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ABSTRACT

Social media is used in many higher education institutions for educational purposes in numerous new 
and innovative ways. However, in Bahrain the number of higher education students who are aware of 
and use social media is not clear. It was therefore necessary to conduct an empirical study that would 
investigate the students’ use of social media in higher education in Bahrain. Moreover, the actual 
adoption of social media in everyday learning situations still remain underexplored, especially in 
higher education settings. This paper describes a study conducted to investigate the influence of social 
media use by student in Bahrain. The aims of this study are to assess students’ level of familiarity, 
engagement and frequency of use with social media. The data was collected using two questionnaires. 
The findings indicate that social media has introduce a new culture of learning among students. In 
addition, social media applications which are on the increase in usage by students for activities that 
include studying, access of education content, social communication.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Social media tools are used in many higher education institutions for educational purposes in numerous 
new and innovative ways (Conole & Alevizou, 2010). In order to investigate and gain additional insight 
into this situation, we carefully studied the experiences of students on Web Media degree at Bahrain 
Polytechnic. Several studies in other countries have found that social media are commonly used in 
higher education by students (Davis, Deil-Amen, Rios-Aguilar, & Gonzalez Canche, 2012). However, 
in Bahrain the number of higher education students who are aware of, and use social media is not 
clear. It was therefore imperative to conduct an empirical study that would investigate the students’ 
use of social media in higher education in Bahrain. The aims of this study are to assess students’ 
level of familiarity, engagement and frequency of use with social media. Based on the above stated 
aims, the following three research questions were formulated:

1.  What is the students’ level degree of familiarity in the use of social media?
2.  What is the students’ level degree of engagement in the use of social media?
3.  What is the students’ level degree of frequency in the use of social media?
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In this study, the primary data were collected from a survey. The participants in this study were 
a cohort of Web Media students in Bahrain Polytechnic. The survey aimed in finding comparable 
numbers, evaluate the students’ level of familiarity, engagement and frequency of use of social media 
and gain additional insights. The three identified objectives of the study had a common denominator 
a cohort of Web Media students at Bahrain Polytechnic. The first objective of the survey was aimed 
toward the level of familiarity with social media. The second objective was to investigate the level of 
engagement with social media. Finally, the third objective was to identify the context of use if social 
media. This research provides insights to educators seeking to integrate social media in undergraduate 
programs’ curriculum, for increased inclusion of new technologies in higher education. Finally, we 
outline the potential implications and recommendations of this study for future implementations.

Background
The rapid growth of social media tools over recent years is a consequence of the integration of 
technology in the daily lives of millions of people around the world. Moreover, the phenomenon 
of social media is investigated by researchers around the world who wish to study the positive 
and negative aspects of using social media tools in various settings (Abu-Shanab & Frehat, 2015; 
Conole & Alevizou, 2010; Davis, Deil-Amen, Rios-Aguilar & Gonzalez-Canche, 2012; Paliktzoglou, 
Stylianou, & Suhonen, 2014; Paliktzoglou & Suhonen, 2014, 2015; Tomai, Rosa, Mebane, D’Acunti, 
Benedetti, & Francescato, 2010). The fundamental nature of social media supports new and different 
ways of how humans communicate, using computers and other mobile devices. It offers to users the 
option to communicate privately or in a more public way, by posting comments for public viewing. 
However, the central idea behind social media is not new. In the late 1990s several sites, had basic 
functions similar to today’s social media. From the very beginning of the internet, the interaction 
and communication of users using interfaces such as chats, forums, message boards and blogs was 
introduced (Albion, 2008).

Social media offer new and multiple ways of using computers or mobile devices and support users 
gaining access to knowledge through different resources. In general, social media is an umbrella which 
covers a big range of online technologies (platforms and applications) that promote communication, 
collaboration, interaction and sharing data among the users. Boyd and Ellison (2010), define social 
media as social networking websites “that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-public 
profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, 
and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the system” (p.17). 
The purpose of the user following social media is mainly to interact with peers and others that on 
the social media various technologies. This involves the creation, sharing and distribution of ranges 
different information from news, reflections, opinions, research among others.

The integration of technology in the daily lives of millions of people around the world resulted 
to the rapid growth of social media tools over recent years. As such social media attracted researchers 
to study both positive and negative aspect of using social media tools in various settings. Social 
media tools offer new and multiple ways of communication using computers and other mobile 
devices. Users can communicate privately or in a more public way such as a comment posted for 
public viewing. However the fundamental idea behind social media is not new, since several sites 
with functions of today’s social media tools appeared in the late 1990s. From the very beginning of 
internet, communicating with others through interfaces such as chat rooms, Internet forums, message 
boards, web communities and blogs were introduced (Albion, 2008; Edrees, 2013)). Similar to other 
communications tools, social media tools have rules, conventions and practices which users have 
to adhere to in order to be accepted as legitimate users in these online communities. As argued by 
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Jacobs (2008) social media tools also have some potential pitfalls to negotiate, such as the unintended 
consequences of publicly posting sensitive personal information, confusion over privacy settings, 
and contact with people one may not know.

