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Abstract 

Social media are technologies that have been widely appropriated in students’ daily lives. This has resulted in increasing 

research interest in the potential supportive role that social media can offer in learning contexts. To date a lot of 

research in the area of technology in education in general and social media in particular, has concentrated in the global 

north. This thesis contributes to the discussion offering a global south perspective from a small-scale study, but still of 

insightful significance. 

 

The aim of the research was to investigate student teachers’ relationships with social media with the focus on their 

conceptions and uses of social media in their daily lives and how they perceive the potential of adopting social media to 

support their learning. This is a qualitative study using Phenomenography as a research approach. Data was collected 

through focus group interviews using open-ended questions. The theoretical framework employed in the study 

combined technology appropriation theory and learning theory from Vygotsky’s sociocultural perspective as well as the 

concept of networked learning. Technology appropriation was used to conceptualise how social media was appropriated 

by students in their daily lives, while the sociocultural and networked learning theories provided the theoretical lenses 

for interrogating the adoption of social media in learning. The participants in this study were student teachers at a 

university in Namibia. They were identified using the purposive sampling method, and they represented two different 

teaching programmes and three different year groups. In total, 19 students participated through 3 focus group interviews. 

 

The research findings show that research participants conceptualise social media as mainly social platforms for 

communication, bridging social relationships and for expanding social networks. Their use of social media reflects their 

conceptions, while also showing tensions regarding online and real-life identities. There were variations in perceptions 

of online identities, with some participants viewing them as separate from real-life identities, and others considering 

social media identities to be direct representations of real-life behaviour. The findings also show that social networking 

sites like Facebook were the dominantly used types of social media, and mainly accessed through mobile phones. 

Students’ perceptions of social media as supportive learning tools show recognition of the learning affordances that the 

technologies offer, with evidence that students were already informally using social media to support their own and 

their peers’ learning. Futhermore, findings show how students recognise the supportive role of social media in lifelong 

learning and their professional development as teachers. They indicated how social media can be used to create learning 

communities and supportive professional networks to foster collaboration amongst themselves as teachers. Issues of 

appropriate usage of social media on the basis of exposure to and sharing of content were identified. Concerns about 

lack of control over content shared and about privacy were additional findings. 

 

The limitations of this research lie in the fact that it was limited to a small group of participants. The purposive sampling 

method used to identify research participants may also have led to bais in favour of only students who used social media 

and were interested in talking about it. However, this was necessary for methodological reasons since only participants 

with actual experience in using social media were in a position to share such experiences.  

 

Conclusions highlight how the research findings corroborate previous research, that students predominantly use social 

media for social purposes, and the popularity of the social networking site Facebook. Conclusions further suggest that 

decisions on the use of social media in formal learning should be guided by pedagogical goals and learning needs that the 

technologies can meet. Pedagogical interventions to articulate the learning affordances of social media are suggested and 

cautions about the conceptual tensions between the nature of social media and the practices of formal education are 

highlighted. Critical media literacy is recommended to equip students with competencies to critically deal with content 

consumption and sharing on social media. Future research is recommended to focus on pedagogical and learning 

appropriation of social media. 

Keywords Social media, networked learning, technology appropriation, sociocultural learning, technology integration 

in learning, teacher education, digital natives, phenomenography, conceptions, Namibia, global south 
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1  INTRODUCTION 

1.1  The information communication technology revolution  

Current discussions in the area of information communication technology are dominated by 

social media. Similarly, deliberations on the adoption of technology in education are also 

increasingly paying attention to social media, interrogating its potential to support learning 

and other educational goals. Existing research regarding social media in education has so far 

dominantly taken place in the global north. This study contributes to the discussion offering 

a global south perspective based on research carried out in Namibia. 

 

The revolution in information communication technology and the ideas behind it ushered in 

a new era characterised by the intensive use of computing technologies. Developments in 

the field of information communication technologies gathered pace in the last quarter of the 

20th century, with various visionaries and researchers predicting the subsequent widespread 

use of information technologies. Mark Weiser, an American researcher at the Xerox Palo 

Alto Researcher Centre in the 1990s, predicted the potential for computing technology to 

become an integral part of people’s lives. He claimed that “the most profound technologies 

are those that disappear. They weave themselves into the fabric of everyday life until they 

are indistinguishable from it” (Weiser, 1991, p. 94). His vision was to make computers 

technologies to “vanish into the background” and seamlessly integrate them into people’s 

lives, to achieve what he termed “ubiquitous computing” (ibid). Weiser’s idea was to spread 

access to computer technologies to all groups of people in society in the same way that radio 

had in previous years (ibid, p. 104).  

 

The “ubiquitous computing” idea of Weiser was complemented by William Halal (1992) 

who foresaw the growth of a global web of networks creating a “virtual community that 

transcends mass communications to provide electronically mediated relationships that 

actually turn the earth into a single global community” (Halal, 1992, p. 13). These visions 

and predictions have since been realised in the 21st century through the increasing global 

access and use of the Internet, resulting the social media phenomenon. Kim, Sohn and Choi 

(2011, p. 365) claim that there has been a rapid growth in social media growth at a global 
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scale accompanied by the increase in its use. It is however notable that this technological 

pervasiveness and the interconnectedness it enables has not impacted the different regions 

of the world in the same way due to the digital divide. Africa is one typical example 

frequently cited as the region left behind by the information technology revolution. Castells 

(2010, p. 93) even refers to it as “Africa’s technological apartheid”, typifying the idea that 

the continent is segregated from the global information technology networks.  

 

Castells’ description of Africa may still be accurate today, but one important aspect to 

consider is that a lot of new developments on the continent have taken place lately that are 

worth taking note of, especially in the area of mobile telecommunications. According to a 

recent World Bank report (Yonazi, Kelly, Halewood, and Blackman, 2011, p. 22), Africa 

started its own information communication technology revolution at the turn of the 21st 

century, mainly catapulted by improved mobile telecommunications infrastructure and 

increased mobile phone connectivity and access. The same report indicates a rise in mobile 

phone subscriptions on the African continent, from 16.5 million subscribers in the year 2000 

to 648.4 million in the year 2011 (Yonazi, Kelly, Halewood, and Blackman, 2011, p. 22). 

This is said to have put Africa into second place in terms of global mobile subscription 

growth, behind Asia (ibid). Furthermore, Internet access in Africa is reported to be mainly 

enabled through mobile broadband subscriptions rather than fixed-broadband as the case in 

technologically more advanced parts of the world. As for Namibia, the report indicates that 

there had been an annual growth rate of 41.5% between the year 2005 and 2011 in the 

number of mobile phone subscribers, with 93.3% of Internet users accessing it through 

mobile broadband (ibid, p. 160).  

 

Global and regional trends of communication technologies offer the broad setting within 

which this study was conceived. The proliferation of communication technologies may be 

more prevalent in the global north where the more technologically advanced countries are 

situated, but these trends are increasingly assuming global dimensions, impacting 

developing regions of the global south in similar, though unique ways. These trends are 

riding on latest developments in the field of communications technologies that are affecting 

all areas of human activity, including education. This has resulted in the asking of similar 

questions to those that are being grappled with globally.  
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1.2 Statement of the problem and research questions 

According to Kim, Sohn and Choi (2011, p. 365), the increased use in social media has 

sparked research interest in the phenomenon. Moreover, they argue that motivations and 

manners of social media use differ from one culture to another due to the fact that 

technology-mediated communication takes place within a cultural context. A bulk of 

existing research is considered to be biased towards the global north (Hew, 2011). In a 

review of published research studies focusing on the use of Facebook by students and 

teachers, Khe Foon Hew found that most studies done in the area focused on Anglo-

American undergraduate students, mainly from USA and UK, while studies from Africa are 

mainly limited to South Africa (2011, p. 669). Hew recommends that future research should 

be conducted in different countries to offer an insight into how sociocultural and 

geographical backgrounds may influence the use of Facebook, and social media in general. 

Namibia, being located in the global south and in Africa in particular, offers a rare 

perspective to ongoing discussions in this research area. 

 

Namibia has an Information and Communication Technology Policy for Education that 

stipulates that pre-service teachers and teacher educators are a priority group as far as the 

development of information communications technology (ICT) skills and their usage in the 

education process are concerned (MBESC, 2005). The Policy clarifies the educational goals 

of technology by stating that a lot of emphasis should be put on the:  

 

Pedagogical use of ICT as an integrated tool in the teaching-learning process at all 

levels in the educational system. Competence in the use of ICT by teachers, students, 

learners, and community members must be developed through a long period of 

guided practice and investigation (MBESC, 2005, p. 5). 

 

There is a belief today’s students have good competence in using ICT because they fall 

within a generational group of people born in the era pervaded by digital technologies, a 

generation that Marc Prensky called the digital natives or what Tapscott called net 

generation (Wodzicki, Schwämmlein & Moskaliuk, 2012, p. 9). Given this characteristics, 

today’s students are more likely to be users of social media, a trend that makes educational 

researchers and practitioners interested in the possibilities of using the same technologies 

for educational purposes. This is no different in Namibia where increased use of social media 
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by students has been observed, particularly in higher education settings. Nevertheless, there 

is limited knowledge about the nature of students’ current use of social media and how they 

perceive it. Research could help deepen understanding in this regard. In an effort to respond 

to this challenge, this research strives to answer the following research questions from within 

the Namibian higher education context: 

 

1. What are students’ conceptions of social media? 

2. How do students use and experience social media? 

3. How do students perceive the potential role of social media in supporting learning? 

4. What conclusions can be drawn regarding social media’s support for networked 

learning? 

1.3 Significance of the research 

The significance of this study is that it contributes to the discussion on social media and the 

adoption of new technologies by students from the perspective of developing countries in 

the global south. The use of ICT in education in the 21st century has become significant as 

enablers for knowledge development and sharing and for lifelong learning for education 

professionals in the context of knowledge societies (van Weert, 2006, p. 218). Namibia is 

aspiring to develop into a knowledge society by the year 2030. In essence, research on social 

media can offer an insight in how these technologies can be applied to teachers’ knowledge 

sharing and learning endeavours Namibia. Through representing the student perspective, the 

findings may also inform practice in the area of ICT integration in teacher education 

programmes, particularly in relation to social media use in learning and instruction. 

 

For students, the study offers a snapshot into their perceptions, experiences and practices in 

their use of social media. The findings may help students to critically reflect on their own 

social media practices. This would hopefully lead to improved practices in their use of the 

technologies to benefit their learning processes. At institutional level, the study may offer 

insights useful to policy making in terms of social media use by students on institutional 

Internet networks, and in considerations about the integration of social media applications 

into existing learning and instructional technological infrastructures. 
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1.4 Theoretical assumptions and starting point 

The theoretical starting point for this study in terms of ontology, the nature of reality, is that 

it assumes a constructivist view whereby reality is considered to be a construction of 

individuals. As such, individuals are bearers of the different ways of experiencing 

phenomena through their diverse, purposeful relations with the world (Marton & Booth, 

1997, as cited in Richardson, 1999, p. 67). It is on this basis that this study uses a qualitative 

method of research because the focus is on the meanings that individuals ascribe to social 

phenomena (Creswell, 2007, p. 37). Epistemologically, this study assumes that knowledge 

is not independent of the individual but rather a product of individual constructions, and as 

such the world is being studied through the perspective of research participants. However, it 

is notable to mention that in using the qualitative research method, this knowledge is a 

product of a co-construction between research participants and the researcher who also has 

his own background and conscious and unconscious biases. It is through reflexivity and 

continuous reflection on actions that qualitative researchers address these biases. 

Discussions at length on these issues will be done later in the thesis. 
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2  THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This theoretical framework is to “categorise and describe concepts relevant to the study and 

map relationships among them” (Miles and Humberman as cited in Rocco and Plakhotnik, 

2009, p. 122). In this chapter, I define the key concepts pertaining to social media and clarify 

the relevant theories and perspectives framing the study. Furthermore, I present a 

reviewrelevant literature, focusing on social media in higher education due to the fact that 

the study is also confined to university students. Existing debates and tensions in the field 

are briefly discussed in relation to each other and to the study.  

2.1 Overview and definition of social media 

Social media is a component of ICTs with a long history that, according to Kaplan and 

Haenlein (2010, p. 60), dates back to the 1960s with the invention of “Open Diary” by Bruce 

and Susan Abelson, later transformed into “weblog” and eventually blog. However, the 

concept in its current form was brought to prominence at the turn of the 21st century through 

the creation of Wikipedia in 2001 and the social networking sites My Space and Facebook 

in 2003 and 2004, respectively (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 60).  

 

Social media is defined as “a group of Internet-based applications that build on the 

ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and 

exchange of User Generated Content” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). Web 2.0 refers to 

an online platform that enables all willing users to continuously create and modify published 

content and applications in a participatory and collaborative fashion, while the User 

Generated Content deals with “the various forms of media content that are publicly available 

and created by end-users”, content that includes text, images and video (ibid). Kaplan and 

Haenlein differentiate the different types of social media under six main categories, namely 

collaborative projects, blogs, content communities, social networking sites, virtual game 

worlds and virtual social worlds. The focus here is limited on the first four types of social 

media. 
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2.1.1 Collaborative projects 

Kaplan and Haenlein (2010, p. 62) define collaborative projects as social media that enables 

joint and simultaneous creation of content by a number of users, and its two distinct types 

are wikis and social bookmarking software. Kear, Woodthorpe, Robertson and Hutchison 

(2010) define a wiki as “a browser-based software tool which enables users to 

collaboratively write, edit and link HTML-based documents” while providing a facility to 

“keep track of the modifications made by different users, and to enable changes to be 

reversed if necessary” (p. 219). The only things that wiki users need are a web browser and 

access to the Internet for them to create and edit web-based documents (Heng & Marimuthu, 

2012, p. 269). According to Kear, Woodthorpe, Robertson and Hutchison (2010, p. 219), 

wikis were originally founded on the principle of complete openness through allowing any 

web user the possibility to modify content. A good example of a wiki is Wikipedia, but 

another type of collaborative projects is social bookmarking software such as Delicious that 

enable people to collaboratively collect and rate Internet links and other media content 

(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 62). 

2.1.2 Blogs 

According to Sim and Hew (2010, p. 152), the term “blog” is the abbreviated form of 

“weblog”, first used in the late 1990s. Suzanne Stefanac’s (as cited in Deng and Yuen, 2011, 

p. 441), defines a blog as “easy-to-update website characterized by dated entries displayed 

in reverse chronological order”. The typical features of blogs are that they are web pages 

that are individually owned with hyperlinked posting structures whose updates are displayed 

in reverse chronological order, and postings are archived (Sim & Hew, 2010, p. 152). 

Baggetun and Wasson (as cited in Sim & Hew, 2010, p. 152) clarify that individual 

ownership of blogs means that individuals are responsible for the publishing blog content, 

moderating comments provided by readers, regulating readers’ rights and for modifying the 

appearance of  blogs. The most dominant form of blog content is text, although images and 

audio-visuals can also be part of the content (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010, p. 62). 
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2.1.3 Content communities 

“The main objective of content communities is the sharing of media content between users” 

(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 63). The authors state that communities share different types 

of media types, ranging from text and photos to videos and PowerPoint presentations. Some 

of the common photo and video sharing sites are Flickr and YouTube respectively. Flickr is 

“an online platform for storing, searching and sharing photos”, while YouTube is a “website 

where users are given an opportunity to upload, share and view videos (Gayathri, Thomas 

& Jayasudha, 2012, p. 3809). BookCrossing and Slideshare are examples of text and 

PowerPoint presentation sharing sites respectively (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 63). 

2.1.4 Social networking sites 

According to Boyd and Ellison (2008, p. 11), social networking sites (SNS) are web-based 

applications that enable users 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 and those made by others within the system”. Kaplan and 

Haenlein (2010, p. 63) add that users of social networking sites can include text, photos, 

video and audio files as well as blogs on their individual profiles, and they can also share 

the same types of content with other users on their network. 

 

The commonalities between all social media platforms are the idea of user generated content, 

modification and sharing of content through online social interactions, and the focus of this 

study is on research participants’ relationship with any of the platforms described above with 

respect to how they perceive and use them, and what they consider to be the learning value 

that these tools offer. 

2.2 Practice perspective in technology research 

The choice made in this study to investigate the use of social media from the perspective of 

students as users of the technology is based on the argument of the practice perspective of 

technology as advanced by Nina Bonderup Dohn who argues that the relationship between 

technology, attitude, and practice is a dialectical one in that “technology is developed out of, 

and in relation to certain human practices” (Dohn, 2009, p. 346). This means that 
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technological invention may address its utility, “but that the affordances of technology on 

their side give form to the activities that humans can undertake and the inventiveness that 

they can show” (ibid). Affordance in this context is “the perceived and actual properties of 

the thing, primarily those fundamental properties that determine just how the thing could 

possibly be used” (Norman as cited in Jamian, Jalil, & Krauss, 2012, p. 157). In Dohn’s 

view, affordances are not inherent features that determine how technology can or will be 

used by users regardless of their actual skills. Rather, they “are relational traits, dependent 

on what actual action possibilities actual agents have with them, given the physiologically, 

personally, and culturally dependent skills of these agents” (Dohn, 2009, p. 347). 

