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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic led universities to transform the traditional teaching methodolo-
gies into distance education. Therefore, social media has become progressively prominent as teaching
and learning resources in universities. Several studies have been conducted for the development of
social media as a learning tool. However, there is limited empirical evidence supporting this claim.
The present study bridges the gap in the literature concerning the value of the use of social media in
higher education. This research seeks to examine the impact of the use of social media in (a) enhancing
teaching and learning in universities, (b) motivating and supporting students and (c) developing

community connection. A qualitative methodology was adopted. Specifically, in-depth interviews
check for

updates were conducted to assess the effectiveness of social media on students learning in higher education.
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Gamage 1. Introduction
It is generally accepted that there has been an extraordinary growth of social media and
other Web 2.0 technologies [1-4]. However, the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic underlined
its value and turned it into a necessity [5]. The environment of personal and professional
relationships has been transformed by social media technology. Today, in the middle of a
Publisher’s Note: MDPIstays neutral  global health crisis, social networking sites are almost a vital part of most users’ private lives
with regard to jurisdictional claims in - wjth the use of technology. Social media consists of several activities such as interacting with

published maps and institutional affil-  friends, posting images and videos, engaging in conversation on public topics, watching
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fations. the news, playing games, introducing real-time web chat instant messages, elements
that allow networking, communication, and collaboration [6]. Defining social media is a
challenging task since it is an area that is continuously changed. According to Joosten [7],

the term “social media” is generally used to describe any number of technological systems
connected to cooperation and community. More specifically, as Kietzmann et al. [8] quoted,
social media “employs mobile and web-based technologies to create highly interactive
platforms via which individuals and communities share, co-create, discuss, and modify
conditions of the Creative Commons  US€r-generated content”. Likely, Dulek and Saydan [9] defined social media as “social
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://  Platforms where users share their information, manners, interests through the internet
creativecommons.org,/ licenses/by/ or mobile systems” and big data applications [10-12]. Additionally, Grosse et al. [13]
40/). underlined that social media is a way of sharing online information among people in a
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virtual community and creating material. From our perspective, social media can be more
easily defined and understood through some vital examples. Some of the most popular
examples of social media are (a) Content Communities such as Youtube, (b) Blogs like
WordPress, (c) Collaborative Projects such as Wikipedia, (d) Social Networking Sites like
Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and LinkedIn and (e) Social Messaging Applications such as
Viber, Skype and WhatsApp [14-20].

According to Jiao et al. [21], social media is used to create social relationships and
educational purposes. In several contexts, social media has attracted the interest of aca-
demics. One of these issues, limited but growing research, was using social media as a
learning tool in higher education [22,23] or as mobile learning in higher education [24,25].
To the best of our knowledge, limited studies have been conducted on social media and
its impact on education in Cyprus. The issue has increased in importance in light of the
recent global changes because of COVID-19. The pandemic has changed teaching and
learning from the conventional approach to a fully online way [26]. The present article
is devoted to investigating the potential role of social media as a facilitator of learning
in higher education in Cyprus, especially during a health crisis. It assesses the extent to
which social media can be used in academic education as a learning and teaching tool.
Which are the advantages and disadvantages of using social media in universities? Does
social media enhance learning and knowledge and promote community connection? Is it
a plague or a blessing? The potential obstacles that may emerge around adopting social
media as communication for teaching and learning purposes are identified. It also adds to
the existing literature as a forum for academic purposes on the use of social media.

Social media is used by millions of people all over the world. Young learners, teenagers,
high school students, university students and elderly people use social media for commu-
nication, entertainment, work, sales, shopping, information sharing, travelling information
sharing, sharing experiences, news, announcements, and so forth. Facebook, Twitter, Insta-
gram, Wiki, Google, YouTube, and so forth are the most common social media. University
departments are used Facebook to advertise their departments. Department of Biostatistics
at Columbia University, Department of Biostatistics at the Harvard, Department of Political
Sciences at the University of Oregon, Department of Psychology at Columbia University,
Department of Biochemistry at University of Oxford, Department of Informatics at Uni-
versity of Western Macedonia, Department of Music, University of Sheffield, Department
of Art at Miami University and many many other books on Facebook with the view to
supporting educational developments. The majority of them are considering social media
both as learning as well as instruction means passing through a precise platform [27].
Social media networking platform permits skills enhancement as well as communication
skills [28], facilitates collaboration among peers from different university departments,
different universities and different countries with different cultural and learning oppor-
tunities, different modules and enables both teacher and student to be active users in
order to have the chance to learn in a collaborative environment by sharing information
and various learning activities [29,30] has a serious impact on social media users, enables
alliance, cooperation and dynamic interaction between students and teachers, and enhances
innovativeness and imagination as well as enhancing student participation in learning
activities [31,32], increases self-esteem, helps the development of a foreign language read-
ing and writing and oral communications skills, increases students” awareness and finally
enhances academic performance. In addition social media networking permits students
to be informed continually, dissemination information is abundant and the information
is shared rapidly and is effortlessness and widespread, social network takes each part of
a person’s life time and is a social platform for users to make contacts and start friend-
ships, read news, spread information and a huge amount of data, to generate influence as
well as influence teaching, learning processes and educational processes, and knowledge
successfully [33], work independently, individually, and autonomously according to their
appropriate working hours seeking the exact information they need in order to expand
their own horizons [34]. What is of major importance is the fact that the use of network
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platforms for education purposes can contribute to individuals” personal commination
capabilities not only for educational targets but mostly for carrier purposes and job oppor-
tunities [28]. In addition it was stated [35] that social media networking not only offers
opportunities related to interaction, communication, information sharing, video sharing
and learning material sharing but also offers the opportunity for emotional intelligence
sharing. Consequently from the previous analysis regarding the benefits of social media
use in favor of academic achievement, the contribution of the present study to the scientific
community and especially to the tertiary educational community is made obvious.

2. Literature Review

Social media is used in a variety of different sectors by different people. Social
media is used for informal social networking or improving social capital and for online
engagement and marketing, establishing customer relationships, problem-solving, and
grievance resolution [36-39]. Performance in the industry is due to the successful use of
information and communication technologies in today’s digital economy. Higher education
institutions are not excluded from these continually advancing changes in technology. They
should, therefore, not afford to fall behind these innovations since they can not only provide
the academic community with useful insights but potentially enhance learning.

A multitude of studies that explore its role in higher education have contributed to
the overwhelming popularity of social media. These involve the study of the association
between the use of social media by higher education researchers for professional and
teaching purposes [40]; use of social media for learning concerning the learning styles of
students [41]; online social networks’ effect on the academic success [42]; learner-generated
knowledge and its impact on student achievement and satisfaction [43,44] and success
indicators of social media usage [45] and mature critical thinking [46] and trade [47,48].
Selwyn [49] stated that even though there are controversies on social media usage for
education and information creation, educators are continuously encouraged to figure out
ways to use social media in higher education environments effectively.

According to Hamid et al. [50], social networking can be used for content creation,
sharing, engagement, and collective socialization in higher education. Social networking
can be enabled to provide instructional materials, educational data, update and promote
contact and collaboration. In the same vein, various researchers argued that social media
could encourage communication among faculty members and students, support students,
strengthen self-confidence and develop a strong partnership and community [51-59]. Specif-
ically, McCarroll and Curran [55] stated that the use of social media is “beneficial to students
on a number of levels, facilitating knowledge exchange, alleviating apprehension, enabling
socialization and building- community”. Moreover, findings of previous studies [46—48]
showed that social media has a great potential to improve the learning experience via active
communication and cooperation.

