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Abstract

Purpose — Social media are increasingly being used in teaching and learning in higher education. This paper
aims to explore multiple case studies to better understand how instructors decide to incorporate social media
into learning.

Design/methodology/approach — This qualitative case study used the technology acceptance model (TAM)
to explore five instructors’ use of social media for teaching and learning, particularly the pedagogical reasons
and goals driving their use of social media. Participant interviews, course documentation and social media
observation data were collected to answer the research questions.

Findings - Findings suggest that an instructor’s social media knowledge and awareness of instructional goals
are important for the use of social media in learning. Three pedagogical objectives of the use of social media
were found across five participants: collaborative learning, dialog and discussion, and authentic learning.
Originality/value — Previous studies have explored potential pedagogical uses of social media tools, however
studies that attempt to understand how and why instructors decide to use particular social media tools are
underreported.
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Using the technology acceptance model
In the past decade, social media has become a substantial and integral part of United States
adults’ everyday lives, and while social media technologies and tools have ebbed and waned,
people continue to use social media consistently and widely (Brooke and Anderson, 2021).
Social media have become prominent in education in elementary (Greenhow and Askari,
2017), higher education (Zachos et al, 2018), and continuing and distance education venues
(Mnkandla and Minnaar, 2017). Additionally, increasing evidence suggests that social media
significantly impact professional development and connection opportunities for teachers at
all levels (Robson, 2016) especially in the way academics connect (Chugh et al, 2021) and
publish their work to broader audiences in or outside their own disciplines (Carrigan, 2019).
There is also growing recognition of social media’s potential ability to enhance learning
(Gruzd et al., 2018) and to be a useful communication tool between students and teachers |
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(Bartosik-Purgat et al, 2017). However, faculty still express hesitation in adopting these
media for teaching and learning (Manca, 2020) and tend to use social media for research and
networking purposes, rather than education-focused purposes (Chugh ef al, 2021). A recent
study found that the use of social media presented opportunities for three shifts in education:
(1) moving away from institutional learning management systems (LMSs) as academics in the
study found LMSs to be unreliable and of low utility, (2) enhancing pedagogy, and (3)
changing attitudes toward the effects of social media in education (Vandeyar, 2020). Other
research also supported the positive impact of social media for enhancing student
communication (Zachos ef al, 2018) and for engaging students with their peers in
collaboration and information sharing (Greenhow and Lewin, 2016). However, research has
underscored educators’ hesitancy to use social media for educational purposes (Willems et al,
2018) partially due to cultural resistance, pedagogical or institutional barriers (Manca and
Ranieri, 2016).

Teachers’ beliefs about technology play a significant role in their use and adoption of
technologies for teaching and learning (Tondeur et al, 2017). The technology acceptance
model (TAM) (Davis et al., 1989) is a framework to understand and predict users’ acceptance
intention to a new technology. While TAM has been used to examine teachers’ use of
technology in general (Ranellucci et al., 2020; Teo et al., 2008), social media acceptance and
adoption aspects were under-reported in literature (Al-Qaysi ef al, 2020). Using TAM as the
framework, Dumpit and Fernandez (2017) examined students’ use of social media technology
and found TAM to be a robust predictor of student social media usage. Ajjan and
Hartshorne’s (2008) study on instructors’ decisions to adopt Web 2.0 tools suggested that
TAM could provide a clear picture of how instructors who are currently making use of social
media perceived their use of such tools. The purpose of our study is to use the TAM
framework to better understand pedagogical reasons and goals that could drive an
instructor’s use of social media. To accomplish this goal, we examined five unique cases of
instructor’s use of social media in teaching and learning in higher education.

Literature review

The use of social media for learning

Social media are prominently featured in practical and empirical discussions within
education. Social media are broadly defined as “. .. interactive technologies that allow the
creation or sharing/exchange of information, ideas, interests, and other forms of expression
via virtual communities and networks” Wikipedia (2021), and include a broad range of
technologies and tools. Based on our review, research on social media can be broadly
classified into three key areas: (1) student perceptions of social media, (2) analysis of
interactions within social media and (3) instructors’ use of social media. Overall research
suggests that students have positive perceptions of the use of social media for learning and
examination of student interaction via social media indicates knowledge construction and
collaboration benefits. However, the use of social media for these positive benefits might have
been constrained by instructors’ willingness to use and implement social media within their
classrooms and understanding instructors’ beliefs and rationales for using (or not) social
media is an important direction of exploration.

Student perceptions of social media. Literature related to student perceptions focuses on
students’ feelings and perceptions about the use of social media for learning. Studies reported
that students feel positively about the impact of social media on the learning environment,
their cognitive skills and their interactions (Barun ef al, 2020; Daniels and Billingsley, 2014,
Fosu et al, 2019; Mondahl and Razmerita, 2014). For example, in Daniels and Billingsley’s
(2014) study, students perceived the class Facebook group as a helpful tool for
communication and collaboration. More recently in a study by Barun et al (2020), students



