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The true power of social media lies in its ability to enable users to connect and share
information with anyone around the globe. The use of social media in education helps
students get more useful information and connect with learning groups and other
educational systems that make education convenient. The purpose of this exploratory
interview study is to identify how undergraduate students use social media to support
their studies. Moreover, the study examines student perceptions concerning the benefits
and limitations of using social media for educational purposes. The empirical data for this
study was generated through a series of semi-structured interviews with undergraduate
students (n = 27) and analyzed thematically. Three themes emerged through the
thematic analysis: (1) perceived usage of social media, (2) invasion of privacy, and (3) the
approachable teacher. The results of the study offer practical implications for educators
and policymakers about incorporating social media in their curricula.
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INTRODUCTION

The merger between social media and mobile devices allows students to create, edit, and share
course content in textual, video, and audio forms. These technological innovations offer a new kind
of learning culture, based on the principles of collective exploration and interaction (Greenhow
and Lewin, 2016). Social media phenomena have their roots around the start of the millennium
and originated in 2005 after Web 2.0 became a reality. Moreover, social media is defined more
clearly as “a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological
foundation of Web 2.0 and allow creation and exchange of user-generated contents (Zgheib and
Dabbagh, 2020). Mobile devices and social media provide students with opportunities to access
resources, learning materials, and course content and to interact with tutors and peers (Greenhow
and Lewin, 2016; Olagbaju and Popoola, 2020).

Anderson and Jiang (2018) report that 95% of teenagers have access to a mobile device;
furthermore, 45% state that they are “constantly online.” However, there is a potential area for
concern as identified by Stathopoulou et al. (2019), who state that students perceive a distinct divide
between their learning space and their personal space. They argue that educators must address
individual student preferences to combine or separate the two domains. Some studies argue that
teachers play an important role in inspiring students to use social media to support their studies
(Van Den Beemt et al., 2020), while others state that excessive instructional control may lead to
boredom and lack of motivation (Barkley and Lepp, 2021).
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RESEARCH OBJECTIVE

Freberg and Kim (2018) report that students use social media
to connect with classmates, work on assignments, and, to some
extent, connect with faculty. Their quantitative findings could,
however, be extended by gaining a more detailed understanding
of how social media is used to support connecting with peers and
teachers and working on assignments. Therefore, the explorative
interview study aims to contribute by critically exploring how
undergraduate students perceive using social media to support
their studies and the perceived benefits and limitations compared
with other means of communication. The study is guided by
the objective of answering the following two research questions:
“How do undergraduate students perceive the use of social media
to support their studies?” and “What are the perceived benefits
and limitations of using social media for educational purposes
as compared with other means?” A series of semi-structured
interviews will be used to gain a better understanding of the
student perspective and students’ perceptions of using social
media to support their studies.

RELATED LITERATURE

Social Media in Education
Social media, in a wide sense, refers to any medium that aids in
the integration of technology into people’s lives for the purpose
of communication (Anderson and Jiang, 2018). Over the last
decade, the use of social media has surged, as has the use of social
media in higher education. To connect with and engage students,
more universities are turning to social media platforms including
social networking sites, wikis, and blogs (Appel et al., 2020).
There is significant evidence that social media can be used to
engage students both within and outside the classroom, resulting
in improved academic achievement (Anderson and Jiang, 2018;
Appel et al., 2020).

As the usage of social media continues to rise, the usage
of social media in higher education is continually growing
and evolving, with proponents tugging between its merits and
demerits (Chugh and Ruhi, 2018). Studies have shown that social
media play a central role in online education (Selwyn and Stirling,
2016; Appel et al., 2020). Ivala and Gachago (2012) identified
the ways that social media has been used in classroom teaching,
from replacing email to increasing access to online classroom
interaction for “shy” students. Researchers also found that the use
of social media tools can promote interaction between instructors
and students, thus improving teaching quality in large online
classes (Appel et al., 2020).