Indeed, there is a rigorous movement in using social media by universities. According
to Blackhow et al. [59,60], an excellent distance education plan can help remote learning
appear not so remote. Some universities create their channels to encourage students to
watch videos, cultivate concerted efforts by students and teachers, improve the learning
process, and enable students to provide real-time feedback [61-63]. Other institutions of
higher education use Learning Management Systems, which are computer systems for
the management and administration of teaching material and instructional and e-learning
program evaluation [64]. The advantage of using these systems is that all learning informa-
tion is stored and organized in a virtual learning area (such as Moodle). Similarly, other
universities use Blended Learning, which positively impacts the teaching process [65-67].
According to various researchers, blended learning is adopted to reinforce conventional
teaching methods with online sessions, which leads the students to respond easier and
faster rate of learning [68-70].
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The use of social media in higher education continues to increase and change as
supporters discuss its merits and demerits. According to the literature, the use of social
media also has some drawbacks. The first disadvantage while using social media is the
difficulty to ensure personal privacy. It is easy to keep track of people’s online activities
through advanced technology, whose security and privacy may be threatened [71-73].
Moran et al.’s [74] study supported that faculty members had great concerns about keeping
their personal lives and profiles safe. In the same vein, students can be discriminated
against because of social media usage [75], being negatively or positively biased by their
teachers [76], or facing bullying by their peers who are not friendly [77]. At the same
time, the complexity of online communication makes misinterpretations possible and may
lead to conflicts. Moreover, some advocated that social media leads to antisocial behavior
because all the actions occur in a virtual student world, which is sometimes very different
from the real one [78].

Another disadvantage is the difficulty in controlling and monitoring the quality
of learning and teaching [79-81]. Since various external open social media sources are
available, it is difficult for academics to monitor each tool to guarantee that the students use
them appropriately. Moreover, according to Phillips [82], social media can interfere with
studying time. In other words, the student’s attention may be diverted so that valuable
study time is left behind. Lastly, there is a possibility of either no Internet access at home
or constraints on data downloading from mobile devices [83], a fact that would make the
educational process very difficult. Similarly, ref. [84] illustrated the mobility weaknesses
of Learning Management Systems since some of them are only available for selected
mobile devices.

For several years, universities in Cyprus have promoted distance learning. It is
a country that has got a robust infrastructure, strong communication technology, and
good structural electronic strategies to communicate with students. For example, some
universities use Blackboard while some others use Moodle and Microsoft Teams. However,
it is the first time that Universities in Cyprus have been called upon to respond to a global
health crisis and cope exclusively with distance education. Despite the fact that there is a
variety of research on the use of social media in higher education, there are limited studies
in the Greek context. At the same time, it is important to say that distance education used
to be a choice. However, the covid pandemic transformed the choice into necessity. All
conventional courses had to be converted to distance courses because of covid regulations
and protocols. Thus, on the one hand the students of the conventional courses were obliged
to conduct the lessons online, while on the other hand all universities had to develop a
distance education program. This turn of events has been a challenge for all universities,
especially those that have never had distance education before. Moreover, the academics
used to use social media in order to enrich their lessons with supplementary materials,
however during the pandemic they are called to use media as a means to conduct the lessons.
As Hajli and Lin [85] argued, social media can play a significant role in supporting distance
education in the area of education. Therefore, the present study is devoted to reinforcing or
rejecting the view mentioned earlier, considering the Cypriot higher educational context.
Additionally, the present study can be used as a guideline for institutions, all around the
world, that have recently commenced teaching online due to the pandemic.

Other than social media, this research deals with three other important aspects that
should be exemplified: teaching and learning, student motivation and support, and commu-
nity connection. It is important to present the way that the terms mentioned earlier are used
in this research. Learning is about a change: developing a new skill, changing a thought, or
understanding a theory [86]. When the students attend a course in higher education they
set out to learn. In the present study the students received distance education. Distance
education is correlated with e-learning, in other words learning via electronic means. It
includes the enhancement of knowledge and skills, using electronic devices and internet.
Nevertheless, before the evolution of the internet, the distance lessons still existed. For
example, in 1840s Isaac Pitman guided his students by correspondence, in 1954 Harvard
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University introduced a teaching machine to give instructions to the students, in the 1960s
the first computer-based program PLATO was invented and in the late 1970s e-learning
became more popular via mail [87]. However, with the introduction of the internet and the
technological advancements in the 20th and 21st centuries, e-learning has been improved
and well-used worldwide. According to Mohammed et al. (2017: p. 221) [87] “e-learning
is a platform that provides institutions with means of improving teaching and learning
activities, enhances students-teacher relationship and provide students with means of
interactions”. In this study the aforementioned means is the social media. Social media
gives the opportunity to develop student personalized learning environments and enhance
learning experiences via customization and personalization [88].

Academics are responsible for supporting the process of learning by teaching. The
role of the teacher is important in providing material, guiding, consolidating, interpreting,
and giving feedback to the students to optimize learning [89]. Social media can be used to
send course-related information to students; to provide a space where students’ academic
successes and failures can be shared and discussed; to improve interactions between
teachers and students and provide a forum where the teacher can answer any educational
question, providing an open-ended way of consulting that may produce interesting or
unexpected points of view [90]. Academics can also make content available for future
reflection and review through the use of social media, enabling students to revisit and
revise their artefacts, enriching the learning experience. The ability to comment on students’
creative work, as well as the fact that blogs can be commented on, provide opportunities
for input, which helps a learner in his or her search for constructing knowledge [91].

Moreover, the learning process is facilitated by motivating and supporting students.
According to Ryan and Deci [92], motivation refers to doing something interesting or
enjoyable. Considering student motivation, they argued that motivation happens when
a student is attracted to undertake an assignment for its good, the learning it gains, and
the feelings he/she may have. Motivation is related to students” support. Support can
take many forms, including mental, physical, financial, academic, and spiritual, and it is
one of the most important factors in student success in education. The instructor must do
everything possible to help the student achieve a higher degree of need satisfaction so that
he or she can concentrate on learning [93]. Motivation and student dispositions, can affect
students’ desire to participate in immersive learning [94]. According to the existing research,
students want to be encouraged to be less distracted during lectures [95]. It is important
to understand the various behaviors, motives, and approaches to learning by this new
generation in adult classes in order to improve learning for all students [96]. Researchers
identified that social media plays an important role in student motivation, improving the
student-learning environment with creative forms of education, and changing the essence
of learning boundaries, resulting in student learning growth [97].

Additionally, when it comes to an educational institute, we must also have in mind
the community connections, in other words, the relationship among the students and
the faculty members. As Honig et al. [98] stated, community connections give more
opportunities to teach and learn. We believe that social practice theory is an adequate
theoretical framework for this situation [99,100]. In addition to the psychological and
cognitive aspects of change, this theory considers the social and affective dimensions of
change. In other words, it contends that the most important aspects of change processes in
teaching, learning, and evaluation are social interactions at the workgroup level. In brief,
they participate in the social construction of reality, at least in the places where they share
common interests. They create a shared language, a distinct approach to using the resources
at their disposal, and a situationally awareness of the project’s various aspects. Social media
may bring together small virtual groups of people who are interested in building awareness
around a shared subject in a community of practice while also helping one another. Data
sharing is allowed by personal or community blogs, and experts and novices alike may
make their work accessible to the rest of the online world. As a result, learners not only
engage in an activity and gain skills, but also achieve mutual results and contribute to the
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group’s intellectual capital. Thus, it is also essential to understand whether social media
helps in the connected community.