perceived the use of Google Suite as positive and as a useful tool for learning. In another
study, students positively believed that the use of Twitter, in combination with the LMS,
could be beneficial for learning and hoped for more integration of social media for teaching
(Fosu et al., 2019). Similarly, a survey of Arabic language students suggested that they
perceive social media as improving language skills, making learning more interesting and
changing their perspective on language learning (Sari and Hasibuan, 2019). Despite the many
recent negative news items about the impact of social media use and considering the impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic, students continue to perceive positive impacts of social media for
learning. Undergraduate students highly and positively rated the use of Twitter for reflection,
collaboration and communication (Abella-Garcia et al., 2019) and students perceived the use
of various social media as very important for language learning (Lambton-Howard ef al,
2020). Students also reported positively on the use of YouTube for supporting learning
(Maziriri et al., 2020). However, some regional differences have also emerged. For example, a
study on student perceptions of social media as a learning resource in China and the United
States of America (USA) found that there were differences in perceptions of students in both
countries and of students with or without previous experience using social media (Ma et al,
2021). The study suggested that students in China are more positive about the use of social
media than those in the USA. The study also found that students who have previously used
social media responded more positively to the use of social media. In a study of using Twitter
in education and communication classes, Luo and Xie (2019) found that while education
students displayed a skeptical attitude towards the use of Twitter, communication students
reported a more positive attitude.

Interactions within social media. Other studies have focused on interactions within social
media. Studies used a mixed-method approach including self-reported data to analyze the effects
of social media usage on students’ interaction and collaboration. A review of Facebook usage in
higher education points to its positive role for enhancing student engagement as well as student-
student and student-teacher interactions (Chugh and Ruhi, 2018) and similarly medical students
showed preferences for interacting and asking faculty questions on a closed Facebook
discussion group (Henry ef al, 2020). Social media are also seen positively for facilitating student
discussion and argumentation — for example in an English as a Foreign Language (EFL) class,
the use of the social media messaging app, LINE, helped students to create concept maps to
support organized and argumentative discussions and to make revisions quickly (Chang and Lu,
2018). Another study that analyzed messages on social media found potentially high
engagement rates in Facebook and Twitter in an informal science learning project (Lundgren
et al, 2020). Social media have also been reported as positive for student engagement and
creativity with graduate research training (Rasheed et al, 2020) and to facilitate collaborative
learning and engagement to accomplish research tasks (Al-Rahmi ef al, 2018).

Instructors’ use of social media. While many studies have analyzed student perceptions
and effects of social media in learning, fewer studies reported on instructors’ use of social
media. For example, Ajjan and Hartshorne (2008) found that while many instructors were
aware of potential benefits of social media, a majority of them did not use it, and professional
development was considered to be an important element for social media usage. Gruzd et al.
(2018) used the uses and gratification framework to understand factors that influence
instructors’ decision making to use and sustain use of social media in teaching, and found that
instructors used social media to expose students to social practices, extend the learning
environment and promote learning through interaction and collaboration. However, the
study did not explore how instructors specifically make use of social media in teaching.

Prestridge et al. (2019) focused on how instructors identified social media that could be of
use and found that instructors’ own personal networks and connections on social media were
highly influential in their selection and use of tools, i.e. that they relied on the expertise of their
peers and networks to make selections. Siyam (2019) used the TAM for exploring social
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Figure 1.
The technology
acceptable

model (TAM)

media use by special education teachers in United Arab Emirates (UAE) and found self-
efficacy, time and access to technology to be factors that significantly impact teachers’ use of
technology. Our work builds on and extends these explorations by using TAM as the
framework to understand how and why higher education instructors in the US choose to use
social media to support learning within their classrooms.

Technology acceptance model

The TAM (Davis et al., 1989) (see Figure 1) is an adaptation of Fishbein and Ajzen’s (1975)
theory of reasoned model (TRA). TAM was developed as a theoretical model to identify
cognitive and affective determinants as fundamental variables of technology acceptance.
According to TAM, an individual’s behavior intention (BI) is a determinant of technology
acceptance and usage (Actual Behavior). TAM suggests that behavioral intention is “jointly
determined” by an individual’s attitude toward using (A) which is then determined by the
individual’s perceived usefulness (PU) and perceived ease of use (PEoU). Thus, evidence of an
individual’s PU would be described by the extent to which users believe that the tools would
help them accomplish specific tasks. Evidence for ease of use would be gauged by how users
described ease of operating as well as learning to operate tools.

In the context of this study, PU was defined as how each instructor perceived personal,
professional and pedagogical benefits of using social media in their teaching. For PEoU,
instructors’ acceptance of the use of social media can be determined by how easy or
comfortable they feel it is to use and manage the tool. By examining both PU and PEoU, we
can better explain factors that might influence instructors’ decisions on the use of social
media. We proposed studying the two constructs (U and EoU) within TAM as a theoretical
model to help us explain how instructors accept and make decisions about the use of social
media in learning.

Research questions and methods

The purpose of this study was to explore the reasons that drive instructors’ use of social
media in their teaching using the TAM framework. We explored this purpose through the
lens of five unique cases of higher education instructors using social media in their classroom.
This study aims to clarify potential motives, decision-making processes and strategies that
led to social media adoption by instructors by using a case study research method. Case study
research uses a variety of data sources, both quantitative and qualitative, to explore and build
explanations of a specific phenomenon (Baxter et al, 2008).

This research was conducted using a “holistic single-case study” approach (Yin, 2014).
The focus of this study was to capture a clear set of circumstances (instructors’ adoption of
tools) within a specific context (social media in higher education teaching and learning). We
primarily used multiple sources of qualitative evidence — documentation, interviews and
observations — to examine each case. We were thus able to “collect a richer and stronger array
of evidence” (Yin, 2014, p. 66), providing us with a better understanding of each instructor’s
perspective of social media usage in learning.