Furthermore, studies focusing on the use of technology rather than their purported utility, 

that is, what can be done with it, are vindicated by the fact that it is hardly the case that 

design visions of technology precisely correspond with the practices that develop with the 

technology after it has been implemented. Dohn attributes this to the notion that “the set of 

affordances that the technology actually turns out to have when situated in concrete practical 

settings with established ways of doing things is nearly always more complex than can be 

foreseen in advance” (Dohn, 2009, p. 347). 

 

As a practitioner in the field of education, it is much more interesting and meaningful to 

assume the practice perspective in this study to keep the focus on how social media is used, 

experienced and perceived in concrete situations. In agreement with Dohn, I maintain that 

the social media as technological tools for potential use in education matter more in terms 

of the affordances that users perceive in the technologies. I believe that the perceptions and 

conceptions that social media users have regarding the opportunities that social media offers 

them may influence the way they use these technologies, which in turn influences their 

practices. From this position, this study seeks to provide an insight into some Namibian 

university students’ actual use of and perception towards social media, and the possible 

implications for learning. 

2.3 Technology appropriation 

According to Dourish (2003, p. 467), technology appropriation to refers to “the way in which 

technologies are adopted, adapted and incorporated into working practice”. Appropriation is 

based on the assumption that the effect of technology is less a result of how it functions and 

more of how it is used by people as they try to meet their varying needs (DeSanctis & Poole, 
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1994, p. 122). Dourish adds that appropriation deals with the idea that technology users may 

use it towards new goals, outside the objectives for which such technology was originally 

designed, and as such, the concept of appropriation rests at the intersection of technical 

design and social practice (2003, p. 467). 

 

The theory of appropriation is relevant to the field of education and learning because this 

field is also characterised by human-technology interactions. In particular, appropriation is 

relevant in this study to explain the informal adoption and appropriation of social media by 

students. The concept of appropriation of technology in educational research has also been 

applied by Hemmi, Bayne and Landt (2009, p. 22) when they researched the pedagogical 

uses of social media such as weblogs, wikis and discussion boards, terming the academic 

and formal adoptions of social media technologies that were originally intended for social 

networking as appropriation and repurposing. This study utilises the appropriation theory in 

a similar mould. 

2.4 Social media and learning 

The phenomenon of social media is relevant to learning, particularly in higher education 

contexts, because of its characteristics that are in line with today’s expectations of students’ 

roles at that level of education (Bennett, Bishop, Dalgarno, Waycott & Kennedy, 2012, p. 

9). The authors argue that students at the higher education levels are exposed to multiple 

knowledge perspectives that in turn require them to develop independent and critical 

thinking skills. Students also need to develop the ability to independently and collaboratively 

evaluate information and media sources. Therefore, Bennett, Bishop, Dalgarno, Waycott and 

Kennedy (2012, p. 9) maintain, social media’s emphasis on active participation, user 

generation of content and collaboration correlates well with the creative and critical activities 

associated with higher education. It is the characteristic features of social media, such as the 

possibility to use technology to generate content without the need for high technical abilities 

and the sharing capabilities of social software that has led to a growing interest in social 

media’s potential benefits for learning and education. Social media tools such as, 

  

Wikipedia, Facebook, Myspace, YouTube, and many more have formed 

participative environments, allowing anyone to create, share, and modify content in 

an easy and intuitive way – even users with very limited technical expertise. 
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Platforms such as these have steadily lowered the barrier for knowledge sharing on 

the Web, and nowadays provide rich sources for knowledge acquisition. (Stocker, 

Richter, Hoefler & Tochtermann, 2010, p. 317). 

 

The characteristic features that today’s higher education students are expected to have as 

described earlier by Bennett, Bishop, Dalgarno, Waycott & Kennedy (2012), converge with 

social media technologies and their culture of creation, modification, collaboration and 

sharing, rendering such technologies relevant to learning because of the opportunities they 

potentially offer to practice the expected cognitive skills mentioned. Due to the dialogic and 

participative nature of social media, social-oriented theoretical perspectives were considered 

suitable as lenses in this research. Hence Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural perspective of 

learning and the concept of networked learning have been opted for as lenses to 

conceptualise learning through social media. 

2.4.1 Sociocultural learning theory 

The sociocultural learning theory is based on the work of Lev Semenovich Vygotsky. From 

this theoretical perspective, learning is conceived as “embedded in social and cultural 

contexts, and best understood as a form of participation in those contexts” (Boreham & 

Morgan, 2004, p. 308). According to Vygotsky (1978, p. 88), “human learning presupposes 

a specific social nature and a process by which children grow into the intellectual life of 

those around them”. It is the special focus of this theory on the significance of social 

interaction and its mediatory role in learning that makes it a relevant analytical lens for 

investigating learning in the context of social media. A basic tenet of the sociocultural 

perspective is that “an individual’s ability to perform cognitive tasks when acting alone 

presupposes and stems from a prior socialisation process” (Wegerif, Mercer & Dawes, 1999, 

p. 495). The key concepts of the sociocultural learning theory are mediation, internalisation 

and Zone of Proximal Development, and they will be discussed in detail to elucidate the 

theory’s conceptions of learning. 

 

The concept of mediation postulates the dialectic relationship that individuals have with their 

environment whereby they make use of tools or signs as mediators to act upon their external 

and internal world (Lantolf, 2000, Turuk, 2008). Vygotsky makes a distinction between a 

tool and a sign is that the former is externally oriented, and whose function is “to serve as 
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the conductor of human influence on the object of activity; it must lead to changes in 

objects”, while the latter is internally oriented as “a means of internal activity aimed at 

mastering oneself” (1978, p. 55). Therefore tools and signs are artefacts used to mediate 

one’s relationship with the outside world to shape social interactions and with the self, to 

regulate mental activity. According to Lantolf (2000, p. 1) these artefacts can be physical as 

well as symbolic, “created by human cultures over time and are made available to succeeding 

generations, which can modify these artefacts before passing them on to future generations”, 

and they include language and technological tools. Social media as technological tools are 

thus artefacts that can mediate people’s relationship with the world, enabling social 

interaction between people. 

 

Internalisation builds upon the concept of mediation by explaining how an individual’s 

interaction with the external world helps to facilitate their development through internalising 

shared experiences and meanings. Vygotsky (1978, p. 56) defines internalisation as “the 

internal reconstruction of an external operation” whereby from a child development 

perspective, 

 

Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the social 

level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people (interpsychological), 

and then inside the child (intrapsychological). This applies equally for voluntary 

attention, to logical memory, and to the formation of concepts. All the higher 

functions originate as actual relations between human individuals” (Vygotsky, 1978, 

p. 57).  

 

Internalisation reaffirms the role that social interaction plays in learning processes, not only 

for children but also for humans in general. Using language and other tools as mediators, 

interaction between people enables the sharing and negotiation of meanings and experiences.  

 

However, not every social interaction may lead to learning and the Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD) clarifies this affirmation. ZPD is defined as “the distance between the 

actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of 

potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in 

collaboration with more capable peers” Vygotsky, (1978, pp. 86-87). ZPD describes mental 

development prospectively rather than retrospectively suggesting that an individual’s social 
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interaction with other individuals that are of superior maturity or better expertise can help 

such an individual to grow and learn. Vygotsky argues that such social interaction helps the 

individual to gradually and independently solve problems that could previously be done only 

with the assistance of someone else, and this involves internalisation. Vygotsky (1978, p. 

90).further argues that, 

 

An essential feature of learning is that it creates a zone of proximal development; 

that is, learning awakens a variety of internal developmental processes that are able 

to operate only when the child is interacting with people in his environment and in 

cooperation with his peers. Once these processes are internalised, they become part 

of the child’s independent developmental achievement. 

 

Paula Moore (as cited in Wang, 2007, p. 151) adds to the interpretation of the sociocultural 

theory’s conception of learning, saying that, 

 

Children are surrounded by other people who interact and communicate with them. 

As they mature, they become part of the other social networks (e.g. schools, college, 

church, work, volunteer organisations) that continue to shape their thinking, learning 

and development through social interaction.  

 

The significance of sociocultural learning theory illustrates how learning could be conceived 

in the context of social media as a mediatory tool. In my view, the social networks that Paula 

Moore (cited in Wang, 2007, p. 151) refers to are today replicated through social media, and 

one would expect such networks to have similar effects in shaping the thinking and learning 

of those using them. This is because a lot of social interaction takes place through social 

media, albeit such interaction being virtual. If the social cultural learning theory offers the 

wider and perhaps vaguer framework to explain learning through social media use, 

networked learning, set within the framework of the former, offers a better and more direct 

relationship. 

 

The relevance of sociocultural learning theory to this study lies in the fact that social media 

serves as a virtual environment for social interaction. As such, it has potential for learning 

through its meditational role for social interaction and communication between people, and 

for enabling the creation of online communities. People that could otherwise not be able to 
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interact, due to, amongst other things, differences in time and place, are enabled through 

social media to do so, communicating through the use of text, voice, images and videos. 

2.4.2 Networked learning and social media 

Networked learning builds upon the sociocultural theory assumptions concerned with 

learning through interaction, participation and in relation to others or in connection with 

learning resources. Goodyear, Banks, Hodgson and McConnel (2004, p. 1) define networked 

learning as “learning in which information and communication technology (ICT) is used to 

promote connections: between one learner and other learners; between learners and tutors; 

between a learning community and its learning resources.” Echoing this definition are Jones, 

Ferreday and Hodgson (2008, 90), who further argue that networked learning suggests a 

relational view of learning. This means that learning takes place in relation to other people 

or in relation to resources, with the human-to-human interaction considered to be the most 

essential element in that relationship (Goodyear, Banks, Hodgson & McConnel, 2004, p. 2). 

 

The interactions in networked learning environments can be initiated through various means 

of communication, including text, voice, graphics, videos and shared workspaces, based on 

values of cooperation, collaboration, dialogue and participation (Goodyear, Banks, Hodgson 

& McConnel, 2002, p. 2). As such, networked learning uses the participation metaphor of 

learning that considers learning to be an interactive process involving participating in 

cultural practices and shared activities of relevant social communities (Sfard as cited in 

Hakkarainen, Palonen, Paavola & Lehtinen, 2004, p. 57). Hakkarainen, Palonen, Paavola 

and Lehtinen maintain that it is through participation that the participant’s cognition 

becomes transformed, structured and shaped through an assimilation of cultural resources, 

leading to the expansion of one’s intellectual resources. 

 

As per its definition, networked learning requires connective technologies, of which social 

media makes up a significant part. Through social media, people can connect with each 

other, develop access to and share resources, as well as communicate through various means, 

such as synchronously or asynchronously. The relational and participatory aspects of 

networked learning make social media relevant due to the fact that it can mediate the 

networking, creation of relationships, participation and sharing. 
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Figure 1 shows the relationship between key concepts in the theoretical framework. The 

figure shows that it is not only the social media technologies that can be appropriated in 

learning but most importantly the practices and ‘culture of such technologies, such as 

creation, sharing and social interaction. 

 

 
Figure 1: Technology appropriation, sociocultural theory and networked learning as lenses for 
conceptualising the adoption of social media in learning 

2.5 Review of research on social media in education 

In reviewing literature on social media, preference was given to research on students’ use 

and perceptions of social media in higher education settings, because these settings were 

closely related to this study. The review starts with a brief overview of the reasons behind 

recent research interest in social media and other related technologies. The discussion then 

shifts the focus on studies carried out on the use of specific social media tools in learning. 

Furthermore, attention is given to the existing tensions in the research field of social media, 

and to the non-learning uses of these technologies. Additionally, the review also addresses 

issues of technology and Internet access, and research on social media in developing 

countries in general. Similarly, attention is also given to Africa and Namibia in particular to 

give an insight into the general context of the study. 
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2.5.1  Assumptions guiding research on social media use 

Wodzicki, Schwämmlein and Moskaliuk (2012, p. 9) present the view that researchers and 

practitioners hold about today’s students, a view that in turn influences research 

assumptions. They talk about the idea of net generation or digital natives, terms introduced 

by Tapscott and Marc Prensky respectively, to refer to the group of people that were born 

after 1983 who grew up with digital technologies as an integral part of their lives. Wodzicki, 

Schwämmlein and Moskaliuk (2012, p. 9) state that the digital natives are considered to have 

highly advanced skills for operating Internet applications and to be more likely users of 

social media for educational purposes. Another argument advanced by Selwyn (as cited in 

Tess, 2013, p. 3), proposes that the nature of today’s students has changed in the sense that 

they greatly interconnected and creative, while their relationship with knowledge 

consumption and construction is also different from previous generations of students.  

 

There is, however, a perspective that is critical of this assumption about “digital natives” and 

“net generation”. Valtonen, Dillon, Hacklin and Väisänen (2010, p. 217) question the 

generalisation if the net generation phenomenon, especially the idea of grouping all people 

born within a particular time period into one homogenous group. Their study of high school 

and vocational school students found variations in students’ awareness of social media or 

social software tools, the extent to which they use them, their technology skills, as well as 

variations based on gender (Valtonen, Dillon, Hacklin & Väisänen, 2010, p. 217). Although 

the study by Valtonen, Dillon, Hacklin and Väisänen confirms some characteristics of the 

net generation as described by Tapscott and Prensky, such as the tendency to use Internet 

more and be familiar with digital technologies, they caution against generalising all people 

that were born after 1983 as uniformly displaying the same characteristics regarding 

technology use. 

 

Based on these assumptions and observations, interest in research on social media, 

particularly in higher education, has been growing in recent years, with researchers’ showing 

interest in the possibilities of integrating social media technologies, mainly used informally 

by students, into formal learning. The common argument for research focus on students’ use 

of social media tends to echo the claim of Wodzicki, Schwämmlein and Moskaliuk (2012, 

p. 9) when they say that understanding informal uses of social media can help to inform 

decisions on how they can be adapted to formal uses in learning through for example 
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improving the design of educational technologies, such as to create virtual learning 

communities. Although this study shares a similar perspective, expecting that a deepened 

understanding of how social media technologies are already being used by students can help 

inform instructional decisions and pedagogical practice, the issues involved are much more 

complex than alluded to in some cases. As such there is a need to maintain the caution 

advanced by Valtonen, Dillon, Hacklin and Väisänen in that oversimplification of 

phenomena such as the “net generation” or the prospects of appropriating social media in 

education may not help educators. The attention turns to research findings that support social 

media use in learning. 

2.5.2  Evidence of social media use in learning  

Several studies have been carried out on the use of social media in learning, mostly focusing 

on social networking sites for their popularity with students and dominance of the social 

media scene in comparison to for example collaborative and content communities such as 

wikis and content sharing sites, or blogs. In carrying out a recent literature review on social 

media research in higher education, Paul Tess (2013) confined his study to social networking 

sites because they are the most prevalent social media platforms. His review was limited to 

Facebook, MySpace, LinkedIn, Blog and Twitter which he considered to be the most 

prevalent types of social media. Typifying this prevalence, Tess (2013, p. 2).reported on a 

study carried out by Madden and Zickuhr that found 83% of young adults between the ages 

of 18-29 to be using social networking sites, with the majority using them on a daily basis. 

This is the age bracket within which most university students fall, including participants in 

this study. 

 

Reporting on his findings on the review of literature on social media’s role in higher 

education, Tess found a body of research results showing the positive perceptions and 

appropriation of social media in learning. In one study, students showed interest in using the 

Ning social network for communication with peers outside the classroom, which they also 

found more effective than communication in face-to-face settings (Brady, Holcomb & Smith 

as cited in Tess, 2013, p. 3). Referring to another study by Schroeder and Greenbowe that 

compared the use of Facebook with a course learning management system tool for course 

communication, Tess (2013, p. 4) notes that the study found four times more posts by 

Facebook users than by those that used the course learning management system. In another 
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study by Deng and Yuen investigating the learning affordances of blogs, they found blogs 

to be supportive of self-expression, self-reflection, reflective dialogue and social interaction, 

while creating sense of community and togetherness (Tess, 2013, p. 5). All these are aspects 

that are central to the sociocultural learning theory which holds that learning takes place 

through participation, dialogue and interaction with others.  

 

In a study that investigated students’ perceptions towards using Facebook group function as 

a learning management system found a combination of opportunities and limitations. Wang, 

Woo, Quek, Yang and Liu (2012, p. 435) found Facebook group to offer the basic functions 

of a learning management system by allowing activities such as “making announcements, 

sharing resources, taking part in online discussions and participating in weekly activities”, 

while also giving teachers enhanced control compared to using commercial tools. They 

report that an additional advantage is that teachers and students do not need to be friends on 

Facebook, usually a stumbling block for both in their willingness to adopt Facebook in 

learning, mainly on the basis of privacy. There were also limitations such as inability to share 

files in formats such as PowerPoint and PDF. There was also no options for administering 

surveys for course feedback, while the lack of a treaded structure to discussions was another 

limitation (Wang, Woo, Quek, Yang & Liu, 2012, p. 436).  

 

The concept of learning management system is a practical implementation of networked 

learning as defined earlier. The idea of connecting students with teachers, each other and 

with the learning resources that the learning management system does are all key features of 

networked learning. Additionally, the findings of Wang, Woo, Quek, Yang and Liu also 

reflect how research in the field of technology can quickly become obsolete due to the fast 

pace at which new technologies are being developed. For example it is currently possible to 

upload and share files through Facebook groups in the formats indicated above. There are 

also features for asking questions that can be used to create quick surveys within groups, 

although the limitation on the discussions still remains.  