Below new relevant research on the benefits of social networks in the learning pro-
cesses of Higher Education students is added. The access to knowledge is fundamen-
tal [101]. According to Lifelong Learning Agenda (CEC, 2000) information skills as well
as motivation and knowledge are of major importance in order to improve and enhance
competitiveness and increase employability. Nowadays there is an ongoing argument
among academicians as well as in the academic literature that the use of social media
and social networking sites would enable collaborative learning and scholarship [102].
Use of social media, social networking sites and smart phones have advantages as well
as unique challenges regarding retrieving course material and course subjects, video, ap-
plications and so forth. Social networking and social media for collaborative learning
have an enormous impact on student academic achievements [103]. Collaborative learning
syndicates can improve knowledge and teaching in many educational domains and lead
to advanced learning outcomes [104]. In addition, Facebook and Youtube channels use
similarly enlarged learning capabilities and understandings of outcomes [105]. Authors
in their study [106] argued that ease of internet use can develop cognitive competences
through social media availability. In their study, the authors of [102] found that the use
of social network and platforms for collaborative learning drives communication and
collaboration with peers, and instructors touch academic achievement in a positive manner.
The authors of [107] argued that the social media practice shows an enormous positive
impact regarding students’ achievements and academic performance due to the fact that
networking sites enhance interaction, collaboration, inspiration and creativity as well as
facilitate their learning outcomes. Facebook, Youtube, Twitter and Instagram have revealed
new forms of communication patterns with enormous possibilities for information and
communication channels [108]. In [109] the authors argued that the use of social media
platforms and virtual reality in tertiary education produces a sustainable and worthwhile
procedure of technology heightened instruction. The authors of [110] stated that learning
management systems simplifies instruction in an online situation. In the current situation
of the pandemic the need for online instruction with the application of more sophisticated
communication technology and digital interaction in real time by sharing teaching informa-
tion is more necessary than ever before and the use of the internet for e-learning procedures
is favored [111]. Moreover, in [112], the authors have stated that aside from entertainment
reasons and societal commitments, social media has increased in the instruction area.

So far, we have presented the social media advantages, and now we are presenting
some negative aspects of the digitalization of education, to make the analysis more complete,
reflective and realistic. During the pandemic of COVID-19, distance education replaced in
person education. There are many benefits of using social media in education and especially
those that have to do with limiting the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic. We put emphasis
on the strengths of the use of social media in education, but it is good to highlight some
weaknesses and shortcomings, such as: (a) the huge amount of information, including fake
news, which makes it difficult for students to sift through the true information; (b) the long
time that students stay in front of computers and laptops; (c) the reduction or even lack of
social connections and contacts, which affects the mental health of young people; (d) various
health problems resulting from the prolonged use of computers; (e) the additional social
divisions resulting from digitalization.

Without a doubt, the huge amount of information, including fake news, makes it
difficult for students to sift through the true information. Anyone can post any information
on social media. Facebook, Instagram, Youtube and Twitter are examples of such social
media. Posts on these platforms transmit information very quickly, and it is not easy to
determine its validity [113]. They are formulated in such a way as to attract the attention
of online friends and constitute an appropriate framework for the dissemination of false
news [114]. They point out that social media allows too much fake news that is likely
to mislead, defame, manipulate, undermine, satirize people, situations or events, from



Educ. Sci. 2022, 12, 261

7 of 26

friendly, family, social, and political environments [115,116]. It is extremely difficult not
only for pupils and students but also for adults to recognize the false from the true news.
Knowledge and critical thinking are needed so that people do not become the target of
manipulation through social networks. Excessive reliance on Internet sources can lead to
misinformation and consequent deception [117].

The COVID-19 pandemic has imposed digital platforms as the only means for people
to maintain socio—emotional connection [118]. The COVID-19 pandemic came with severe
restrictions on social contacts and mandatory lockdowns. As a result, the use of digital
devices has multiplied around the world. Consequently, people are being pushed to rely
on digital platforms. Education, social contact, education and work, as well as socialization,
can only occur online with incredible implications for mental health and user balance.
While careful use of digital devices is associated with well-being, excessive screen time is
reported to be closely associated with a number of negative mental health outcomes, low
emotional stability, isolation, depression and anxiety [119].

It is not strange that the reduction or even lack of social connections and contacts
affects the mental health of younger people as well as older people. On a daily basis
and around the world people of all ages connect to social networking platforms such as
Facebook, Instagram, Youtube and Twitter to communicate with their friends and connect
with new online friends. Online friends often do not know each other through their social
and professional life. Their connection is through the internet and is not identical to real
social life. Social contact brings people closer, they share contact, people can hug each
other in joy or sorrow, take a walk together, travel, have a meal, and so forth. In the case
of the internet, where the question is communication, people feel indeed alone. Feelings
of loneliness, anxiety and stress are not removed. Studies show that social media raises
feelings of inadequacy for your life or appearance, fear of loss (FOMO), isolation, depression
and anxiety, cyberbullying, self-absorption, and so forth. Learning or tele-learning with
the help of Zoom, Teams, Webex, Google meetings and so forth causes great stress; stress
about the conversation, about the appearance, the crisis, the communication and so forth,
which affects mental health, especially of young people [120]. In [121], the authors report
that very young people have realized the negative dimensions and negative effects of social
media. Young people think that they are addicted to social media and resort to it because
they are hunting something that was true, especially during the lockdown period in the
COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, they report that the lessons and online meetings through
Zoom, Teams and Webex were compulsory and long and exhausting.

In regard to the various health problems resulting from prolonged use of computers,
studies have shown the effects that long hours have on children’s health. More specif-
ically, studies have shown that the longer children stay in front of a computer screen,
the more they become overweight and have greater sleep disorders and vision disorders
and loss of attention and stress [122,123]. There is also an augmented danger related
to musculoskeletal problems, vision problems, stress disorders problems, headaches,
sleeping problems, hearing problems from the headphones, fear of technology, internet
addiction, and so forth [124-126].

In [127], the authors tried to explain the digital divide by focusing on four types of
access. The first refers to the lack of any form of digital experience due to both the lack
of interest in digital resources and the fear of digital resources, the second refers to the
lack of digital resources and internet connection, the third focuses on the lack of digital
skills due to absence or insufficient appropriate training and the fourth and last refers to
the opportunities for accessibility and use of digital media. Social and class inequalities
are a shaping and differentiating factor of digital inequalities. Factors related to access to
the internet, hardware (computers and printers), access to tablets, smart phones, and so
forth are differentiated and there is essentially unequal access to digital resources [128,129].
Access to distance education due to the lack of availability of digital resources is almost
impossible or completely impossible for vulnerable students. Children from low income
families do not have access to digital media, computers, mobile phones and internet
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access [130-134]. The cost of internet access can be a deterrent to low-income families [135].
The low economic level of parents corresponds to very low digital skills for themselves and
consequently the aggregated parents are unable to support their children and help them in
their lessons and to support e-learning in general [136,137].