Perceived
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i () Behavi > Intenti Actual Behavior
Variables Perceived Ease of enavior ntention
(A) (BI)
Use
(EOUV)

Source(s): Davis et al., 1989



Documentation

Documentation is perhaps the most relevant data for case studies (Yin, 2014) and can take
many forms and formats. For this study, we considered existing course materials as
documentary sources. Course materials included course syllabi, handouts, presentations and
resources. These documents were used to “corroborate and augment evidence from other
sources” (Yin, 2014, p. 107). Available documents were reviewed periodically throughout the
period of the study to help corroborate, confirm or reject evidence found in the interviews.

Interviews

We conducted interviews following the guided interview approach (Rossman and Rallis,
2003; Yin, 2014). The open-ended interview questions focused on participants’ acceptance,
design, implementation and prior experience of social media in teaching. Two separate
interview sessions were conducted. The first interview focused on the instructor’s adoption,
acceptance and experience of social media. The second interview was used as a follow-up
session to corroborate and elaborate on the responses from the first interview as well as to
seek clarification for data gathered from other sources. The interview sessions followed Yin's
(2014) shorter case study interview format, lasting about an hour each. While the questions
were open-ended, they were focused to avoid lengthy responses and were “carefully worded,
.. .[to] appear genuinely naive about the topic and allow the interviewee to provide a fresh
commentary about it” (p. 111). The interview questions were designed to encourage
participants to reveal their probability of PU and PEoU of social media usage in learning
based on the TAM.

Unit of analysis

The unit of analysis in this study was an individual instructor who used a social media tool as
part of their instructional strategies or learning activities during the spring 2018 semester at a
large northeastern public university. The case study focused on five unique cases to establish
an in-depth explanation of the instructors’ use of social media. For the purpose of this study,
we defined social media as any web application such as blogs, wikis, social networking sites
(SNSs), multimedia sharing sites and virtual worlds including any institution-provided
enterprise web application such as VoiceThread and Yammer, but excluding the institutional
Learning Management System (LMS). The participants’ experience with social media was not
a criterion for selection, and case selection was based on a range of social media usage rather
than best-case uses of social media.

Case participants

Initially, thirteen instructors were identified as candidates for this study and were invited to
participate in a follow-up meeting. Based on follow up questions to establish their suitability
for the study, five instructors were identified as potential candidates and agreed to participate
in the study. Four participants were male and one was female, and social media tools used by
participants were varied. Participants’ teaching appointments, teaching experiences,
experience with social media and course modality varied as illustrated in Table 1.

Data analysis
The goal of the analysis was to develop a clear explanation of how instructors chose to use
social media in teaching using TAM as a framework. Therefore, we analyzed each instructor
participant case to develop a deeper understanding of the use of social media in a learning
environment.
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Table 1.
Participants’
demographics

The analysis was guided by Yin’s explanation building approach (Yin, 2014). Yin (2014)
noted that “To ‘explain’ a phenomenon is to stipulate a presumed set of causal links about it,
or ‘how’ or ‘why’ something happened” (p. 147). The explanation building approach is
iterative and requires a continual reexamination of the evidence in an attempt to provide clear
explanations of each theme found in this study. We explored common themes of how
instructor participants selected and used social media in their teaching. Some iterations of
explanation building include (p. 149):

(1) Making an initial theoretical statement or an initial explanatory proposition

(2) Comparing the findings of an initial case against such a statement or proposition
(3) Revising the statement or proposition

(4) Comparing other details of the case against the revision

(5) Comparing the revision to the findings from a second, third or more cases

(6) Repeating this process as many times as needed

Making sense of the data collected in a qualitative study requires creative thinking, which
“entails immersion, incubation, insight, and interpretation” (Rossman and Rallis, 2003,
p. 279). To accomplish that, we followed Rossman and Rallis’ (2003) 7-step generic analysis
process. It is important to note that different phases did not occur in a linear sequence. We
moved back and forth between phases depending on what was discovered in each phase.

(1) Organizing the Data. The data were strategically collected and organized by cases.
Minor edits and validations were conducted to ensure the accuracy. The process was
done immediately after data collection to ensure the accuracy.

Q) Famuliarizing Oneself with the Data. Rossman and Rallis (2003) suggested that it is
important that qualitative researchers spend time reviewing and revisiting the
collected data. We transcribed, reviewed and cleaned up transcriptions to “provides

leads for further data gathering, provokes insights, and stimulates analytic thinking”
(p. 281).

(3) Generating Categories and Themes. This phase was equivalent to the “comparing the
findings of an initial case against such a statement or proposition” step of Yin’s (2014)
iterative process of explanation building. For each case, we used the deductive
analysis method which relies on codes that were established using preliminary
categories. Through the ongoing reviews of the interviews, categories were added,
combined and/or removed. Themes were established across cases after categories

Participant™ Craig Henry Kennedy Malinda Peter

Gender Male Male Male Female Male

Appointment Adjunct Full-time Full-time Full-time Full-time
Faculty Faculty Faculty Faculty

Teaching 5 years 13 years 5 years 16 years 50 years

experience

Field Information Education Education Communication  Education

Technology
Level Graduate Graduate Undergraduate  Undergraduate  Graduate
Delivery Online Online Online Online Hybrid

Note(s): * Pseudonyms




were analyzed and reanalyzed. In this study, we used key categories from TAM
including PU and PEoU.

