite these efforts, academics remain
cautious about their own use of social media and digital tools. A5 admitted, “I’m very careful about
what I post, both personally and professionally. I assume that anything I put online could be seen by
anyone, students, colleagues, future employers.” A6 shared, “I’ve locked down my profiles as much as
I can, but there’s always a risk. I'm mindful of my digital footprint.” This self-protective stance reflects
a broader trend among professionals, who are increasingly aware of the reputational risks associated

with online activity (Marwick & boyd, 2011).

The issue of cyberbullying and harassment was a particular concern, especially for students from
marginalised or underrepresented groups. Al observed, “We know that some students are more likely

to be targeted, women, students of colour, LGBTQ+ students. We have to be proactive in supporting
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them and making sure they know where to go for help.” A4 added, “It’s not just about individual
incidents, it’s about creating a culture where everyone feels safe and respected.” The literature supports
this emphasis on inclusive digital environments, highlighting the importance of clear policies,

accessible reporting mechanisms, and supportive communities (Jisc, 2025).

Participants also discussed the challenges of maintaining boundaries between personal and professional
identities online. A3 reflected, “It’s tricky, students will sometimes try to connect with you on Facebook
or Instagram. I have to explain that I keep my personal and professional lives separate.” A2 noted,
“LinkedIn is my professional space, but even there, you have to be careful about what you share.” The
blurring of boundaries is both a risk and an opportunity, creating new forms of connection but also new

vulnerabilities.

The rapid evolution of technology adds another layer of complexity. A5 explained, “The platforms are
always changing, new features, new privacy settings, new risks. It’s hard to keep up, especially when
you’re trying to focus on teaching and research.” A6 added, “We need ongoing training and support,
not just a one-off workshop. Online safety is a moving target.” This call for continuous professional
development is echoed in sector reports, which emphasise the need for universities to provide up-to-

date resources and guidance (Jisc, 2025).

The institutional context plays a crucial role in shaping online safety practices. Participants called for
clear policies, robust governance, and a supportive culture. Al argued, “The university needs to set the
tone, clear guidelines, clear consequences, and clear support for staff and students.” A7 added, “We
need to know that if something goes wrong, there’s a process in place. It’s not just about individual
responsibility, it’s about institutional accountability.” The importance of leadership and organisational
culture in promoting online safety is well documented in the literature (Bates, 2019). Despite the risks,
academics remain committed to leveraging technology for teaching and student support. A4
summarised, “The benefits are real, more engagement, more flexibility, more opportunities for learning.
But we have to be smart about it. Online safety isn’t just a box to tick, it’s an ongoing practice.” A2
agreed, “It’s about balance, using technology to enhance education, but not at the expense of privacy or
wellbeing.” The interviews also revealed a strong sense of collective responsibility. Academics see
themselves as partners with students in navigating the digital world. A1 explained, “We’re all learning
together, staff, students, the university. It’s a shared journey.” A5 added, “I encourage students to look
out for each other, to share tips and flag problems. Peer support is powerful.” This ethos of collaboration

and mutual care is increasingly recognised as essential for effective online safety (Jisc, 2025).

Participants offered practical advice for fostering a culture of online safety. A6 suggested, “Start the
conversation early, don’t wait for a problem to arise. Make online safety part of the curriculum.” A3

recommended, “Use real-life examples, case studies, news stories, even personal anecdotes. It makes
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the risks more tangible.” A2 emphasised, “Be approachable. Let students know they can come to you
if they have concerns.” These strategies align with best practices in digital citizenship education

(Veletsianos, 2020).

The role of digital literacy was a recurring theme. Academics argued that online safety is not just about
technical skills, but about critical thinking, ethical judgment, and self-awareness. A4 explained, “We
need to teach students how to evaluate information, how to spot scams, how to protect themselves and
others.” A1l added, “It’s about building confidence, not just competence.” The literature supports this
holistic approach, emphasising the interplay of knowledge, skills, and attitudes in digital literacy (Jisc,
2025). The potential for technology to both empower and endanger is a central tension in the discourse
on online safety. Academics recognise that digital platforms can amplify voices, foster community, and
democratise access to information. But they also acknowledge the risks of surveillance, exploitation,
and harm. A5 reflected, “It’s a powerful tool, but it’s not neutral. We have to be intentional about how
we use it.” A6 concluded, “Online safety isn’t just about avoiding danger, it’s about creating spaces

where everyone can thrive.”

The theme of online safety reveals a landscape of both promise and peril. Academics in this study
demonstrate a sophisticated, reflective approach, embracing the benefits of technology while remaining
vigilant to its risks. Their voices underscore the importance of ongoing education, robust policies, and
a culture of care and collaboration. As digital technologies continue to reshape higher education, the
challenge will be to ensure that online spaces are not only open and innovative, but also safe, inclusive,

and empowering for all.

5.18 Academic Paradoxes

The integration of social media into higher education has unveiled a series of inherent contradictions
that reflect the dualistic nature of digital platforms as both enablers and disruptors of academic practice.
Through interviews with academics across disciplines, these paradoxes emerge not as abstract
theoretical constructs, but as lived tensions that educators navigate daily. Their voices reveal a
landscape where enthusiasm for innovation coexists with caution, and where opportunities for

connection are shadowed by ethical dilemmas.

5.18.1 Innovative Pedagogical Possibilities vs. Distraction Concerns

Academics widely acknowledged social media’s potential to revolutionise pedagogy by fostering
interactive, student-centred learning environments. A5, an Associate Lecturer in Computer Science,
described using Discord to create a collaborative coding space: “Students troubleshoot problems in real
time, share code snippets, and even mentor each other, it’s like a 24/7 study group. The engagement is
phenomenal.” Similarly, A3, a Journalism Lecturer, highlighted Twitter’s role in teaching real-world

reporting: “Live-tweeting events teaches students conciseness, accuracy, and audience awareness -
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skills you can’t replicate in a traditional lecture.”

However, this enthusiasm is tempered by concerns about distraction. A4, a Senior Lecturer in
Psychology, noted: “The same apps that host study groups also deliver endless notifications. I’ve seen
students toggle between lecture slides and Instagram Reels during class, it fractures their focus.” A2, a
Business Lecturer, added: “Group WhatsApp chats start with coursework discussions but quickly spiral
into memes and gossip. The line between collaboration and distraction is razor thin.” This duality
underscores findings by (2024) who argues that the cognitive load imposed by multitasking on social

media can erode deep learning.

5.18.2 Resource Sharing and Collaboration vs. Misinformation Risks

Social media’s capacity to democratise access to resources was widely praised. A7, a Professor of
Engineering, shared: “Platforms like ResearchGate let us share preprints globally, accelerating peer
feedback. It’s transformative for interdisciplinary work.” A6, a Health Sciences Lecturer, highlighted
Facebook Groups as a hub for public health resources: “Students exchange case studies from Ghana to

Glasgow, it broadens their perspectives beyond textbooks.”