Mediated Communication
Mediated communication or mediated interaction refers
to communication carried out by the use of information
communication technology and can be contrasted with face-to-
face communication (Li and Kent, 2021). While the technology
used nowadays is frequently associated with computers, giving
rise to the popular term computer-mediated communication,
mediated technology does not have to be computerized;

for example, writing a letter with a pen and paper is also
mediated communication (Yao and Ling, 2020). Thus, mediated
communication can be defined as the use of any technical
medium for transmission across time and space (Boczkowski
et al., 2018; Yao and Ling, 2020; Li and Kent, 2021).

Communication via Social Media
The rapid adoption of social media technologies has resulted in
a fundamental shift in the way communication and collaboration
take place (Greenhow and Lewin, 2016). Social network sites help
fulfill communication needs and wants. It is a convenient method
of communication and provides the ability to stay connected
to friends and family, but at the users’ preferred rate and time
(Chugh and Ruhi, 2018). Social media users can manage their
interactions within their schedules by choosing when they want
to read and respond. Internet communication is a self-contained
activity usually carried out alone.

However, it is efficient because it is a one-to-many method of
communication that allows users to quickly spread information.
Social media fulfills different communication needs for different
users (Sobaih et al., 2020). Interactions via the computer facilitate
communication by allowing users to conveniently keep in touch
with family and friends, learn about social events, and find
out about the activities of other users (Duncan-Daston et al.,
2013). The gratification the results from this social information
helped users feel that they were part of a peer network in
terms of knowing what was going on about events and activities
(Chugh and Ruhi, 2018).

Further, “social grooming” was an aspect of social networking
that received attention in a comparison of users and non-users of
social media sites. Social grooming included expressive activities
of social interaction, communication, gossip, and entertainment.
Users have expressed enjoyment from keeping track of their
friends’ lives and activities, though non-users were less interested
in these activities (Duncan-Daston et al., 2013).

Social Media During COVID-19
There is a growing academic body of literature on social media
usage for different purposes in higher education, e.g., supporting
the learning process, student support, and engagement, scholarly
communication, and building connections (Sobaih et al.,
2020). Notwithstanding, studies focused on social media as
a supplement to formal online LMS or face-to-face learning.
Guidelines, protocols, and standardized operating procedures,
usually kept within institutions, have been shared at an
unprecedented rate during the pandemic, with social media used
as an effective vehicle. Messaging and conferencing platforms
such as Zoom, Skype, WhatsApp, etc. are complemented by free
and simple-to-use collaboration software such as Google Drive,
Dropbox, and Slack (Dutta, 2020; Wong et al., 2021).

METHODOLOGY

The proposed study is an emerging topic; therefore, an
exploratory study is a suitable frame (De Langhe and Schliesser,
2017). Exploratory research initially employs a broad perspective
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and, as it progresses, the results crystallize (Stebbins, 2001).
Previous research has been conducted mainly using quantitative
data; therefore, qualitative data can offer a more detailed and
nuanced understanding (Flick, 2018). The proposed study is
being conducted from the perspective of students, who must
decide what is social media and what is not, as well as what is
“educational” and what is “personal.” Thus, the study does not
provide a formal definition before the interviews, as students’
view on these terms is one of the contributions of the study.

Data Collection
The data was collected through twenty-seven (27) semi-
structured interviews with full-time undergraduate students at
the Prince of Songkla University in Phuket, Thailand. The
participants were arbitrarily selected to participate in the study
and an appointment for the in-person interview was agreed upon
by approaching the students individually. The data collection was
carried out over 6 weeks between December 2021 and January
2022 at the Prince of Songkla University in Phuket, Thailand.
A set of seven questions was used to guide the semi-structured
interview (Table 1). Examples of these questions are “What has
been your experience, so far, with the use of social media for
your coursework?” and “What are the differences or similarities
on how you use social media to communicate for private use
compared with studying?” Each question had a set of three to four
prompt questions to gain a more insightful understanding of the
participants’ perceptions.