4) Coding the Data. We considered coding as the “revising the statement proposition”
phasein Yin’s (2014) explanation-building approach for a case study analysis. Coding
was done in an iterative manner. Analyzing and reanalyzing categories produced
new categories, organized codes generated, merged similar categories and removed
unsupported categories. NVivo was used to code the data and identify themes for
further analysis (see Figures 2 and 3).

(5) Interpreting. In this phase, we focused on synthesizing or finding meaning from the
phenomenon and then building a story to express the phenomenon beyond the
specifics of data, codes, revised categories and themes. To interpret the data, we used
Rossman and Rallis’ (2003) facilitating questions: what is going on here, what is the
essence of the phenomenon, what is this phenomenon an example of, and what is the
story these data tell. We began by reviewing other sources (course syllabi, materials,
social media observations, etc.) to corroborate the evidence found in the interviews.

6) Searching for Alternative Understandings. This phase resembles the “comparing the
revision to the findings from other cases” process of Yin’s (2014) explanation-building
approach. We reviewed and compared the draft reports with other cases to allow us to
confirm and challenge our interpretation of the cases.

(7)  Writing the Report. The goal was for us to reveal the meaning discovered through the
iterative process of the previous steps. Each case was analyzed, reanalyzed and
compared with other cases. As a result, we were able to ensure the credibility of our
case report.

Researcher positionality

Both authors are researchers and educators in the field of instructional technology. Our
personal and professional interests motivate our work and contribution to the body of
knowledge in the field. The first author is an experienced instructional designer who
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Figure 2.
NVivo node counts
from 1st interview
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Figure 3.

Revised NVivo node
counts from 1st and
2nd interviews
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© Exporting 1 1

O Integration 2 10
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routinely collaborates with various instructors to implement and use technology in teaching.
The second author is a higher education faculty member who routinely uses social media in
teaching and learning in higher education. Our combined experiences provided us with a
suitable world view to examine, analyze and interpret the use of technology for teaching and
learning. At the same time, by collaboratively discussing ideas and themes that emerged from
the data and acknowledging our perspectives as a faculty user and/or instructional design
practitioner allows us to remain neutral during the study.

Validity and reliability
Construct validity is the identification of the “correct operational measure for the concepts
being studied” (Yin, 2014, p. 46). Yin (2014) suggested three tactics to increase validity while
conducting case studies: the use of multiple sources of evidence, establishing a chain of
evidence and reviewing a draft case report. To maintain validity, we collected different types
of data which include documentation, instructor participants’ interviews and observations.
Yin (2014) defined reliability as “the consistency and repeatability of the research
procedures used in a case study” (p. 240). The objective of reliability is to ensure that a
different researcher, if following the same procedures, “should arrive at the same findings and
conclusions” (p. 48). Two recommended strategies to deal with reliability of the case study are
to develop case study protocol when preparing to collect data and to maintain a chain of
evidence during the data collection. We developed a data collection plan as a protocol. We
created each participant’s evidence in electronic format and organized each in an individual
dataset in order to maintain a chain of evidence.

Findings

Each of the five instructor participants represented diverse cases of the use of social media.
Definitions of social media are broad and include any web-based tool or application that
allows individuals to engage in sharing and creating information within social networks — the
broad understanding of this term is on display in the findings of this study. Each participant
used different social media tools, ranging from popular, everyday tools like Twitter to more
institutionally adopted tools. The level and time frames for integration of social media also
varied across participants, based on their individual contexts and needs. Summaries of the
individual case findings are first presented, followed by common themes emerging from
instructors’ PU and PEoU. All participant names are pseudonyms used to protect participant



confidentiality. We provide a detailed description of each participant’s case (Stake, 1995) and
their use of social media to provide important contextual background. This description
allows us to emphasize the “proximal causes of behavior and the circumstances” (Bromley,
1991, p. 86) that surround specific actions and reasons for each case study, allowing us to
contrast and compare these cases to arrive at more useful interpretations.

Participants’ view on their use of social media

Case #1: Craig. Craig was an adjunct instructor who taught an online graduate introductory
course in the Computer Sciences department. He taught this course for 5 years, teaching at
least one section of approximately 15 students each semester. He used the VoiceThread web
application in two of the assignments in the course. VoiceThread is “a media aggregator” (Eli,
2009) allowing users to collaborate and create multimedia presentations using different types
of medium (videos, audios, annotations, etc.).

Craig was introduced to VoiceThread when the institution switched to a new LMS. Craig’s
goal in using the tool was to mediate student collaboration in creating multimedia-integrated
projects. VoiceThread was used in two team-based research presentations. The assignments
required students to collaborate to “create,” “prepare” and “deliver” research-based presentations.

Referencing his own and his students’ experience, Craig found VoiceThread to be easy to
use for a new user. He mentioned that the tool was “[easy for] someone without much
experience” and cited being able to easily create “a very basic crude sort of presentation” as
some of the evidence for his perception. Craig viewed VoiceThread as a useful “mechanism”
to mediate the development and delivery of team-based presentations.

Case #2: Henry. Henry was a full-time instructor in Education, with more than a decade of
teaching experience in both secondary and postsecondary levels. Henry generally taught
upper level courses. In this study, he uses Slack in a technology-oriented course. The course
was an online graduate course and was offered once a year.