 

Social networking sites may be the most popular forms of social media but not the types 

with potential for supporting learning. Blogs have also received research attention in the 

education field. In her discussion of the educational affordances of blogs, Judy Robertson 

(2011) outlines the different ways in which blogs can be used to support learning. She claims 

that blogs can be used to create learning communities of students and teachers, and enable 
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them to read, write and comment on blogs within a learning community, thereby enhancing 

interactivity and intellectual exchange (Robertson, 2011, pp. 1629-1631). Apart from the 

social interaction, Robertson points out that blogs can be useful web tools to promote self-

directed learning and reflection, aspects that are crucial for university students who need to 

manage and take responsibility of their own learning.  

 

Blogs are not only useful in academic but also in professional or internship learning. They 

provide an opportunity for students to apply cognitive, metacognitive and affective aspects 

of learning through sharing knowledge, reflecting on knowledge and experiences 

respectively Chu, Chan and Tiwari (2012, p. 991). In their investigation of students’ use and 

perceptions of blogs during internship, Chu, Chan and Tiwari report that blogs helped 

students to practice metacognitive skills through reflection on their knowledge and linking 

its application to practice (2012, p. 998). The study that involved two cohorts of students, 

one group doing nursing and another doing information management, found that students 

reflected on their learning, collaborated by reading and commenting on each other’s blogs 

and document their experiences. These are all learning activities that authors consider to be 

important to professional learning as they enable students to bridge the gap between theory 

and practice. To Chu, Chan and Tiwari, the lack of difference that they found in the way the 

two groups of students used and perceived blogs was evidence that blogs have potential for 

pedagogical application across academic disciplines. They however found that students 

whose blog use was linked to their course grade used blogs more frequently than those whose 

use had no bearing on their grades. This indicates the role that grades may play in students’ 

motivation to use blogs in learning  

 

Blogs’ affordances for social and cognitive interaction reflect networked learning and their 

pedagogical use as described by Chu, Chan and Tiwari are a form of technology 

appropriation and repurposing that Hemmi, Bayne and Landt (2009) have described. In 

terms of linkage to this particular research, the use of blogs in professional learning is 

significant. Student teachers who are the participants in this study carry out a great deal of 

professional learning through teaching practice internship activities. One can therefore see 

the potential learning opportunities that blogs may offer in this regard. Further discussion in 

this regard will be done during the discussion on the research findings later in this thesis. 
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So far the discussion has addressed the use of social networking sites and blogs in learning 

and pedagogical practices. Other types of social media that have received research attention 

are wikis. Wikis are said to offer opportunities for collaborative and participative creation 

of knowledge through their “structure enabling interaction and encouraging the users to 

participate, to think and to construct information together” (Gokcearslan & Ozcan, 2011, p. 

483). Educational uses of wikis include collaborative brainstorming of concepts, group 

authoring for students doing collaborative tasks, group annotation tool for sharing reading 

materials and for publishing of course resources (Duffy & Purns as cited in Gokcearslan & 

Ozcan, 2011, p. 484).  

 

Investigations on the use of wikis in specific academic areas show some of the theoretical 

affordances listed above. Studying the role of wikis in helping language students to be more 

reader-oriented and pay more attention to their structural and grammar correctness, Maria 

Kuteeva (2011, p. 50) reports that writing on a wiki made students to pay more attention to 

formal writing aspects of their texts such as grammatical correctness while students also 

corrected other students’ errors. Kuteeva (2011, p. 55) further found that students’ use of the 

wiki enhanced their consideration the audience and her research participants “singled out 

interaction, developing writing skills, access to others’ work, and learning others’ opinions 

as the main gains in using the wiki”. By this evidence, wikis show how they can support the 

type of learning that the sociocultural learning theory conceptualises, such as interaction 

between learners and internalisation of lessons learned, while enabling access to assistance 

from more advanced peers in the context of Zone of Proximal Development. 

2.5.3  Social media’s inherent tensions and social uses  

Amongst the enthusiastic views about the potential that social media applications offer to 

formal education, there is also a cautious voice that points to fundamental tensions between 

formal education practices and those of social media. Dohn (2009, p. 344) challenges the 

view that claims that co-opting the social media technologies in education will be easy 

because students are already using them, and that social media practices such “participation, 

communication, knowledge construction, and knowledge sharing” can be didactically taken 

advantage of (Dohn, 2009, p. 349).  
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Dohn points to the fundamental differences between the practices of social media and those 

of formal education concerning the nature of knowledge, learning and evaluation of learning. 

While web 2.0 emphasise participation and collaboration, the existing forms of evaluation 

in formal education requires the grading of students on individual basis with the implication 

that knowledge is possessed by the individual through acquisition rather than participation 

(ibid, p. 349). Dohn argues that these “inherent conceptual discrepancies that must be taken 

into account if one wants to realize these potential merits” of social media in formal 

educational practices. 

 

Apart from the conceptual tensions, research on social media indicates that current social 

media uses by students are mainly for social purposes. In the literature review by Tess (2013, 

p. 3), researchers Jones, Blackey, Fitzgibbon and Chew reported that some students, though 

having social networking accounts, preferred to separate their personal and social lives from 

their academic ones, thereby rejecting the idea of using social media for educational 

purposes. Corroborating these findings are Roblyer, McDaniel, Webb, Herman and Witty 

(2010, p. 138) who found that both students and teachers used Facebook for social purposes 

such as keeping in touch with friends and connecting with people that they have lost contact 

with. Although students were a little more positive towards the use of Facebook in education 

than teachers, considering it convenient, Roblyer, McDaniel, Webb, Herman and Witty 

conclude that they both primarily perceive the platform as a social tool.  

 

In their study of students’ use of StudiVZ, the German equivalent of Facebook, Wodzicki, 

Schwämmlein and Moskaliuk (2012, p. 13) claim similar findings whereby students mainly 

used the social network for social purposes like communicating with friends and mainly for 

social inclusion for new students who using the platform to connect with others. They report 

that the exchange of study-related knowledge was very minimal, accounting only for a fifth 

of the students. Another review of literature by Khe Foon Hew that focused on the use of 

Facebook by students and teachers corroborates other studies discussed. Hew (2011, pp. 

664-665) reports that students mainly used Facebook for social purposes, such as to maintain 

and make new friends, self-expression and to create an online presence for themselves. 

Additionally, students also used Facebook for entertainment, learning and information 

seeking, task management, and also as a storage platform for pictures, email addresses and 

friends’ birthdates. 
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Some research on social media has gone beyond students’ use of social media by 

investigating reasons why students use such technologies in the first place. One such study 

was carried out by Cheung, Chiu and Lee (2010), whose results showed the role of social 

presence as a factor influencing students’ decisions to join Facebook. Cheung, Chiu and Lee 

(2010, p. 1340) explain that the presence of other people on Facebook with whom 

individuals had social relations was instrumental in motivating those individuals to start 

using the social networking site. Furthermore, the authors found that social factors such as 

maintaining interpersonal connectivity and social enhancement, as well as entertainment, 

were the most significant in determining users’ intentions to use Facebook. 

 

At first glance, from an educational researcher’s perspective, findings such as reported above 

that emphasise the social significance of social media with less learning or educational 

connections may appear irrelevant. There is, however, a perspective that recognises an 

indirect relationship between social relations and learning. Wang, Scown, Urquhart and 

Hardman (2012, p. 10) allude to research carried out by McFadden and Munns that examined 

the significance of student-teacher and student-student social relations in the learning 

process, finding both types of relationships to be important factors in determining student 

engagement in learning. The research claims that students’ association with peer groups, 

both in class or in a broader community may lead to feelings of inclusion in the educational 

group and engagement in learning, or exclusion from the group and disengagement from 

learning. From this perspective, Wang, Scown, Urquhart and Hardman reason that social 

networks such as Facebook have the potential for influencing students’ feelings of inclusion 

and exclusion, and therefore impact on their learning process, although doing so indirectly. 

2.5.4  Social media research in developing countries 

Considering the fact that this study was carried out in a developing country, exploring 

existing research on social media use by students in developing countries helps to put the 

study into perspective. Research on information communications technology in education in 

generally rare in developing countries, especially in Africa, let alone research on emerging 

technologies such as social media. There is however some insightful studies that one can 

make reference to.  
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Pimmer, Linxen, and Gröhbiel (2012) carried out a study in Nepal on the use of social 

networking sites for learning purposes by undergraduate and postgraduate medical students, 

where they found that students predominantly used Facebook through their mobile phones 

(2012, p. 730). The study revealed that most the learning that students were engaged in on 

Facebook took place within a professional group environment where they interacted with 

some explicit forms of learning such as solving quizzes and cases presented by fellow group 

members, while also sharing external multimedia links (Pimmer, Linxen, & Gröhbiel, 2012, 

pp. 734-735). They however observed that there was no integration of the knowledge 

developed informally on the Facebook group into formal learning. They also raised concerns 

about the quality of knowledge being shared through social media when there is an absence 

of its moderation. Linking informal learning to formal learning contexts could be one of the 

challenges that education faces. The findings by Pimmer, Linxen, and Gröhbiel show how 

lack of coordination between learning carried out informally through social media and 

formal learning may lead to lost opportunities to take advantage of educational opportunities 

offered by the technologies. 

 

Access to ICT including the Internet dominates a lot of discussions on technology in 

developing countries. Undeniably social media, being web-based applications, is a topic that 

cannot ignore issues of Internet access because the topic is only relevant when such access 

is present. A study carried out recently in South Africa focused on this issue. Oyedemi (2012) 

mapped out the landscape of Internet access by university students in South Africa and found 

that most students accessed Internet through computer laboratories at their universities. 

Oyedemi found that access to broadband fixed Internet at home was limited and those with 

access mainly used mobile phones and mobile broadband services through 3G devices 

offered by local mobile telecommunications companies (Oyedemi, 2012, p. 306). Naturally 

students from urban centres had better access than those from rural areas, with mobile phones 

again being the dominant form Internet access in the latter areas. This implies that social 

media access for these students is also mainly through mobile phones. 

 

The trend of Internet access through mobile phones is mirrored on the African continent as 

a whole. In a policy brief on Internet access and use in Africa, Calandro, Stork and Gillwald 

(2012) reflect the low Internet access on the continent but indicate how the mobile phone is 

becoming the main entry point for adopting Internet. All countries surveyed showed a 

remarkable increase in Internet use between 2007 and 2011 with Namibia, South Africa and 
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Ghana doubling the number of Internet users, and Botswana even quadrupling that figure, 

in the four year period (Calandro, Stork & Gillwald, 2012, p. 2). Daily Internet use for all 

countries involved also increased steadily, with Rwanda showing the greatest leap from 11% 

daily Internet users in 2007 to 57% in and 2011 (Gillwald, 2013, p. 22). In terms of 

applications used for communication purposes, all countries show that email and social 

networks are utilised for to this end. Interestingly, Internet users in Namibia and South Africa 

use more social networking sites such as Facebook more than email (Calandro, Stork & 

Gillwald, 2012, p. 3). 

 

Further information on Namibian Internet access show that half of Internet users accessed 

Internet for the first using the mobile phone. Namibians are also reported to use the Internet 

mainly to access social networking sites, find information or send and receive emails (Stork, 

2011, p. 17). Stork also found that the majority of Facebook users in Namibia fall between 

the ages of 18 to 34, with the age group of 18 to 24 being the majority users of the social 

media platform (2011, p. 23). Reasons for the dominance of mobile phone as the medium 

for Internet access are mainly cost related, in this case mobile phones being cheaper both as 

a device and in terms of Internet cost compared to computers and Internet also being cheaper 

in comparison.   

 

Based on the findings reported on Internet and social media access and use in developing 

countries and Africa in general, and in Namibia in particular, certain conclusions can be 

made. Firstly, Internet access is still limited but growing exponentially in recent years. 

Secondly the mobile phone is the dominant means used to access the Internet. Thirdly, social 

media, especially social networking sites such as Facebook are widely used by those with 

access to the Internet, and in Namibia, Facebook users are demographically dominated by 

the age group that one expects to be close to completing secondary school or who are at 

university and other tertiary education institutions. The trend of Internet use and the profile 

of social media users further vindicates the focus of this study in its investigation of social 

media use and experiences by university student teachers. 

2.5.5  Challenges and the critique towards the appropriation of social media in learning 

It is a good thing observing the growing interest in social media research which helps 

towards creating evidence-based argument for the effective and meaningful integration these 
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technologies in learning. There are however some technology-centric researchers who 

appear to perceive the negative or slow reception of new technology in higher education, 

particularly by teachers, to be a bad thing. For example Roblyer, McDaniel, Webb, Herman 

and Witty (2010, p. 134) describe educators as laggards for their slow adoption of new 

technology innovations in education. They appear to imply that educators should welcome 

new technologies and allow students to bring them into the classroom instead of asking for 

their disposal at the door entrance, as they colourfully put it.  

 

Nevertheless, from a pedagogical perspective, this is a rather questionable view since any 

technology being adopted in the classroom should be based on the pedagogical value and 

learning affordances it offers, and not simply for being available. There is legitimacy in the 

view such as by Friesen and Lowe (as cited in Tess, 2013, p. 3) who argue that the adoption 

of social media in learning should not take place simply because of the readily availability 

of these technologies or for the perceived affordances. Friesen and Lowe’s scepticism is 

vindicated by the findings of a study that highlights the challenges involved in implementing 

web 2.0 or social media technologies in higher education carried out by Bennett, Bishop, 

Dalgarno, Waycott and Kennedy. 

 

Firstly Bennett, Bishop, Dalgarno, Waycott and Kennedy (2012, p. 532) challenge the notion 

that students’ prior experience with social media play a role in students’ uptake of the 

technologies in educational settings, claiming that the skills required can be learned quite 

quickly, although the time and workload involved may be a significant factor. Institutional 

limitations in supporting social media technologies was one of the challenges identified, 

mainly due to the fact that these technologies are new and therefore most likely not to be 

integrated in many educational institutions’ technological infrastructure (Bennett, Bishop, 

Dalgarno, Waycott & Kennedy, 2012, p. 532).  

 

A significant challenge identified involves the fundamental tension between social media’s 

practices of participation, distributed authorship and collaboration on one hand, and the 

educational practices that are still designed to accredit individuals towards their 

qualifications on the other hand. The authors recognised the incoherence between 

pedagogical designs and learning outcomes typical of current educational practices and the 

design of social media, leading to a dilemma to either reshape education to mirror social 

media’s affordances or adapt the technologies to conform to the educational environment. 
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All these are complex challenges that do not have easy solutions. It also implies that the idea 

to adopt social media technologies without sufficient understanding of the challenges 

involved will make it difficult to address such difficulties when they arise. Continued 

research in this field may help to contribute towards better understanding and hopefully 

finding solutions. 

 

Continuing their scepticism towards the idea of unquestioningly adopting social media for 

educational purposes, Friesen and Lowe (2012) interrogate this notion, implying that there 

is a big picture that is being missed. They argue that the business design of social media such 

as Facebook “are inseparable from the type of user experience that they provide. Built-in 

conditions of use restrict these services’ information design in ways that significantly detract 

from learner control and educational use” (Friesen & Lowe, 2012, p. 184). This means that, 

being commercial entities and deriving their revenue through selling advertisements to users, 

social networking sites may actually limit the learning environment that is envisioned and is 

sought after by educators. Since arguments in support of social media use in education cite 

their affordance for social interaction, debate and connection to content, Friesen and Lowe 

(2012, p. 190) contend that the such opportunities may be limited because social media as 

business looks after the interests of advertisers more than those of users, resulting in the 

reconciling of the interests of the latter with those of the former. 

 

One can take the caution being advanced by Friesen and Lowe into consideration when 

dealing with debates on the appropriation of social media in learning, to be mindful and not 

lose sight of the fact that the free social media is primarily commercial businesses whose 

business design influence the type of content they host that users interact with. Another 

important concern that is related to this argument, though not explicitly addressed by Friesen 

and Lowe, is that of responsiveness of social media technologies, or the role players, to the 

pedagogical needs of education. Given the reality that commercial interest come first, it is 

doubtful how much power educational users have in influencing change in, for example, the 

design of social media platforms to better meet learning needs, when pitied against powerful 

advertisers and their own interests. It also makes one wonder whether there will always be 

tension between the interests of social media users and those of the owners of the technology, 

since the latter are more focused on satisfying their business interests and pleasing their 

commercial clients.   
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3  RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This chapter describes the research methodology and methods adopted in this study. In line 

with Tight’s (2012, p. 184) differentiation between methodology as the underlying approach 

and philosophical standpoint of a research study and methods as the techniques used for data 

collection, I will use these two terms in the same manner. The methodology adopted is 

qualitative research using a phenomenographical approach, and the data collection methods 

used were interviews, specifically the focus group interview method. I proceed in this 

chapter by presenting the definitions of qualitative research and Phenomenography, and 

explaining how this research approach was applied in the study. Furthermore, I describe the 

research setting, the research process and discuss how ethical issues were considered and 

addressed.  