Yet, the open nature of these platforms introduces risks. A3 cautioned: “I’ve had students cite viral
TikTok videos as ‘sources’ in essays. They don’t always grasp that algorithms prioritise engagement
over accuracy.” Al, a Social Work Senior Lecturer, echoed this: “In our field, misinformation can have
real-world consequences. A student once shared a well-meaning but harmful intervention strategy from
a non-peer-reviewed blog.” These observations align with Caulfield’s (2021) work on digital literacy,

emphasising the need to teach source evaluation alongside technical skills.

5.18.3 Networking and Community Building vs. Privacy and Ethical Concerns
The networking potential of platforms like LinkedIn was celebrated by A2: “Students connect with
industry leaders, alumni, and potential employers, it’s carcer development in real time.” A5 added:

“Reddit communities for coders have led to internship offers. It’s a gateway to the professional world.”

However, privacy concerns loomed large. A6, whose nursing students adhere to strict confidentiality
codes, stated: “A student once posted a reflection on a patient case without anonymising details. It went
viral, breaching ethics and NMC guidelines.” A4 raised broader concerns: “Geo-tagged posts, even
from campus events, can expose students’ routines. Stalking risks are real.” These tensions mirror
Marwick and boyd’s (2011) concept of “context collapse,” where overlapping audiences complicate

online self-presentation.

5.18.4 Fostering Digital Literacy vs. Navigating Digital Responsibilities

While all participants agreed on the need to embed digital literacy into curricula, A3 framed it as a
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survival skill: “We’re teaching them to navigate a world where deepfakes and bot armies exist. Critical
thinking isn’t optional, it’s armour.” A7 integrated coding ethics into engineering modules: “It’s not

enough to build an app; they must interrogate its societal impact.”

Yet, this imperative creates a paradox of responsibility. Al reflected: “We’re asking students to be
ethical digital citizens, but universities rarely train us to teach these concepts. It’s like building a plane
mid-flight.” A5 concurred: “I’m a coder, not a philosopher. How do I balance teaching Python with
discussing Al ethics?” This aligns with Veletsianos’ (2020) call for institutions to provide scaffolded

support for educators tackling digital citizenship.

5.18.5 Professional Development Dilemma

Divergent levels of tech familiarity among academics themselves emerged as a key tension. A2, an
early adopter, enthused: “I run workshops on LinkedIn branding for colleagues. It’s thrilling to see them
light up when they grasp its potential.” In contrast, Al admitted: “I avoid Twitter, the toxicity

overwhelms me. But then I worry I’m failing students by not modelling professional use.”

A6 highlighted generational gaps: “Early-career staff integrate TikTok into lectures effortlessly. Senior
colleagues, including myself, struggle to see its relevance.” This dichotomy reflects Selwyn’s (2019)

findings that techno-optimism often correlates with age and discipline, creating uneven adoption rates.

5.18.6 Navigating the Paradoxes: Strategies and Reflections

Participants shared pragmatic approaches to reconciling these tensions:

Curated Boundaries: A5 restricts Discord to course-specific channels with clear rules: “Off-topic

banter gets a dedicated ‘meme zone’, it contains the chaos.”

Ethical Scaffolding: A6’s nursing students now undergo mandatory digital ethics training, using

hypothetical scenarios to practice decision-making.

Peer Mentorship: A2 pairs tech-savvy students with staff to co-design social media assignments,

fostering reciprocal learning.

Yet, systemic challenges remain. A1 urged institutions to lead: “We need policies that protect privacy

without stifling innovation. Right now, it’s a patchwork.”

5.18.7 Paradoxes Summary
The academic community’s engagement with social media is a study in balance, harnessing connectivity
while mitigating fragmentation, championing openness while safeguarding ethics. A7 summarised:

“We’re all walking a tightrope. The platforms aren’t going away, so we must equip ourselves and our
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students to navigate them with eyes wide open.”

A3 offered a metaphor: “Social media is like a lab reagent, potentially transformative, but handle
carelessly, and it explodes.” This captures the essence of the paradoxes: tools of immense power that

demand equal measures of creativity and caution.

The paradoxes of social media in academia are not problems to be solved but conditions to be managed.
As A4 concluded: “It’s about embracing the messiness. Every tweet, every post, every online discussion
is a teachable moment, for us as much as the students.” By grounding practice in critical pedagogy and
institutional support, educators can transform these contradictions into catalysts for reflexive, resilient

teaching in the digital age.

5.19 Summary

Although there is evidence that academics have knowledge of methods that can be used to integrate
social media into their teaching, there is still a knowledge gap in terms of how to do so effectively.
Academics may not have the skills to identify which technologies are most beneficial for educational
purposes and may struggle to determine what is worth their time and effort versus a passing trend. To
address this, guidance on effectively incorporating social media into courses can be helpful. Some

recommendations for doing so include:

1. Identify the learning objectives: Before incorporating social media into a course, it's important
to determine how it can support the learning objectives. This means considering how social
media can enhance the learning experience and help students achieve their learning goals. For
example, social media can be used to facilitate discussion and collaboration, share resources,

or provide real-world examples of course concepts.

2. Select the appropriate social media platform: Once the learning objectives have been identified,
it's important to select a social media platform that is suitable for the course and aligns with the
learning objectives. Different platforms have different strengths and weaknesses, and some may
be better suited to certain types of courses or activities than others. For example, microblogging
may be more appropriate for short, frequent updates and discussions, while a blog may be better

suited for longer-form reflection and analysis.

3. Establish guidelines and expectations: When incorporating social media into a course, it's
important to clearly communicate to students how it will be used, including any guidelines or
expectations for participation. This might include guidelines around appropriate behaviour and
language, expectations for frequency and quality of participation, and rules around

confidentiality and privacy.
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4. Use social media to facilitate active learning: A key benefit of social media is its ability to
facilitate active learning, where students are engaged in the learning process and actively
constructing their own knowledge. Educators can encourage students to use social media to
collaborate, share resources, and engage in discussions related to the course. For example,
students might be asked to contribute to a shared microblogging hashtag or participate in a

Facebook group discussion.

5. Monitor and assess student participation: Finally, it's important to regularly check in on student
participation and provide feedback to ensure that they are getting the most out of their social
media usage in the course. This might involve monitoring participation in a social media group
or discussion or assessing the quality of student contributions to a shared resource such as a
blog or wiki. By monitoring and assessing student participation, educators can identify areas

for improvement and help students to maximise their learning outcomes.

By following these steps, educators can successfully integrate social media into their teaching and

support student learning.

It is apparent that the desire to use social media tools such as microblogging platforms is there, and this
is highlighted via personal attitudes and open mindsets towards experimentation with new technologies.
Any reluctance to change teaching practice is attributed to lack of time, and limited understanding. The
utilisation of social media for teaching purposes presents a myriad of legal and ethical considerations
that warrant careful attention. While platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram are commonly
used by both academics and students for personal interactions, the integration of these platforms into

academic settings raises complex issues surrounding the convergence of academic and social spaces.

One of the primary challenges stems from the lack of clear guidelines and established protocols for
incorporating social media into teaching practices. As a result, the use of social media for educational
purposes often occurs in an ad hoc manner, driven by individual faculty members' preferences and
interests. This decentralised approach can lead to inconsistencies in how social media is applied across
different courses and disciplines, potentially exacerbating concerns related to privacy, intellectual
property rights, and student-academic interactions. Moreover, many academics and students may feel
uneasy about blurring the boundaries between academic and social spheres on social media platforms.
While individuals may be comfortable using these platforms for personal communication and
networking, they may harbour reservations about engaging in academic discussions or sharing

educational content within the same digital space.

