Exploring the Limitations Involved )
in Students’ Academic Use of Facebook e

Abdulsalam K. Alhazmi, Fatima Al-Hammadi, Ezzadeen Kaed,
and Athar Imtiaz

Abstract Amongst students in higher education, Facebook is the most popular and
preferred of all Social Networking Sites (SNSs). Facebook is free, interactive, easy to
use, and well-designed. It provides a number of possibilities in terms of supporting
communication among students. However, this study has shown that despite the
potentially effective communication features of Facebook, and the widespread usage
among students, the majority of students and lecturers only use Facebook for social
purposes. Additionally, those who use Facebook for academic purposes do so infre-
quently, or for very small amounts of time, compared to their use of Facebook for
social purposes. As a result, further investigation into the limited academic use of
Facebook was conducted using case study research with several qualitative methods
including semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions, and Facebook group
discussions. The results of the content analysis revealed that the main reasons for the
limited educational use of Facebook are related to the following five main factors:
technology, distraction, content, lack of teacher support, and security and privacy.

Keywords Academic use of Facebook - Facebook in higher education - Social
networking sites (SNS) + E-Learning * Social learning - Management system
(LMS)

1 Introduction

SNSs are applicable for a wide range of educational endeavours due to various char-
acteristics, for instance their ease of use, cost-effectiveness, ease of communication
and interaction between members, reliance on the concept of social learning, and
many more factors [1, 2]. Facebook is reported to be the leading social networking
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site in terms of its user base and reputation [3]. It therefore makes sense to propose
that Facebook can be used as a higher education learning tool [4-6].

The potential advantages of SNS with regards to supporting education can be
summarised into the usability of SNS features and tools, access to a variety of
resources, communication, and interaction with peers and teachers, content creation
and sharing, obtaining instant feedback on learning problems, and supporting
informal and constructive learning [7, 8]. While alternative e-learning tools (i.e.,
LMS) are available, SNSs seem to be much better suited to student-oriented higher
education, largely due to their dynamic qualities. Moreover, SNSs encourage students
to join common interest communities, help each other with their academic studies,
build bonds with their classmates, and promote supplementary interactions between
themselves and their instructors [9]. As in [10] the main areas in which SNSs can
aid learning and teaching: connectivity and social support; collaborative information
discovery and sharing; content creation; knowledge and information aggregation;
and content modification.

Since the number of students using Facebook is continually increasing, it is neces-
sary to investigate how to best integrate the use of Facebook into education [11-14].
The hope is that students will eventually use Facebook just as much for studying as
they do for social networking [15]. Higher education establishments must become
knowledgeable regarding the best ways in which to implement SNSs into educa-
tional activities whilst making the most of the opportunities provided by sites such
as Facebook, especially since Facebook offers vast potential in terms of facilitating
the teaching and learning process, and the majority of students already extensively
use it.

Despite the high rate of usage among higher education students, many studies
have stated that social interaction and communication remains the most common
reason for use, while the use of SNSs for academic purposes is still very much in the
infancy stage [1, 13, 15-17].

In general, researchers who have investigated the educational use of Facebook
have found that its academic use remains limited despite the popularity of the site
among many students [18]. Therefore, in order to reach our research objectives, a
qualitative case study is used to gain a better understanding of why the educational use
of Facebook remains so limited. As a result, this study takes an inductive approach
to investigating the problem, and will identify the current challenges of utilising
this technology and its features to promote effective academic use and to support
pedagogically-sound activities.
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2 Review

2.1 Facebook Use in Higher Education

SNSs vary greatly, and therefore they can be used for a large number of different
activities and purposes. However, many research studies have shown that Facebook is
the most popular among university students [ 19-22]. According to a study conducted
by ECAR, 90% of students reported that they used Facebook on a daily basis [23].
In another survey administered to 6,498 Malaysian university students, the results
revealed that 80.8% of students held an SNS account, and the large majority used
Facebook daily [24].

Up to the present time, there has been an underwhelming degree of research into
student engagement with social networking, especially in relation to Facebook. [25]
was critical of recent studies that did take place, noting that they were restricted by
both their assessment of Facebook usage and their criteria for quantifying engage-
ment. Previous studies into the relationship between student engagement and social
network services have focused on academic activities. More recent research into
the subject has concentrated on social activities. It has been established that SNSs
are beneficial in encouraging student engagement, and thus increasing knowledge.
However, it is apparent that this topic requires further research.

2.2 Facebook’s Educational Potential

While the primary goal of SNSs is generally known to be for social networking
activities, the results of some studies have indicated that using SNS features and tools
inrelevant educational ways could support student engagement and learning. Bowers-
Campbell [26] demonstrates the ways in which education professionals could use
Facebook to aid their teaching practices by broadcasting messages of support to
their learners. This study suggested that because Facebook can serve to improve
interactivity between classmates and tutors, its use in education may help to increase
the prevalence of self-regulated learning and self-efficacy.