3.1 Qualitative research methodology 

Qualitative research is a difficult term to define due to its overarching nature by virtue of the 

various research approaches that fall under its umbrella, each suiting certain research goals 

or philosophical standpoints. Being a novice to the field of qualitative research, I found the 

definition offered by Denzin and Lincoln (as cited in Creswell, 2007, p. 36) to be quite 

insightful and descriptive by means of its overarching nature. According to them, 

 

Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It 

consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that makes the world visible. These 

practices transform the world. They turn the world into a series of representations, 

including field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and 

memos to the self. At this level, qualitative research involves an interpretive, 

naturalistic approach to the world. This means that qualitative researchers study 

things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, 

phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them. 

 

I consider this to be a description rather than a definition as it outlines the key features of 

qualitative research. They include the idea that researchers using this qualitative research 

engage with their subject of research in its natural world; hence it is called a naturalistic 

approach. Qualitative researchers do not simply report on the hard findings but they try to 
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make sense of them in terms of the meanings that people effect on them. According to 

Ritchie and Lewis (2003, p. 3), what makes qualitative research a unique methodology is 

that it is “directed at providing an in-depth and interpreted understanding of the social world 

of research participants by learning about their social and material circumstances, their 

experiences, perspectives and histories”.  

 

Creswell (2007, p. 37) defines qualitative research methodology by emphasising its design 

aspects and offering a succinct description of the research process, starting from the 

philosophical assumptions through to procedures used to study social phenomena. 

  

Qualitative research begins with assumptions, a worldview, the possible use of a 

theoretical lens, and the study of research problems inquiring into the meaning 

individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem. To study this problem, 

qualitative researchers use an emerging qualitative approach to inquiry, the 

collection of data in a natural setting sensitive to the people and the places under 

study, and data analysis that is inductive and establishes patterns or themes. The final 

written report or presentation includes voices of participants, the reflexivity of the 

researcher, and a complex description and interpretation of the problem, and it 

extends the literature or signals a call for action. 

  

This study, by virtue of its investigation of the perceptions, meanings and experiences (that 

research participants have of the social media phenomenon), was most suited to the 

qualitative research methodology. As typical of qualitative studies, this research involved a 

social engagement between the researcher and research participants by entering their world, 

the natural setting. The philosophical assumptions of qualitative research also resonate with 

those of this study in terms of ontology, epistemology and approach. 

 

According to Creswell (2007, p. 16), ontological assumptions explain the nature of reality, 

its characteristics and how it can be related or explained. Creswell maintains that acceptance 

of multiplicity of reality is a key characteristic of qualitative research. He further states that 

that evidence of the multiple realities that researchers commit to should be represented in 

the reporting of research results. Epistemology, on the other hand, is concerned with the 

nature and forms of knowledge, how it can be acquired and how researchers get to know it. 

Epistemologically, as Creswell explains, qualitative research assumes that knowledge is 
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gained through participants’ experiences and knowledge of their world. For this reason, 

qualitative researchers engage directly with research participants in the field. The empirical 

process presented later explains how engagement with the research participants was made 

in their natural setting. 

 

The choice of research approach in qualitative research depends on the nature of the 

phenomenon being studied and how participants can best provide or share their knowledge 

with the researcher. This study is concerned with people’s perceptions, conceptions and 

experiences of a phenomenon. As such, the research approach of Phenomenography was 

considered most suitable. 

3.2 The Phenomenography research approach 

Phenomenography is a research approach that concerns with the different understandings of 

reality. It is a research approach “for mapping the qualitatively different ways in which 

people experience, conceptualise, perceive, and understand various aspects of, and 

phenomena in, the world around them” (Marton, 1986, p. 31). The main concern of 

Phenomenography is neither phenomena that are experienced or conceived, nor the abstract 

thoughts independent of concrete experience, but rather the relations between people and 

their surrounding world (Ibid).  

 

Marton establishes that the goal of researchers using this research approach is to state 

people’s conceptions of the world instead of giving accounts about the world itself. 

Therefore, phenomenographers deal with the ‘second order’ perspective that is concerned 

with the description of the experience by those that experienced it, how things appear to 

them (Marton, 1986, p. 33; Ashworth & Lucas, 1998, p. 415). Phenomenography is claimed 

to have emerged from educational research carried out in Sweden in the late 1960s and early 

1970s with the objective of seeing the world from the students’ perspective by studying their 

conceptions of subject matter in various disciplines (Ashworth & Lucas 1998, p. 415). For 

phenomenographic research, the main unit of analysis is the relationship between the 

research subjects and an aspect of the world, or a phenomenon. In that way, 

Phenomenography does not investigate people or phenomena but rather sets out to portray 

the relationship between the two by describing the conceptions, perceptions, experiences, 

etc., that people have regarding a specific phenomenon.  
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Phenomenography was deemed suitable for this research because it corresponds to the 

research goals. The questions being investigated in this study deal with how research 

participants conceptualise and experience social media, and how they perceive the potential 

use of such technology in learning. These are the same key concepts that Phenomenography 

is concerned with, namely conceptions, experiences and perceptions.  

 

Historically, research on students’ conceptions in educational settings has concentrated on 

learning by investigating the different ways in which students conceptualise learning, and 

the pioneer in this area being Roger Säljö whose study dates back to 1979 (Tsai, 2009, p. 

1092). In the case of learning, Tsai (2009) believes that investigating students’ conceptions 

is important in education because “when educators gain a full understanding of student 

learning, they can design better teaching, curricula or instructional environments for 

learners” (1092). Furthermore, “students’ conceptions of learning relate to what they believe 

the purpose and process of learning are” (Benson & Lor as cited in P. Tsai, C. Tsai, & 

Hwang, 2011, p. 137). In the same vein, investigating students’ conceptions of social media 

allows a better understanding of what students believe to be the purpose of such 

technologies, and therefore make better decisions regarding which or how social media 

technologies that students use informally may be adopted for educational purposes.  

3.3 Focus group interview 

Phenomenography recommends the use of interviews as the primary method of data 

collection because of its primary objective being that of describing things, not as they are, 

but rather as they appear to people (Marton, 1986, pp. 33, 42). Interview questions are 

recommended to be as open-ended as possible to afford research participants the freedom to 

choose the dimensions of the questions that they would answer. Working in line with this 

argumentation, this study used the interview method through focus group.  

 

Focus group interview is a qualitative data collection method that requires the grouping of 

people with specific characteristics to provide data relevant to the research topic through 

discussions (Krueger & Casey as cited in Cheng, 2007, p. 194). It is a form of group 

interview that relies more on the interaction amongst research participants rather than just 

between participants and the researcher to generate data with the goal of yielding a collective 

instead of an individual view (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007, p. 376). The social 



31 

 

 

environment within which research participants interact during the focus group interviews 

contributes to the depth of data. This is because research participants are not simply 

researcher-directed by responding to questions posed, but they also: 

  

Listen, reflect on what is said, and in the light of this consider their own standpoint 

further. Additional material is thus triggered in response to what they hear. 

Participants ask questions of each other, seek clarification, comment on what they 

have heard and prompt others to reveal more. (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003, p. 171). 

 

There are advantages for using the focus group interview method, some of which have 

already been presented above. One important element that is reflective of qualitative 

research overall is the idea that focus group interviews present more natural environments 

for research participants whereby they influence and are influenced by others in the same 

way they are in real life settings (Krueger & Casey as cited in Ritchie & Lewis, 2003, p. 

171). Challenges to this method include the possible limitation of diversity of opinions 

shared due to group norming or the dominance of particular group members. Nevertheless, 

there are techniques that the researcher can use to accentuate the advantages while 

minimising the adverse effects. These will be discussed later when describing the carrying 

out of interviews. 

 

The characteristic features of the focus group interview method stated above, such as the 

naturalistic settings they offer to participants and the influence of social and group dynamics 

in deepening and enriching data, were the reason I opted for the method. Apart from helping 

to enrich data, I was also convinced focus group interviews would make the data collection 

process effective. I collected the data at a time when I was concurrently on a teaching 

internship at the research site, and due to my status as a teacher, there was a possibility that 

students would feel uneasy if in the one-to-one interviews. The group setting on the other 

hand offered them a relative sense of security to engage both with me and with the topic. 

Additionally, social media was a topical and current issue at the time and as such, interest in 

discussions related to the topic could develop more naturally within a group setting that 

resembles how similar discussions may have been taking place outside the research context. 
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3.4 Empirical Research Process 

3.4.1 Description of the research site 

The setting of the study was at one of the campuses of the University of Namibia. This 

campus had a student population of about 380 students. At the time of the study, there were 

two types academic programmes offering different teaching qualifications being, namely a 

3-year diploma and a 4-year degree. The diploma students were all in their final year of 

studies, while the degree students had two groups, first year and second students. The student 

population had a multicultural character, with students originally from various parts of the 

country, including a combination of countryside and urban origins. The age range of the 

general student population at the university campus was from 17 to over 30 years of age.  

 

In terms of computer infrastructure, the campus had two main computer laboratories with 

40 computers each. Additionally, there were over 20 computers in the library for student 

usage. Students had access to free wireless Internet that allowed them to make use of their 

own desktop computers, laptops or mobile phones and tablets. Wireless Internet was 

accessible at both the classes and at the campus residence where some students lived. Other 

students commuted daily from home to school. All students go through two ICT related 

courses during their studies. There is a general computer literacy course that aims to develop 

their computer usage skills in general with a focus on office software skills. With all students 

at the campus being trained to be teachers, the other course aims to develop students’ skills 

in integrating media and technology in pedagogy as future teachers, and also in their own 

learning process both during their studies and beyond. 

3.4.2 Procedures in accessing the research site 

Data was collected during my internship assignment that I carried out at the same premises. 

Upon arrival at the establishment, I used a letter to inform the dean of the university campus 

about details of my the research project, including who the research subjects were going to 

be, how I planned to protect their privacy through ensuring their anonymity, and detailing 

ways I would seek their consent. The letter also detailed the timetable of my research project 

from initial site entry to eventual site exit (see Appendix A). This was a necessary 

undertaking to fulfil, in terms of the general research ethos and norms, as well as the specific 
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institutional research ethics guidelines of the University of Namibia that I had to adhere to. 

This process went smoothly as I received the necessary support from all relevant authorities 

to facilitate the successful execution of the research project. 

3.4.3 Identification of participants: Purposive sampling 

Purposive sampling is a sampling method by which researchers select research participants 

for a specific purpose on the basis of a certain typicality or possession of the particular 

characteristics being pursued (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007, p. 115). One important 

factor considered in using the purposive sampling method was to maximise the chances of 

research participants’ familiarity with the research topic, so that they would have something 

to say during the interviews. Using focus group interviews, which are “contrived settings, 

bringing together a specifically chosen sector of the population to discuss a particular given 

theme or topic” (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007, p. 376), also necessitated purposive 

sampling. Additionally, Phenomenography postulates that “we cannot describe a world that 

is independent of descriptions” (Marton, 1996, p. 175). Therefore, in order for research 

participants to be able to describe and relate the experience of social media, they had to be 

social media users. 

 

Three groups of students participated in the focus interviews; each group being drawn from 

each academic programme and year group. The goal was not to achieve representativeness 

but rather to increase the opportunity for variation in views during discussions. At the same 

time, the selected groups were homogenous in the way that each group was made up of a 

single year group. The idea was to enhance group cohesion and facilitate intergroup 

communication resulting from participants’ familiarity with each other. However, 

participants in each group were not necessarily close acquaintances. 

 

Each group was selected differently simply on the basis of convenience. For the first group, 

I approached a student leader who identified fellow students interested in and familiar with 

the topic. The second group was selected through making an open announcement in class 

during a lesson that all students in that particular year group were attending. I briefly 

informed them about the research, and then invited them to volunteer for the interview by 

registering their interest with me. Details about the research study were then communicated 

to those that approached me. While the final group was identified through a student that I 
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randomly approached around the university and whom I requested to find fellow students 

that were interested in the discussion.  

 

Table 1: Information about research participants 

Focus 

group 

Date Academic programme Academic 

year 

Number of participants 

Female Male Total 

1 04.07.2012 Basic Education Teacher Diploma Final year 1 5 6 

2 01.08.2012 Bachelor of Education First year 4 3 7 

3 15.08.2012 Bachelor of Education  Second year 3 3 6 

Total participants 8 11 19 

3.4.4 Carrying out of interviews  

The interviews were carried out in a silent room in the university library for logistical and 

practical reasons such as being a venue easy to direct students to, and being a quiet. Prior to 

each interview, participants were informed about the voluntary nature of their participation 

and their rights to withdraw at any stage. Additionally, they were given a document detailing 

the nature of research being carried out and how the data collected was to be stored, analysed 

and used (Appendix B). At the start of each session, participants were also given a consent 

form (Appendix C), which they read and signed. All interviews were recorded with a voice 

recorder. 

 

I used semi-structured questions applying an interview guide approach where the “topics 

and issues to be covered are specified in advance, in outline form” (Cohen, Manion & 

Morrison, 2007, p. 353); but during the interviews, I decided on the sequence and wordings 

of the questions to suit the direction that each interview takes, and also to phrase the 

questions in ways that participants could best understand.  

 

Participation in the discussions appeared natural and there was no observable indication of 

participants holding back on their opinions. I attribute this natural flow to the fact that they 

were all familiar with each other, as well as with the topic. Also important, social media as 

a topic of discussion was not a problematic subject to discuss, and I got the impression that 

the conversations were easy and unrestrained. Equally significant, the purposive selection of 

the group was such that all participants were enthusiastic about the topic and were excited 
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to discuss it. Additionally, I think that the voluntary nature of participation made the 

motivation to participate more intrinsically driven. 

3.4.5  Ethical considerations 

Qualitative research requires the researcher to be conscious of particular ethical issues in the 

process of carrying out research. Some of the ethical considerations made in the process of 

conducting this study have already been presented earlier in this chapter and also other 

chapters of this thesis, such as in the introduction and in the data analysis chapters. These 

include issues such as researcher positioning, the theory chosen, power position in relation 

to research participants, and inherent bias in qualitative research. Here I explain how other 

key ethical concerns were addressed.  

 

Prior to the collection of data I had ethical concerns of power relations between me and the 

research participants. I wondered how my position at the research site would affect the data 

production process because I was concurrently doing my internship at the same institution 

as I carried out the interviews. My duties involved teaching, which made me a staff member 

and consequently there was a possibility that my status would affect students’ participation 

in the research. I wondered whether they would feel coerced by assumed power relations, 

and whether they would feel free to express themselves in the interviews.  

 

I addressed this challenge through observing procedures of seeking informed consent. I 

created a document that I called ‘Information for participants in a research project’ (see 

appendices – not currently attached) in which I declared my research intentions, informed 

the participants about the voluntary basis of their participation and how their privacy would 

be protected. I also created a consent form that they had to sign before partaking in the 

interviews. The form required them to certify that they were 18 years or older, which is 

Namibia’s universal adult suffrage age. There was one participant who was turning 18 during 

the week that I planned to conduct the interview, and so I had to shift the original date to a 

later date to ensure that she could participate. Due to the fact that participants took part on 

voluntary basis and showed eagerness during the process, and because other potential 

participants declined or showed no interest, it was safe to assume that participants were not 

did not take part through a sense of being coerced. 
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My other concern involved my biases as a researcher. Phenomenography requires 

researchers bracket their own experiences through adopting a ‘deliberate conscious naiveté́, 

allowing research participants to explore their own meanings without imposing the 

interviewer's understanding’ (Kvale as cited in McCosker, Barnard & Gerber, 2003, p. 3). I 

was a regular user of social media and clearly had preconceived ideas about it. I was 

therefore concerned about how my level of knowledge and feelings about the topic might 

interfere with the interview process and affect ‘bracketing’ process required in 

Phenomenography. I wondered whether I would lead participants towards answers that I 

wanted to hear or unintentionally show disapproval of responses that were different from 

my own understanding.  

 

In order to address this concern, I engaged in informal conversations with students around 

the university campus, casually discussing different aspects of social media. Some 

discussions on the topic incidentally came up during the teaching process as part of my 

internship. These interactions helped me to become acquainted with some of the possible 

views I might expect to encounter in the subsequent interviews. The pre-interview 

discussions also helped me to adjust some my interview questions. Based on the fact that I 

planned to use open-ended interviews, I deemed unnecessary to carry out pilot interviews 

because there were no standardisation of questions and answers or answers expected. I 

expected each interview to take a unique direction.  

 

The other bias integral to the research design itself. I as the researcher, I naturally decided 

what to research on and which questions to ask, actions to which participants had not 

contributed. Qualitative research also involves the researcher as a research instrument and I 

co-constructed the data produced. That therefore meant that I had a strong bearing on the 

direction that the study took. However I think that some aspects are inevitable especially for 

qualitative studies in social sciences as Schutz puts it, research is basically “constructs of the 

constructs made by the actors on the social scene” (cited in Richardson, 1999, p. 68), those 

actors being the researcher and the research participants. In this regard I believe that, 

although as a researcher I had some power in the conception and direction of the research 

process, the interactive nature involved and the fact that participants voluntarily participated 

in a way made in a shared process between the participants and myself. 
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3.5  Data analysis 

Phenomenography has a particular approach to data analysis that follows a series of steps 

depending on the source of data used. In this section I describe how the collected data was 

analysed by describing the process step by step. The focus group interview used the guide 

displayed in Table 2. The table also shows the connection between the research questions 

and the interview guide, indicating how data was gathered.  