To protect the identities of the participants, the interviews
took place off-premises in a nearby coffee shop. The length of
the interviews ranged from 20 min to 1 h 8 min with an average
duration of 28 min. Out of the 27 participants, 19 participants
were female (70%), which is a reasonable representation of
the actual student demographics at the university. Because the
students were studying toward an undergraduate degree, their
ages ranged from 18 to 24 years with an average age of 21.3 years.
Furthermore, 13 students were majoring in Tourism (48.1%),
followed by Hospitality (n = 9; 40.8%), computing (n = 2; 7.4%),
and digital business (n = 1; 3.7%). Lastly, the majority of students
were Thai nationals (n = 25; 92.6%) with the remainder being
foreign degree students (Table 2).

TABLE 1 | List of questions that guided the semi-structured interviews.

No. Question

Q1 What kind of applications are you using related to your university
studies?

Q2 How often do you use these applications and in what kind of context?

Q3 How would you describe your current use of social media as a means
to communicate related to your university studies?

Q4 What are the differences or similarities on how you use social media to
communicate for private use compared with studying?

Q5 What has been your experience, so far, with the use of social media for
your coursework?

Q6 Do you think using social media for educational purposes helps you
progress with your studies by any means?

Q7 Do you think the usage of social media during your studies has any
negative effects on your personal life?

TABLE 2 | Socio-demographic profile of the interview participants (summarized
from the transcripts).

Characteristic Frequency Percentage

Gender

Male 8 29.6%

Female 19 70.4%

Other - -

Age

18–19 years old 2 7.4%

20–21 years old 13 48.1%

22–23 years old 10 37.1%

24 years or above 2 7.4%

Study major

B.B.A. in Tourism 13 48.1%

B.B.A. in Hospitality 11 40.8%

B.Sc. in Computing 2 7.4%

B.Sc. in Digital Business 1 3.7%

Nationality

Thai 25 92.6%

Foreign 2 7.4%

In the context of this paper, the terms “study” and “project” are used
interchangeably.

Data Analysis
The method of inquiry through semi-structured interviews
suggested a thematic analysis of the collected data (Neuendorf,
2018). During the interview, a series of open-ended questions,
aimed at gaining more comprehensive insight into the
participants’ perspectives, was asked. With the consent of
the participants, the interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed
verbatim, and categorized according to the questions posed
to the participants. Moreover, the transcripts were used only
for purposes of the thematic analysis and did not reveal the
identity of the participants. The thematic analysis was developed
based on the gathered data from the interviews to create groups
and patterns. Moreover, in the analysis process, keywords were
developed into codes. The codes formed the basis for bundling
and grouping the data by clusters and analyzing the information
thematically (Terry et al., 2017). This process was repeated until
both researchers agreed on the results. Finally, conclusions were
drawn based on the identified categories and patterns found for
each category of social media use. The findings are presented in
the subsequent sections of this report.

Ethics and Confidentiality
The interview participants were presented with the specific
aim and scope of the research, and written consent was
obtained before the interviews were conducted. The consent form
was developed following the policies of the Ethical Advisory
Board in South East Sweden (2021). The students were told
that they could withdraw from participation at any time as
well as have their collected data removed from the study.
Moreover, it was made clear to the interviewees that their
participation in the study had no bearing on their academic
performance. Furthermore, confidentiality was extended to all
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27 participants, whose identities were known only by the
researchers involved.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

During the analysis of the interview data, three noteworthy
themes emerged, which will be discussed in this section.
These three themes were: (1) perceived usage of social media,
(2) invasion of privacy, and (3) the approachable teacher.
Furthermore, the themes emerged as part of the data analysis
process when the keywords were organized and bundled into
codes as the basis for the themes shown in Figure 1.

Perceived Usage of Social Media
All of the participants reported that they engaged in the
use of social media at least once per day. However, half of
the students reported that it is sometimes difficult to clearly
distinguish between personal use and educational use, as the
spheres often intertwine. Based on the responses collected from
the participants, the five most commonly reported types of usage
are discussed in this section.

Instant Messaging (Student-Student)
The students reported a notable difference between instant
messaging with their peers (i.e., student-to-student) and their
lecturer (i.e., student-teacher). Consequently, the results are
reported separately and the type “instant messaging” appears

twice in the overview (Figure 2). The vast majority of students
(n = 26) reported that their most frequent use of social media
relates to instant messaging among their peers. However, about
half of the respondents (n = 12) also reported that, often, personal
use and educational use are interconnected. An example of
this finding is the following comment made by an interview
participant: “I ask [my peer] a question about studying, but then
we chat about something else” (P7).