Another study examined the relationship between Facebook use and students’
academic performance [25]; finding that students’ GPA increased when studying
for longer periods and when Facebook was used (relevantly) more often. However,
students’ GPA decreased in line with students increasing their social endeavours.
As such, it was suggested that students’ GPA and the hours spent studying have a
negative correlation to the hours spent on Facebook for social purposes. Furthermore,
another research study conducted by [27], showed that Facebook has been used by
university students to enhance their English skills. Therefore, the literature suggests
that students’ learning is influenced by the use of SNSs, for better or worse [22, 28].
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Essentially, if students engage in meaningful educational activities via Facebook,
their academic performance may improve. On the other hand, students’ academic
performance may decline if time spent on SNSs is not education-oriented.

3 Research Methodology

3.1 Research Design

This research uses a single case study with the application of mixed methods [29].
The main reason for selecting the case study method is that the study of social
networking is highly dependent upon the kind of contextual information which can
be assessed through the case study [16, 30]. In mixed methods research “is more in
line with methodology combination, which essentially requires multiple worldviews
(i.e., the combination of qualitative and quantitative research methods)” [31].

The first method applied in this case study was an exploratory survey. Research
shows that surveys can be used effectively in the initial phase of a study to explore the
relationships and patterns in research where no assumptions or models are assumed
[32]. Following the survey, qualitative methods were used: semi-structured inter-
views, which are extremely popular in qualitative studies [33] focus group discus-
sions which allow researchers to gather information and gain an understanding of a
certain phenomenon via the spoken opinions of a group of participants [34].

The reason that a qualitative research design was adopted is that the educational
use of SNSs is a relatively new phenomenon. Typically, exploratory research is
expanded via additional exploratory research or by conclusive studies [35]. Quali-
tative data collection approaches tend to be applied to exploratory research in order
to gain greater insight into a topic and to produce new theories in the field of social
science and IS studies [31, 36, 37].

3.2 Sampling

Data was collected using multiple methods. To begin with, 105 students were given
an exploratory questionnaire that was designed to investigate some of the features
of the educational use of SNSs. The respondents were classified as follows: male
and female, undergraduate and postgraduate, and local and international students.
The majority of students (97.2%) reported that they held Facebook accounts, and
very few students (2.8%) stated that they did not use Facebook at all. The sample
consisted of 62 (59.6%) local students and 42 (40.4%) international students. The
distribution of students across genders was 56 (54.4%) male students and 47 (45.6%)
female students. The distribution of students across the level of study was 61 (58.7%)
undergraduate students and 43 (41.3%) postgraduate students.
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Following this, participants in the semi-structured interviews, focus group discus-
sions, and online discussions were chosen through qualitative sampling methods. In
order to ensure that the findings would be well-balanced and that the insight gained
would be representative of a wide range of students, the sample chosen for partici-
pation in this study were a combination of undergraduate and postgraduate students
of both genders. A total of 11 participants were initially contacted via Facebook, in
order to request their participation in this study. The response rate was 81%, with
9 students responding to the invitation message and agreeing to become voluntary
participants in this research. Following this, face-to-face interviews were held with
each of the 9 participants. A total of three groups with 17 respondents were involved
in the focus group discussions. The three focus groups were comprised of 13 male
students and 4 female students, of whom 5 were postgraduate students and 12 were
undergraduate students.

3.3 Data Analysis

Due to the descriptive nature of the survey, the data was analysed using the descriptive
analysis. In the subsequent phases of conducting the individual interviews and focus
group discussions, transcription of the data occurred along with data coding, in order
to organise the information by category to aid interpretation. The responses given by
the participants varied from a few words to multiple paragraphs, and these were used
for analysis [33, [38]. The data was assigned codes using the auto-coding function in
NVivo 10, and the key categories were determined using selective coding. NVivo’s
selective coding function is much like open coding. Here, the interview responses go
through rigorous human checking in order to select the most relevant themes [39].

It is essential that qualitative data is checked for validity and reliability in order
to guarantee that the study’s findings are meaningful and come from trusted sources
[40, 41, 42]. Furthermore, this will help to ensure that the research can be carried
out again in the future [29].

