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The integration of social media into higher education is having a significant impact on learning 
and teaching. As they become enmeshed in the fabric of academia, they are also becoming a 
site of contestation, especially in relation to teaching and learning. This research paper explores 
the key issues dominating current debates about the use of social media in higher education in 
Australasia. By exploring themes emerging from a debate around the use of social media in 
higher education in Australasia, it integrates additional comments from the collective wisdom 
of experienced colleagues from around the globe, as captured in the debate’s Twitter feed and 
live Periscope streaming. These comments highlight points of sensitivity in the adoption of 
social media in higher education in Australasia. This paper presents the findings and some key 
ideas that emerged from the debate. 
 

Introduction 
 
Social media are an important feature of contemporary communication, encompassing a large array of 
Internet-based tools and platforms that increase and enhance the sharing of information. Dabbagh and 
Kitsantas (2011, p. 1) broadly define social media as “a variety of networked tools or technologies that 
emphasise the social aspects of the Internet as a channel for communication, collaboration, and creative 
expression”. This new form of media makes the transfer of text, photos, audio, video, and information in 
general increasingly fluid among internet users. 
 
While the term social media is often used synonymously with social networks such as Facebook and Twitter, 
it is an umbrella term that encompasses 13 different subtypes, including blogging tools, business and social 
networking tools, forums, photo sharing tools, business collaboration tools, service and product reviews, 
research networks, video sharing tools, and virtual worlds (Aichner & Jacob, 2015). Key characteristics of all 
the social media, to some extent, include the ability to produce, as well as consume, content in a networked 
environment. Bruns (2010) has labelled this ability to simultaneously produce and use as “produsage”. The 
affordances of social media are potentially attractive in educational contexts, especially when considering 
active and social learning approaches (Macfarlane, 2015; Zheng, Niiya, & Warschauer, 2015).     
 
Arguments about the benefits and utility of digital technology in universities present a familiar motif (Facer, 
2011; Selwyn, 2016), and the potential for the use of social media in higher education (HE) in Australasia, as 
explored in this paper, treads some old ground in this respect. Any reasonable history of digital technology 
and universities will argue that this is a contested space, characterised by expressions ranging from 
overweening enthusiasms, through to overt anxieties about the contamination of the institution (Selwyn, 
2016). As a result, there remain low levels of commitment to social media in most Australasian educational 
institutions with relevant policies at various stages of development (Willems, Adachi, & Grevtseva, 2016). 
Despite this, social media appear to have permeated the institution, albeit in a fairly ad hoc manner, with 
frequently positive results (Junco, Heiberger, & Loken, 2011). Interestingly then, whilst commentators a 
decade ago voiced concerns that social media might lower standards, trivialise the institution and breed a 
generation of “intellectual kleptomaniacs” (Keen, 2007), social media have, in a sense, snuck in the back 
door.  
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Indeed in the intervening 10 years, the use of social media has rapidly permeated the HE sector globally 
(Johnson et al., 2016; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010) and there is evidence that institutional approaches aside, 
students are making use of social media in their learning (Smith, 2017). However, the more they proliferate, 
the more debate arises about the pros and cons of their adoption. While many would argue that it is no longer 
really a matter of whether to adopt social media in HE, but rather how best to do so, this situation still leads 
many institutions to adopt a cautious position, thus creating a need to explore the risks and the opportunities 
presented by social media for teaching and learning (Au, Lam, & Chan, 2015; Universities and Colleges 
Information Systems Association [UCISA], 2015).  
 
Research problem and theoretical framework 
 
In order to maintain a manageable focus for this research, the primary area of focus was the utility of social 
media for enhancing student learning, because social media must potentially add value to teaching and 
learning if we are to move onto questions of, for example, institutional adoption of social media in teaching 
and learning or development of staff capability in this area. If one function of social media is that they act as a 
channel for communication, collaboration, and creative expression (Dabbagh & Kitsantas, 2011), then the 
question becomes how to effectively use these channels to enhance teaching and learning.  
 
The Community of Inquiry model has a long history (Anderson, 2017) and suggests that learning occurs 
through the interaction of three core components: cognitive presence, teaching presence, and social presence 
(Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 1999). Thus, it would be tempting to conclude that the utility of 
social media lies first and foremost in facilitating social presence, defined as the ability of learners to project 
themselves socially and emotionally in a community of inquiry (Rourke et al., 1999). However, social media 
can potentially also facilitate cognitive presence whereby students construct meaning through sustained 
communication and teacher presence that includes facilitating active learning (Rourke et al., 1999). 
 