 

Table 2. Interview questions used to address the research questions 

Research question Interview question 

1. What are students’ conceptions of social 

media? 

 Ideas that come to mind when participants 

hear the term ‘social media’ 

 How they define social media 

 

2. What are students’ uses and experiences of 

social media? 

 The variety of social media tools that they 

use 

 How they connect to social media/Internet 

 The content that they consume on social 
media 

 What they share on social media 

 Participants’ concerns when using social 
media 
 

3. How do students perceive the potential role 

of social media in supporting learning?  

 The possibilities participants see in using 

social media in learning 

 Opportunities that social media offer in 
supporting lifelong learning beyond 
participants’ university studies 
 

4. What conclusions can be drawn regarding 

social media’s support for networked 

learning? 

 

Note: Question 4 was not addressed during the interview as it is more theoretical and derives its 

answers from the research results (Interview guide found in Appendix D) 

 

The first research question dealt with research participants’ conceptions, while the second 

question addressed their experiences and uses of social media. Marton defines conceptions 

as “ways of experiencing something” or “what something is seen as” (1996, p. 180), and 

experience is “an internal relation between person and world” (p. 177), a relation that takes 

place through the ways that an individual interacts with the world. Although Marton equates 

conceptions and experiences, in the context of this study, conceptions is used to refer to how 

research participants see social media or what it means to them, while their experiences 

denote the way they interact with and use social media. 
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the background of what the other participants in the investigation have said about the 

same thing. (Marton, 1996, p. 182) 

 

The creation of meaning units was achieved by comparing individual responses to different 

questions as well as to other participants’ responses. All the identified meaning units were 

given different labels that illustrated the differences and similarities between them. This 

process of identifying the qualitatively different meanings in the meaning units represents 

Step 3 in Figure 2. As described by Marton (1986, p. 43), I then formulated the first level 

categories of description that I classified on the basis of their differences. In Figure 3, these 

categories are social platform, social networking site and social extension. 

 

Meaning units 1st description 
categories 

 

Figure 3: Meaning units and Level 1 Categories of Description 

 

In step 4 (Figure 2) of the data analysis process, the similar first level categories of 

description were grouped under more abstract concepts that described the common meanings 

that the categories shared. The goal was to find meanings in the categories. The research 

questions were used to interact with the data in an iterative process while using quotes to 

support each category, thereby ensuring coherence between interpretation and data (Marton, 

1986, p. 43). Finally when categories were distinguished on the basis of their similarities, 

more abstract concepts were created to describe these groups of categories. This culminated 

into the creation of the third level of categories of description (step 5 in Figure 2). In Figure 

4 below, an example of the second level category is social bridge. Throughout the process, 

subordinate categories of description closest to the quotes were more specific compared to 

the subsequent ones that are broader and more abstract. The third level of categories of 

description in indicated in step 5 (Figure 2) were the final level of analysis. This third level 

Social platform

Platform to meet & communicate; 
Tools for maintaining social ties; 

Convenient form of communication 
(1,1; 1,2; 3,1; 2,2; 3,3)

Social 
networking site

Facebook (1,1; 2,1; 
3,1; 2,2; 3,3)

Social extension

Expand social network, meet new 
friends; Means to publicise self; Link 

with people beyond immediate 
surroundings (2,2; 

1,3; 5,1; 5,3; 3,1; 8;2)
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of categories is closely related to the research questions and for that reason it is these 

category labels are used to organise the presentation of research results in the following 

chapter. 

 

Meaning units 1st description 
categories 

2nd description 
categories 

 

Figure 4: Second level of Categories of Description 

 

The data analysis was a labour-intensive process that involved adjusting and readjusting 

categories, testing and redefining them until they were stable and distinct. In some cases 

there was a challenge trying to match quotes to categories as some quotes supported 

meanings in more than one category. In such cases, the context of the quotes was used clarify 

the suitability to the categories (Marton, 1986, p. 42). When I was satisfied with the formed 

categories and their stability, I created charts that show the relationship between the meaning 

units and the various category levels. A simplified version of the mapping of level 2 and 3 

categories of descript is found in Appendix E. 
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Social platform

Platform to meet & communicate; Tools 
for maintaining social ties; Convenient 

form of communication (1,1; 1,2; 3,1; 2,2; 
3,3)

Social networking 
site

Facebook (1,1; 2,1; 3,1; 
2,2; 3,3)

Social extension

Expand social network, meet new friends; 
Means to publicise self; Link with people 

beyond immediate surroundings (2,2; 

1,3; 5,1; 5,3; 3,1; 8;2)
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4  RESEARCH RESULTS 

This research investigated the various ways that students experience of social media. The 

findings presented here are, in Ference Marton’s words, the “abstracted aspects” (1996, p. 

180) of those experiences, meaning that the students’ experiences about social are 

inexhaustible and therefore these findings are to be interpreted only within the frame of the 

research questions. The findings are presented in the form of categories of descriptions that 

are describing the students’ experiences. Figures 5, 6 and 7 are used in this chapter to present 

the results of the data analysis process. 

4.1 Conceptions of social media 

Students’ conceptions of social media were gathered by asking them to define social media 

and to express what social media meant to them. The main outcomes related to conceptions 

are presented in Figure 5. 

  

Meaning units 1st description 
categories 

2nd description 
categories 

3rd description 
categories 

 

Figure 5. Students’ conceptions of social media 
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Social bridge

Social platform

Platform to meet & communicate; Tools 
for maintaining social ties; Convenient 
form of communication (1,1; 1,2; 3,1; 

2,2; 3,3)

Social networking site
Facebook (1,1; 2,1; 3,1; 

2,2; 3,3)

Social extension

Expand social network, meet new friends; 
Means to publicise self; Link with people 

beyond immediate surroundings (2,2; 

1,3; 5,1; 5,3; 3,1; 8;2)

Self-disclosure

Content sharing tool
Share ideas; communicate 

faster; (2,1; 3;1; 5,3)

Self-expression
Relevant & "irrelevant" content; 

Diary and confidence (4,1; 5,2; 5,3, 
6,2; 6,3)

Nature of identity & 
social rules

Constructed versus 
'real' identity

Fantacy and created characters VS 
insight into people's real characters

(6,1; 5;3)

Online & off-line 
social rules

Can't be 'friends' with my lecturer; Pour 
heart out; don't trust these social 

networks at all (8,1; 5,3)
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4.1.1  Social media as a social bridge 

When students were prompted to express their idea of what social media meant to them, 

prominent terms were that it is a social platform where people meet to communicate and 

establish social ties or create new ones. They referred to the supportive role that the social 

media technologies offered them, such as easier and faster communication with friends and 

family:  

 

(Social media) is a platform where you communicate with people, interact with 

different kind of people. 

 

I started using Facebook to keep in contact with my cousins who are overseas and 

who are in South Africa because it’s cheaper than phoning or smsing (texting) now 

and then. So that’s how I keep in contact with my family. 

 

Basically for me it’s just a platform where you meet, not where you meet but where 

you discuss things with people, you know, share ideas. 

 

Apart from expressing their conceptions through descriptions of what social media did for 

them, participants also conceptualised it through identifying the specific technological tools 

that they used. In this regard the most popular platform that they kept referring to was 

Facebook. Some even equated social media to Facebook because it was the tool they were 

mostly familiar with. When asked to express the meaning of social media, the student said, 

 

For me…. the first thing that comes into my mind, I don’t even think I know how to 

describe that term, but Facebook is the picture that I get in my brain already. 

Because that is where I go to socialise on the Internet. 

 

Due to the recurring pattern of frequent reference to Facebook, it was interesting to find out 

what set it apart from other social networks and make it more appealing to students. When 

participants were asked why they used Facebook mostly, they mentioned variety of reasons, 

such as easiness of signing up for the services, accessibility through the mobile phone and 

the accessibility of Facebook through free subscriptions. They explained that, unlike some 

social media services, Facebook did not require email addresses and they could sign up with 
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their phone numbers. Furthermore, they did not need sophisticated smart phones of 

computers since any phone with Internet access was suitable. One student said: 

 

Things like Skype, you need devices that have cameras. You might have a computer 

at home but you don’t have that webcam. So that’s like an extra additional cost to 

you. With Facebook you just upload your pictures and then everybody can see them. 

 

Furthermore, influence of the mass media also appeared to have contributed to the popularity 

and adoption of Facebook as related here: 

 

I think it’s also exposure. Facebook is also being exposed a lot because nowadays 

even companies on TV they say if you cannot find us on this number, check us out on 

Facebook and all that. So Facebook is being exposed a lot more than other social 

media. 

 

Table 3 below illustrates the range of social media platforms that students report to use. Most 

of them fall under the classification of social networking sites, while others are simply 

instant messaging software.  

 

Table 3. Classification of social media platforms used by research participants 

Social media classification Example of social media used 

a) Instant messaging platforms mig33, MXit, Skype, WhatsApp 

b) Collaborative projects* Yahoo Answers 

c) Content communities* YouTube 

d) Electronic mail Gmail, Yahoo Mail 

e) Micro-blogging platforms Tumblr, Twitter 

f) Social networking sites* Badoo, Bebo, Facebook, Hi5, LinkedIn, 

Myspace 

Note: *Classifications based on Kaplan and Haenlein (2010, 62) 

 

Another aspect of the conception of social media as a social bridge was the idea of social 

extension. Participants did not consider social media only as a means to connect with 
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existing friends and effectively communicating with them, but also a way for expanding 

their social circles. The following two quotes are an example of this. 

 

I joined Facebook to keep in contact with my brother but not anymore, because now 

I see more reasons why I should be on Facebook, not only be in contact with him but 

to get to know different people and so on. 

 

I think that it’s one platform that you meet a lot of people. Most of the friends that I 

have I probably met them on Facebook and they turned out to be great friends. 

 

Additionally, social media was viewed as a tool for self-publicity and creating an online 

presence, an aspect that can be considered as another form of social extension: 

 

(Social media) Is a network that requires internet connection, that connects you with 

different people, even the ones that you don’t know, maybe the friends of your friends 

that you maybe have heard her talk about, then you might come across them you 

might want to know them. You can write about yourself, you can let people know 

about yourself, you put pictures there, people can see how you look like and stuff like 

that. 

4.1.2  Social media as a means for self-disclosure 

Self-disclosure, which is “the conscious or unconscious revelation of personal information 

(e.g., thoughts, feelings, likes, dislikes) that is consistent with the image one would like to 

give” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 62), is considered to be crucial in the development of 

close personal relationships. Self-disclosure involves both the idea of content sharing and 

self-expression. Both can be in the form of artefacts, ideas, feelings and thoughts. 

 

Regarding content sharing, students shared ideas through seeking for them and as well as 

sharing their own, as one student puts it:  

 

…And then there’s also this chat room at Webmail, like people put up different topics 

and then discuss, you comment. Maybe you feel like you need some ideas on 

something, you just write it there and the people will give you different ideas. 
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Content sharing also took the form of sharing artefacts and reproducing content created by 

others, as the following two quotes illustrate: 

  

I normally just join groups, I share videos, share pictures, upload pictures and 

download pictures. That’s it.  

 

I normally share like inspirational messages or a Bible verse that I find nice, or 

famous quotes. 

 

Apart from sharing ideas and artefacts like pictures and videos, participants also considered 

social media to be a platform for self-expression whereby they shared details about their 

lives and their feelings. However, there were opposing views in this regard in terms what 

was appropriate to share and to express. Some seemed to consider social media as an 

extension of themselves, thereby freely sharing their feelings and details about their daily 

lives. They felt comfortable sharing aspects of their lives and did not mind disclosing 

information considered by some to be private. 

 

I share my mood, whether I’m happy, sad – so that people can just be cautious. Even 

when they see me, ‘oh, there she is, today she’s not in a good mood’ or ‘today she’s 

happy’. 

 

…what I like to share with people is just what I do during the day, or how the day 

has been. 

 

This relationship with social media was considered by some to be reminiscent of one’s 

relationship with a diary. This is exemplified here by a student who said: 

 

I realise sometimes, like for example when it comes to Facebook and Twitter lately, 

when you’re even stressed, the first thing you run to is Facebook so it became like a 

diary. And then you know when you take a diary and you start ‘dear diary’, you pour 

your heart out. And I think they use Facebook for the same purpose. I’m saying they 

because I don’t use for that purpose. No, I don’t use it for personal whatever. 
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The last quote, though describing aspects of self-disclosure through self-expression, the 

participant was quick to distance herself from the behaviour, showing her disapproval of it. 

Similarly, others drew the line and considered online self-expression to be tantamount to 

public disclosure of what ought to remain private.  

 

Let me talk about posting your feelings on your wall and what’s on your mind. I think 

that’s where things get out of hand because people would post ‘Oh, I hate X, he 

dumped me’ and stuff like that… And then you blame the people, telling them oh, 

you’re interfering in my life it’s my business, but who posted on whose wall? 

 

Another student was highly sceptical of the idea of openness on social media and questioned 

the point of it all, categorically regarding it irrelevant and inappropriate to share personal 

information, a view shared by another student: 

 

I don’t really find it relevant to share like ‘Oh, no feeling good, or ‘now I’m in a 

shower’, it’s really irrelevant for me. What I share are like the basics if I try to find 

somebody or if I’m lost or something, or maybe there’s a show somewhere I’d like 

to find directions… and relevant stuff like that. 

 

I just share general stuff, nothing personal. I don’t like go into my moods and what 

I’m thinking or what I’m wearing, because I think it’s irrelevant. If I wanted the 

whole world to know how I feel, what are they gonna do about it? It’s like there’s 

nothing they can do to change my mood. I’d rather speak to people that are with me 

at a certain time or certain people that I trust, that today I’m sad. Maybe they’ll try 

to do something about it. 

4.1.3  Conceptions of nature of identity and social rules 

Participants showed discordant views in respect to identity and self-representation in online 

as compared to off-line situations. Some considered social media as a fantasy, a space where 

they assumed new roles and constructed new identities that were not in consonance with and 

were distinct from their ‘real’ off-line identities. One student said:  
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Social networks can be quite very dangerous. For me it’s like a movie. I’m a 

character there. Most of the things, half of the things I post is not even what I’m 

really going through. It’s just a different person, it’s just one person of me, a part of 

me that’s on Facebook. It’s not really that everything that I go through should go on 

Facebook. Even my real name is not on Facebook. And I would never want people 

to know who I really am, of course apart from the pictures if you know me. 

 

On the other hand, others considered online identities not to only be reflective of people’s 

‘real’ identities but actually being more genuine representations of people’s true characters. 

This contrary view is expressed by this student: 

 

And the other thing is the things that people comment (post), they give an insight into 

people’s minds. I like reading minds; I’m into psychology so. People usually tend to 

post personal things on Twitter, that’s the way you get to learn about a specific 

person. Like I had a friend and I didn’t know the type of person he was. But when I 

befriended him, on Facebook, the status (updates) I read define the character he is, 

because if I spoke to him he came across as a different person. But what he posts on 

Facebook gives an insight on his real personality, what’s going on his mind and from 

that I saw if I could befriend him in person or just like stay away. 

 

The two accounts above show the tension between two conceptions of identity on social 

media as related to identity in real life settings. The first view holds the notion of separate 

identities where an online identity is constructed separately from its off-line equivalent, and 

the second view holds the idea of maintaining a consistent or even enhanced identity through 

social media. These views are in line with what Dohn (2009, p. 344) articulates regarding 

social networking sites, the communication goal on these sites is shifting from information 

sharing to “focusing on the establishment and negotiation of personal identity and social 

relations”. The tensions indicated in the quotes above seem to corroborate this claim. 

 

The other conception showing tension is one of social rules. This view involves the 

interpretation of social media language through the lens of real life relationships and 

questions the application of social rules between off-line and online settings. I illustrate this 

through a quote from one research participant who says: 
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I’ll also support it (using social media in learning contexts) but then, does that mean 

I’ll have to be friends with my lecturers? Facebook friends? Hmmm, I think things 

can get out of hand.  

 

The student’s reference to Facebook ‘friends’ here refers to the term used on the Facebook 

social network where connecting with people and adding them to one’s network is called 

adding a ‘friend’. The student was evidently uncomfortable with the idea of according the 

‘friend’ status to lecturers with whom he had only formal relationships in real life. This could 

be because he attributed the same meaning to ‘friend’ as the term was used in off-line 

settings. Therefore, he expected the same social codes to apply.  
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4.2  Students’ experiences and uses of social media 

Research results here describe how students use social media and the various ways in which 

they expressed their experiences of using it. Data were gathered through asking participants 

about the types of social media tools they used, the content that they consumed and shared, 

and about the concerns they had in using social media. Figure 6 represents the results of the 

analysis of the data. 

 

Meaning units 1st description 
categories 

2nd description 
categories 

3rd description 
categories 

 

Figure 6. Students’ uses and experiences of social media 

4.2.1  Contemporaneity  

Contemporaneity, the quality of being contemporary and up-to-date, refers to both the use 

of social media as a tool for keeping up with news and staying informed on one hand, and a 

perception of it as a symbol of conformity and keeping up with trends on the other hand. 