According to Safran, Guetl, & Helic (2007), social media tools are part of wider online phenomena 
also in the field of education and learning, enabling self-expression, communication and more versatile 
user interaction online. Additionally, Chatti, Jarke, & Frosch-Wilke, (2007) outline that in the era 
of culture centralized collaboration, one-size-fits-all, top-down, static and knowledge push models 
of traditional learning initiatives need to be changed with a more open, dynamic, emergent, social, 
personalized and knowledge pull model for learning. In recent research it was argued that social 
media concepts open new windows for more efficient learning and have the potential to overcome 
many of the drawbacks of traditional learning model (Chatti et al., 2007; Maloney, 2007). Moreover, 
Ozkan & McKenzie (2008) argue that in the 21st century approach to teaching there is the necessity 
of educators engaging with students trough social media technologies. Finally, it is noteworthy to 
point out that social media tools have potential to foster the adoption of new learning models based 
on networking, collaboration, intelligent search and social knowledge creation (Greenhow, Robelia, 
& Hughes, 2009; Fouda, 2016).

Social media include web services that can be easily accessed by users, where the user can 
read, create, share and recommend information for online recreational purposes. Social media, are 
similar to other communication tools have rules, and have conventions and practices which users 
have to adhere to in order to be accepted as legitimate users in these online communities. Social 
media technology (SMT) as are defined by Davis et al. (2012) as “web-based and mobile applications 
that allow individuals and organizations to create, engage, and share new user-generated or existing 
content, in digital environments through multi-way communication. Typical example of social media 
commonly found on the web and mobile application include Twitter, Instagram, Edmodo, YouTube 
and Wordpress. In addition, according to Jacobs (2008), it can be argued that social media tools also 
have some potential drawbacks or negative aspects with regards to privacy in terms of meeting people 
you do not know, but also in terms of using social media application, the apps itself. Moreover, the 
wider online phenomena that are closely related to social media, have the potential to promote self-
expression, communication and flexible user interaction in teaching and learning (Safran, Guetl, & 
Helic, 2007).

Recent research suggests that more efficient learning is possible by using social media concepts; 
the introduction of social media in higher education open new frontiers and can possibly prevail 
over the pitfall of the traditional learning models (Chatti et al., 2007; Maloney, 2007; Pike, Kuh, & 
McCormick, 2011; Tomai et al., 2010). As such, it can be argued that the 21st century approach to 
education should stem from the teacher –student necessity and engagement using social media (Ozkan 
& McKenzie, 2008). This is evident from the fact that the adoption of new learning models based 
on networking, collaboration, intelligent search and social knowledge creation are fostered using 
social media (Greenhow, Robelia, & Hughes, 2009). The fact that the social media are assembled 
on the ideological and technological foundation of Web 2.0 that allows the creation and data sharing 
among users is based on the reason of the radical transformation of the Web by the social media, as 
argued by Kaplan & Haenlein (2010). According to Sun, Tsai, Finger, Chen, & Yeh, (2008), there 
are six dimensions that affect the social media performance: student, teacher, course, technology, 
system design, and the environmental dimension. Finally, it can be argued that social media have the 
potential as an educational tools to enable collaboration, real-time dialogue and promote knowledge 
(Marinakou & Giousmpasoglou, 2015).

ReSeARCH DeSIGN

The survey was designed for the students of three different batches in the Web Media programme 
at Bahrain Polytechnic. The research data were collected from a survey released at the beginning 
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of the semester. At the end of the survey there was a comprehensive justification about the nature 
of the research; in addition the participants were asked to sign a consent form, with the assurance 
that all data would be treated confidentially. The survey was used to explore students’ familiarity, 
engagement and context of use with social media tools. The students took an average of seven to ten 
minutes to complete the survey questionnaire. The survey was split into two parts: the introductory 
part related to the demographic information of the participants (name, age, level of studies) and the 
main body sought to assess the students’ level of familiarity and engagement as well as the frequency 
with which they made use of social media. The questions’ design was based on the Likert scale, 
where the students could rate each item on a 1 to 5 response scale, but also with the option of “Yes” 
or “No.” The survey was piloted to three undergraduate students in order to increase validity and to 
ensure that the questionnaire itself is as clearly presented and as easy to complete as possible.

Upon completion of the survey, students had the opportunity to comment on the precision of 
survey items, the competence of answer choices and the appropriateness of the scales used. The 
feedback from the students highlighted that the survey was understandable and could be given to the 
participants after the revision of the wording on a few questions. Moreover, the collected reflections 
were incorporated on the survey in order to determine the validity of the survey.

Demographic Data
The dataset, n=46, 34 female (74%) and 12 male (26%), consisted of undergraduate Bahraini students 
studying in the Web Media degree at Bahrain Polytechnic. The majority of the students (30) were 
aged between 20 and 30, none over 30 and 16 under 20.