Addressing these legal and ethical issues requires the development of comprehensive guidelines and

best practices for using social media in educational contexts. Such guidelines should encompass
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considerations related to data privacy, intellectual property rights, professional boundaries, and the
promotion of a respectful and inclusive online learning environment. Furthermore, academics should
receive adequate training and support to navigate the complexities of integrating social media into their
teaching practices in a responsible and ethical manner. By fostering a culture of informed and ethical
use of social media in education, institutions can harness the potential of these platforms to enhance

learning outcomes while safeguarding the rights and well-being of students and faculty alike.

When incorporating social media into their courses, educators must consider several key issues to
ensure that their use of social media is responsible and effective. One of the most important
considerations is privacy. It is essential that educators respect the privacy of their students and take
appropriate steps to protect their personal information. This may involve obtaining consent before
sharing student work or personal information on social media platforms. Another important issue to
consider is copyright. Educators must ensure that any materials used in the course, including images,
videos, and text, are properly cited and have the appropriate permissions. This is essential to avoid
copyright infringement and protect the intellectual property rights of content creators. Harassment and
discrimination is another critical issue to consider. Educators must ensure that the use of social media
in the course does not create a hostile or discriminatory environment for any students. This may involve
setting clear guidelines for acceptable behaviour and addressing any instances of harassment or
discrimination promptly. By doing so, educators can create a safe and inclusive learning environment
for all students. Finally, accessibility is an important consideration when using social media in the
classroom. Educators must consider the accessibility needs of all students, including those with
disabilities. This may involve providing alternative formats or accommodations for accessing course
materials on social media platforms to ensure that all students can fully participate in the course. By
considering these key issues and taking appropriate steps to address them, educators can effectively
incorporate social media into their teaching and support student learning while also promoting

responsible and ethical use of technology in education.

Social networking sites (SNSs) have gained popularity over the years and have become part of everyday
life for many individuals, especially younger generations. It is no surprise that they have also found
their way into the education sector, with many educators exploring the possibility of incorporating them
into their teaching practices. The potential benefits of using SNSs in teaching and learning are
numerous, including the facilitation of communication, collaboration, and active learning, and the
engagement of students in the course material. However, despite the advantages of using SNSs in
education, there are also potential drawbacks and concerns that should be taken into consideration. One
of the key issues is privacy. Educators need to be aware of their legal and ethical obligations to protect
the privacy of students and their personal information. This may involve obtaining consent before

sharing student work or information on social media, and being mindful of what content is shared
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publicly. Another important issue is copyright. It is crucial that any materials used in the course, such
as images, videos, and text, are properly cited and have the appropriate permissions. Educators must
ensure that they are not infringing on any copyright laws or infringing on the intellectual property of
others. Harassment and discrimination are also potential concerns when using SNSs in education. It is
important to ensure that the use of social media in the course does not create a hostile or discriminatory
environment for any students. This may involve setting clear guidelines for acceptable behaviour and
addressing any instances of harassment or discrimination promptly. Additionally, educators need to
consider the accessibility needs of all students, including those with disabilities. This may involve
providing alternative formats or accommodations for accessing course materials on social media,

ensuring that they are accessible to all students.

Ultimately, educators must adopt a reflexive and context-sensitive approach when considering the
integration of social networking sites (SNSs) into learning environments. This involves active
consultation with students, colleagues, and educational technology experts to determine pedagogical
relevance and appropriateness. A core principle underpinning this process is that the use of SNSs should
remain strictly voluntary; students and staff cannot be required to create or maintain accounts on third-
party platforms. From the perspective of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), perceived
usefulness and ease of use are essential for adoption, but these are mediated by individual agency and
institutional culture. Coercive implementation risks undermining engagement and may lead to

resistance or exclusion.

Additionally, not all members of the academic community feel comfortable navigating the blurred
boundaries between personal and academic life on social media. Recognising this, educators must offer
alternative modes of participation that ensure equitable access to content, communication, and
collaboration. This commitment supports the Community of Inquiry (Col) framework, particularly the
dimensions of teaching presence and social presence, by ensuring that all students can engage
meaningfully regardless of their digital preferences. Crucially, educators must reassure students that
non-participation in SNSs will not compromise their academic experience or access to essential learning
materials, thereby upholding principles of inclusion, autonomy, and digital wellbeing in contemporary

higher education.
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Chapter 6 Reflections and Future Work: Conclusions

6.1 Objectives and Scope
In this thesis I have recorded how many Computer Science students have adopted social network sites
as a core component of their higher education experience. I have emphasised how technology inflects

academic practices, and the staff and student relationship.

In this final chapter, I wish to highlight that which I believe is particularly thought-provoking about my
findings and their implications to my professional practice. My reflections are organised around three
areas of interest: Computer Science students and their perceptions of social media, the use of social

media by academics for teaching and learning, and the role that microblogging plays in this sphere.

6.2 Recommendations Resulting from This Work

Further thought certainly needs to be given to how best to support academics and students alike in
making sustained and meaningful use of these technologies. This research shows that the motivation is
there, but universities need to play an important role in supporting this. The integration of theoretical
frameworks such as the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), Connectivism, Social Constructivism,
Media Richness Theory (MRT), and the Community of Inquiry (Col) framework helps to contextualise
and deepen our understanding of how microblogging can be effectively embedded in teaching and

learning practices.

Microblogging presents a myriad of opportunities as a valuable tool for teaching and learning across

various educational settings:
1. Communication Platform

Microblogging serves as an effective communication platform, facilitating interaction between students
and teachers, as well as among peers. This becomes particularly beneficial in online or hybrid learning
environments where face-to-face communication is limited. Through tweets, direct messages, or
threaded conversations, students can engage in discussions, seek clarification, and receive feedback
from instructors, fostering a dynamic learning community. This aligns with the social presence
component of the Col framework, which emphasises the importance of interpersonal connection in
fostering an engaging educational experience. Additionally, Media Richness Theory supports the use
of microblogging by recognising the capacity of such tools to convey rich, timely, and nuanced
communication. For example, as one student noted in Chapter 4, “I use Twitter for CS news and updates
from lecturers. It’s more immediate than email,” highlighting how students perceive microblogging as

a fast and accessible channel of academic communication (Garrison et al., 2000).
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2. Resource Sharing

Microblogging offers a vast repository of information and resources that can be easily accessed and
shared. Educators can utilise microblogging to curate and disseminate articles, research papers,
multimedia content, and other relevant resources related to specific subjects or topics. Likewise,
students can leverage microblogging to discover and share valuable educational materials, enhancing
their learning experience and expanding their knowledge base. This reflects the principles of
Connectivism, where learning occurs across networks and relies on the ability to locate and apply
knowledge. Social Constructivism also underpins these practices by emphasising that knowledge is
constructed through social interaction and shared experiences. This was evident when students

described sharing work and receiving feedback via Twitter, as cited in Chapter 4.
3. Staying Up to Date