Students found ways of navigating the social media landscape to find the sort of news they 
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wanted, sometimes in the public sphere, at other times news was at personal level like 

information about friends and the happenings around them as the following quotes suggest: 

 

And the other thing also is, if you join different pages you get updated with different 

news, like what’s happening here and there. Like I know there’s this iNamibia (a 

local news web portal part of similar country-dedicated news websites for southern 

African countries), they always update what’s happening all around the country and 

all that. So you get yourself updated, not just about having fun and making jokes. 

 

I consume the news, what’s happening in somebody’s life or my favourite sports 

team. I also look at the events, upcoming events and see if I can attend them. 

  

What the student referred to as iNamibia is a local news web portal, part of similar country-

dedicated news websites for southern African countries owned by Umuntu Media, a web 

company whose goal is to promote the creation of local web content and to enhance access 

to such content across Africa (Umuntu Media, 2013). This shows evidence of how social 

media has enabled students to not only access web content created globally but also locally 

produced web content that is likely to be more relevant to their contexts. Sometimes social 

media even replaced other sources of information because it was perceived as much more at 

pace with current events. How quickly one got the news appeared to matter a lot as the 

following quote suggests: 

 

What I like about these social networks is like you get information of things that are 

happening right away. It’s like when a certain game is playing or when something 

happened, you see it, it shows right away. It doesn’t take long like sometimes before 

the Internet, we usually use to wait long like for the news or for something, to tell us 

that something happened yesterday. But now it’s like right there in your face. 

Whenever it happens, you’ll know about it. It updates me. 

 

Another aspect of students’ contemporaneity was the idea of conformity by which their 

motivation to use social media in the first place appeared to hinge on the influence of friends 

and peer pressure. They did not want to be the odd ones out or feel left out: 
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Some of the rare reasons why people join Facebook might be peer pressure because 

I felt out like an outcast. Everybody is on Facebook. I only joined Facebook when I 

came to the university in my first year. And everyone was on Facebook and so I just 

felt out… 

 

Sometimes this pressure from friends was perceived negatively and even resisted. While at 

other times the pressure did not come from peers but from other social media platforms: 

 

I actually joined Facebook because my friends forced me to. I wasn’t really 

interested in joining because I thought it was vague – everybody was there, 

everybody was talking about the same thing. 

 

I started with Gmail through which I got emails about other websites where I could 

connect myself. It asked me ‘don’t you want to join Facebook?’ because other 

contacts of mine joined Facebook. I wasn’t sure what Facebook was all about. I just 

joined because Gmail tells me to join Facebook.  

 

4.2.2  Belonging and social support 

Students created and joined identity groups on social networks as a way of bonding with 

people from similar backgrounds such as from the same school, cultural or language group 

or political persuasion. They used the group platforms to reflect on common experiences and 

reaffirm their identities, and they claim that it gave them a sense of belonging, although the 

multiplicity of identities makes this rather complex. For example a group joined on the basis 

of being an alumnus may have members that may not belong to the student’s cultural group 

or the political group.  

 

Another use of social media that came out of the data is that of seeking and offering social 

and emotional support. Students reach out to others for emotional support with the 

expectation for some positive response, while at the same time offering support to others: 

 

There’s something I also discovered that mostly when you’re sometimes feeling 

down, let me say bored, you simply just say how you feel on your wall, and trust me, 
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you’ll find a lot of comments that would just bring back that smile on your face. 

Meaning that you can just share your emotions there and then you get positive 

feedback. 

 

I give advice. I sometimes spend just reading people’s status updates and giving 

advice to them. 

4.2.3  Entertainment 

Entertainment appeared to be one of the most common uses of social media by the research 

participants. They perceived it as fun and pleasurable and, as such, used it to create sensation 

and satisfy their need for excitement. Fun was derived from interacting with others online: 

 

For me it’s just all about online chatting, here and there having fun with your friends 

(and) discussing different matters. Mainly one thing is all about sharing ideas, 

having fun, making jokes. 

 

This online interaction for fun was also alternated with school work as a form of diversion 

to refresh and relieve stress: 

 

It actually also helps people when you’re stressed here at school, when you’re having 

a lot of assignments to do and you just can’t get the information. And the time is not 

in your hands, and you’re stressing. You automatically minimise that window of the 

assignment you’re doing and you went on Twitter or Facebook, just to clear your 

mind a little. When you’re done then you know you have chatted to three of five 

people, you’re a little bit relaxed. You go back on your assignment. It also helps for 

relaxation. 

 

In addition to relieving stress, students also reported using social media to deal with 

boredom and simply to seek sensation from it as the first quote below points out. 

Another student suggested that the amount of contacts one has online increases the 

expectation of engagement with them and the continual chase for sensation: 
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I normally just go there when I’m really bored, like there’s a time you check 

your phone – no text, no missed call, nothing, then you have nothing else to 

do on it. But you really just want to be there, holding your phone just doing 

something. So you just end up going on Facebook. 

 

Once you get so many friends, it’s like you sit there wondering ‘I wonder who 

sent me a message’ or ‘I wonder who’s looking for me’. Sometimes you’re on 

there even though there’s no message, then you leave it. Then five minutes 

later you probably thinking there must be one by now. I don’t know about 

other people but I can’t live without my phone. So if I don’t have a phone for 

two days I’m always wondering ‘who’s been looking for me’. 

4.2.4  Pervasion and caution 

Students’ interaction with social media was characterised by a combination of pervasive use 

and caution. Some showed indications of loss of control of their social media usage 

behaviour, and they were also concerned about aspects of the technology that were beyond 

their control. Others perceived a space for agency in that they thought that they had power 

and control both their usage behaviour and the preservation of their privacy and security 

online. 

 

When asked how they accessed social media, students indicated that they used both 

computers and mobile phones, sometimes equally. They used their mobile phones on the 

move and when they were at school, and computers when they went home or were at the 

school library and computer laboratories. Some students considered their increased access 

to technology to be responsible for loss of control in using social media, calling themselves 

‘addicted’. There were also those that rejected the behaviour of pervasive use of social 

media:  

 

The thing is I found out I am addicted when two weeks ago. It’s like when I am in 

class I just think about what I am gonna post next. Everywhere I go like when I went 

on holiday, it was worse. I didn't access Facebook for like a week, and I was just 

sleeping. It was not nice. 
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Personally for me I don’t think I’ll ever get addicted to Facebook because I so love 

my credit. I won’t be able to waste my credit on “Facebooking”, every day, even in 

class you’re “Facebooking”, you’re going home in a cab you’re “Facebooking”, 

you could have called three people with that credit but you’re “Facebooking”. No, 

I don’t think I’ll ever get addicted. The other thing is, the reason why most people 

are getting addicted is because they have computers and they have phones with 

access to Internet. 

 

For others their loss of control affected their school work as well and though they recognise 

the problem, they felt overwhelmed and unable to stop, as one student colourfully puts it: 

 

I can’t control it. I just can’t control it at all. Sometimes I blame myself, sometimes, 

every morning when I wake up I’m so pissed at myself, I’m like ‘again, I’m late for 

class, again I’m lazy’. Like I normally just sleep after 12, or after 1 am to say. To be 

precise only at 2 o’clock I sleep, because of Facebook, this wireless Internet, oh, it’s 

just too much. 

 

In contrast to the perception of lost control and almost a sense of slavery to technology as 

described above, there are also those that are light users of social media and claim to have 

better things to do. Another view presented was that of agency whereby students perceived 

themselves as having the power and means to control their social media usage behaviour. 

As such they institute measures to curb their use patterns, usually by limiting their access or 

relying on the general relative nature of computer access at school to achieve this: 

 

With me actually I’m in control. I’m not even addicted; I’m not even close to being 

addicted. How I do it is like, with my PC sometimes I get to hide my 3G somewhere 

and the sim card somewhere else. I don’t have a short memory but it’s not that good 

either. So I get to forget for at least two days where I hid it. Since I don't have my 3G 

I can’t access it on my PC. And at school it’s good already, sometimes you want to 

Facebook, you find the desktop occupied already, so those people are also helping 

me to control my Facebook access. 
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I just set my Internet settings then it won’t allow me to go on the Internet. Sometimes 

I even forget about the settings – Why is this Internet not working? Then I’ll 

remember some other time that I changed the settings. 

 

The two quotes above also demonstrate the caution with which some students use social 

media, mindful of the risks of pervasive use and addiction. Another aspect of social media 

where students’ views differ was in respect to privacy and security. Some students strongly 

believed that their privacy was in their own hands and any disclosure of sensitive personal 

information is determined by themselves as users on the technology. They showed a general 

awareness about ways of adjusting their privacy settings on their social network profiles and 

consider failure to do that as simply a form of negligence or ignorance from their part. They 

do not denounce the social media technology for privacy and security issues but rather 

consider themselves responsible.  

 

On the other hand there were views that considered agency on their part as insufficient 

because the technology itself puts limits on the kind of control they actually have. One 

student expressed unhappiness with her inability to delete online profiles while another was 

disappointed with the idea of sharing content online and how people lose control of the 

content they created. The following quotes illustrate this: 

 

The one concern I have about Facebook, I don’t know about other social networks 

but with Facebook is like you cannot delete an account forever. You can just 

deactivate it. It’s a problem because sometimes you just want to remove it like there 

are some things you don’t want other people to know. 

 

Mine (concern) is also based on the pictures. But it’s not the viewing part; it’s the 

downloading part. Because sometimes it does not ask you like ‘do you know the 

person?’ or whatever. You just download the person’s picture. The other one is also 

the tagging of pictures. People can just tag pictures from me to her and then she tags 

it to somebody else, and in the end you have like two hundred people tagging on one 

picture of yours and you only know one person out of the two hundred. The rest you 

don’t know, and some of them they don’t even know where you’re from and stuff like 

that. 
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4.3 Perceived role of social media in learning 

Data for these categories of descript were produced through asking participants to express 

their perceptions of the possibilities of using social media in learning, and its potential for 

supporting their lifelong learning prospects in the professional lives beyond university. 

 

Meaning units 1st description 
categories 

2nd description 
categories 

3rd description 
categories 

 

Figure 7. Students’ perceptions of the role of social media in supporting learning 

4.3.1  Cognitive correspondence 

Cognitive correspondence refers to interactions between students and others through social 

media that involves the engagement of mental processes. It includes interactions with 

information, exchange of ideas and the practice of cognitive skills, for example selection of 

and paying attention to information, argumentative and evaluation skills. 

 

Social media is perceived by participants as a mediation tool for social interaction with an 

affordance for information sharing. They recognised the supportive role that it offered to 

learning. In reference to the Yahoo Answers online community, one student shared his 

experiences: 
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People pose questions. Like for instance if you want to revive your hard drive, or 

something, anything just about anything, or maybe you want to know who was the 

first president of the USA. Just anything. People, like the moment you pose the 

question, they reply. For me that really helps, even if I am probably doing something 

like formatting a laptop and somehow I touch something I couldn’t go back to, so I 

ask what happens when this and this happens, and they reply.   

 

At the same time, students recognised the risk involved in using social media as a learning 

resource. Questions of reliability of information and trust in the shared knowledge were 

highlighted. This student was sceptical about idea of relying on social media for learning 

purposes because: 

 

Someone would post something that looks right, and then you just discover that ‘why 

is this person saying this’? They give false information. They can tell you things just 

to ruin your computer for instance. There are people who just want to make fun of 

everything. Unless of course it is people you can really see, you understand. For 

instance (if) Mr Haipinge (referring to the researcher) is on (a) Get Help forum, then 

I would follow his advice. Like when you know the person, not just anonymous 

experts. 

 

This example shows how the anonymity nature of the Internet, and social media in particular, 

affected some students’ trust in the information shared. It appeared that their trust in 

knowledge was affected by the identity and status of the person sharing such knowledge. As 

much as this stance could be helpful in students’ critical evaluation of online information, it 

also raises questions about how this idea of trust may alternately hinder their critical 

engagement with knowledge coming from sources that they consider trustworthy. It is 

possible that they lower their guard and accept such knowledge without questioning it, which 

can as well be problematic from a critical thinking perspective. 

 

In addition to cognitive correspondence that involves engagement with other people, there 

is also interaction with information. These two types of categories are not necessarily distinct 

because what people seek from each other is usually information. But in this case the 

information being interacted with is the sort that was published independent of students’ 
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social interaction with the authors of such information. As an information source, social 

media plays a rather prominent role for some students like one who said:  

 

What I like on social networks, referring to Facebook that I’m currently using, is that 

they’re like a daily newspaper. You get to hear, read things that you didn’t know. 

For instance you didn’t even read a newspaper of today, but the moment you log on, 

you’d see the information there. You just get to know things that you didn’t know. 

And some of us that don’t have access to DStv (digital satellite TV service in southern 

Africa), to catch up with what’s happening, you can just go on Facebook and you’ll 

hear from other people’s comments, those that watched it. 

 

Due to their easy accessibility, such as through mobile phones, it was apparent that social 

media enabled access to information that would otherwise not be accessible to some 

students. Considering social media as a newspaper also depicted the role social media was 

perceived to play and the status given to it, which was a daily news source. The interaction 

did not always stop with the information but extended to engagement with people that 

provide it: 

 

Most of the time people post things (that are) encouraging you. They put a lot of 

content that you can learn from. Then you can also share ideas from it. It can even 

turn out as a debate where a person can also give his views and you’ll be also putting 

yours and at the end of the day you check which one is valid. 

 

The quote illustrates how cognitive correspondence also involves high order thinking skills 

beyond just the reading and understanding of information. Students also interrogated the 

ideas shared, offered their own ideas and exercised evaluation skills when they validated 

others’ views. Although it remained interesting to discover how they evaluated information 

and what criteria they used to achieve that, it is significant that they did these activities 

informally on their own.  

 

Debate was not only used as a means of seeking clarification and expressing personal 

perspectives in relation to those of others. Some students actually used social media to 

practice their debating skills and improve their argumentation:  
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For me personally, ever since I have been in high school, I’m a debater. So when we 

have a debating session scheduled in two weeks, then I post it on Facebook and get 

people’s opinions – some are for, some are against. So if the scheduled debating 

session I am going to be proposing, that’s now for, then I get the opposing opinions 

already, like the issues. Then I make up my arguments against them just in case the 

other debaters will raise them. 

4.3.2  Intrapersonal and interpersonal learning  

There was another type of learning perceived to be mediated by social media, and that was 

intrapersonal and interpersonal learning. The former involves learning about the self and the 

latter refers to learning about others. As a social platform, social media seemed to offer 

students the opportunity to look at themselves through the eyes of others as they learned how 

others perceived them. Two students described how applications embedded in Facebook 

help them to learn about others’ perception of them: 

 

What I like about Facebook, there are some applications, maybe some games, 

questions, quiz, and I also participate in that. And there’s this other one ‘Get 

Revealed’ where Facebook asks questions about you and people get to answer, 

because it gives you perspectives about what people think about you. 

 

I like doing quizzes that Facebook has. There is one application where you can create 

your own quiz and send to your friends to answer. And then you can see how well 

your friends know you. 

 

Regarding interpersonal learning, the evidence has been presented earlier in 4.1.3 above 

where one participant recounted how she observed the conduct of her social media friends 

to learn more about their personalities at a safe distance before deciding whether they would 

commit to a friendship in real life. This account was contrasted with another that indicated 

how another respondent uses a kind of alter ego on social media, an identity that he 

considered different from his real self. In light of this two accounts, it makes it interesting 

how interpersonal learning can be conceptualised. On one hand it puts in doubt the quality 

of information that one comes across as a reflection of another person’s personality on social 
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media, while on the other hand it may simply reveal how people assume multiple identities 

in different contexts, but with each identity still being a valid reflection of the same person. 

4.3.3  Networked learning support 

Networked learning in this context is used similarly to how is defined by Goodyear, Banks, 

Hodgson and McConnel (2004, p. 1), referring to it as the kind of learning that is supported 

by information and communication technology through mediating connections between 

fellow learners, between learners and their tutors, or connecting learners to a learning 

community or to learning resources. 

 

One of the findings of the study show how students identify the unique affordances that 

specific social media platforms offer to them. Referring to the benefits of Skype, this student 

explained: 

 

I think I’ll support it (use of social media in learning), maybe at the university and 

also for personal use. I have a friend who has a cousin doing engineering on the 

other side (at a different campus). He would call on Skype, they talk and he shows 

him ‘this is what you have to do here, here’, then that way you get help. Sometimes 

it’s very difficult to follow steps when someone is just talking than when he’s showing 

you. So it will be easier for you. 

 

Networked learning is based on the assumption that learning takes place in relation to other 

people, and the human-to-human interaction is one of the most essential elements 

(Goodyear, Banks, Hodgson & McConnel, 2004, p. 2). The account related above is 

reflective of this element in that having access to the visuals of the other person in addition 

to just their audio makes the interaction more authentic, more real. However, networked 

learning goes beyond the connection of two people. Another level is that of community 

building where social media was also perceived as supportive to learning the learning 

process. Creating interest groups based on common learning areas of interest was one of the 

opportunities that students perceived in social media. In response to scepticism about the 

quality of information and how it could be misleading, one student considered the use of 

closed groups as virtual learning environments as an option: 
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I think, let me take a community like a university campus community. If lecturers and 

students decide to make groups for each major (courses) like the English Majors will 

join this group, the Mathematics Majors will join this group and the Social Sciences 

will join this group. I mean it is students and lecturers, you know each other and you 

know to what level of professionalism you can be. So it will be safe since everyone 

knows what the core aim of the whole group is. So whatever you share there you 

would make sure it’s right and then, you know, it will be something good as well. 