In qualitative studies, validity represents the level of accuracy achieved by an
instrument in terms of addressing the research problem or phenomenon that is being
studied [43]. Scholars have explained that researchers must assess the validity of
their research, since this ensures that the themes that have been proposed from the
data are accurate [29, 44]. Therefore, that coders are assessed in terms of their level
of accordance with one another regarding the themes identified in the data [43—45].
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4 Results: Descriptive Statistics of Current Facebook Use

4.1 Purposes of Use

In order to measure the key motivations of the students for using Facebook, four
categories were given: to keep in touch with friends, to share what is happening in
one’s life, to communicate with classmates about assignments, and to share news
and other issues. As Table 1 illustrates, the results show that the majority of students
(84%) use Facebook to keep in touch with friends, followed by sharing what is
happening in one’s life (47%), and then the communication of news (44%). Other
purposes of use were also identified, such as marketing, and playing games (14%).
A comparatively low percentage of use (36%) was recorded for academic purposes,
which was categorised as communicating with classmates on assignments in this
study. This number of students using Facebook for academic purposes (36%) reflects
a higher percentage than that previously reported in other studies. For example, in
a study by [19], only 10% of students reported that they used Facebook for the
discussion of academic work with other students. In another study, just 19 (4.9%)
out of 390 students stated that they were able to acquire knowledge using Facebook
[46].

Although the frequency of using Facebook for academic reasons is higher than
the frequency presented in previous literature, academic use is still the least popular
reason for using Facebook in comparison with other purposes, such as maintaining
relationships or sharing news.

4.2 Time Spent Engaging in Non-Academic Activities
on Facebook

Students were asked to estimate the time they spent each day using Facebook for
both academic and non-academic activities, based on four categorical responses: less
than 1 h, 1-2 h, 2-3 h, and over 3 h. As Table 2 illustrates, around one third (33.7%)
of the participants stated that they spend 1-2 h per day on Facebook. In fact, when
we add up the number of students who spend over 1 h per day using Facebook,

Table 1. Purposes of Facebook use

Purpose Frequency Percent
Keeping in touch with friends 92 84%
Sharing what is happening in one’s life 51 47%
Communicating with classmates about assignments 39 36%
News 47 44%
Other (marketing, entertainment, etc.) 14 14%
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Facehouk for non academic | -EAPCTEnCe Frequency | Percent

purposes Less than 1 h 22 21.1
1-2h 35 33.7
2-3h 32 30.8
More than 3 h 15 14.4
Total 104 100.0

we find that this group represents the largest majority of all students (78.9%). This
indicates that the majority of students spend a high amount of time on Facebook
each day. The study result of [47], revealed that students spend a mean average of
1 h and 41 min per day on Facebook. In another study by [46], the results revealed
that the majority of students used Facebook only for social purposes, and that their
daily Facebook time amounted to around 1 h. In this sense, the more time students
spend on Facebook, the more likely it is that there will be a negative impact on their
academic performance and learning outcomes.

4.3 Time Spent Engaging in Academic Activities on Facebook

Table 3 shows that the majority of students spend less time engaging in academic
activities on Facebook than they spend engaging in non-academic activities on this
platform. Almost all of the 39 students in this study reported that they engage in
under an hour of educational activity on Facebook each day; with just 3 students
stating otherwise. Students’ academic use of Facebook is therefore low compared
with their extensive use of Facebook for social activities, sharing and reading news,
and for other purposes. Out of all of the student participants in this study, only three
(7.7%) of the students reported that they usually spend over one hour per day using
Facebook for educational purposes, regarding the second time category.

The overall results indicate that the use of Facebook for academic purposes is still
limited in terms of both time and the activities engaged in. However, the following
section of this paper presents the results of an inductive investigation of the reasons
behind the limited academic use of Facebook among students, despite the opportunity
existing for better academic communication and interaction through Facebook.

Table 3. Time spent on .

T t F P t%
Facebook for academic 1me Spen requency ercento
activities Lessthan 1 h 36 92.3

1-2h 3 7.7

Total 39 100
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5 Results: The Reasons for Facebook’s Limited Academic
Use

The results of the qualitative data collection method assisted us in studying the
reasons behind the limited use of Facebook, and to go beyond the statistical results
reported in the previous part of this study and in the literature. As a result of data
analysis and validation, the reasons for the low level of academic use was identified
based on the data of the interviews and focus group discussions. In response to the
question “Why is the use of Facebook for academic purposes limited?”, the results
of this study reveal that the most significant factors involved in the limited academic
use of Facebook are related to technology, distraction, management, privacy, content,
and lack of teacher support.

5.1 Technology

During the data collection phase of the study, technological limitations such as
content management and assessment, were provided as an explanation for why so few
students spend a sufficient amount of time using SNSs for educational activities. Face-
book offers a variety of features for communication, interaction, and information-
sharing. However, if Facebook is to be used for academic purposes, users expect a
number of additional supporting features, such as content management and assess-
ment capabilities. It was reported that it is difficult for students’ to keep track of
specific content or activities on Facebook. In addition, it is difficult for students to
retrieve specific shared content and activities. Therefore, it has been revealed that
if SNS is to be used effectively for academic activities, additional features that will
offer better support to academic purposes are still required.