Henry switched from Yammer to Slack as an attempt to move away from a typical
threaded conversation format: ‘{Yammer] was . .. more threaded than I want to have.” He
described Slack as a productive tool for workplace collaboration and communication. His goal
for the use of Slack was to promote authentic interactions in online learning. In his course, he
used Slack to communicate with students and asked them to use it for communication,
weekly discussions and team collaboration.

Henry found Slack to be a “great mobile app” as “an important factor” for his decision.
Henry viewed Slack as an easy-to-use tool because of its seamless integration which required
minimal clicks to initiate other tools such as Google Hangout: “I tried to not make it so there’s
so much clicking. I really would like things to be as integrated and seamless as possible.” The
seamless integration of Slack with other collaborative add-ons (such as Google Hangout) was
one of the key factors underlying Henry’s PU of Slack. In addition, Henry found Slack to be a
useful tool for providing authentic experience through the use of nonverbal communication
icons. His perception involved his past experiences from witnessing how his students “would
write thumbs up or a smiley face or they [students] would respond to a video or anything and
in [LMS] I never get any of that.”

Case #3: Kennedy. Kennedy was also a full-time instructor in Education with 5 years of
teaching experience at various levels. During this study, he taught an undergraduate
technology-oriented course. The course was offered every semester as part of a general
education requirement. The course was regularly delivered in both face-to-face and online
formats. Kennedy was assigned to teach both formats. At the time of this study, he used
Flipgrid in his online course.

Kennedy learned about Flipgrid (an online video discussion platform) from his colleague
and began using it shortly after. His goals were to find a tool that could provide students with
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an opportunity to participate in discussion using different types of media. He used Flipgrid in
three separate assignments that required students to submit their response in a video format:
“It [Flipgrid] was a good tool and it’s much, much, better than anything [In reference to
previous tools, VoiceThread and YouSeeU].”

Kennedy’s interest in the use of Flipgrid appears to be centered on its intuitiveness. He
found Flipgrid to be easy to adopt as it allows students to choose any device to record videos
and requires minimal learning curve to operate: “the student would not feel as though they
needed some external training in order to know how to use the tool . . . you can use your cell
phone you can use your iPad you can use a desktop computer ... It was designed to be
flexible and versatile.” Kennedy believes Flipgrid is useful for providing students with
varieties of learning experiences and facilitating communication and student engagement
instead of using the traditional discussion boards: ‘[Flipgrid] creates some varieties and also
it allows us to have the students participate in class using a medium other than just typing
and text.” In addition, Flipgrid’s playback speed control appeared to be one of his preferred
features of Flipgrid: “You can accelerate the speed of the video . . . [ usually listen to it at one-
half faster than normal.”

Case #4.: Malinda. Malinda was a full-time instructor in Communication, and had been
teaching at the college level for 16 years. She spent 3 of those years teaching the current
course, which was an online introductory, undergraduate course. The course is uniquely
designed as a 7-week course and regularly offered during the first half of the Spring semester.
She used Twitter in this course.

Malinda acknowledged the importance of Twitter (a social media platform that allows
users to converse digitally using a limited number of characters) as an essential tool for
marketing and advertising. Her driving force for using Twitter was to find ways to engage
students. Malinda used Twitter for a synchronous discussion activity. Students were asked
to participate in a real-time conversation with their classmates during the Super Bowl game, a
very high-profile sporting event that occurs annually.

Through the use of the mobile app version of Twitter, she found that students could easily
participate in live discussion with other students: “I just sit and watch super bowl with my
phone and my thumbs . .. Twitter allows that flexibility because it’s quick.” Malinda’s goal
for the Super Bowl discussion was to capitalize on real-time conversations around new
commercials played during the Super Bowl game. She perceived Twitter to be suitable and
pedagogically appropriate for her course subject, especially for facilitating communication
and advertising-related conversations: “there’s an introduction to ads course we need to
address that [live conversations] and so how better to do that in real time than to employ one
of the social media platforms since by anecdotal but also marketplace researches right now
are driving to Twitter.”

Case #5: Peter. Peter, a full-time instructor in Education, had the longest teaching
experience of all participants with about 50 years of teaching experience. In this study, we
examined how Peter made use of Piazza in his graduate research-oriented course. At the time
of the study, it was his 8th year of teaching the course and he began experimenting with
Piazza after the first year of teaching this course.

Peter’s use of Piazza was centered on finding ways to connect, collaborate and
communicate with people from different locations. Piazza works as an online discussion
platform where students are able to actively post and respond to questions that emerge in the
community. Peter used Piazza as a primary method for asynchronous interactions and
communication. There was clear evidence that Peter repeatedly emphasized expectations for
the use of Piazza throughout the syllabus.

Peter cited the intuitiveness of Piazza, in comparison to other tools he had used, as a reason
for his decision. In addition, Peter found the organization of messages and conversations in
Piazza to be easy to use and navigate: “This is a familiar interface for a lot of people. This is