 

Still there was caution about the effectiveness of social media application in the formal 

learning process. Being used to their informal use, some students struggled with 

conceptualising the formal use of social networks in particular. One student preferred that 

some conditions needed to be met in order for social networks to become suitable as formal 

virtual learning environments: 

 

If we are to subscribe to using social networks in education then it should really be 

on a professional level. They should understand the core or the ultimate aim of 

having that certain page, so that we don’t have people playing games on it and 

misleading other people. So if let’s say on a tertiary level, in a university for instance, 

there should possibly be a line of people through which information is 

communicated. There should be a (select) group of people who should post on that 

page, so that it gives people security that whatever these people post is serious and 

is not a joke, not false information. 

 

This specific view seems to rather assume an instructional view of the use of social media 

in learning. A preference for a certain group of people that should assume the authority of a 

learning environment with information rather travelling one way is not a view compatible 

with the participatory nature of social media. So this student either still has a conception of 

learning that is dominated by the acquisition metaphor of learning rather than the 

participative metaphor (Sfard, 1998, pp. 5-6), or the student is simply calling for an element 

of regulation of a learning environment to ensure trust and confidence in the learning 

community. I believe that it is safe to assume that every learning context involves elements 

of trust and confidence in the quality of learning being offered. 
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As much as the value of technology in learning was acknowledged, there was concern that 

the human touch and personal contact may be lost in the process, and one student was 

mindful of this when she said that: 

 

Ok, to add on that one, I’ll also support it (using social media in learning) but then 

you’d have to balance it. You can’t only have like online services for learning; you 

should also have personal contact. Let’s say for example if a Math teacher isn’t there 

to help me with a specific algebra problem that I need to sort out now, then I should 

at least know that I can run to his office or get someone else’s help that is around. It 

shouldn’t replace personal contact. 

 

In addition to supporting virtual learning communities, the findings also show how students 

see the role of social media in lifelong learning, as well as in professional development. It is 

important to highlight again that all participants in this study were studying towards a 

teaching qualification. That position influenced the lens through which they saw the role of 

social media in lifelong learning, and particularly professional development, resulting in 

views biased towards the teaching profession. Evidence showed that students were already 

aware of the role of social media in lifelong learning, as one participant claimed: 

 

There was also a time when my phone was off and when I logged onto Facebook on 

my computer I saw that a girl who was a year ahead of me here, asked me a list of 

things. I had to give her five homonyms and five homophones and even the definitions 

thereof. Because she said she was studying in a rural area and had no access to 

textbooks and stuff so, you don’t only learn from books. You can learn from each 

other. Sharing ideas. 

 

This indicates that participants were not only expressing ideas and thoughts of what they 

pictured as possible but they were also reporting some cases experienced first-hand. This 

seems to be taking place informally on their own initiative whereby they were discovering 

the learning affordances of social media on their own without instructional intervention. As 

future professionals, students could envisage ways of utilising social media technologies to 

support professional development and collaboration, as two accounts below point out: 
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It (social media) is very significant especially if you’re into the (teaching) profession, 

and there are challenges that come. It is one way that you can interact with your 

colleagues from different schools, how they do things at their schools. Let’s say on 

disciplinary issues, how you can deal with your kids, you see. You can interact that 

way, asking them what happens at their schools, how they deal with it, how they 

teach, you know. It can help you that way. 

 

Sometimes I am even considering, maybe we go out there to teach. Since we are for 

instance all teaching science, maybe set up the same question paper together online, 

you see. Then from there, we ask the same questions. And then we compare our 

results. Like yeah, I beat you once more again, even though we are not beating each 

other in school related stuff, we can still compete now (on) who does the profession 

better. So, it really makes it easy. 

 

There are many ways teachers can network and communicate to achieve what the two 

accounts are referring to, and not only through social media. They could still use other 

technologies – they could call and email each other, for instance. But a significant aspect in 

the second account refers to the convenience (“So, it really makes it easy”) and the 

minimised degree of difficulty, both being issues that technology in general strives to 

address. Sometimes the emphasis on social media’s role in connecting professional teachers 

was contrasted with its unsuitability for other levels of education, like the primary level of 

education where the learners’ age was considered as an issue: 

 

I’ve been a teacher before during the holidays. And reflecting as a former teacher, 

having experienced the kind of children I’ll be dealing with, I don’t think I’ll be using 

social media. Because those kids are very young and maybe 3 out of 30 might have 

access to a phone, they might have the knowledge to use the phone and go on social 

networks. If it is social networks and all the concerns we have raised, I don’t think 

(it is suited for) kids of 9 – 11 (years of age), their parents might not also allow it 

because they’re under age. But if I look at using social networks as a teacher in the 

future, and it’s based on teacher-to-teacher, I think it will work. It will be an 

advantage to all of us, like if you have to correspond with teachers to find out about 

the latest ICTs to use or teaching methods or subjects or new books that are out there 

for learners to use or for teachers to present lessons. 



64 

 

 

The student finds social media unsuited to young learners on the basis of privacy and security 

concerns raised earlier in the chapter, and in regard to the role of parents in the process. The 

role of parents in education, particularly in lower levels of education where children are still 

very young cannot be overemphasised. This view highlights a crucial point, which is that the 

parental voice remains an important one in decisions such as technologies to be used in 

learning. Another important dimension highlighted in the quote refers to realities on the 

ground, such as access to technology and to Internet, as well as technology literacy skills, 

all of which are relevant considerations in the process of creating policies regulating 

technology use in schools. In respect to teachers, the quote highlights examples of specific 

areas of teacher professional collaboration.  

 

Participants also expressed views connected to their experience with regard to the role of 

social media in teachers’ professional development and in reference to ideas that one student 

appeared to be considering in her own future teaching career: 

 

A couple of weeks ago there was a documentary on TV where a Mathematics teacher 

created a Facebook group for her class. And then after school she posts links to 

things that would help them and give them additional information on things that they 

have covered. So it is possible to use it for education. 

 

Another perspective involved the opportunities that such technologies offered in their 

current academic learning. A participant made reference to one particular course that 

continually made reference to a particular country’s education system, and she saw social 

media’s networking capabilities to be useful: 

 

It (social media) is actually helpful. Like me now I’m doing Lower Primary and when 

we are in class it’s like ‘the people in Finland in are this, the people in Finland.’ 

Now it is like am I in Namibia or am I in Finland? You know. Now for me it’s like I 

have to go on the net and try to connect to someone or some few people whom I can 

get on the net in Finland who can help me out with my assignments and everything. 

We are even being shown videos on how people are being taught pre-primary classes 

and how people are doing this in Finland. So it’s actually helpful if you get onto the 

Internet and get hold of Finland education system and the way they do their stuff, 

then you can get help from that. 
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Students do appear to do more than just perceiving the role of these technologies in their 

learning. The technologies appear to spark initiatives in students and see possibilities of 

enriching their learning processes to supplement the learning resources made available for 

them. Technology aside, the last quote also shows evidence of the process of globalisation 

in the field of education, such as how education systems influence and model upon each 

other. Of course this is an entirely different discussion altogether, which does not constitute 

the aim of the present study. 
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5  DISCUSSION 

The investigation of students’ views in relation to social media produced interesting findings 

about how social media technologies are appropriated by students in informally for personal 

use. The findings also show a variety in views related to various aspects of social media. The 

discussion of the findings is organised according to the key research questions and the 

categories used in presenting the research results.  

5.1 Students’ conceptions of social media 

Conceptions, “ways of experiencing something” or “what something is seen as” (Marton, 

1996, p. 180, are closely related with people’s beliefs and the meanings they attach to the 

objects of their conceptions. For example Benson and Lor (as cited in P. Tsai, C. Tsai, & 

Hwang, 2011, p. 137), “indicated that students’ conceptions of learning relate to what they 

believe the purpose and process of learning are”. In the same vein, students’ conceptions of 

social media can indicate what they believe to be the purposes of these technologies, which 

in turn may influence how they would perceive the appropriation of the same technologies 

in their learning. 

 

The findings on students’ conceptions of social media (Figure. 5) are that it is a means of 

bridging their social links with existing friends that are out of reach due to space distance, 

or to establish links with new friends by creating new friendships. Generally students 

associated social media with the social networking site Facebook, indicating that it was the 

most accessible social networking site that they were familiar with. The popularity of 

Facebook is consistent with other research such as Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) with the 

current numbers reported to be at 1.6 billion users (Tam, 2013). The results further show 

that students’ choice to use Facebook was based on their perception of the site being free 

and easily accessible through their mobile phones. The idea of cost and accessibility as 

factors that influence students’ motivation to use or reject technology is highlighted by 

Bennett and Maton (2010, p. 323) who states that students’ tend to use the least costly 

technologies and favour those that they are already using. 

 

The research results also show that students viewed social media as a platform for self-

disclosure and self-expression; for sharing content in the form of artefacts such as pictures, 
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videos and text; and for sharing ideas, feelings and thoughts. There were diverse conceptions 

regarding what was appropriate disclosure on social media in terms of what content could 

be shared and what could not. Research findings by Cheung, Chiu and Lee (2011, p. 1339) 

resonate with these results. They found that students considered social networking sites to 

be forms of virtual communities that provide online platforms for communication and social 

interaction. In terms of implications for learning, Cheung, Chiu and Lee argue that enhanced 

social presence through social interaction of social media can enhance group-oriented 

learning approaches such as collaborative learning, adding that self-disclosure and sharing 

associated with social networking sites can encourage students to work together (2011, p. 

1341). One can see how the logic in the argument by Cheung, Chiu and Lee, that students’ 

enhanced presence through social media use can break down the social distances they may 

had, thereby making it easier to communicate and understand each other, and therefore pave 

way for collaborative learning. 

 

It is however clear from the findings that students did not conceive social media as learning 

tools but rather simply saw them as platforms for purposes of social interaction. These 

conceptions are also closely related to the way they used social media. 

5.2 Students’ uses and experiences of social media 

The categories used to describe students’ use of social media are contemporaneity, belonging 

and social support, entertainment, and pervasion and caution (Figure. 6). These categories 

were not derived from theory or literature but were simply chosen for their descriptive value. 

They indicate the various ways in which students adopt social media in the context of 

technology appropriation, “the way in which technologies are adopted, adapted and 

incorporated into working practice” (Dourish, 2003, p. 467).  

 

Contemporaneity refers to the quality of being contemporary and up-to-date. Research 

results indicate two variations of contemporaneity, one being the need to stay informed by 

accessing latest news and other types of information through social media. One may question 

the origin of the news content that students consumed. The data suggested that they accessed 

both internationally and locally produced content. This may hold some significance when 

interrogating the nature of social media content students were exposed to and its possible 

impacts on them. 
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When it comes to media content in general that includes social media content, concerns 

could arise with respect to students’ critical media literacy skills when dealing with such 

content. Arguing from the critical media literacy perspective, Kellner and Share (2005, p. 

370) propose that people need to critically dissect the large amount of information that they 

access through the computer-mediated content. They posit that “media culture is a form of 

pedagogy” that transmits values and knowledge in ways that are not always visible or 

conscious to individuals, leaving them unaware of its impact on them (Kellner & Share, 

2005, p. 371). Given this background, they call for, 

 

Critical approaches that make us aware of how media construct meanings, influence 

and educate audiences, and impose their messages and values. Critical media literacy 

involves cultivating skills in analysing media codes and conventions, abilities to 

criticize stereotypes, dominant values, and ideologies, and competencies to interpret 

the multiple meanings and messages generated by media texts. (ibid) 

 

The critical media literacy perspective is equally relevant to social media if not more so due 

to students’ increased access to information and the user-generated content. The findings 

show evidence of critical evaluation of information that students engage with through social 

media, such as when they debate and compare opinions they come across, and when they 

evaluate what content is appropriate to share. However, there was also evidence of naivety, 

especially when it comes to students’ own generation of content in terms of what they share 

and the kinds of values they may transmit. This was particularly evident in cases where 

students’ conceptions of their social media identities were separated from their ‘real-life’ 

identities, leading to the operation of different moral codes on these two spaces of existence, 

if one may call it that. 

 

Another aspect of contemporaneity entails the need to conform with contemporary trends, 

usually by giving in to peer pressure to things that friends or peers were doing. For example 

many students started using social media through peer pressure. Closely related to 

contemporaneity was belonging and social support whereby students joined identity groups 

in order to connect and feel a sense of belonging. Additionally students sought and offered 

social and emotional support to each other through social media. Research evidence from 

elsewhere shows that people’s use of the social networking site Facebook evidence suggest 
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an improvement in their self-esteem by increasing feeling of belonging. (Kim & Lee as cited 

in Nadkarni & Hofmann, 2012, p. 246). 

  

In terms of using social media for entertainment, the findings show that students used social 

media to have fun and seek pleasure and sensation. They seek this pleasure through social 

interaction with others on the social networks and by consuming content shared by others. 

Cheung, Chiu and Lee (2010, p. 1340), also found the entertainment value to be a significant 

factor in influencing students to use social media sites like Facebook. 

 

The research results moreover show a tendency for pervasive use of social media. This 

involved the continuous access to social media through the idea of ‘anywhere-anytime’ 

access using both mobile phones and computers. Students reported using mobile phones 

when they were on the move, between home and school, around the university and in classes, 

while they used computers at the university library, at computer laboratories around the 

university or on their own computers when they returned home. Mobile phones were also 

the devices they used to access social media when at rural areas. These behaviours seem to 

fit the Mark Weiser’s description of “ubiquitous computing” whereby computers 

technologies “vanish into the background” and seamlessly integrate them into people’s lives 

(Weiser, 1991, p. 94). The way they described it, students appeared to switch between mobile 

phones and computers seamlessly, picking up from where they left off on one device to 

another. The dominant use of mobile phones to access the Internet corroborates the findings 

of (Stork, 2011, p. 17) who reported that most Internet users in Namibia access it through 

mobile phones. 

 

However, pervasive use also had negative aspects, such as concerns of “addiction”. There 

was consensus about additive u se of Facebook in particular. Another concern was the lack 

of privacy and security that students perceived on social media. Studies have found that 

pervasive use of social media, particularly Facebook, can have an effect on academic 

performance. Kirschner and Karpinski (2010, pp. 1243-1243) reported that “a significant 

negative relationship between FB use and academic performance”, with Facebook users 

reporting lower mean GPAs (grade-point averages), and spending lesser time studying on 

average Facebook nonusers. Kirschner and Karpinski (2010) further argue that Facebook 

users were more likely to have poor time management and tend to procrastinate school work 

more than nonusers. The same concern was noted in the findings of this research with a few 
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students acknowledging the negative effect of what appeared to be overuse of the Facebook 

social networking site. 

 

There is a close relationship between findings on students’ conceptions and their uses of 

social media. Students primarily considered social media to represent platforms that bridge 

their social interaction with people that they would like to engage with. Neither the 

conceptions, nor the actual uses indicated students’ recognition of social media as a learning 

tool or a platform that can support their academic learning, although they reported its useful 

in supporting other types of learning, such as learning about the happenings in the world 

through access to the news, learning about themselves and about others through social 

interactions with others. However, when asked directly about their perceptions of social 

media’s potential to support learning, then ideas came forward. 

5.3 The perceived role of social media is supporting learning 

The findings on students’ perceptions of the role of social media for learning are described 

through categories outlined in Figure. 7. Students see the role of social media as enabling 

cognitive correspondence, intrapersonal and interpersonal learning, and networked learning.  

 

Cognitive correspondence refers to the social interactions that students engage in with others 

through social media that involves the engagement of mental processes. The findings show 

that through students’ interactions with information and the exchange of ideas, their 

cognition, “the mental activities that take place in the individual thinker’s head” (Stahl, 2006, 

p. 17), was engaged. They claimed to learn from the information and the people they 

interacted with through social media. Skills such as argumentation and information 

evaluation skills were practiced in the process.  

 

The correspondence that students engage in is mediated by the social media offers a social 

environment as the medium for interaction. The social interaction “is not direct or 

immediate, but is mediated by the software” (Stahl, 2006, p. 16), in this case, that software 

is social media. This supportive role offered by social media for cognitive correspondence 

enables learning that can be conceptualised through Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural learning 

theory. Vygotsky sees learning as a social interactive process whereby “human learning 

presupposes a specific social nature and a process by which children grow into the 
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intellectual life of those around them” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 88). The social interaction and 

communication with people in one’s social environment shapes the individual’s thinking, 

learning and development (Moore, as cited in Wang, 2007, p. 151). From the sociocultural 

theory perspective tools are artefact for mediating indirect human activity (Vygotsky, 1978, 

p. 54), and social media as a tool plays that meditation role. 

 

The intrapersonal and interpersonal learning, whereby students learn about themselves 

through the perspectives of others, and learn about others, using social media as a mediator, 

has significance for learning. From the perspective of participative metaphor of learning as 

presented by Anna Sfard (1998, p. 6), learning is conceived as “a process of becoming a 

member of a certain community. This entails, above all, the ability to communicate in the 

language of this community and act according to its particular norms.” For learners to feel 

part of the community and communicate effectively with each other in the context of 

participatory learning, they need to have mutual understanding. Therefore intrapersonal and 

interpersonal learning that social media seem to promote, as the findings suggest, can help 

to lay a foundation for the creation of a learning community. It is arguable that when learners 

know what their peers think of them and they in turn learn about fellow learners better, it 

will foster group or community norms, thereby making the virtual social space provided by 

social media much more likely to mediate learning. 