A second model with a long history (Anderson, 2017), which addresses the potential utility of social media 
for enhancing teaching and learning, relates to social presence (Miyazoe & Anderson, 2013) and can be 
referred to as the three types of interaction model. This model has been expanded in recent times to embrace 
the potential of networks and informal learning opportunities as interaction types (Croxton, 2014; Miyazoe & 
Anderson, 2015). Looking at the model in its original form we can conceive of the educational context in 
terms of three interaction types: the interaction between learner and content, the interaction between learner 
and instructor, and the interaction between learners (Moore, 1989).  
 
This model in turn allows us to unpack the community of inquiry model in terms of the nature of the three 
types of presence. For example, whilst cognitive presence might most obviously be seen in the relationship 
between learner and content, such presence might also be realised through the interaction between the learner 
and the instructor and through interactions between learners (Croxton, 2014). Teaching presence would most 
obviously be realised through the role of the teacher in the teaching and learning environment, but the nature 
of the role has been conceived in multiple and incommensurable ways (Dawson & McWilliam, 2008). 
Finally, social presence could be realised in the relationship between the learners and in the relationship 
between the learner and the teacher. Questions about these three types of presence bring us much nearer to 
current questions about designing learning in terms of interaction types.  
 
Bringing together the community of inquiry model and the three types of interaction model (Anderson, 2017) 
allows us to focus our questions about the potential utility of social media in education. We know that 
interactivity is an important factor for student learning and satisfaction, as well as persistence, in online 
learning environments (Croxton, 2014) and that, according to Miyazoe and Anderson (2013, 2015), putting 
the primary focus on any one of three types of interaction will lead to deep and meaningful learning.  
 
Thus, presaging social interactions allows us to posit two hypotheses for this research: 
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(1) Social media can be used to design learning that ensures that student-to-student interactions are at a 
high level; and  

(2) Deep and meaningful formal learning will be supported as long as student-to-student interactions are 
at a high level.  

 
There may be something counter-intuitive about the second hypothesis. For example, it might be argued that 
subject content is of primary importance because students need to engage with and master a body of 
knowledge as expressed in a set of learning outcomes. It might also be argued that the role of the teacher is 
crucial to student learning (Croxton, 2014) because the teacher plays a fundamental role in facilitating student 
learning.  
 
However, we are not suggesting that the content and the teacher are unimportant. Rather, we are suggesting 
that deep and meaningful learning can be effectively facilitated by putting primary emphasis on student-to-
student interactions (Madland & Richards, 2016). There is evidence to support this idea in terms of the thesis 
that deep and meaningful learning can occur if one of the three interaction types are at a high level (Miyazoe 
& Anderson, 2013, 2015; Padilla Rodriguez & Armellini, 2014). At the same time, “[a]ctive learning 
environments with high levels of interactivity between students and their environment (peers, instructors, and 
content) not only motivate students, but also improve overall learning achievement and satisfaction” 
(Croxton, 2014, p. 316).  
 
It is not the purpose in this paper to provide a comprehensive review of the research around the models 
outlined above. Rather, we have sought to indicate what a future research direction might look like with 
respect to focusing on the utility of social media for engaging students with one another in order to improve 
student achievement and satisfaction. In this respect we can frame up two research hypotheses: firstly, that 
social media can be used to design learning that ensures that student-to-student interactions are at a high level, 
and secondly, that deep and meaningful formal learning will be supported as long as student-to-student 
interactions are at a high level. At the same time, and as detailed in the Findings section below, the utility of 
social media for teaching and learning is just one research direction amongst a range of others that emerged 
from the research.  
 
Methodology 
 
Our approach in this paper was driven by our shared research interests in social media in HE. What began as a 
number of corridor discussions around the pros and cons of using social media in HE culminated in a 
symposium for an Australasian educational technology conference, which provided an opportunity to take the 
pulse of specialists in the field on this very subject.  
 