Social Media Familiarity, engagement and Context of Use
The main body of the survey questionnaire explored three areas based on the research questions 
presented earlier in this paper. The first area of enquiry investigated the familiarity of students with 
various social media tools such as: Blogs, Wikis, Podcasts (Audio & Video), Tag cloud, Social 
Bookmarking, Social Networks, Chat, Micro-blogging, Media sharing, Virtual worlds, Mashups, 
and m-Learning. The second area of enquiry explored how frequently these tools were being used by 
students. The results for familiarity and frequency respectively are provided in Figures 1 and 2. From 
all the tools, students were most familiar with Chat, social networks and microblogging as they used 
these most frequently. They were less familiar (but aware of the application) with mashups, social 
bookmarking and tag cloud technologies.

The third area of enquiry explored whether the students had used social media tools for individual 
and/or group learning and studying, as part of course work or for personal use. In addition, regarding 
the intensity of use related questions, the same tools as in the previous area were assessed. The results 
are presented in Figure 3. The highest frequencies were encountered for Wiki and media sharing as a 
tool for studying and learning, while social networks, chats and media sharing were most frequently 
used for personal purposes. The students reported that they did not have much experience in the use of 
social tools as part of course work. The tools most frequently used in course work were blogs and wikis.

DISCUSSIoN AND CoNCLUSIoN

This study examined the students’ use of social media in higher education in Bahrain. Furthermore, 
from findings drawn from students’ perceptions, engagement and experiences it is evident that the 
students are highly aware of social media with most of them being active and frequent users of 
social media. Students consider social media as established part of their daily lives. It is argued that 
despite the fact that most students are frequent users of social media for personal purposes, this does 
not automatically leads to the acceptance of social media as teaching and learning tools in higher 
education settings. It is evident however, that this occurs due to the fact that most of the student are 
not familiar or lack of experience in using social media in their course work. The familiarity of the 
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Figure 1. Familiarity with social media tools

Figure 2. Frequency of use of social media tools
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net generation with social media definitely stipulates that educators can easier adopt social media 
as learning tools in higher education and improve student’s learning experiences and thus engage 
students and possibly enhance their learning (Giousmpasoglou & Marinakou, 2013). Another factor 
that should be considered when adopting social media in higher education is the ubiquitous nature 
of social media that it is not sufficient reason for integration of social media into higher education. It 
is noteworthy that differences in subject-matter or learning goals appear when adopting social media 
for teaching and learning purposes. Additionally, this should be acknowledged in order to be able to 
compare the gained benefits of social media as new technologies across disciplines.

The findings of this study are consistent with the findings of previous studies in other countries 
indicating students are regular users of social media (Paliktzoglou, & Suhonen, 2014). This study 
also revealed that that students who had accounts on social media frequently used it for a number of 
reasons such as to connect with old friends and family members, find new friends, obtain or share 
learning materials, receive update of events, post information, while away time among others. This 
is consistent with the findings of other research conducted in higher education context (i.e. Alexakis, 
Paliktzoglou, & Jarkko, 2012; Arnold, Ducate, & Kost, 2012; Tomai et al., 2010) which indicated 
the students’ use of social media for varied reasons which include communication with family and 
friends, entertainment, release boredom, planning activities and companionship.

The findings of this research indicate that undergraduate students are keen using new technologies 
in teaching and learning. It is evident from the student feedback provided that they welcome new 
learning experiences; it is thus argued that these experiences could facilitate different types of learning 
styles and add value their existing learning practice in order to improve their learning process. 
Moreover, students would adopt social media integrated into higher education only if they perceive 
that social media can enhance their learning. The results of the study also indicated that students had 
positive views about the academic use of social media. Students also claimed that it would be fun for 
their lecturers to use social media, their grades would be better if they could contact lecturers through 

Figure 3. Context of use of social media tool
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social media and lecturers should hold lecture hours on social media. The above findings are aligned 
with various studies which indicate that students find it appropriate for lecturers to use social media 
for educational purposes (Alexakis, Paliktzoglou, & Jarkko, 2012; Paliktzoglou & Suhonen, 2012; 
Alexakis, Paliktzoglou, & Jarkko, 2015) The present study has shown that higher education students 
in Bahrain use social media for various reasons. However higher education students have a positive 
view about the use of social media for academic purposes. It is therefore recommended that policy 
makers in higher education institutions in Bahrain may consider creative ways of restructuring the 
methods of content delivery and learning activities in order to incorporate the use of social media to 
extend lecturer-student contact hours.

It is noteworthy to mention that this study has two main limitations. Firstly the survey was 
conducted with an only survey tool. Secondly the participants were limited to the specific setting of 
Bahrain Polytechnic. Similar studies with a broader set of participants would be advisable in order 
to compare them to this setting. In addition, we suggest that similar studies should be conducted 
in a broader set of participants from different higher education institutes in order to allow further 
comparisons; in this way the validity and reliability of collected data will be significantly enhanced. 
Our results indicate that social media have the potential to be adopted in higher education. However, 
further research is needed in order to address the undergraduates’ use of social media for learning 
in the context of their socio-economic status as well as authentic higher education learning settings. 
Finally, due to the continuing growth in the use of social media tools in higher education, it is hoped 
that this study will motivate further controlled studies in order to evaluate how emerging technologies 
can be more efficiently utilized and adopted in higher education. Surveys in the coming years with 
the same cohort of students are also to provide more insights in the long-term development of social 
media use as educational tools.
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