Microblogging serves as a real-time information hub, allowing users to follow experts, scholars,
organisations, and industry leaders in various fields. By following relevant accounts, both students and
teachers can stay informed about the latest developments, trends, and insights within their respective
disciplines. This continuous stream of updates fosters a culture of lifelong learning and encourages
students to engage with cutting-edge ideas and advancements in their field of study. The TAM
framework supports this by illustrating how perceived usefulness and ease of use directly impact the
adoption and sustained use of technology (Davis, 1989). One of the academics interviewed mentioned,

“I find Twitter invaluable for staying current - it’s like my daily academic newspaper.”
4. Engagement and Critical Thinking

Microblogging provides a platform for meaningful engagement and discourse, enabling students to
participate in discussions, debates, and knowledge-sharing activities. Through hashtags, chats, and
interactive polls, students can engage in collaborative learning experiences, exchange perspectives, and
develop critical thinking skills. Engaging with diverse viewpoints and engaging in respectful debates
fosters intellectual curiosity and encourages students to think critically about complex issues. These
activities are representative of the cognitive presence element of the Col framework, which focuses on
constructing meaning through sustained reflection and discourse. Social Constructivism further
supports these practices by highlighting the importance of dialogue and peer interaction in constructing
understanding. Several focus group participants discussed how online peer feedback and micro-

discussions helped them think more deeply about their coding decisions and project approaches.

Microblogging emerges as a valuable tool for teaching and learning when utilised effectively. Its
versatility as a communication platform, resource-sharing hub, real-time information source, and

engagement facilitator offers educators and students a plethora of opportunities to enhance their
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educational experiences and foster meaningful learning outcomes. When supported by thoughtful
pedagogy and institutional infrastructure, microblogging can contribute meaningfully to the
development of connected, reflective, and critically engaged learning communities in Computer
Science education and beyond. As demonstrated throughout Chapters 4 and 5, participants consistently
highlighted the immediacy, accessibility, and collaborative affordances of microblogging tools,

reinforcing the potential of these platforms to transform digital learning spaces.

6.3 Limitations of the Research
While this study offers valuable insights into the integration of microblogging within Computer Science

education, several limitations should be acknowledged.

First, the data collection was context-specific, involving a single institution and a limited sample size
of students and academics. Although efforts were made to ensure diversity across undergraduate levels
and roles, the findings may not be fully generalisable to other disciplines, institutions, or cultural
contexts. This limitation is particularly pertinent given the rapidly evolving nature of both digital
platforms and institutional practices. Second, the longitudinal scope of the research is restricted. While
qualitative data from focus groups and interviews provided depth and rich insights, the primary Twitter
data was collected over a four-week module. Consequently, longer-term patterns of engagement,
evolving user behaviours, and sustained impacts on learning were outside the scope of this study. Future
longitudinal studies could offer more robust insights into how microblogging impacts academic
development over time. Third, while the coding of tweets into the Community of Inquiry (Col)
framework yielded useful patterns, the process involved subjective interpretation. Although inter-rater
reliability was informally checked through supervision discussions and peer review of selected samples,
no formal quantitative reliability measure was applied. This introduces a degree of interpretive bias and
calls for further methodological rigour in future work. Future research should incorporate multiple
coders and calculate inter-rater reliability statistics such as Cohen’s Kappa to ensure consistency and

transparency in categorising data.

Additionally, there is an inherent self-selection bias in survey and focus group participation. Students
and academics who were more confident with or enthusiastic about social media were more likely to
take part, potentially skewing the findings towards more favourable perspectives. Less engaged or more
critical voices may be underrepresented, thus limiting the representativeness of the data. Moreover, the
dynamic nature of social media platforms presents another limitation. As platforms like Twitter (now
X) undergo changes in ownership, functionality, and user base, the relevance of findings may diminish
over time. Future studies must remain adaptive and responsive to emerging technologies and usage

trends to maintain the relevance of their insights.

Lastly, while the research applied multiple theoretical frameworks, such as TAM, Col, Connectivism,
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MRT, and Social Constructivism, there are still gaps in understanding the interplay between these
models in practice. For instance, more empirical investigation is needed to evaluate how perceptions of
platform richness (MRT) directly influence teaching or cognitive presence (Col), or how constructs

from TAM intersect with peer-led knowledge construction (Social Constructivism).

Despite these limitations, the research provides a timely and meaningful contribution to our
understanding of how microblogging can be integrated into Computer Science education. The
theoretical frameworks employed offer a strong foundation for future research and practice, though
further empirical work is necessary to refine our understanding and expand the applicability of the

findings.

6.4 Practical Implications
The findings of this study present several practical implications for both academics and students in
Computer Science, particularly regarding the integration of microblogging into higher education

teaching, learning, and professional development.

For academics, this research illustrates the strategic potential of platforms such as Twitter/X and
LinkedIn for developing and sustaining a professional online identity. The use of these platforms
facilitated knowledge sharing, real-time updates, and increased visibility of research activities. One
academic noted the ability to “follow conferences in real time,” underscoring the platform’s perceived
usefulness and ease of use, as outlined in the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM). Academics also
used Twitter to engage in teaching presence (Col), sharing resources, guiding discussions, and offering
feedback. As one participant put it, “Sometimes I reply to student messages with extra links or prompts
if they’re stuck - it’s faster than email and keeps things moving.” Such immediacy reinforces both MRT
and cognitive presence within the Community of Inquiry framework, demonstrating how microblogging

can support structured yet flexible educational interactions.

For students, the research confirms that microblogging fosters connected, informal learning
environments consistent with Connectivist principles, where knowledge is distributed and learning
occurs through interaction across networks. For example, one student shared: “I posted my code snippet
and within ten minutes, someone replied with a fix I hadn’t thought of - it’s like collective debugging.”
This peer-to-peer problem solving exemplifies social constructivism, where learning is co-constructed
through interaction. Other students spoke of developing professional identity through microblogging:
“Sharing my projects helped me get noticed for an internship - it’s not just for memes.” These narratives
reflect how platforms traditionally viewed as personal tools are being reclaimed for academic and career
development, blurring the line between living and learning technologies. The perceived richness and
immediacy of these interactions again align with MRT, particularly in environments where quick

feedback and visibility are critical. Students also articulated how microblogging enhanced social
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presence (Col). One participant explained: “We had a hashtag for the module. Even if I missed class,
I’d check Twitter to see what others were saying - it made me feel included.” This sense of community
is essential for engagement, particularly in hybrid or online settings. However, students also
demonstrated learning presence through self-regulated behaviour. Several reported using Twitter to set
reminders or summarise learning: “Tweeting summaries helped me remember what I read, and it’s like
revision for others too.” This aligns with the Col model’s evolving understanding of students’

metacognitive involvement in shaping their learning pathways.

These real-world examples not only validate theoretical insights but also suggest actionable
recommendations. Institutions should invest in digital literacy programmes that support both staff and
students in using social media responsibly and effectively. Workshops on digital professionalism,
managing online identities, and using hashtags for academic collaboration can bridge gaps between

informal digital practices and formal learning outcomes.