In order to achieve this, we submitted a proposal to conduct an old-fashioned debate. In essence, the structure 
involved five researchers taking on various roles, including debate moderator, to ensure that the discussion 
remained focused and that there was enough opportunity for audience participation, and two panel members 
on each side defending a research-based stance for either the affirmative (that social media use in HE for 
teaching and learning was a good thing) or the negative (that the use of social media for teaching and learning 
in HE was inherently bad). The debate also involved an overlay of Twitter and Periscope (a live streaming 
tool) to capture audience participation. Twitter participation took place throughout both the debate itself and 
audience participation time. Our aim was to access the breadth of opinion triggered by the debate in order to 
address our key question with regards to the use of social media in HE in Australasia – Where are we now? – 
and thereby inform future enquiry or research as outlined above.  
 
Using a debate as a springboard for discussion and the collection of data has been well regarded as a tool for 
exploring the construction of logics and communication skills for students (Vo & Morris, 2006). Using a 
debate as a tool to gather research data is less common; however, it can be seen as a grounded form of data 
gathering (Creswell & Poth, 2017) in that the debate itself was used to tease out themes that were prompted 
by broad questions, but were not explicitly drawn out in advance. Thus, our approach was to strategically use 
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the debate in order to stage an environment where both sides of the arguments could be led, shared and built 
on with an engaged and experienced audience. The research team carefully crafted the arguments for both the 
affirmative and negative, based on existing literature, to ensure that the debate covered key areas of interest, 
concern and relevance. For this reason, we have also chosen to weave the literature review through the 
Debating the use of social media in HE – Findings section in this paper, rather than presenting it separately, 
for the aim was to prompt the audience to participate and contribute to a discussion reflective of multiple 
perspectives and reflect on these perspectives in an integrated manner. 
 
“The Great Debate: Social Media Use in HE” (Willems, Adachi, McCluskey, et al., 2016) was conducted with 
the participation of an international audience on 28 November 2016 at the annual conference of the 
Australasian Society of Computing in Learning in Tertiary Education (ASCILITE) at the Adelaide 
Convention Centre. Approximately 150 conference delegates attended the hour-long session. In order to 
ensure informed participant consent, an initial announcement was made to inform audience members that the 
debate was going to be streamed live, recorded and potentially used for a subsequent research opportunity 
through its data analysis. The participants were invited to leave the room or not to participate in the social 
media discussion if they had any concerns. Ethics approval was granted by Deakin University to analyse the 
publicly available material in both the Periscope video capture and the Twitter feeds (reference number: 
2017-042).  
 
The participants in this study were firstly self-selecting, and secondly, they were participating in a conference 
about educational technology in HE, both of which shaped the data collected to an important extent. This 
specific cohort was therefore likely to be relatively positive and excited about the potential of social media in 
HE. Regardless of these limitations, it is still valuable to analyse the data in terms of the key themes and 
concerns that were raised in this context, as these participants can be seen as representative of those who drive 
innovation as it relates to social media use in HE in Australasia. 
 
Audience participation in the debate was robust both from the floor – as captured by the live Periscope feed – 
and via the Twitter handle (#ascilite2016dbt). In total, 63 tweets were contributed, using the debate hashtag 
provided. These were collated and analysed for this paper. In addition, the session was broadcast in real time 
and recorded with Periscope (https://www.periscope.tv/w/1MYGNOnqLYRJw), which presented an 
opportunity for global participants to contribute to the debate as well. A total of 72 live viewers in real time 
were recorded on the day of the debate, and its recording continued to raise further hits after the event with 
219 views observed as at 16 June 2017.  
 
Following transcription of the data sources (live Periscope recording and tweets posted on the Twitter feed), a 
process of thematic analysis took place to capture emergent ideas. This thematic analysis of the qualitative 
responses followed the six-phase recursive process for thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke & 
Braun, 2013a): an initial familiarisation with the data, followed by coding, searching for themes, reviewing 
themes, and defining and naming themes. Finally, the process involved the writing up of these findings by 
“weaving together the analytic narrative and (vivid) data extracts to tell the reader a coherent and persuasive 
story about the data, and contextualising it in relation to existing literature” (Clarke & Braun, 2013b, p. 121). 
 
Due to the relatively small size of the data set, the transcripts were hand coded. The initial coding process was 
inductive in that it was guided by what was evident in the data itself. In the first round of coding, both data 
sources (Periscope transcription and the Twitter feed) were treated separately.  
 
The initial set of coding of the Twitter data revealed contributions that fell into the following themes: what is 
social media?; social media in HE; institutional lag; staff professional development; pedagogy; social media 
policy; public versus private realms; formal learning and training of students versus personal and/or informal 
learning; digital natives; bullying/inappropriateness; personal learning environment vs learning management 
system (LMS); student empowerment; digital literacy; and personal experiences teaching with social media.  
 