Access Virtual Learning Space (Learning
Management System)
Accessing the learning space or learning management system
(LMS) was the second most common type of social media
usage reported by the respondents (n = 23). Though there
is no common agreement in the literature regarding whether
a learning management system should be considered social
media (Mpungose, 2020), the vast majority of students perceive
their LMS as a type of social media. This interpretation
could stem from the fact that students access their LMS
in a similar manner as other applications on their mobile
devices or laptops without having a clear boundary of what is
considered educational and personal space. In particular, during
the COVID-19 pandemic, when entire curricula transitioned to
e-learning, the ease of accessing the learning management system
contributed to students’ perceived satisfaction with the course
(Fuchs and Karrila, 2021).

FIGURE 1 | Visualization of the emerged themes and their respective coding (based on empirical data).
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FIGURE 2 | Social media types of usage as reported by the interviewees (based on empirical data).

Collaborative Group Projects
Collaboration with peers on a semester project, case study, or
joint presentation was reported as the third most common type
of usage for social media (n = 20) in support of the students’
studies. The collaborative learning approach is said to foster
the development of competencies and critical thinking skills in
learners (Zhang et al., 2018). However, many students who cited
collaborative group projects as an example of how they use social
media during their studies also stated that collaboration via
social media is only the second-best option, inferior to physical
meetings. Many students shared the following sentiment: “I
would [say] it is not the best way to collaborate, but it is the best
alternative with technology during COVID” (P5). This response
mostly emerged as all students attended their classes virtually due
to the ongoing Coronavirus pandemic.

Instant Messaging (Student-Teacher)
Similarly, the first category, instant messaging, allows students
to easily ask questions and resolve uncertainty. However, only
two-thirds of the interview participants (n = 18) reported that
instant messaging with their lecturer is a way they use social
media for educational purposes. While two-thirds of students
reported this type of usage, they also said that they experience
an underlying feeling of uncomfortableness when they instant
message their lecturers. A possible explanation is offered by
an interview participant who noted that “normally there is a
high-power distance with our teachers, but if we text on social with
them, it just does not feel right to me” (P14).

Exchange Course Information
Exchanging course-related information was reported as the
fifth most common type of use of social media by the
students (n = 15). The respondents agreed that it is the easiest
way to share “personal lecture notes” or “discuss and clarify
the requirements for course assignments or homework.” A
representative comment made during the interviews is that “it is
easy to ask for the information from the lecture via social media,
especially if I missed the class or did not pay attention [to what
the teacher said]” (P18). Similarly, Osatuyi (2013) reported that
“social interaction is experiencing a new dynamic with the advent
of social media technologies” and the exchange of course-related
information has been one of the most common types of usage for
education (p. 2624).

It is clear that social media is here to stay and that students
are using social media applications to communicate with peers
and instructors, gather and exchange information, access their
virtual learning space, and collaborate on group projects. As
a result of this, and the absence of research investigating the
current inclusion of social media in the course curriculum,
many educators are managing the inclusion based on instinct
rather than evidence-based best practices (Vie, 2015; Mpungose,
2020). The current body of knowledge offers a wide range of
evidence supporting, in the classroom, the usage of different
types of social media applications, i.e., Facebook (Manca and
Ranieri, 2016; Peruta and Shields, 2017), Twitter (Nagle, 2018),
and Instagram (Thomas et al., 2018). However, the contribution
of this study is that it lets students decide how they perceive the
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different types of social media usage to support their studies. As
previously reported, social media fulfills different communication
needs for different users (Sobaih et al., 2020). However, students
use social media for various activities to support their studies,
which transcends the traditional use of social media merely for
communication purposes.

Invasion of Privacy
Social media is used principally by students in the private
sphere. However, its implementation for educational purposes
in higher education is rapidly expanding. In the context of
this study, the students reported that, for the majority of their
courses, the lecturer asked them to join “at least one social
media platform to ease communication barriers” (n = 17) and
“facilitate an effective communication channel” (n = 22). More
in-depth questions were posed given that, when asked about
possible limitations or drawbacks of using mandated social
media for their coursework, a majority of interviewees reported
privacy concerns. Many students said that they registered for
various social media platforms for private purposes; hence, the
arrangement of content shared on their social medial reflects an
audience of closer friends and relatives.