In summary, the integration of TAM, Col, MRT, Connectivism, and Social Constructivism within this
study provides a robust, multi-theoretical lens through which the practical value of microblogging is
understood. When supported by thoughtful pedagogy and institutional infrastructure, microblogging
can enrich the educational experience, foster professional growth, and build resilient, collaborative

learning communities in Computer Science education.

6.5 Future Research Directions

The findings of this research have illuminated various themes surrounding the roles of social networking
sites (SNYS) in the lives of academics and Computer Science students. However, due to the limitations
of scope and sample size inherent in this study, there are several areas that warrant further investigation.
These emerging themes present intriguing avenues for future research to delve into more deeply and

comprehensively.

One area for future exploration involves conducting a larger-scale study to further investigate the
identified themes across a broader range of participants. By including students and academics from
diverse subject areas and institutions, I can gain a more comprehensive understanding of the nuanced
roles played by SNS in different academic contexts. This expanded sample would provide richer

insights into how students and academics utilise SNS in a higher education setting.

Furthermore, future research could delve into the specific strategies and practices employed by
academics on SNS to enhance their professional identity and visibility within their respective fields.
This could involve examining the types of content shared by academics, the frequency and nature of
their interactions with peers and colleagues, and the perceived benefits and challenges associated with

maintaining an online professional presence.
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Additionally, exploring the impact of SNS use on academics' professional reputation, career
advancement, and scholarly productivity could be an area of interest for future research. By
investigating the perceived benefits and drawbacks of engaging with SNS in the academic context,
researchers can provide valuable insights into the implications of these platforms for academics'

professional lives and trajectories.

Moreover, given the evolving nature of digital technologies and online social platforms, future research
could investigate emerging trends and developments in student SNS usage. This could include exploring
the adoption of new SNS platforms among students, shifts in usage patterns and behaviours, and the

integration of innovative features and functionalities into their SNS activities.

Future work related to the Community of Inquiry (Col) model could focus on broadening the application
to encompass the diverse and evolving landscape of social media in higher education. This entails a
deeper exploration of how the distinct presences outlined in the Col model - Social, Teaching,
Cognitive, and Learning - manifest and interact across various social media platforms. Such an
investigation is increasingly pertinent as these digital platforms become more ingrained in educational
settings, offering new modalities for interaction, collaboration, and learning. An expanded inquiry
might consider the nuances of different social media platforms, beyond the commonly studied ones like
Twitter, to include the likes of Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, and emerging platforms. This would
shed light on the unique affordances and constraints each platform presents for fostering educational
interactions and how these can be harnessed to support the Col presences. Additionally, longitudinal
studies could offer insights into the long-term impacts of social media on student engagement, learning
outcomes, and satisfaction, providing a richer understanding of the sustained effects of these

technologies in educational contexts.

The specific features of social media platforms that facilitate or limit the expression of Col presences
warrant careful examination. For instance, the impact of Twitter's character limitations on the depth of
cognitive presence or Instagram's visual focus on enhancing social presence could be areas of fruitful
research. This extends to pedagogical strategies, where there is a significant opportunity to develop and
test approaches that educators can employ to cultivate a balanced community of inquiry within social

media-based learning environments.

Exploring the application of the Col model across different academic disciplines could also reveal
discipline-specific challenges and opportunities in leveraging social media for educational purposes.
This might lead to the creation of tailored strategies that address the unique needs and dynamics of
various fields of study. Moreover, the integration of emerging technologies like artificial intelligence
and augmented reality into social media platforms presents an exciting frontier for enhancing

educational interactions and should be explored for its potential to innovate teaching and learning
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practices. Given the global reach of social media, an international perspective on the Col model could
uncover cultural variations in the use of these platforms for education, contributing to a more inclusive
and globally relevant understanding of social media's role in education. Through such comprehensive
and nuanced research, the potential of social media to enrich higher education by making it more
interactive, engaging, and conducive to learning could be more fully realised, offering valuable insights

for both theory and practice in the field.

Overall, future research activities could build upon the insights gained from this study by exploring the
identified themes in greater depth across both academics and students. By addressing these areas of
inquiry, researchers can contribute to a deeper understanding of the multifaceted roles of SNS in both
academic and student communities and inform strategies for effectively leveraging these platforms for

educational purposes.

6.6 Self-Reflections

It is often said that undertaking a doctorate is less a linear path and more a personal odyssey. For me,
this journey has been as much about developing intellectual rigour as it has been about understanding
myself more deeply. While the completion of this thesis represents a major milestone, it is not the
conclusion of my growth, it is a waypoint in a longer trajectory of self-discovery, learning, and

transformation.

I began this journey with a strong sense of motivation and determination. These traits served me well,
particularly in the final stages of writing, where I imposed daily and weekly targets to ensure steady
progress. I know I am energised by goals and motivated by deadlines, there is a certain pressure in the
final push that brings focus and drive. However, I now recognise that this intensity can be a double-
edged sword. While I can deliver results under pressure, I have come to see the value of a more
measured and sustainable pace, especially when working in teams or leadership roles. Restlessness and
a relentless drive to achieve, once considered strengths, can tip into exhaustion or cause friction if not

properly balanced.

This doctoral experience has taught me the importance of self-awareness in leadership and academic
practice. I have become more attuned to my own habits, moods, and motivations, and how they affect
others. Reflexivity, once an abstract concept, has become a concrete, daily practice. I find myself
pausing more often to question assumptions, listen to internal monologues, and interrogate the
implications of my decisions and behaviours. This is not something I did instinctively before, but it is

now a core part of how I approach both my work and my interactions.

Navigating the dual role of practitioner and researcher added layers of complexity and richness to the

experience. Working directly with Computer Science students as both a lecturer and a researcher offered
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opportunities for depth and insight but also raised ethical and emotional challenges. There were
moments when my identities blurred, and I had to grapple with whether I was prioritising data collection
or human connection. Reflecting on these moments has helped me become more sensitive to the

relational dynamics of research and the ethical responsibilities of a practitioner-researcher.

This dual role also brought into sharp relief the issue of positionality. I often found myself negotiating
between being an insider with tacit knowledge and an outsider seeking objective analysis. As Baldwin
et al, (2022) suggest, practitioner-researchers can leverage their lived experience to collect nuanced data
but must remain vigilant about bias. I constantly questioned whether my interpretations were influenced
by my proximity to participants or shaped by preconceptions. This process, while sometimes
uncomfortable, strengthened my capacity for critical reflection and enhanced the credibility of the

study.

I also faced the all-too-common experience of imposter syndrome. There were times when I questioned
whether [ was really doing ‘research’ or whether I had the authority to speak from a scholarly position.
But as I became more confident in using theory to frame practice, and more skilled at moving between
conceptual and experiential knowledge, my researcher identity began to feel authentic rather than

aspirational.

In many ways, this doctorate has opened more doors than it has closed. I now realise that research is
not about finding definitive answers but about learning to ask better questions. The more I have read,
written, and reflected, the more I see how provisional and situated knowledge really is. It feels
paradoxical to say that I know less now than when I began, but this stems from an expanded view of

what knowledge can be, and a deeper humility about the limits of any single perspective.