logging in, initiating a posting, responding to a posting, it’s pretty straight forward and it
very much looks like a webmail kind of interface.” Two important characteristics that Peter
appeared to find effective in Piazza were the immediacy and relevancy aspects of the content
delivery. Peter’s view of the immediacy could be found when he described his use of Piazza as
a way to “push” messages to students immediately. Peter believed Piazza was useful because
it gave him the ability to easily integrate various types of content (text or multimedia) into the
class communication.
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Main findings related to TAM
Our main findings center around two aspects of the technology acceptance model —
instructor’s PEoU and PU of the social media tools. Data analyses and coding revealed
that both of these characteristics were mentioned often by participants but to differing
degrees (see Tables 2 and 3). For example, Craig, Kennedy and Peter, mentioned EoU much
more frequently than did Henry and Malinda, who in contrast mentioned PU more frequently.
Different characteristics of the tools were cited by participants as leading to their perceptions
of EoU or U. For example, intuitiveness and integration of the tool seemed to be primary
factors in perceived EoU while the ability to facilitate communication gaps appeared to be
primary in contributing to PU. We elaborate on these ideas further below.
Instructor’s perceived ease of use (PEoU)
Intuitiveness. Intuitive user interface was a commonly mentioned theme by most of the
instructor participants. Craig, Kennedy and Peter often emphasized intuitiveness of social
Codes Transcripts Explanations
PEoU > Intuitive  It’s [Piazza] very much that looks like a Peter mentioning of webmail interface and
webmail kind of interface as it uses tags and ~ “not a foreign format” was coded as the
you know I've had. this is not a foreign intuitiveness of the tool
format, (Peter)
PEoU > Mobility 1 just sit and watch super bowl with my Malinda describing the ability for her
phone and my thumbs . . .student last year ~ student to participate in the assignment on
who what is a server at a local bar . . . the  the phone at work was coded as the
boss was actually very supportive he said mobility aspect of the tool
that’s a great idea. Malinda)
PU > Authenticity  Twould say the driving forceis really seeking  Henry’s emphasis on “seeking authentic
authentic forms of interaction amongst my  forms of interaction” when describing the
students. It’s part of my research and part  driving force (to select the tool) was coded
of what I care mostly about, but I find as the authenticity of the instructional
learning management systems to be really — activities
inauthentic. (Henry)
PU > Discussion 1 think that inclusion of video but not doing  Kennedy’s comment about the importance
it too much in the class creates some variety  of using video and having it as an option
and also it allows us to have the students for students to participate in class Table 2.
participate in class using a medium other conversation was coded as the usefulness Example codes and
than just typing and text. (Kennedy) for discussions explanations
Table 3.

Number of instances

Participant* Craig Henry Kennedy Malinda Peter ¢, perceived ease of

use (PEoU) and
PEoU 19 5 10 5 17 perceived usefulness
PU 8 22 2 18 13 (PU) found during the
Note(s): * Pseudonyms interviews
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media as an important factor for choosing social media. They emphasized that social media
tools should be user friendly and easy to use without much of a learning effort.

Kennedy and Craig described a user-friendly interface from the usability perspective as it
required students to invest a minimal amount of effort to accomplish the required tasks. In the
case of Flipgrid, Kennedy described its interface as easy-to-use requiring minimal effort and
support. One of his reasons for choosing Flipgrid was because it was “intuitive so that the
students would not feel as though they needed some external training.” For Craig, the
intuitiveness of VoiceThread appeared to be goal-specific. He emphasized how VoiceThread
allowed students to easily complete specific tasks. Considering the goal of collaborative
presentation creation, Craig found VoiceThread’s interface to be simple for students to
master: “They can quickly create content. They can quickly record their voice. They can
quickly throw a diagram up.”

On a different note, Henry and Peter described a user-friendly interface from the design
perspective as having an appearance similar to that of other commonly used tools. As a result,
they expected the tool to be easy enough to use so that students could easily familiarize
themselves with the different features. Henry compared Slack’s look and feel to that of a
traditional online chat-room: “You can organize it into different channels, say for different
projects or different ideas that you're working on, and it has a lot of similarities to an old-
school chatroom.” Similarly, Peter anticipated that Piazza should be easy to use because most
people are already familiar with the Piazza protocol: “It’s pretty straightforward. It very much
looks like a webmail kind of interface . . . this is not a foreign format to most people.”

Integration. Apart from intuitiveness, four instructor participants’ PEoU can be found in
their decision to use LMS-integrated tools. Social media is typically seen as a standalone tool
outside of the LMS. For external system integration, the ability of a selected social media tool
to integrate with additional tools and mobile technology was found to be an essential factor in
selecting a social media tool.

Two types of integration were found in this study: enterprise application integration and
external system integration. Three participants often discussed the importance of enterprise
application integration. Craig’s use of the word “provided resource” was an indication of the
importance of system integration between LMS and VoiceThread when discussing his
preference for using VoiceThread: “because it’s [VoiceThread] a provided resource by the
university.” When asked about a potential alternative social media tool, Craig indicated a
willingness to switch to another social media tool as long as it was integrated with the LMS:
“If they [institution] were to provide such an [LMS integrated] tool, I would probably adopt it
immediately.” Craig’s point of view regarding integration referred to system integration
allowing users to seamlessly access a social media tool (VoiceThread) from the LMS without
additional authentication or steps. Furthermore, the main focus of this type of integration is
on allowing students to easily and, perhaps, seamlessly access a social media tool without
much effort.

External system integration provided additional benefits and possibilities for utilizing
social media tools. Henry described the importance of integration with other social media
tools: “I try to make it like there is not much clicking. I really would like things to be as
integrated and seamless as possible . . . you want to just have a quick Google hangout within
Slack; you just type ‘backslash hangout, and you can automatically have face-to-face
connections with people.”