Although each of Cyprus’s eight universities addressed the COVID-19 pandemic au-
tonomously and individually during the Spring 2020 semester, a concerted and coordinated
method was developed at the national level in order to develop a national framework
within which all universities would operate. Various stakeholders participated in this
collaboration, including: (i) the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, and Youth; (ii) the
Cyprus Rectors’” Conference; (iii) the Cyprus Agency for Quality Assurance and Accred-
itation in Higher Education; and (iv) the Pancyprian Federation of Student Unions. In
the following there are some examples to demonstrate the significance of the numerous
talks that took place. Pancyprian Federation of Student Unions The Pancyprian Federation
of Student Unions provided feedback to the universities (POFEN). Following, there is a
sample of POFEN's feedback:

(a) POFEN letter to the Ministers of (i) Education, Culture, Sports, and Youth, (ii) Health,
(iii) Foreign Affairs, (iv) Finance, and (v) Transport, Communications, and Works. The
letter was also send to the Chair and Members of the Educational Committee of the
House of Representatives, and Universities.

(b) POEFEN arranged Video Conference with the Minister of Education, Culture, Sports
and Youth.

2.1. Cyprus Rectors” Conference

The Cyprus Rectors’ Conference (CRC), comprised of the Rectors of all universities
in Cyprus, collaborated amicably to build a unified framework for Cyprus universities’
response to the pandemic. CRC has taken the following actions, which are listed below:

(@) On 19 March 2020, the CRC convened via videoconference to discuss the impact of
COVID-19 on higher education in Cyprus and to agree on a shared set of actions and
a framework for their joint response to the situation. The CRC unanimously passed
a Resolution [138], which was then forwarded to the Cyprus Agency for Quality
Assurance and Accreditation in Higher Education and the Ministry of Education,
Culture, Sports, and Youth. The Resolution emphasized the following:

1.  “The Rectors’ Conference welcomes the full compliance of the Higher Education
Institutions with all emergency measures decided upon and stipulated by the
Republic of Cyprus in order to address the dangers posed by the coronavirus
pandemic to society and the economy.

2. Itis the unwavering intention of the Universities to complete, without delay, the
current spring semester 2020, in accordance with each University’s academic
calendar 2019-2020, as announced to students at the beginning of the academic
year. The Universities, through the Rectors’ Conference, reassure their students
once more, that their academic path and professional trajectory, along with
ensuring their health and safety, are their highest priority.

3. Atthe same time, the Universities have responded to the need to continue reliably
providing high quality undergraduate and postgraduate Higher Education, by
adopting and implementing the distance learning mode of delivery for each
Programme of Study, utilizing online and digital tools and techniques. The high
quality of education offered by universities in Cyprus continues to be assured,
with the active support and constructive contribution of the Cyprus Agency of
Quality Assurance and Accreditation in Higher Education (CYQAA).”

(b) On 30 March 2020, the CRC held a videoconference meeting with the Chair of the
Cyprus Agency for Quality Assurance and Accreditation in Higher Education to
inform the Agency about the universities’ efforts to combat the pandemic, as well as
conversations at the CRC and at the universities about the completion of the Spring
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2020 semester and the use of alternative assessment methods. The Chair expressed the
Agency’s complete support and pledged to provide a quality assurance framework
for alternative assessment methodologies.

(c) There was a videoconference between CRC and the Minister of Education, Culture,
Sports, and Youth on 13 April 2020, to discuss related issues and seek the Minis-
ter’s cooperation.

(d) On 5 May 2020, the CRC held a videoconference meeting with the Board of the Cyprus
Agency for Quality Assurance and Accreditation in Higher Education and the Chair of
the Parliamentary Committee on Education and Culture to discuss connected concerns
and seek Parliamentary support.

2.2. Cyprus Agency of Quality Assurance and Accreditation in Higher Education

The Cyprus Agency for Quality Assurance and Accreditation in Higher Education has
backed universities in their attempts to combat the pandemic. The Agency has taken the
following initiatives in this regard:

(a) Helped universities transition from face-to-face to online learning [139].

(b) Recommended tools for online learning [140].

(c) Alternative techniques of midterm assessments are suggested [141].

(d) Created a quality standard and instructions for different methods of final evalua-
tion [142].

As understood from the above discussion, all the Cypriot Universities used online
learning delivery during the COVID-19 pandemic. This is of course based on the policies
and measures taken at a national level basis.

As the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, and Youth mentioned, the online
learning delivery offered by Cypriot Universities was successful. It is important to mention
that the Cyprus Agency for Quality Assurance and Accreditation in Higher Education
(CYQAA) monitored the situation caused by the COVID-19 epidemic, as well as the impact
on higher education institutions and higher education in general. CYQAA has taken action
within the context of its competencies to assist higher education institutions, students, and
academic employees during this period of crisis in order to ensure the quality of online
teaching delivery in all Cypriot universities. We believe that further research is needed in
order to identify the success of the online learning delivery method. It is crucial that all
Cypriot universities must carry out a SWOT analysis of their online learning delivery.

3. Methodology
3.1. Sample

This research is a case study. It was conducted using academic members and students
of a higher education institute located on the island of Cyprus. The participants were
selected from five different school faculties: Economics-Administration and Computer Sci-
ence, Architecture and Engineering, Health Sciences, Social Sciences, and Law. Specifically,
the sample of the research was randomly selected; two academics and four students from
each faculty, thus the sample of the research consists of two groups: (a) 10 faculty members
and (b) 20 students.

Written e-mailed consent forms were sought, from the academics and students, before
conducting the interviews. The form was used to provide information and introduce
the participants to the research, highlighting its purpose as well as the confidentiality of
the data generated. To provide trust and openness, participants were also told of their
rights to ensure that their privacy and personal data were confidential. Consequently,
for confidentiality reasons, the authors will refer to the participants as Student 1-20 and
Academic 1-10.

3.2. Qualitative Research Method

A qualitative research method approach was used to achieve the purpose of this
research. The collection of data was accomplished by using interviews because the authors
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aim to capture the “insider perspective” [143] of students” and academics’ perceptions of
social media as a tool for learning and teaching within faculty. In-depth interviews were
implemented to assess the potential for effective use of social media in three areas and
possible obstacles in the teaching and learning process.

3.3. Research Questions

According to Lan et al. [144], social media is a digital learning platform with high
interaction between faculty and students. The authors believe that social media in distance
education can have a significant contribution to higher education (see Figure 1). Specifically,
the present study investigated the following research question: What is the impact of the use
of social media in (a) enhancing teaching and learning in higher education, (b) motivating
and supporting students, and (c) developing community connection?

Promoting Teaching and
Learning

Motivating and Supporting
Students

Distance Education —

Developing Community
Connection

Figure 1. Theoretical Model Adapted from Lan et al. (2001).

3.4. Research Tool

The interviews were undertaken in two phases. During the first phase, academics
were interviewed to examine how distance education works and how social medjia is used
in the university under study. Students were interviewed in the second stage to cross-
validate the data (gathered from the first stage) and discuss the effectiveness of learning
with social media in more detail. The interviews took place online, through Skype, during
the COVID-19 crisis in November of 2020. All the interviews were recorded (after approval
by the participants). As already mentioned, overall, the researcher conducted 30 in-depth
interviews, 10 from academics and 20 from students.