This journey has reshaped me - not just as an academic, but as a thinker, teacher, and human being. It
has sharpened my critical faculties, deepened my empathy, and helped me better understand the
interplay between knowledge, identity, and power. The work is far from over, but I move forward more
grounded, more self-aware, and more committed to doing research that matters, research that is not only

methodologically sound but also personally and ethically responsible.

6.7 Concluding Remarks

This thesis has explored the integration of social media and microblogging within higher education,
focusing on the lived experiences and perspectives of Computer Science students and academics.
Through a mixed-methods approach encompassing surveys, interviews, focus groups, and data mining,
the research has illuminated the complex, evolving role that social network sites, particularly
microblogging platforms, play in academic life. These findings underscore the growing significance of

social media as both a pedagogical tool and a site of interpersonal connection, revealing how digital
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platforms increasingly mediate teaching, learning, and scholarly engagement.

Computer Science students’ engagement with social media reflects a broader shift towards digital
fluency and multimodal learning practices. Their use of platforms like Twitter, LinkedIn, and Discord
is not limited to personal expression or socialising; rather, it often extends into academic and
professional domains, enabling peer support, resource sharing, and the cultivation of professional
identities. This aligns with the principles of Connectivism and the Technology Acceptance Model,
which collectively suggest that perceived usefulness and ease of access shape how students adopt digital

tools for learning and development.

Academics, too, are increasingly recognising the pedagogical affordances of social media. Many
describe using microblogging to enhance classroom communication, foster engagement, and extend
scholarly conversations beyond the physical classroom. However, this enthusiasm is accompanied by
important caveats: concerns about distraction, the credibility of online content, the blurring of personal
and professional boundaries, and the risks of digital burnout remain salient. These tensions reinforce
the need for a critically informed, strategically supported approach to social media in education, one

that acknowledges its affordances without overlooking its complexities.

This research advocates for a deliberate and institutionally supported framework for social media
integration in higher education. Universities have a crucial role to play in equipping both students and
staff with the digital literacy skills necessary to engage meaningfully and ethically with social
technologies. Providing structured guidance, professional development, and space for experimentation
can enable academic communities to harness the educational potential of social media while managing

its risks effectively.

Although centred on Computer Science education, the practical implications of this work extend across
disciplinary boundaries. In an era characterised by ubiquitous connectivity and accelerated digital
transformation, the insights presented here offer a timely contribution to the broader discourse on the
future of pedagogy, digital communication, and academic identity. Nevertheless, this research is not
without limitations. The study was conducted within a single institutional context, with a sample that
may reflect a degree of self-selection bias. The short timeframe of the data mining also limits the scope
for assessing long-term engagement patterns. Moreover, while the Community of Inquiry framework
provided a valuable lens for analysing student interaction, further work is needed to refine the
application of this and other theoretical models across diverse digital learning contexts. These
limitations point to the need for future research that is longitudinal, comparative, and sensitive to

emerging platforms and pedagogical practices.

Looking ahead, there is considerable scope for continued inquiry into the role of social media in higher
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education. Future studies could examine evolving platform ecologies, ethical and regulatory
implications, and the pedagogical strategies that best support inclusive and sustainable digital
engagement. There is also a pressing need to explore how digital technologies intersect with broader
issues of academic wellbeing, identity formation, and the shifting boundaries between formal and

informal learning spaces.

Engaging in this doctoral research has been an intellectually and personally transformative experience.
As a practitioner-researcher, I have navigated the dual responsibilities of supporting student learning
while critically examining the very environments in which that learning unfolds. This dual perspective
has not only enriched the research process but has also deepened my understanding of the ethical,
emotional, and relational dimensions of educational practice in a digital age. More broadly, the journey
has reshaped how I think about knowledge, power, and participation in higher education. It has
challenged me to confront assumptions, question hierarchies, and embrace complexity. What began as
a study of microblogging has evolved into a broader inquiry into what it means to teach, learn, and

belong in a digitally mediated academic community.

This thesis does not mark the end of that inquiry. Rather, it serves as a point of departure, an invitation
to continue exploring the intersections of technology, pedagogy, and identity in a landscape that is
constantly shifting. The work ahead is both urgent and hopeful: to imagine and enact digital learning
environments that are inclusive, critical, and future-oriented, grounded in both scholarship and

compassion.
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Appendix 1 - Survey Question Set for Students

e  Which of the below social media sites do you use:
o Facebook

Twitter

LinkedIn

Pinterest

Google Plus+

Tumblr

Instagram

VK

Flickr
o Myspace

e  Which of the above is your preferred social media site for personal use?

O O O 0O O 0O O O

e  Which of the above is your preferred social media site for professional use?
e How comfortable are you using social media sites?
o Likert 1-7 Very uncomfortable, Very comfortable.
e How frequently do you interact with SM?
Several times per hour
Once an hour
Once every several hours
Once a day
Several days a week
Once a week

O O 0O O O O

o Less than once a week
e Roughly how many years have you been active on social networks?
e For what purpose do you use SM?

o Work

o Personal Life

o Networking

o Meet new people
o Dating

o Other — Please state.
e What kind of devices do you use to connect to SM?
o PC
o Laptop
o Mobile device
e How well connected are you to the internet?
o Ihave access at all times
o Ihave access most of the time
o Ihave access some of the time
o [l only have access in specific situations
e  Would you say your use of SM is the same, more than, or less than the use of SM by your
peers?
o More than
o About the same
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o Lessthan
Definition of Digital Resident and Digital Visitor. Would you rate yourself as more
predominantly a Digital Resident or a Digital Visitor?
Age
Gender
Highest Qualification
Number of years as a student

Section Two — Experiences of SM use in education

Have you experienced, as a student, the use of SM in education? This may have taken the
form of.... FB groups for students, question and answer sessions on Twitter, producing
constructive connections on LinkedIn etc.
If yes, how do you believe these experiences have impacted the quality of education
experienced by students?
o Entirely positively
Mostly positively
Somewhat positively
An even mix of both positives and negatives
Somewhat negatively
Mostly negatively

O O O O O O

Entirely negatively

o Idon’t know
Do you believe that the use of SM in education has been explored and developed to its full
potential?

o Yes
o Idon’t know
o No

If no, how do you think this full potential might be realised?
Do you feel as though SM in the classroom currently provides a significant distraction to the
educative experience?
Do you believe that integrating SM as a tool into the procedure of education might
increase/decrease the capacity to be distracted from the subject matter?

o Increase distractibility

o No change to distractibility

o Decrease distractibility

o Ido not know
Do you believe that despite the risk of distractibility, SM in Education still could produce a
positive influence on student’s education?

o Yes
o No
Have you received any formal training in using social media in education?
o Yes
o No

If yes what did this formal training entail?
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Section Three — Thoughts and Attitudes of SM in Education

How confident are you in the concept of using SM to elicit improvements to student
education?

o LIKERT SCALE 1-7, NOT AT ALL CONFIDENT — CONFIDENT
How confident are you in your educators’ ability to successfully integrate SM into your
education?

o LIKERT AS ABOVE
How confident are you that SM in Education could improve student engagement?