In addition, mobile technology integration was also mentioned by Malinda and Henry.
Both appeared to consider this type of integration to be a factor for their decision to use social
media. During the interviews, Malinda revealed her satisfaction with the Twitter mobile app
when she recalled an event where one of her students was able to successfully participate in a
live Twitter discussion using the Twitter app on their smart phone at work. Henry was
pleased with how the Slack mobile app allowed students to easily and efficiently engage in



conversations and communication: “that’s one of the really nice things about Slack is its
mobile access and so people can do it anywhere at any time. I think it does foster quick bursts
of communication.”

Instructor’s perceived usefulness (PU)

Facilitating communication gaps. Theory of transactional distance discusses the importance
of addressing the challenge of separation between students and the instructor in distance
education settings. Such separation is believed to “lead to communication gaps, a
psychological space of potential misunderstandings between the behaviors of instructors
and those of the learners” (Moore and Kearsley, 1996; Moore, 1997). The majority of the
instructor participants in this study reported that the use of social media could help reduce
communication gaps and establish presence in online learning.

In one example, Peter described how he used Piazza as a way to reach his students in a
timely manner. Piazza gave him an opportunity to create teaching presence by integrating
multimedia into his communication: “I can use audio, video, graphics and even some latex
commands inside, so when I'm teaching the data analysis course if I want to show something
with equations I can do it and it also provides me with summary.” Kennedy also shared the
same perspective. He found that the video discussion in Flipgrid provided students with the
ability to communicate and interact with other students using richer media other than
traditional texts. In another example, Henry discussed how his students used emoticons (for
example, :-)) when they interacted in Slack. The use of emoticons in Slack could potentially
help improve the social presence among students through class communication and
interaction: “they would write thumbs up or a smiley face or they would respond to a video or
anything and in [LMS] I never get any of that.”

Another type of gap discussed was the ability of social media tools to simulate real-time
and real-world communication. In Malinda’s course, Twitter matched the need for real-world
communication for her subject. Malinda found that the popularity of Twitter in
advertisements allowed her students to connect to real-world conversations. The use of
Twitter in Malinda’s Super Bowl live discussion allowed her to provide students with
opportunities to interact and to participate in real-world events, making learning more
authentic and meaningful.

Discussion and implications

Our analyses indicated that PEoU and PU were both almost equally cited by instructors as a
whole group as the reason for choosing social media tools. However, for some instructors, one
of the factors played a more important role in their decision. For example, from Table 2, it is
clear that for Henry and Malinda usefulness (PU) far outweighed considerations of ease of use
(PEoU) — Henry mentioned utility 22 times vs only 5 times for ease of use. Thus, for Henry and
Malinda, utility seemed to be the most important factor in making a decision while for others,
ease of use was more important.

The importance of Instructor’s first-hand social media experience

Most of the instructor participants in this study spent a considerable amount of time
investigating and learning different tools before adopting it. Henry learned about Slack from
reading a blog and investigated it on his own. “I had been reading a bit about it [Slack] and
thought that it might be something worth looking into. The more I explored it the more I
thought okay I think I can make this work.” Similarly, Peter tried out different tools prior to
choosing a tool that could potentially meet his instructional needs. “Sometimes I'll try those
[different social media tools]. I'll read about them, come across them, and so I usually try a lot
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of things out and then if they’re promising I'll try to introduce them.” It is unclear how much
their knowledge and experience might have influenced their decision. It can, however, be an
evidence of their commitment to as well as confidence in the use of social media tools. It is the
commitment that makes the instructor’s first-hand knowledge about tools essential for how
they decide to make use of social media tools.

Having access to the tools allows instructors to have first-hand experience which, in turn,
provides instructors in-depth knowledge of the social media tool and allows them to make
sound decisions. In-depth knowledge allows instructors to determine the tools’ usefulness and
ease of use. This finding is consistent with other studies that confirmed that an instructor’s
knowledge about and access to tools could influence the use of tools. For example, Siyam (2019)
found access to technology to positively impact the use of technology among special education
teachers. Alsadoon (2018) found instructor’s knowledge and experience of web applications to
be a strong predictor to instructor’s use of web applications. Similarly, a study by Izuagbe et al
(2019) of the effect of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) proficiency on library
technology acceptance intention found e-skills to be the strongest determinant of technology
acceptance. Relatedly, Edwards-Groves (2011) noted that students’ use of social media in
learning often relied on the teacher’s knowledge about the tools. Based on this finding,
mstitutions and design units in higher education should seek opportunities to provide
instructors with support and training for learning and experimenting with social media tools, or
indeed any emerging technologies. In addition, data from our research indicates that instructors
should have clear purposes and instructional goals prior to the use of social media. This will
allow them to determine the utility and power of social media tools to accomplish those goals.
As also found in Izuagbe et al’s (2019) study, when the users lack ICT proficiency, their PU can
be a strong alternative determinant of technology acceptance.

Tradeoffs for perceived ease of use and usefulness

Based on the TAM, instructor participants most often cited PU and PEoU as most important in
their selection of tools. This means that while instructors may have explored multiple tools,
their selection of the tool is predicated on tools that they perceive to be intuitive, integrated, and
that bridge communication gaps. Instructor participants mentioned concerns around privacy
and student accessibility, and also discussed the institution’s Family Educational Rights and
Privacy Act (FERPA) and Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) policies as a source of
concern when deciding to use social media. Four out of five instructor participants in this study
used what could be considered professional social media tools instead of popular social media
tools due to these student concerns. The data suggest that although instructor participants had
some reservations about the use of social media, the PU and ease of use of tools appeared to
outweigh the concerns. This finding matches Alsadoon’s (2018) study which showed that PU is
a significant predictor of instructor’s use of Web applications. While instructor perspectives are
underreported, similar findings of factors influencing technology adoption can also be found
from students’ perspective. Yadegaridehkordi ef al (2019) found that students’ PU of online
collaborative learning tools can significantly affect their intention to adopt tools. While the
current study sheds some light on factors contributing to instructor participants’ adoption of
social media, the process by which they come to a decision of adopting or not adopting is worth
exploring. Such a question could help differentiate between adopters and nonadopters.