3.5. Data Analysis

The data were evaluated manually using content analysis. In the present study the
authors adopted both manifest and latent analysis. In the first case we described what the
informants actually said, staying very close to the text, while in the second case we went
to an interpretive stage, where we looked for the text’s underlying meaning [145-147]. To
increase the validity of the research, we performed the analysis separately and afterwards
we discussed the results in order to come to an agreement [148]. We followed the following
main stages of content analysis: the decontextualization, the recontextualization, the
categorisation, and the compilation. At the decontextualization stage we familiarized
ourselves with data by reading through the transcribed text to get a sense of the whole.
Afterwards, we broke down in smaller meaning units sets of sentences or paragraphs
containing similar aspects that addressed the goal [149]. In other words, we used the
“open coding method” technique [145]. At the recontextualization stage, we checked to
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see if all aspects of the material were covered in relation to the target. Along with the
final list of value units, the initial text was read again in order to discard non-essential
knowledge (“dross”) that did not pertain to the study’s goal. In the categorization process,
themes and categories were identified. The authors used the following key constructs
in order to code (a) Teaching and Learning; (b) Motivation and Support; (c) Community
connection. Teaching was coded under the subheadings: (a) providing material; (b) guiding;
and (c) giving feedback, and learning was coded under the subheadings: (a) developing
new skills; (b) understanding theories; and (c) improving critical thinking. Additionally,
motivation related to whether the students were attracted to undertaking an assignment
and support to any form of support including mental, academic, and spiritual. Lastly,
community connection was coded under the subheading (a) connect with academics
and (b) connect with other peers. At the compilation stage, the review and writing up
process started.

3.6. Interview Structure

The questions of the interviews were clustered around six areas. Both academics
and students were asked the same questions for the following reasons: firstly, to avoid
bias responses [150] and secondly, to confirm and enrich the understanding from the two
sources. The first part of the interview was devoted to the demographic characteristics
(gender, age, years of studying/position, and distance teaching experience) and information
relating to their internet reliability and speed in their respective universities and home.

The second part was related to the context of usage of social media, considering
which social media were used, how much, when, and why. The third part was about the
experience in an academic setting with the use of social media. Specifically, they were asked
whether they had experience in using social media interactions, which platforms were often
used, and how they were fully informed of the use of social media. In the fourth part of the
interview, the perceived effects on learning and teaching experiences were assessed. Both
academics and students were asked how useful they considered social media in learning, if
they felt more interested in the educational process due to social media, and if social media
had enhanced their learning/teaching experience and in which ways.

The fifth part was about student support. Academics were asked about the moti-
vation and support that they provide to their students and its possible effectiveness. In
contrast, the students were asked if they feel more encouraged to engage in the discus-
sions, class planning, and completion of assignments via the use of social media. The
final part was devoted to the barriers or difficulties that an academic or student faced
using social media in an online university course. Respondents were also asked to add
any comment or suggestion about the use of social media for academic purposes in higher
educational institutions.

4. Results, Analysis, and Discussion
4.1. Demographic Analysis

The interviews gave a deep insight into student online activities in higher education,
allowing a broader image to be created. At this stage, it is valuable to present the de-
mographic data (see Table 1) and the engagement of the participants with social media.
Regarding the gender, two (20%) of the academics were women while eight (80%) were
men, while eight (40%) of the students were female and 12 (60%) were male. Turning
now to their year of study, six (30%) were first-year students, five (25%) were second-year
students, one (5%) was a third-year student, and eight (40%) were final-year students.
Considering the distance learning, the experience of the academics was pointed out as
follows; one (10%) academic had 1-year experience, three (30%) academics had 3 years
experience, three (30%) academics had 4 years experience, two (20%) academics had 6 years
experience and one (10%) academic had 10 years experience. The vast majority of the
academics (seven (70%)) were between 41 and 60 years old, while the other three (30%)
were between 30 and 40 years old.
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Table 1. The profile of respondents.

Academics Students
Gender Male 8 (80%) 12 (60%)
Female 2 (20%) 8 (40%)
Age <30 -
30-40 3 (30%)
41-60 7 (70%)
>60 -
Year of Study 1st Year 6 (30%)
2nd Year 5 (25%)
3rd Year 1 (5%)
4th Year 8 (40%)
Years .of Distance Academic 1-3 4 (40%)
Experience
4-6 5 (50%)
7-9 -
>9 1 (10%)
Faculty Economics-Administration and Computer Science 2 (20%) 4 (20%)
Architecture and Engineering 2 (20%) 4 (20%)
Health Sciences 2 (20%) 4 (20%)
Social Sciences 2 (20%) 4 (20%)
Law 2 (20%) 4 (20%)
Dev1.ces Used to Connect in Social Smart Phone 10 (100%) 20 (100%)
Media
IPad 4 (40%) 10 (50%)
Laptop 5 (50%) 10 (50%)
Desktop 8 (80%) 2 (10%)
Social Media Used Facebook 8 (80%) 18 (90%)
YouTube 10 (100%) 19 (95%)
Forums 10 (100%) 10 (50%)
Viber 5 (50%) 17 (85%)
Twitter - 11 (55%)
WhatsApp - 3 (15%)
The purpose of Using Social Media  Connecting with friends 10 (100%) 20 (100%)
Connecting with family 9 (90%) 17 (85%)
Connecting with other colleagues and students 10 (100%) -
Connecting with other fellows and academics - 16 (80%)
For academic and learning Purposes 10 (100%) 20 (100%)
Updating with the local and global news 10 (100%) 16 (80%)
Demonstrating points of opinion 8 (80%) 7 (35%)
Doing market research 2 (20%) 19 (95%)

Importantly, all the participants (academics and students) stated that they use social
media and have excellent Internet access and connectivity. Both scholars and students
were involved in social media regularly. All interviewees referred to their smartphones
as being active on social media. Except for the smartphones (100%), the participants also
mentioned some other devices for connecting online such as iPads (four (40%) teachers,
10 (50%) students), laptops (five (50%) teachers, 10 (50%) students), and desktops eight
(80%) teachers, two (10%) students). It is shown that the participants had easy access via
various devices to social media.

Regarding the types of social media used, the data varied among the two group
samples. The first group (academics) indicated that eight (80%) used Facebook, 10 (100%)
used YouTube, 10 (100%) used Forums and five (50%) used Viber. In contrast, from the
second group (students), 18 (90%) referred to the use of Facebook, 19 (95%) to the use of
YouTube, 10 (50%) to the use of Forums, 17 (85%) to the use of Viber, 11 (55%) to the use
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of Twitter and three (15%) to the use of WhatsApp. It can be seen that both academics
and students use several social media. The highest social media used in both groups was
YouTube. Academics, however, also had a preference for the Forums (100%), the fact that
it is opposite to the community of students, as only 50% had indicated that they used it.
Moreover, Facebook was the second-highest used site by both groups. The use of Viber was
at the top of the student preferences, which was not in the academic community, as it was
used by just half of them. Students also used other social media that were not mentioned
by academics, such as Twitter and WhatsApp.