The initial coding of the Periscope transcript identified an overlapping set of initial themes: promoting 
informal learning opportunities; equity and ethical considerations; social media policy; lifelong learning; 

https://twitter.com/search?q=%23ascilite2016dbt%20&src=typd
https://www.periscope.tv/w/1MYGNOnqLYRJw
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benefits of other social media (LinkedIn); beyond the LMS; disruptive and subversive media; student self-
empowerment; academic workloads; teaching skills for the world; and guidance for students on moving from 
closed to open societies. 
 
In the subsequent processes of reviewing and naming the themes, five higher level themes were identified and 
both data sets were allocated to these accordingly. The final five themes are institutional lag, social media 
policy, pedagogy, staff professional development, and digital literacy. 
 
Debating the use of social media in HE – Findings 
 
In this section, we present the key ideas that emerged from the analysis of the qualitative participation in the 
debate: verbally from the audience as captured by the Periscope feed, and in text and images captured from 
the Twitter feed, interwoven with some of the literature presented as part of the debate itself (Clarke & Braun, 
2013b). The resulting analysis represents the current perspectives of academics and educational technology 
specialists working in HE, who are mostly located in Australasia. To contextualise these responses, we begin 
with a summation of the main arguments put forward by the affirmative and negative representatives during 
the debate. 
 
Analysis of the Twitter feed and verbal comments from the floor captured in Periscope generally reflects the 
perceived tensions captured in the above debate, which can broadly be identified as social and pedagogical 
possibilities, and institutional risks. Arguably, the latter arises from the reluctance of institutions to develop 
and implement firm policies and processes that address social media. This institutional lag featured 
prominently in our contributions, but pedagogical possibilities were also emphasised – with caveats 
surrounding issues of equity and widening, as opposed to increasing, participation (Selwyn, 2016). Similarly, 
student-led learning and digital literacy were mentioned as a strong benefit of social media use with both staff 
and students benefitting from an increased focus on building skills and digital identities. All of this 
demonstrated simultaneously the risks of not developing a sustained and anticipatory approach to social 
media that addresses their potential pedagogically, socially and strategically.  
 
The overarching argument in favour of the use of social media in HE, or at least in favour of considering its 
potential benefits for student learning, lies in the recognition that social media are part of everyday social life 
for most students (Cowling, 2017). At the same time students are making use of social media for their 
learning (Smith, 2017). Ignoring these facts could effectively create an artificial boundary between HE 
institutions and the society of which they are a part. This may already be happening with the use of social 
media by academics for teaching and learning lagging behind the more general use of social media (Manca & 
Ranieri, 2016; Seaman & Tinti-Kane, 2013).  Thus, the arguments in favour of social media use in HE in this 
section all flow from this fundamental umbrella argument and are from both student and staff perspectives. 
 
Thus, we have essentially an argument in favour of the social utility of connectedness – meeting students 
where they are at (Kift, Nelson, & Clarke, 2010; Nelson & Clarke, 2014; Smith, 2017), developing digital 
literacy (Seaman & Tinti-Kane, 2013) and critical thinking skills (Barnett, 2015; Bruns, 2010), and engaging 
students (Kumar Sharma, Joshi, & Sharma, 2016) through new pedagogical approaches designed to leverage 
the affordances of social media (Trowbridge, Waterbury, & Sudbury, 2017). 
 
In many ways, this perspective situates social media as a potential solution to a variety of challenges 
associated with mass education in a digital age, including issues related to equity and social justice (Corn, 
2013; Thomas, 2013), transition (Hall & Maugham, 2015) and re-engagement (Piotrowski, 2015;). Moreover, 
the role of social media in building digital agency and identity, whilst still nascent in terms of scholarship 
(Connelly & Osborne, 2015), offers potential for the development of graduate capabilities, and personal and 
professional growth (Weiner, 2016). Central to this perspective, therefore, are social issues, rather than 
institutional matters of governance and policy to guide the use of social media and to reduce risks to both the 
individuals using social media and the institutions within which social media are being used to facilitate the 
teaching and learning process. This raises a series of questions: How do we ensure the university retains 
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contemporary credibility? How do we ensure learning keeps up with offerings from the private sector? How 
do we connect with students and each other in increasingly complex environments?  
 