The respondents felt that sharing their social media with
the course instructor was an invasion of privacy (n = 16).
Some considered removing personal content from their social
media feed to facilitate a “clean feed” appropriate for educational
purposes, while others considered registering a second account
purely for educational coursework. The students’ primary
concern with sharing their social media was the loss of control
over who could see their personal content and who could not.
Furthermore, some students reported that they did not feel
comfortable raising the issue with their course instructor, as they
feared a negative impact on their course grading.

Though previous literature states that privacy concerns were
not reported as being a major issue in similar studies (Sterling
et al., 2017; Yerby et al., 2019), further consideration is required
concerning this notable finding that students feel uncomfortable
sharing their social media in some cases. The following comments
were made by the interviewees and are representative of many of
the respondents who expressed their views. Students commented
that “I want to be the one that decides whom I want to accept as
a follower on my social media” (P24) and “after all it is a very
private matter. Using my private social media for university makes
me consider many times what is appropriate [or not] to post on my
private account” (P14).

The Approachable Teacher
Another notable theme that emerged in the analysis process was
“the approachable teacher,” summarizing students’ experiences
and comments that expressed their appreciation for a swift
communication channel with their course instructor (n = 21).
Though only 18 out 27 students identified instant messaging with
their teacher as a type of usage (Figure 2), notably, 21 students
stated their gratitude for having an instant communication
channel with their teacher as opposed to contact via telephone,
email, or in-person. Further clarification must be provided about
the finding that 18 students reported using instant messaging

with their teacher as a means of swift communication, while 21
reported gratitude for having a direct communication channel.
The 18 reports refer to two-way communication wherein the
student can ask questions, whereas the 21 reports refer to one-
way communication wherein the students receive course-related
updates from their teacher.

Another noteworthy finding is a correlation between students
“appreciating a direct communication channel with their course
instructor” (n = 21) and students “raising concern about privacy
issues to share their social media for course-related purposes”
(n = 16). Almost all the participating students who raised
concerns about their privacy or felt that their privacy was invaded
also expressed their appreciation for a direct communication
channel with their course instructor. This surprising finding
indicates that students want a direct communication channel to
eliminate communication barriers while also staying in control of
whom to accept on their social media.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE WORK

Limitations offer an opportunity for future research. There
are four particular limitations that the reader should consider
when evaluating the results of this paper. All interviews were
conducted in English; however, none of the participants (or the
principal investigator) were native English speakers. Therefore,
the students might have had difficulties expressing their precise
sentiments in response to a particular question. Furthermore,
the interviews were conducted at a time when students mostly
studied remotely due to the ongoing pandemic at the time. These
circumstances might have affected their perceived usefulness
and frequency of use with regard to social media. Lastly,
the participants were degree students at a large university in
Thailand; henceforth, the results should be seen and interpreted
in the cultural context of Thai culture, which differs substantially
from many Western cultures.

CONCLUSION

This research project aimed to investigate how undergraduate
students perceive the use of social media to support their
studies. Moreover, it sought to identify the perceived benefits and
limitations of using social media for educational purposes. With
regard to summarizing the findings, it can be noted that students
are frequent users of social media to facilitate their studies.
Moreover, students have different interpretations of the diverse
types of usage, i.e., instant messaging with their peers or teacher,
exchange of information, access to their virtual learning space,
or collaborative group projects. Moreover, a possible solution
for educators to limit the perceived impact on the invasion of
privacy could be an open dialogue during the course introduction
and suggesting a secondary account for educational purposes
only. Lastly, the study revealed that there are two types of
students: those who feel that the use of social media intrudes on
their privacy and personal space and those who appreciate the
opportunity to engage in quick and easy communication with
their teachers. The findings of this study are useful for educators
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and policymakers in terms of considering students’ needs as well
as concerns before mandating that they use social media as part
of their coursework.
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