Given the prioritization of the participants’ social media interests, it is important to
examine the reasons for using them. While respondents used social media for more than one
reason, according to them, the key motivation for using social media was communication.
All academics and students used social media for connecting with friends. Similarly, 90% (9)
of scholars and 85% (17) of students contacted family and relatives. Additionally, 100% (10)
of academics stated that they used social media for connecting with other colleagues and
students while 80% (16) of students with other fellow students and, of course, academics.
Lastly, the interviewees also mentioned some other reasons for using social media such
as keeping updated with the local or global news (10 (100%) Academics and 16 (80%)
Students), demonstrating points of opinion (8 (80%) Academics and 7 (35%) Students) and
doing market research (2 Academics (20%) and 19 (95%) Students).

4.2. Social Media as a Teaching and Learning Tool

Now, turning to the use of social media for academic and learning purposes, the data
revealed that social media played a significant role. Starting with the academic community,
the COVID-19 pandemic tends to lead them to the full use of social media to support
their lectures. One hundred percent of academics referred to both YouTube videos and
extra links for enriching their lectures and the Forums for enhancing communication and
support to the students regarding their assignments. At the same time, as academic 1
stated, “Moodle is a fantastic instrument in the hand of any academic, and all we have to
do is to take advantage of it”. Similarly, academic 5 mentioned that “social media always
enlightens in many ways my lessons”. Moreover, Facebook was used by several academics
(seven) for online lectures and seminars among colleagues and contact with colleagues
from other universities (eight).

Shifting to the students group, the data showed that the students use social media for
learning purposes. All of the students who took part in the research (100%) said they use
social media to learn and complete their university courses. Some indicative answers are
the following: “Of course I use social media for learning purposes” (Student 3); laughing
... "I cannot imagine myself without learning from social media...you can find everything
on YouTube” (Student 14); “...most of my courses use social media...” (Student 8).
YouTube and Viber are used by most students, while Forum is used by half of the students
(50%). From the responses, it is an interesting fact that students were using more Viber
and WhatsApp for dealing with group course assignments in contrast with the academics
who used the Forums the entire time. As student 4 mentioned, “Most of us frequently use
Forums with our tutors to discuss the lesson and our activities. We use Viber or WhatsApp
between us (students) to discuss any group work or solve course questions”. Also, student
12 stated that “Viber is easier for us because we can also conduct group call sessions and
discuss everything for our course tasks”. This evidence may also explain the high rate
of use of Viber relative to that of Forums in student groups, as they often use Viber for
study purposes.

According to the academics, the university started to use full distance education
courses in March 2020 because of COVID-19. As a result, Spring Semester 2020 courses
were completed by distance education, using Moodle and Microsoft Teams. The in person
university classes started again in September 2020, while at that time, the university
adopted the Blended Theory Model. However, this did not last for long since the university
switched back to completely online education by the end of October 2020. The interviews
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of the present study took place during the period that the courses were conducted via the
use of Moodle and Microsoft Teams.

It is essential to state that the data gathered from the third part of the interviews
showed that a series of online training courses and lectures about using social media as
a teaching and learning tool were embraced by academics and students. In particular, to
increase understanding of how to use them effectively, a series of seminars took place to
introduce and explain the Moodle platform and Microsoft Teams. They were educated in
all of the educational options embraced by these sites. They were kindly asked to use them
appropriately to facilitate the efficient running of the university courses since the pandemic
still exists, as Academic 6 and Student 17 mentioned. Blackboard was also assisted by
the university by launching and upholding a mobile service application package that
provides a mobile service to students (Students 3, 16, 19 & 20). This move is in line with
the study proposal by [151] for Blackboard support. Overall, the interview data supported
awareness by both students and academics of how to use social media for teaching and
learning purposes.

4.3. Discussion

The results of the content analysis showed that the participants” answers support the
view that media impacts positively on student learning in higher education (see Figure 2).
This article presents, discusses, and analyses the value of social media in three thematic ar-
eas: (a) enhancing teaching and learning in higher education, (b) motivating and supporting
students, and (c) developing community connection.

4.4. Social Media Enhancing Teaching and Learning

These research results showed that the constructed and sustainable partnership be-
tween academics and students in learning and content sharing is the latest creation of
social media. During the interviews, all participants (100% of both groups) answered that
social media enhanced the teaching and learning process, which can support Grodeka and
Wild’s [152] study. Therefore, they were asked to explain in which ways the use of social
media helps these processes.

Expanding on this, the authors first present the academics’ views. Academics under-
lined the importance of social media as an economical way to transfer details to students
(Academics 2, 3, 7 & 8). Moreover, the majority of them found the use of social media great
for posting useful information and links to the students, for further studying and under-
standing of the lesson (Academic 9), and publishing of the lecture sections for examples
power points, videos, guidelines, and so forth (Academic 10). As Academic 7 mentioned,
“social media has increased my resource access”. Of course, it helps to quote updates
on assignments (Academic 2, 3 and 4) and changes on the course timetable (Academics
1, 5, 7 and 10). All academics also mentioned that it is an easy way to post students’
accomplishments or educational achievements.

Additionally, academics underlined the importance of social media in guiding the
students to learn. The presence of Forums for their subjects helps to “quickly explain
students’” questions about the lesson” (Academic 4), to “have a conversation about lesson
strategies and material with students” (Academic 6), and to “facilitate class discussion,
project work or assignments” (Academic 9). The majority of academics identify the use of
social media in interpreting and developing the concepts and theories of the lesson. For
example, academic 6 pointed out, “I guided my students to have a more deep insight in
lesson’s theories by using game simulation and online case studies”. He also added that he
organized theory debates in Forums, where each student had to consolidate the lesson’s
theory and give examples. Similarly, academics (5, 7, 9) argued that they used hypothetical
scenarios based on course material and asked students to reflect critically on them as
a group. Academic 7 characteristically reported, “it was amazing how students reflect
on the scenarios. I have been watching their conversations and I was giving guidelines
where it was necessary”. In the same vein, Academic 3 stated, “I let my students contact
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more research and investigate in depth lesson theories to optimize learning”. Social media
allowed the students to reflect on the provided material, do more research, and develop
lesson theories. These findings are in agreement with the Moran et al. [153] study, which
reported that the faculty members supported that social media sites are valuable tools
for teaching and learning. Moreover, it supports Liburd and Christensen [154], who
claimed that “social media supports a more reflecting approach to learning and offers the
opportunity to make teaching more practical and application-oriented”.

Social Media
(YouTube Videos, Forums, Facebook, Viber, WhatsApp, Twitter)

L 4 \ 4 \ 4
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and Supporting Connection
Learning
e <> <>

Posting Information and Extra
Links

PowerPoint

Videos

Guidelines

Instantly explanation of
guestions

Instantly Difficulties solving
Discussion of course material
and assignments
Downloading lectures

Group assignment discussions
Instant academic feedback
Case studies (realistic
examplas)

Interaction games

Instant feedback and
guidance

Unigue videos, case studies
Many Information links

Weekly lectures

Online meetings
Chatting

Online theatre and bingo
Share social activities

Examining further sources
Increased access to knowledge
Collaborative learning

Critical thinking

Promoting research

Enriching lectures

Enhancing communication
Resolving learning difficulties
Increase technical skills
(technological experience)
Develop concepts and theories

Inspiration and fascination
Increased encouragement
and support

Increased students
engagement
Empowerment of students

Cooperation with other
lecturers in other universities
Feel members of the university
community

Educational and professional
development

Human Interaction

Develop strong academic
partnerships

Improve teamwork
Socialisation

Figure 2. Results—The Value of Using Social Media in Higher Education.
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In the same vein, students” group answers gave evidence about the positive value
of social media on learning. All students referred to the advantage of direct access to
their courses. They mentioned that it was easy to receive any course official statement
(Student 18), to check course assignments (Student 19), and marks (Student 20). Similarly,
all students said that it helped them to download lectures and any information posted by
their academics to enhance their learning. For example, Student 1 claimed that he watched
some of the lectures again to clarify some points, while Student 7 called the downloaded
lectures and videos his “learning weapons”.