o LIKERT AS ABOVE
How confident are you that SM in Education could improve student engagement in those least
likely to engage?

o LIKERT AS ABOVE
How confident are you that utilising SM in education could bridge the learning experience
from formal settings into everyday life?

o LIKERT AS ABOVE
How confident are you that utilising SM in education could improve dialogues between
educators and students?

o LIKERT AS ABOVE
How confident are you that utilising SM in education could improve dialogues between
students and other students?

o LIKERT AS ABOVE
How confident are you that utilising SM in education could improve group cohesion?

o LIKERT AS ABOVE
How confident are you that utilising SM in education could increase positive emotional
judgements towards the concept of education?

o LIKERT AS ABOVE
Do you believe that SM integration with education is something we will see more of in the
future?

o Yes

o No

o Don’t know
Do you feel as though your educators understand how students use SM?

o I am extremely sure they know how students engage with SM

o I am somewhat sure they know how students engage with SM

o I am somewhat unsure they know how students engage with SM

o I am extremely unsure they know how students engage with SM
In your personal experiences how distractible have you found SM?

o LIKERT SCALE 1-7, NOT AT ALL DISTRACTING — EXTREMELY DISTRACTING
Do you believe that educators you have not been taught by are utilising SM in their delivery of
student education more/less than your own educators?

o Other educators utilise SM in education more than my educators do

o Other educators utilise SM in education about the same as my educators do

o Other educators utilise SM in education less than my educators do

o Idon’t know
How do you think your fellow students would react to the opportunity to use SM as a part of
their education?

o LIKERT SCALE 1-7, EXTREMELY NEGATIVELY — EXTREMELY POSITIVELY
Do you believe significant changes to University policy (in terms of identity protection/online
safety) would be needed if SM were to be more formally integrated with the curriculum? If
yes, how significant would these changes need to be?

o Yes — very significant changes would be needed
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o Yes — some changes would be needed
o Yes — but very few changes would be needed
o No changes would be needed
e Considering all of the above then, overall, is your opinion of the concept of SM in education
positive or negative?
o LIKERT SCALE 1-7, EXTREMELY NEGATIVELY — EXTREMELY POSITIVELY
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Appendix 2 - Survey Question Set for Academics

Section One — Own SM experiences
e  Which of the below social media sites do you use:

o Facebook

Twitter

LinkedIn

Pinterest

Google Plus+

Tumblr

Instagram

VK

Flickr

o Myspace

O O O O O O O O

e  Which of the above is your preferred social media site for personal use?
e  Which of the above is your preferred social media site for professional use?
e How comfortable are you using social media sites?
o Likert 1-7 Very uncomfortable, Very comfortable.
e How frequently do you interact with SM?
Several times per hour
Once an hour
Once every several hours
Once a day
Several days a week
Once a week

O O O O O O

o Less than once a week
e Roughly how many years have you been active on social networks?
e For what purpose do you use SM?
o Work
Personal Life

Meet new people
Dating
o Other — Please state.
e  What kind of devices do you use to connect to SM?
o PC
o Laptop
o Mobile device

o
o Networking
o
o

e How well connected are you to the internet?
o Ihave access at all times
o Ihave access most of the time
o T have access some of the time
o lonly have access in specific situations
e  Would you say your use of SM is the same, more than, or less than the use of SM by your
peers?
o More than
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o About the same
o Less than
Definition of Digital Resident and Digital Visitor. Would you rate yourself as more
predominantly a Digital Resident or a Digital Visitor?
Age
Gender
Highest Qualification
Number of years working as an educator

Section Two — Experiences of SM use in education

Have you experienced, as an educator, the use of SM in education? This may have taken the
form of.... FB groups for students, question and answer sessions on Twitter, producing
constructive connections on LinkedIn etc.
If yes, how do you believe these experiences have impacted the quality of education
experienced by students?

o Entirely positively

o Mostly positively

o Somewhat positively

o An even mix of both positives and negatives
o Somewhat negatively

o Mostly negatively

o Entirely negatively

o Idon’t know.
Do you believe that the use of SM in education has been explored and developed to its full

potential?
o Yes
o Idon’t know
o No

If no, how do you think this full potential might be realised?
Do you feel as though SM in the classroom currently provides a significant distraction to the
educative experience?
Do you believe that integrating SM as a tool into the procedure of education might
increase/decrease the capacity to be distracted from the subject matter?

o Increase distractibility

o No change to distractibility

o Decrease distractibility

o Ido not know
Do you believe that despite the risk of distractibility, SM in Education still could produce a
positive influence on student’s education?

o Yes
o No
Have you received any formal training in using social media in education?
o Yes
o No

If yes what did this formal training entail?
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Section Three — Thoughts and Attitudes of SM in Education

How confident are you in the concept of using SM to elicit improvements to student
education?

o LIKERT SCALE 1-7, NOT AT ALL CONFIDENT — CONFIDENT
How confident are you in your ability to successfully integrate SM into your education of
students?

o LIKERT AS ABOVE
How confident are you that SM in Education could improve student engagement?

o LIKERT AS ABOVE
How confident are you that SM in Education could improve student engagement in those least
likely to engage?

o LIKERT AS ABOVE
How confident are you that utilising SM in education could bridge the learning experience
from formal settings into everyday life?

o LIKERT AS ABOVE
How confident are you that utilising SM in education could improve dialogues between
educators and students?

o LIKERT AS ABOVE
How confident are you that utilising SM in education could improve dialogues between
students and other students?

o LIKERT AS ABOVE
How confident are you that utilising SM in education could improve group cohesion?

o LIKERT AS ABOVE
How confident are you that utilising SM in education could increase positive emotional
judgements towards the concept of education?

o LIKERT AS ABOVE
Do you believe that SM integration with education is something we will see more of in the
future?

o Yes

o No

o Don’t know
Do you feel as though you understand how students use SM?

o Iam extremely sure I know how students engage with SM

o I am somewhat sure I know how students engage with SM

o I am somewhat unsure how students engage with SM

o lam extremely unsure how students engage with SM
In your personal experiences how distractible have you found SM?

o LIKERT SCALE 1-7, NOT AT ALL DISTRACTING — EXTREMELY

DISTRACTING

Do you believe that your peer educators are utilising SM in their delivery of student education
more/less than you?

o Peers utilise SM in education more than I do

o Peers utilise SM in education about the same as I do

o Peers utilise SM in education less than I do
How do you think you students would react to the opportunity to use SM as a part of their
education?
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o LIKERT SCALE 1-7, EXTREMELY NEGATIVELY - EXTREMELY
POSITIVELY
Do you believe significant changes to University policy (in terms of identity protection/online
safety) would be needed if SM were to be more formally integrated with the curriculum? If
yes, how significant would these changes need to be?
o Yes — very significant changes would be needed
o Yes —some changes would be needed
o Yes — but very few changes would be needed
o No changes would be needed
Considering all of the above then, overall, is your opinion of the concept of SM in education
positive or negative?
o LIKERT SCALE 1-7, EXTREMELY NEGATIVELY — EXTREMELY
POSITIVELY

Section Four — Teacher Perceptions of Student SM experiences

How well connected do you believe the average student is?
The average student has access at all times
The average student has access most of the time
The average student has access some of the time
o The average student only has access in specific situations
Which social network do you believe students use most frequently for personal use?