 

Networked learning as a category in the research findings has two main components, namely 

virtual learning communities and networked lifelong learning and professional development. 

A virtual learning community is simply a learning community whose learning environment 

is mediated by, in this case, through social media. Findings show that students find video-

enabled social media to be more effective when receiving learning support from peers. This 

is due to what Kaplan and Haenlein call high media richness that also has a higher social 

presence (2010, p. 62), compared to text-oriented social media. The findings also show that 

students appreciate the interactions of subject related groups where they learn from their 

peers through sharing and discussing. Although this reflects aspects of the sociocultural 

perspective of learning, the quality of learning is still open to debate in light of the concept 

of Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) that postulates that learning is enhanced “through 

problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” 

(Vygotsky, 1978, pp. 86-87).  
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Another perspective that can be used to explain students’ learning through social interactions 

that are limited to fellow students and peers is collaborative learning. When collaborative 

learning is defined as “an interactive group knowledge-building process in which the 

learners actively construct knowledge by formulating ideas into words that are shared with 

and built upon through the reactions and responses of others” (Harasim, Hiltz, Teles & 

Turoff, 1996, p. 4), then this kind of learning was also perceived by students as the type that 

social media can support. 

 

One aspect of the findings that can be interrogated is the value that students attribute to the 

interactions with peers on social media. The findings describe how students appreciate the 

learning value in the content they read and comments they receive from others. However 

Bennett and Maton (2010) argue that the norms and values that students practice on social 

media in their everyday use may not be transferred to academic tasks. For example 

comments from peers may be valued within informal communities, but “information from 

peers may be ascribed lesser value in an academic context in which students do not trust 

their classmates to be right” (Bennett & Maton, 2010, p. 325).  

 

There is therefore a need to be cautious about the transferability of social media practices to 

formal learning contexts. As Bennett and Maton caution, skills practiced through social 

media may differ from those that formal learning require because the “nature of the tasks 

and the forms taken by the knowledge being constructed are different” (2010, p. 325). For 

example the findings in this thesis show that students’ trust of the information shared through 

social media depends on the identity and status of the person sharing such information. Some 

reported to be cautious about the information shared by peers or anonymous individuals, 

preferring authority figures that they know such as teachers to be sources or moderators of 

information. Again, using Vygotsky’s ZPD concept, the findings can be interpreted that 

students are seeking the guidance of the adult or more capable peers (Vygotsky, 1978, pp. 

86-87).  

 

Continuing with the findings, students also reported the potential value of using social media 

for lifelong learning and professional collaboration in their future as teachers. They were not 

keen on the idea of using social media in learning at lower levels of education, levels where 

they were going to teach once they complete their studies. They showed more awareness of 

opportunities offered by social media for lifelong learning and professional development. 
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As teachers, they saw the possibilities that social networks offer for teacher-to-teacher 

interactions, referring to opportunities to support each other professionally and collaborate 

on practice related aspects like sharing teaching resources, pedagogy and assessment.  

Their description of the possibilities resembles that of communities of practice in their 

conception as “places where a process of social learning occurs between people with a 

common interest in a subject or problem who collaborate over longer periods of time to share 

and exchange ideas, find solutions and build knowledge” (Kirschner & Lai, 2007, p. 128). 

In fact there was already evidence of communities of practice taking place, with students 

indicating that they were using social media to help fellow students (who had since graduated 

and were then working in remote areas without access to learning resources) with their 

learning needs.  

5.4  Implications for social media to support of networked learning 

Networked learning in its conception as “learning in which information and communication 

technology is used to promote connections: between one learner and other learners; between 

learners and tutors; between a learning community and its learning resources”, (Goodyear, 

Banks, Hodgson & McConnel, 2004, p. 1) has potential to be supported through social media 

based on the findings of this research. It was clear how the students described the way social 

media bridges their connections with others and how it mediates their access to content. 

There was also evidence that show how students were already creating interest groups that 

hold potential for learning communities. 

 

Expanding on the concept of networked learning are Harasim, Hiltz, Teles, and Turoff 

(1996) who use the term learning networks to refer to “groups of people who use computer-

mediated communication (CMC) networks to learn together, at the time, place, and pace that 

best suits them and is appropriate to the task.” (1996, p. 4). They argue that networking 

technologies have been found to offer improvement “upon traditional ways of teaching and 

learning as well as open entirely new opportunities for communication, collaboration, and 

knowledge building” (Harasim, Hiltz, Teles, and Turoff, 1996, p. 5). The authors suggest 

various learning models that can be realised through the use of learning networks. These are 

e-lectures, ask-an-expert, mentorship and tutor support that can be used by instructors, 

experts, mentors and tutors respectively (ibid, pp. 125-127). The networks are also 

considered to enhance learners’ access to learning resources, while promoting informal peer 
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interaction. Although their ideas came before the proliferation of social media, the authors’ 

suggested learning affordances of learning networks can easily be acknowledged.  

 

One of the apparent questions that may come to mind at this stage is that of what specific 

social media platforms are suitable for particular types of learning within the sociocultural 

perspective. It is logical conclude that students’ perceptions on social media’s potential to 

support learning were based on their experiences of the tools that they used most, in this case 

the social networking site Facebook. Even though focus of this study was on learning, 

pedagogical questions regarding choices and strategies of applying social media in 

instruction are implicitly relevant.  

 

What research says is that it is unlikely to find one specific social media tool that can be 

used as a sort of silver bullet to cater for all students’ learning needs. In a research study by 

Laru, Näykki and Järvelä (2012, pp. 31-32), various web 2.0 tools were used to meet specific 

learning needs. Blogs, a photo content sharing site, wikis and syndication tools were used to 

support students’ reflection, conceptualisation, knowledge co-construction and monitoring 

of peers’ learning respectively. The authors conclude that their findings “illustrate practical 

implications for designing the use of multiple social software tools to support collaborative 

learning in higher education” (Laru, Näykki & Järvelä, 2012, p. 35). From their conclusion 

it can be deduced that a variety of social media tools are required to fulfil various learning 

needs rather than a reliance on just one type of social media platforms. 
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6  RELIABILITY AND LIMITATIONS 

Validity and reliability are aspects that all researchers have to deal with. Validity in 

qualitative research is concerned with the credibility of the research that refers to the 

truthfulness of the findings and their reporting (Lewis, 2009, p. 4). The methodological 

decisions I made and data collection techniques I used reflect the measures I took towards 

enhancing the creditability of my research. Focus group interview method created a 

naturalistic settings for research participants to not only react to my presence as the 

researcher, but to react to fellow co-participants, thereby minimising reactivity (to my 

presence). All interviews were recorded and discussions transcribed verbatim before data 

was analysed, thereby ensuring the truthfulness of the findings. 

 

According to Maxwell (as cited in Lewis, 2009, p. 10), threats to interpretation validity 

include imposition of the researcher’s meanings and failure to the represent the perspective 

of research participants in terms of the meanings they attach to their responses. The focus 

group data collection method used helped to address this validity aspect. The group 

dynamics helped to enrich the in terms of meaning due to the variations of responses to each 

question, achieved as research participants added and elaborated on each other’s responses, 

thereby deepening the groups’ collective perspectives in the process. Another factor that 

improved interpretation validity was my familiarity with the research context, which enabled 

me to interpret the data in the correct context, as would have been for someone unfamiliar 

with the research setting and the cultural context of research participants.  

 

Reliability from the qualitative research perspective refers to “trustworthiness, accuracy and 

dependability of the findings” (Lewis, 2009, 7). Efforts to address enhance the reliability of 

the research were made through reflexivity and transparency of the research process, 

including the presented results with their codes revealing the transcriptions where they 

originate from. My constructivist theoretical assumptions were clarified at the beginning of 

the research, emphasising the goal of the study as not being to find generalisable findings 

but to reveal the “understandings” of research participants and map them into “conceptual 

categories” as research results (Marton, 1986, pp. 32, 33). Still in the context of reliability, 

Marton also uses the metaphor of a two botanists who may not discover the same types of 

plant species on the same island as analogous to two different researchers unlikely to 

discover the same meanings from the same set of data (Marton, 1986, p. 35). However, just 
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as it is possible for other botanists to find the same species of plants once discovered, it is 

also the case with the categories of descriptions, that once they have been created, other 

researchers should be able to find such meanings in the data. Therefore as a sign of the 

reliability of this research, I believe that although it is possible to identify different meanings 

from the data, other researchers can reach an inter-subjective agreement with research results 

presented through the categories of description I have used. 

 

There are limitations to this research that I wish to outline. First of all, this research was 

carried out at one specific university campus in Namibia. As a qualitative research study that 

used a purposive sampling method, the intentions were not to generate generalisable findings 

but rather to map out the conceptions of a small group of research participants in order to 

create an insight into their social media practices. However, albeit at a limited scale, the 

findings can offer a valuable insight into students’ conceptions and attitudes in relation to 

social media. As a qualitative study, the goal has always been to find contextualised findings 

that are descriptive and meaningful in relation to the context where the study was carried 

out. 

 

The thesis title carries name Namibia. The main reason for this was simply to offer a global 

perspective and to situate the study, especially given the background of the limitations in 

research on ICT in general and social media in particular, from the global south and Africa. 

Therefore the title is yet another effort to contextualise the study on a broader scale, that is, 

at a global level. 
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7  CONCLUSIONS  

This thesis set out to answer four research questions, and the findings show that all the 

questions were answered. The research results indicate that students’ primarily conceive 

social media as a platform for social interaction and communication. Furthermore, the 

findings show that students predominantly use social networking sites as types of social 

media, particularly Facebook, and their conceptions are closely related to the way they use 

social media. An equally important part of the findings is the dominant use of mobile phones 

as the most common devices they use to access social media. 

 

With respect to their perceptions of the role of social media in learning, the findings show 

that students could not only identify the learning affordances of social media but that they 

were also already informally taking advantages of those affordances. Inferences made from 

the research results regarding the potential of social media to support networked learning 

show that the nature and practices of social media tools such as dialogue, user-generated 

content, sharing and interconnectedness, render them compatible with networked learning.  

 

It is anticipated that pedagogical interventions may help students to realise the learning 

affordances offered by social media, in light of their predominant socially oriented 

conceptions of these technologies. A further role for pedagogy is to identify appropriate 

social media tools that are suited to specific learning outcomes, and this can be done through 

pedagogical strategies like socio-technical design as described by Laru, Näykki & Järvelä, 

(2012, 31-32). Additionally, the findings indicate that critical media literacy is needed to 

help students to critically deal with the large amounts of information they interact with, and 

also to critical share content on social media. 

  

The insights provided by the research findings may be helpful in informing discussions on 

the appropriation of social media in formal learning, particularly in higher education and in 

teacher education programmes in Namibia. Institutional policy processes may also find this 

study useful. Further research may focus on pedagogical appropriation of social media. 

Continued research on social media in education should be cognisant of the existing 

conceptual tensions between the practices of web 2.0 technologies and current educational 

practices as outlined by Dohn (2009, 349), exploring how the two can be reconciled. 
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APPENDIX A: Letter – request for permission to conduct research at research site 

 

24 July 2012 

To: The Deputy Dean 

 University of ……………… 

 

Information Letter: Master Thesis Research Project 

 

Particulars of the researcher 

Name: Erkkie Haipinge 

Purpose of research: Master Degree thesis project 

Degree programme: Master in Education and Globalisation 

Academic institution: University of Oulu, Finland 

 

Information about the research project 

Research topic: Conceptions of social media, and perceptions of its role in supporting 

networked learning: A global south perspective through the study of student teachers in 

Namibia 

 

I intend to carry out a research project at the ………………………………………….. 

during the months of July and August, 2012. This research project is part of my thesis which 

is partial fulfilment of the above-mentioned Master Degree programme.  

The research project targets Bachelor of Education and BETD students as respondents. The 

data collection method will be focus group interviews. I plan to make use of between 2 and 

3 focus group interview sessions, each involving about 6 students. 

I will make use of IMTE class sessions to inform students about my research plans and 

kindly request them to participate. Consent forms informing them about the research, their 

rights, how their privacy will be protected and how data will be treated will be provided to 

them. 

 

I promise to observe the conventional research ethical codes, abide to additional institutional 

codes when required, respect respondents’ rights, protect their privacy and handle the data 

with utmost care. 
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Research project plan 

04 June 2012 Entering the research site 

18 June – 02 July 2012 Conducting pilot focus group interview, modifying interview questions 

02 – 31 July 2012 Meeting students, informing them about the project, recruiting research 

participants and distributing consent forms 

04 July – 16 August 

2012 

Carrying out focus group interviews 

17 – 20 August 2012 Revising field notes and recordings 

22 August 2012 Exiting the research site 

 

Thanking you in advance for your understanding and support. 

 

Yours sincerely 

……………………………. 

Erkkie Haipinge 
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APPENDIX B: Information for research participants  

 

23 July 2012 

 

Title of research project: Conceptions of social media, and perceptions of its role in 

supporting networked learning: A global south perspective through the study of student 

teachers in Namibia 

 

Researcher: Erkkie Haipinge 

                    University of Oulu, Faculty of Education 

                    ehaiping@paju.oulu.fi 

 

This research project is part of my studies towards the Master of Education and Globalisation 

that I am currently pursuing at the University of Oulu, Finland. The research project focuses 

on student teachers at the University of Namibia as its participants. The subject of research 

is the students’ views and perceptions of online social media or online social networks, as 

well as how they use them.  

The research makes use of focus group interviews as the data collection technique. These 

interviews will each consist of about six students and will last for about one hour. The 

interview will be audio recorded for transcriptions by the researcher later on. 

 

You are hereby kindly invited to take part in the focus group interview session that will take 

place on …………………………., 2012 at 14h30. The venue is: campus library. 

 

Participation in this session is voluntary and involves a 1 hour input to and discussion of the 

issues associated with online social media/social networks and its uses.  There are no known 

or anticipated risks to your participation in this session.  You may decline answering any 

questions you feel you do not wish to answer and may decline contributing to the session in 

other ways if you so wish.  All information you provide will be considered confidential and 

grouped with responses from other participants.  No other lecturer will be present during the 

session and your name will not be identified with the input you give to this session.  Further, 

you will not be identified by name in the research report. The information collected from 

this session will be kept for a period of the duration of 1 year. 

 

Given the group format of this session you are asked you to keep in confidence information 

that identifies or could potentially identify a participant and/or his/her comments.  If you 
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have any questions about participation in this session, please feel free to discuss these with 

me, or later, by contacting me at 081 2471507. 

 

You are kindly requested to read and sign a separate consent form that confirms your 

participation in this research project. Your assistance in the form of your time and 

contribution is highly appreciated. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

……………………………… 

Erkkie Haipinge 
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APPENDIX C: Participant’s consent to participate in research 

 

I, the research participant: 

 

1. Provide my consent to participate in this focus group interview 

 

2. I am 18 years of age or older 

 

3. I am participating voluntarily and understand that I can stop and withdraw from 

participating at any time and without having to give a reason 

 

4. I agree to participate in research that will be audio recorded 

 

5. I promise to keep in confidence the information shared by fellow participants 

during the focus group interview 

 

6. I consent for the researcher to anonymously use quotes for publications and 

research reports 

 

7. I understand and agree that my data will remain anonymous and that it may be 

stored by the researcher for a period of up to 2 years. 

 

 

Print Name 

 

Signature  

 

Date  

 

Place 

 

Contact (phone or email) 
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APPENDIX D: Focus group interview guide – open-ended questions 

 

 

A. Conceptions of social media 

 

1. Students’ basic conception and understanding of social media 

 What comes to your mind when you hear the term ‘social media’?/ 

 What does social media mean to you? 

 How do you define social media? 

 

B. Use and experiences of social media 

2. The social media platforms that students use and how they started using them 

 What social media platforms do you use? 

 How and why did you start using social media? 

 

3. The devices they use to access social media and the content they consume and 

share 

 How do you connect to social media? 

 The ICT devices do you use to connect to the Internet? 

4. Uses of social media 

 What kind of content do you consume on social media? 

 What content do you share on social media? 

 What are your concerns when using social media? 

 

C. Students’ perceptions of role of social media in learning 

 

5. How do you see the possibilities of using social media in learning? 

6. Why would or wouldn’t you support the use of social media in your formal 

learning contexts? 

7. In what ways does social media present opportunities to support lifelong learning 

(beyond university studies)? 
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APPENDIX E: Research results – Combined map of the second and third level categories of descriptions 

 

Conceptions of social media and 
perceptions of its role in 

supporting networked learning 

Conceptions of 
social media

Social 
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Self-
disclosure

Nature of 
identity & 

social rules

Experiences & 
perceptions of social 

media

Contempora-
neity

Belonging & 
social 

support
Entertainment

Pervasion & 
Caution

Perceive social media 
role in learning

Cognitive 
correspondence

Interpersonal & 
Intrapersonal 

learning

Networked 
Learning 
support
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