Moreover, social media proved to be supportive in helping them discover new sources
(Students 1,7, 16 and 20) and providing the courses with a background context (Students
3, 6,15, 18 and 20). Specifically via social media, academics provide examples or explain
theories, by which, as it was noted, the reading was further facilitated (Student 20). Social
media was lauded for getting students out of the theoretical bubble by bringing them
into an external sense of only reading all these books, presenting examples of realistic
applications of theories (Students 2, 4, 13, 15 and 20). At the same time, “students” doubts
were easily explained by providing a discussion in the Forum based on our topic. .. our tutor
was always there to answer any question or resolve any learning difficulty” (Student 14).

Additionally, the data showed that social media helped students access current events
and examine further sources based on opinions (Students 5 and 3). For example, Student 9
said, “I have improved experience to different viewpoints”. Increased access to knowledge
via social media was also shown to help expand their resource base. Besides, Student 1
said, “I have the opportunity to share the concepts/ideas I have learned in other lessons”.

Moreover, it is important to mention that the majority of the students (16, (80%))
referred to the weekly group assignments as a way of improving their critical thinking. For
instance, student 7 mentioned that he had to interact critically with his fellow students to
complete the assignment. There is a connection between social media and visual and active
learning in terms of improving students’ thinking skills. When using social media, students
used videos, photographs, and short stories to view vast quantities of information (Students
4, 6 and 9). This verbal and visual knowledge aided students in making connections,
comprehending the relationships between concepts, remembering relevant details, and
expressing their thoughts through writing. Students” imaginations were piqued and their
ingenuity was enhanced as they learned from social media.

Furthermore, student 9 said, “We had to reflect on all lessons theories and discuss
in detail in order to have a good result”. In the same vein, student 12 reported that
they had opportunities for intercommunication and feedback, collaboration, and access
to resources and interaction that are not limited by geography, a reality that enhances
active learning by “involving them in the development of content”. These are findings that
agreed with Dyson et al. [155] study, which supported that social media offered self-study
course material and promoted critical thinking. The findings are also in line with Liburd
and Christensen’s [156] study, which stated that social media encourage learners through
engagement and collaboration to engage and build in-depth learning. At the same time,
it follows Kele’s [157] study, which stated that social media is one of the key means of
collaborative learning.

Lastly, it would be an oversight not to mention that both groups of participants sup-
ported that the use of social media contributed to the increased technological experience.
Here are some characteristic statements of the participants. “I realized that using more tech-
nology to support my lessons helped me enhance my technical experience” (Academic 10).
“The fact that I had to teach all by distance to my students led me to look for more realistic
rather than theoretical information, a fact that makes me an expert in using social media to
search and implement new class materials” (Academic 5). “I already have technical skills,
but I liked to learn more. ..I'm particularly excited about the use of Moodle and how Teams
works” (Student 19). According to Kathuria [158], students can learn new technology and
develop computer acquaintance by using social media.
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4.5. Social Media Motivating and Supporting Students

Let us turn now to the second thematic area, the value of social media in student
motivation and support. The majority 80% (eight) of academics believed that the presence
of social media made the lessons more attractive for the students. For instance, Academics
7 and 5 said that it would be very hard to have an interesting lesson for the students
without social media. Academics 2 and 3 also mentioned that social media-inspired some
students to engage more in debates and discussions. Academic 10 exemplifies that he
enjoyed having discussions on Forums with the students, especially when he was about
to give feedback and support. It is important to say that four out of eight academics
referred to increased encouragement and support due to the full-distance education led
by COVID-19. They explained that the whole situation led them to want to be closer to
and more supportive of the students. The only way, therefore, was with the use of online
social media (Academics 3, 5, 7). Characteristically, Academic 9 said, “In order to attract the
students and feel content with my course, I always try to use unique videos, case studies
and examples”, while Academic 3 said, “I want to have happy students, full of energy and
ready to learn...so I include many interaction games in my lessons”. These come in line
with Nicol and McFarlane-Dick’s [159] view that social media is a way to empower the
students. It also supports the research of Ernst et al. [160], which stated that students use
social media because of the pleasant experience they got from using it.

Similarly, the majority 85% (17) of students felt that social media played an important
role in being motivated and supported. Social media knowledge was found to have
improved incentives for students to engage in discussions. For example, it is mentioned that
the existence of “impressive videos” (Student 11), “awesome interactive games” (Student 7),
and “presentations rich in information links” (Student 20) made the lesson more fascinating
to attend and take part in the activities. In addition, Student 4 quoted that “social media
has served as a motivation for more reading because I am more interested in it”. At the
same time, Student 9 said that he was often inspired to do more in-depth research on the
subject discussed at the lecture.

Moreover, it is of great importance that the student group also referred to COVID-
19. A vast amount of 65% (13) of students mentioned insecurity and anxiety because of
COVID-19 regulations. “It’s frustrating to have a dissertation to do, but you can’t physically
visit your tutor or go to libraries” (Student 3). Nevertheless, the same student argued that
through the Forums, Microsoft Teams, and Viber, he had full support from his tutor and
characteristically stated, “the guidance of my tutor is more than appreciated”. At the same
time, four (66.6%) of the first-year students reported that social media use helped them
navigate the registration process, attend seminars for staggered financial assistance, and
get virtual orientation for the university and services. These data are similar to the findings
of Wodzicki et al. [161] research. Despite the results of the research, it is not certain that
the Coronavirus will last forever. Thus the faculty must provide more motivation to the
students in order to keep their rigorous participation in discussion on social media. One
way to do this is to ask students to participate as part of their course evaluations once
a week or a given number of times per semester. Unless there is some reward, such as
marks for evaluation, students lack the desire to interact online [162]. Additionally, as
Bowers-Campbell [163] quoted, a system of virtual gifts can be used as a rewarding method
for recognizing students’ efforts in participating online.

4.6. Social Media Developing Community Connection

Last but not least is the third thematic area dealing with the impact of social media
on the community connection. The data of the research showed that social media has a
positive impact on the relationships inside and among groups. All academics and students
spoke with positive comments towards the effects of social media on their relationships.
First of all, academics developed strong partnerships with their colleagues since they have
to face the same ambiguities because of the full distance learning and use of technology.
Thus as they reported, they had on a regular basis online meetings (Academics 2, 5, 8 and
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10), a Forum where they discuss any educational or administrative matter (Academics 1,
2,6 and 9), a group on Viber for other than academic purposes (Academics 2, 3, 5 and 8)
and weekly lectures via Facebook for educational or professional development (Academics
4,6,7,9 and 10). Moreover, some of them mentioned that they arrange cooperation with
lecturers in other countries (Academics 3 and 10). Simultaneously, the use of Forums
and Teams gives a glimpse of human interaction among students and academics. It is a
more student-oriented method that gives the opportunity to “break the ice” (Academic 6)
between students and academics.