O O O

Which social network do you believe students use most frequently for professional use?
How comfortable do you believe students are using social media sites?
o Likert, 1-7, Very uncomfortable — Very comfortable
How frequently do you believe the average student interacts with SM?
Several times per hour
Once an hour
Once every several hours
Once a day
Several days a week
Once a week

O O O 0O O O O

Less than once a week

Section Five — Teacher perception of Student experiences of SM in Education

Do you think that students see SM in the classroom as a significant distraction to their
educative experience?
Do you think that students see integrating SM as a tool into the procedure of education as
something that might increase/decrease the distractibility they experience from the subject
matter?

=  Students believe it will increase their capacity to be distracted.

= Students believe it will have no change to their capacity to be distracted.

= Students believe it will decrease their capacity to be distracted.

o Ido not know.
Do you think that students believe SM in education could still produce a positive effect on
their education despite the risk of distractibility?

o Yes.
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o No.
o Idon’t know.

e Do you believe that the average student has experience the use of SM in education? This may
have taken the form of.... FB groups for students, question and answer sessions on Twitter,
producing constructive connections on LinkedIn etc.

o Yes — extensive experience

Yes — some experience

Yes — some small experiences

No experiences

I don’t know.

O O O O

e Ifyes, how do you think students feel about these experiences in terms of impact on quality of
education?
o Entirely positively
Mostly positively
Somewhat positively
An even mix of both positives and negatives
Somewhat negatively
Mostly negatively
Entirely negatively
I don’t know.

0O O O O 0O O O
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Appendix 3 - Interview Question Set

14.
15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.
24,

Tell me a little about your role here at the University. What is your general and specific area of
research, and what sort of teaching role do you fill? How many years’ experience do you have
as an educator?

Can you tell me a little about your social media habits? How often do you engage with social
media?

What are your main reasons for using social media (work, personal life, networking etc.)?
What are your preferred social networks? Why?

What are your least preferred social networks? Why?

Would you say you have an online persona? If so how does this differ from your IRL persona?
Do you think factors other than your online persona influence your behaviour online?

Have you ever tried to integrate social media into your educational practice?

Do you think the two — social media and education — are compatible? Care to elaborate?

. Talking about Twitter in particular: in what ways do you use Twitter?
. How can you see Twitter being used in the classroom in a useful manner?
. Have you ever tried to use your Twitter as part of your teaching?

. Have your students ever interacted with you on Twitter? What was the nature of these

interactions?

Can you see any issues with the use of Twitter as a teaching and learning tool?

If another lecturer came to you asking for advice on how to use Twitter in education, what
would you say?

Have you experienced any horror stories related to Twitter use? Is there a risk these could
occur if Twitter was more formally integrated into education?

What plans do you have for using Twitter in education in the future?

Have you experienced giving online lectures? If so, how do these differ from formal lectures in
a lecture hall/classroom? What benefits are there to online lectures? Could these benefits be
brought to formal setting through using social media such as Twitter?

How do you approach trying new ways of delivering your educative practice? What was the
last change you made to your approach to lecturing?

What differences are there in educative experience between an idea that is positively/negatively
received by students?

If you don’t really try new approaches, why?

Have you had any formal training in using social media or social media in education?

Do you think that formal training is needed? Is informal experience enough?

Do you think the future of education is going to involve social media more formally?
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Appendix 4 - Focus Group Schedule

Introduction to the Session

I’m very grateful to you all for sparing time to talk about your Social Media preferences and Twitter
behaviour. The purpose of this focus group is to establish how students use Social Media, specifically
Twitter. I would like to concentrate on discussing general Twitter participation, and then move on to
how we use Twitter within our learning. There are no right or wrong opinions, I would like you to feel

comfortable saying what you really think and how you really feel.
Discussion 1: SOCIAL MEDIA

An area of interest to this study is the use of social media by students, especially Twitter. Thinking
specifically about social media, I’d like to discuss with you motivations, incentives and constraints that

influence you when you use social media.

What are the main reasons that you use social media?

How often do you use social media?

How do you use social media, what are your preferred methods?

Do you feel that there are certain factors external to your online persona that influences your activities

online?
Thinking about social media and your education, how do these two themes integrate in your life?
Discussion 2: TWITTER

A major area of interest to this study is the use of Twitter within the classroom. Let’s discuss how

Twitter is currently used, and how it could be used in the future.
In what ways do you use Twitter?
How does Twitter influence your day-to-day life?

How can you see Twitter being integrated in the classroom in a manner that you would perceive as

useful?

Can you see any issues with the use of Twitter as a teaching and learning tool?
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Ending the Session

Summarise the discussions.

Thank the participants.

Ensure everyone has completed and submitted the Participation Consent Forms.
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Appendix S - Consent Form

Name of Researcher: NICKY DANINO
Email: NDanino@uclan.ac.uk
Telephone: 0 (1772) 893303

Participant Identification Number:

PROJECT TITLE: Digital Dialogues

Please initial box
1. I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet for the above study. I have
had the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and have had these answered

satisfactorily.

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time,
without giving any reason.

3. Tunderstand that any information given by me may be used in future reports, articles or
presentations by the researcher.

4. T understand that my name will not appear in any reports, articles or presentations.

5. T agree to take part in the above study.

Name of Participant Date Signature

Researcher Date Signature
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Appendix 6 - Participant Information Sheet

You are being invited to take part in a research study as part of a student project. Before you
decide it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will
involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with
others if you wish. Please ask if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more
information. Take time to decide whether or not you wish to take part.

Thank you for reading this.

Who will conduct the research?
Nicky Danino

Title of the Research
Digital Dialogues

What is the aim of the research?

The main purpose of this research is to determine how Twitter is used by students at university for entering into
academic discussions, to identify the issues that might arise with the use of Twitter in the classroom, and to
explore the scope for using Twitter as a teaching and learning tool.

Why have I been invited to take part?

You have been selected as you are a student on a course at University of Lancashire.

What would I be asked to do if I took part?

If you take part in this research, you will be asked to participate in a focus group or an interview. You may also
have your Tweets collated during one specified week in semester 2.

What happens to the data collected?

The data collected will be anonymised and used to inform the Doctoral thesis for this research.

How is confidentiality maintained?
All results will be anonymised so that no names will be used. Participant information will be help under lock and
key and destroyed when the research project comes to an end.

What happens if I do not want to take part or if I change my mind?

1t is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take part you will be given this
information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a consent form. If you decide to take part you are still free to
withdraw at any time without giving a reason and without detriment to yourself.

What is the duration of the research?
Participation in a focus group may take about 30 minutes.

Where will the research be conducted?
On the main Preston campus at the University of Lancashire.

Will the outcomes of the research be published?
The finding of this research will be published as a Doctoral thesis.

Contact for further information
Researcher, Nicky Danino NDanino@uclan.ac.uk or
Course Leader, Candice Satchwell CSatchwell@uclan.ac.uk
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Thank you for reading.
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