The analysis revealed important information about instructor participants’ perceptions
and pedagogical goals of the use of social media. This study found interactions to be a
fundamental design element of the use of social media. The use of social media for
interactions allows instructors to create “I-other” relationships (Kozulin, 1998) and to
coordinate interpersonal, cultural-historical and individual influences on knowledge
construction Schunk (2008). Previous studies supported our findings that social media has



potential to provide active interaction and collaborative learning. Ansari and Khan (2020) and
Thoms and Eryilmaz (2014) found that the students’ use of social media for collaborative
learning results in the high degree of interaction and has a positive impact on knowledge
sharing, and similarly Thoms and Eryilmaz (2014) showed that social media are more
successful at positively impacting student experience and learning as compared to a LMS.

Implications for research and practice
While the TAM can offer a theoretical model to examine and explain the determinants of
technology acceptance, it may not be able to provide an in-depth view of how instructors arrive
at their decision on the adoption or rejection of social media. Liu ef al (2020) systematic review
of learning technology adoption revealed the complexity of the individual adoption process
which may be shaped by four themes; The Learning Technology, Academic Staff, Context and
Influencing Adoption. The study also called for ways to address methodological issues.

Buchanan et al. (2007) suggest that the involvement of multiple actors led by change
agents is the key to innovation. Rogers (1983) defined a change agent as “an individual who
influences clients’ innovation decisions in a direction deemed desirable by a change agency”
(p. 312). Other studies recommend that instructors work collaboratively with educational
support individuals such as instructional designers (Blouin ef al., 2009; Uys et al., 2004). We
suggest that instructional designers may act as change agents and can become an influencing
factor in the use of social media in teaching and learning.

The results of our study suggest that, in practice, engaging instructors or instructional
designers who may assist instructors in choosing appropriate social media tools for teaching
and learning focuses on following four key guidelines.

(1) Social media implementation must be based on appropriate models/theories of
interaction sought by the instructor.

(2) Instructors need to be experienced social media users and must be aware of the
various tools available; in the absence of instructor experience, instructional
designers can assist by gaining such knowledge, which may also help serve a broad
population of diverse instructors.

(3) Instructors and/or instructional designers must actively participate in testing and
experimenting with social media tools.

4) Instructors and/or instructional designers must be problem-solvers when it comes to
any institution’s policies and guidelines, such as FERPA and ADA that may dictate
social media use.

Limitations
This work and its outcome should be interpreted in light of the study limitations. One
limitation is the pool of participants, which was small and skewed towards one discipline
(Education) rather than including multiple. We sent out open invitations for participants and
received few responses; thus recruitment relied heavily on faculty referrals which often led to
participants from the same department or unit. Another limitation was the clear definition of
the term social media. The term “social media” is evolving and can be broadly defined. Oxford
dictionary defines social media as “websites and applications that enable users to create and
share content or to participate in social networking.” While this definition applies to a broad
range of tools, social media is most commonly associated with platforms such as Facebook,
Twitter, Google Drive, Youtube, Snapchat, Instagram, etc.

The varied understanding of this term might have limited the pool of participants — for
example, instructors who used other user-generated content tools, also defined as social
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media, might not have realized that they were potentially a qualified candidate for this
study. At the same time, the broad usage of the term also sets up some conceptual
difficulties in how to classify the tools used by the current study participants. This led to a
pool with a wide range of social media tool usage, including some more popular general use
tools such as Twitter and to more institutionally driven tools such as Piazza. While we
acknowledge the diverse tools and usage by study participants, our goal was to shed light
on individual instructor rationales for adopting these tools. Notwithstanding its limitations,
since the goal of this study was exploring instructors’ adoption of tools under the TAM, the
findings of the study can still help researchers, designers, administrators and instructors
themselves to understand and inform use and adoption of new tools for learning and
teaching.

Conclusion

This case study aimed to provide descriptive and explanatory details regarding potential
factors driving instructor participants’ use of social media in their courses. The TAM was
used to examine instructor participants’ perceptions. Using a case study method (Yin, 2014),
we selected five instructor participants, each representing a unique case of social media use in
teaching.

Although each case was different, instructor participants shared some commonalities.
Intuitiveness and integration were found to be key to their PEoU. Participants reported that
the selected social media tools were easy to use to accomplish their goals and easy to integrate
with other systems, expanding their potential usage. Bridging communication gaps was also
a common theme related to PU . The majority of instructor participants reported that the use
of social media could be useful for reducing communication gaps and establishing presences
in online learning. Four out of five participants used a social media tool to encourage
interaction, communication and collaboration.

This study has revealed the importance of instructors’ knowledge of social media and
awareness of their instructional goals. In particular, this study suggests that the goal of
encouraging social interaction and instructors’ commitment to learning about social media
tools can lead to the adoption of social media in learning. Instructional designers and other
instructional support personnel should serve as change agents to encourage and guide
instructors in using social media to enhance student learning.
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