These research results strengthen the Lan et al. [164] study, which claimed that social
media is an emerging digital learning platform in higher education and has a unique
advantage in connectivity and interaction between students and faculty in the virtual
community. Similarly, the results come in line with Ukwishaka and Aghaee’s [165] research,
which supported that social media promotes peer-to-peer and student-teacher interactions.

At the same time, the majority, 85% (17) of the students, stated that they found
the use of social media an excellent way to connect with their academics. All students
agreed that the use of social media helped them to feel like members of the University
community and be connected, since they could not meet physically because of COVID-19
regulations. Ninety percent (18) of the students reported that they had live conversations
and talks with their peers, which mostly allowed them to feel like they were students who
belonged to the university. In particular, social media facilitated student’s involvement and
participation in online activities such as theatre and bingo (Students 4 and 7), improved
their communication skills (Students 1, 6 and 10), and developed their ability to work on
team projects (Students 2, 3, 8 and 9). As Student 9 said, “If it wasn’t for Viber, how could
we ever manage to do our assignment and meet my fellows after all?”. He also added: “We
have a Viber group to discuss football and the latest news”. Likewise, Student 2 said that
she made a friend, and they speak about fashion and design.

Moreover, 70% (14) of the students indicated that they were encouraged to share their
social activities and make arrangements to join together after COVID-19. Overall, this
study supports Ellison et al.’s [166] argument that indeed students are further integrated
into university life by using social media. It is also in accordance with Gray et al.’s [167]
study which claimed that social media could empower the connections in the university
community and with Sanchez et al.’s [168] vision that social media promotes high levels of
team working and cooperation.

4.7. Main Barriers/Recommendations for the Use of Social Media

Academics and students argued that using social media as a teaching and learning
tool is of great significance; they were asked about the main obstacles to their limited use
(see Table 2). It is interesting the fact that 60% of the academics have admitted that, in the
beginning, they were concerned about their privacy. Fortunately, as the same academics
said, the university faculty placed strict rules on privacy that would risk grades if the
students omitted them. Indeed, no incident has ever been reported. Moreover, one of the
key difficulties, identified by administrative academics, was the vast workload (2 and 10),
as they had to verify the adequacy of the study guides and module materials before being
distributed to the students.

Nevertheless, this is a big advantage of the university itself, because according to
Mason and Rennie [169], there is a necessity to evaluate and recognize the work of the
teachers as acceptable forms of academic work. The management and monitoring of
information and student activities was another difficulty. The majority of academics
(75%) said that it was very difficult to monitor the vast amount of students’ activities on
different social media. As Academic 8 said, “it was a very time consuming and exhausting
procedure”. In this case, the university can consider the Bubas et al. [170] study, which
proposes a more integrated environment that incorporates a Moodle system with a Wiki tool
built-in and an e-portfolio system such as Mahara’s College. The authors pointed out that
the separate topics generated by the various tools were handled more effectively [171]. The
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authors argued that there is the potential to create a more personalized learning experience
for students by combining these existing learning channels with Web 2.0 features.

In conclusion, 85% of the students reported as their main difficulty the controlling of
the vast amount of information gathered from all the courses in social media. As Student
13 quoted, “It was very difficult for me to have constant daily contact with the social media
in order to be up to date and take part in the courses”. Likewise, Student 17 stated that he
spent too much time on social media in order to be consistent on the scheduled assignments.
This falls in line with the academics’ references to the difficulty in managing information
and the large workload. Perhaps the above obstacle can be resolved by setting a stricter
program in each course with assignment specifications, word count limit comments, and
posting hours. In this way, the information will be less and more precise, a fact that would
help to reduce the workload. In addition, the fixed posting hours would enhance, for both
faculty and students, better time management.

Table 2. Barriers and Recommendations.

Barriers

Recommendations

Large workload
Time consuming

- Setting a strict program
- Word count limit comments
- Posting hours

Difficulties in monitoring the vast information

Time consuming

- Incorporate a Moodle system with a Wiki tool and an e-portfolio system

5. Conclusions

Education employs digital technology as a new or enhanced method for better teach-
ing and learning [172]. Social data has developed as a technology of highly useful personal
contact. Still, can the incorporation of social media in higher education institutions posi-
tively impact the education process? Or as Rehow et al. [173] questioned, does social media
serve as educational tools?

In a bid to improve academic success through a number of other methods, social
media assists students socially. Social media builds partnerships that would never exist
in the real world, putting together a wider variety of people and addressing the regional,
class and ethnic barriers. In the educational process, the adoption of social media used
by both students and educators has been shown to be more than beneficial through the
current study. Nowadays, technology investment and social media incorporation, as future
creative tools, have become important for the new generation.

Social media platforms, like a cooperative standard, enable students the opportunity
to elucidate innovative educational projects and share data. Students claim to be satisfied
regarding the use of Facebook, Instagram information with the team students and discuss
details, information and relative issues considering every element [174]. Facebook offers
chances to students to develop self-confidence to participate within teams and build trust
between peers. The authors of [174] pointed out that social media networking is considered
by students as a way to permit communication in real time. More especially according to
students social media networking is a means of communication not only without time but
without space restrictions. They also claimed that social media networking is a means for
in depth discussions and immediate dynamic feedback. The author of [175] endorses the
utility of social media in tertiary education, due to the fact that it produces a worthwhile
type of knowledge enhanced teaching and learning. In addition, ref. [175] argued that
social media networking benefits academic society from the point of view of dynamic
collaboration, flexibility and interaction in order to maximize didactical methodology to
provide the appropriate education needed in this specific high tech era and to offer both
new learning prospects as well as new didactical challenges. Teaching by social media
platforms and universities LMSs could and should provide on effective online instruction
virtual environment appropriate for the new pedagogical demands.
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Hajli and Lin [176] rightly argued that social media could significantly support online
learning in education. This research seeks to fill a gap in the literature by providing
evidence that the use of social media by higher educational institutions impacts positively
on the educational process by promoting teaching and learning, motivating students to
be active participants, and establishing connections in the university community. This
provides further insight into the controversies surrounding the incorporation of social
media in higher education and demonstrates how students and academics have reacted
within a university with an already large social media existence.

Additionally, the results of this research indicate that every university should, as
a priority in today’s higher education, develop a strategy of incorporating information
technology, including the use of social media. Nevertheless, the current study is a case
study, so additional field studies should be conducted to generalize the findings. Moreover,
future research should be devoted in every research question separately, in order to have a
more in-depth investigation and more detailed results to be used by the universities. The
authors are committed to continuing to explore and expand on all of the topics covered
in this study in the future. Therefore, it can be easily adopted as a guide for future and
further research. Specifically, future research could investigate the changing pedagogical
strategies of educators through their use of social media, eliciting creative good practice
models by using mixed methodology. Universities, backed by adequate policy tools and
realistic guidance, should encourage social media as a means of teaching. Since we live in
the big data and cloud computing era, there will be a growing interest in the field and its
effects on education, in general [177-181]. Practice recommendations encourage scholars
to investigate and acknowledge social media tools, not as an “attach’ technology, but as a
detailed plan for successful teaching that facilitates the pedagogical transition to the use of
social media technologies. Overall, the results of this research showed that social media has
a positive effect on higher education. Social media enhances teaching and learning in higher
education, motivating and supporting students and developing community connections.
These results support the significant role of the use of social media in higher education.
The authors recommend that university faculties should incorporate social media into the
teaching and learning process.
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