5.2 Distraction

Distraction was another challenge which was reported by the respondents in this
study. When the students were asked to provide reasons for spending less time
engaging in academic activities through Facebook compared to engaging in social
activities, the issue of distraction was mentioned.

The dynamic notification system is considered to be one of the most attractive
features of Facebook in terms of socialising and keeping up-to-date with the activ-
ities of others. In relation to education, however, this makes it difficult for students
to remain focused. The alert messages and dynamic notification settings can be used
effectively for academic activities and can provide an effective course-related envi-
ronment. However, the high number of students and lecturers using Facebook for
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non-academic purposes creates a disturbance. Respondents suggested that Facebook
may require some features or settings to assist students to focus; otherwise, they may
be interrupted by numerous social activities and, consequently, their attention will
be diverted to such activities.

5.3 Content

According to the data collected in this study, another reason for the low academic
use of Facebook is content. In response to the question, “Do you spend much time
on Facebook for social or academic purposes?”, one respondent stated that they only
use the platform for social purposes as there are an insufficient quantity of academic
materials on Facebook. Another respondent explained that students spend less time
on Facebook for academic purposes because for much of the time, there are a very
limited number of Facebook page which offers relevant or useful content which is
assistive to studying.

Furthermore, it appears that the low level of academic Facebook use can be
attributed to the type of content, accuracy of the content, and the content relevancy.
Although Facebook’s features facilitate content-sharing, other challenges have been
identified in terms of the content’s relevancy and quality.

5.4 Lack of Teacher Support

According to the respondents in this study, the high level of Facebook use for non-
academic activities among students and lecturers is one of the reasons for the low
level of use for academic purposes. The overall results of the individual interviews
and focus group discussions revealed that the level of lecturers’ participation in
Facebook for academic purposes was relatively limited. Students reported that their
lecturers were not very active academically on Facebook. For example, during the
focus group discussion, one respondent stated that they did not believe that lecturers
access Facebook for the purposes of academic work. Another participant supported
this point saying that they were aware of only one lecturer who implements Facebook
for academic purposes.

The responses of the participants involved in this research project go a long way
in helping us to gain insight into the reasons behind the lack of academic Facebook
activity among students.
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5.5 Security and Privacy

The fourth reason for the low academic use of Facebook relates to privacy concerns.
These play a key role in the current low level of academic Facebook use among
university students. The results of this research clearly emphasise that a number of
students find Facebook’s privacy settings to be confusing, ambiguous, or concerning.
It is noted that some of these concerns stem from students’ own inexperience with
Facebook settings, while some of the concerns stem from Facebook’s own limitations
in terms of the privacy settings which are available to users. Some of Facebook’s
features are more suited to academic activities than others. However, students need to
be educated on these features and shown how to use the settings which are available
to them with regards to privacy. In such an open social system, privacy is still a major
concern in environments where more manageable privacy settings are required.

6 Conclusion and Recommendations

Driven by the results of the exploratory survey of the investigation into the current
state academic Facebook use, further investigations into the reasons for the low level
of academic Facebook use were conducted using in-depth interviews, focus group
discussions, and online discussions. The results revealed five main reasons behind
the low level of Facebook use for academic purposes.

The first reason for the limited level of academic Facebook use relates to the tech-
nological features and tools provided by Facebook. It is required more manageable
features to facilitate content organisation, content classification, content filtering,
and content retrieval seems to be essential for the effective use of Facebook in an
educational context. The second reason relates to the disturbance which might occur
as a result of the current design nature of social networking technologies, as well
as the current dominant non-academic use of Facebook. It is suggested that student
learning might be disturbed by Facebook’s integration of social and academic activi-
ties. The third reason for the limited academic use of Facebook relates to content. The
lack of relevant and resourceful content on Facebook influences its use for academic
purposes. Providing interactive, resourceful, and relevant content on Facebook and
other SNSs will encourage student engagement and academic use of SNSs. The fourth
reason for the low level of academic Facebook use relates the lack of teacher support.
The results of this research reveal that the potential application of Facebook within
the educational environment is still undervalued by lecturers, as they themselves are
active on Facebook socially rather than academically. The fifth reason relates to the
security and privacy concern of students in this open social environment, where more
manageable privacy settings are required.

The qualitative approach used in this study was shown to be useful, and it
contributed a great deal in terms of understanding the phenomenon and the current
challenges which are associated with the use of Facebook for academic purposes.
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Therefore, this research contributes to a better understanding of SNSs and their poten-
tial applications in education. Understanding the reasons behind the current limited
educational use of Facebook provides direction for educators and higher education
institutions towards more successful implementation. Finally, because this study used
one case study, future researchers may benefit from conducting multiple case studies
and comparing the results in order to overcome this limitation.
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