By contrast, our alternative perspective presents an institutionally driven view focused on policy (Cronin, 
2017) and operational issues, including the costs, risks and benefits associated with adopting new and perhaps 
unpredictable technologies. How do we maintain control of commercially based technologies? How do we 
protect ourselves from litigation? How do we protect our students from breaches of privacy? How do we 
manage new technologies when we cannot anticipate their consequences? And how do we fund the necessary 
change management associated with new technology adoption? (Stahl, Sharplin, & Kehrwald, 2016). Policy 
and processes loom large here, as does the important question of whether the costs and risks of new 
technology will equal the benefits for universities in the demand-driven age. In other words, will the trouble it 
takes to adopt new technologies result in more enrolments, a better quality experience, improved learning 
outcomes, and/or higher retention rates? (Balakrishnan, Teoh, Pourshafie, & Liew, 2017). Here, the politics 
and economics of mass education are clearly evident: increasing competition across the sector, growing levels 
of participation across the social strata, complex regulation, and measurement processes that track retention 
rates whilst simultaneously measuring standards.  
 
Institutional lag 
 
HE institutions have been, at best, slow and fairly pedestrian in their adoption of digital media. As others have 
argued (Malikowski, 2008; Malikowski, Thompson, & Theis, 2006) current platforms such as LMSs remain 
underutilised, which was reflected in comments from the floor, particularly the following one, which drew 
cheers and applause from the audience: “poor LMS design is a big hurdle in connecting with students” (via 
Persicope capture). Interestingly, both Periscope and Twitter feeds indicate that educational technology 
professionals see universities as lagging when it comes to digital affordances. In contemporary environments, 
this is a problem: “institutions need to move with the times, maybe they need to make an effort to figure out 
what they can do & how?” (via Persicope capture).  
 
The result of this institutional lag is a perception that “our institutions are not ready...will they ever be?” (via 
Twitter feed). In contemporary discourses around disruptive technologies, this turgid response to rapidly 
changing digital environments can be seen as perilous: 
 

[Social media] is going to be an important part of lifelong learning and if we think about how 
the university sector is being disrupted more and more, it could be that degrees and 
qualifications as we know them might not be there in the next ten years. It might be that 
students get micro-qualifications and then stitch those together, and then in the meantime, go 
out and do informal learning online. And we've got to prepare our students for that possibility. 
(via Persicope capture) 

 
In part, we might argue that this reluctance to embrace social media arises from resistance to change and a 
“firming of the barricades” from within the academy, as argued by Barnett (2011) and others. Grayling’s 
(2015) analysis of social change certainly affirms this, with slow take-up being seen as the by-product of 
survivalist instincts. Certainly, perceptions of institutional lag as a result of gatekeeping instincts is present in 
the Twitter data: “so should we send academics back on the stage behind the lectern so we keep control?” (via 
Twitter feed). However, this may only be part of the picture with many universities actively strategising to 
meet possible future developments.  
 
Social media policy 
 
Whatever the reasons for the perceived lag in the adoption of social media affordances, there is a heightened 
awareness of a lag in the development of policies, both in the data presented here and in the literature 
(Willems, Adachi, & Grevtseva, 2016). One Persiscope contributor noted the perils of delaying policies 
surrounding disruptive technologies: 
 

https://twitter.com/hashtag/ascilite2016dbt?src=hash
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Of the twenty-five universities only three have social media policies, and I can tell you with the 
latest events in South Africa, they are all busy crafting social policies for both staff and 
students. When we talk about disruption, I'm saying careers can be made and broken by [social 
media]. (via Periscope capture) 

 
This highlights the double risk of both ignoring and adopting social media: “if the risk of social media use is 
the main concern, putting your head in the sand and hoping it goes away wont [sic] help” (via Twitter feed). 
Rather, “[d]eveloping social media policies can help the disruptive side of social media” (via Twitter feed), 
which might consolidate any strategic advantages thereby attained.  
 

Straddling both organisational and reputational concerns, policy writing around social media 
raises some very interesting questions about identity and governance as one contributor pointed 
out: “where does the "institution" start & where does individual responsibility end??” (via 
Twitter feed).  

 
Those media flurries wherein academics are profiled as a result of social media comments highlight this (e.g., 
Joyner, 2016), and it is perhaps here that policy writing work begins. In addition, the move towards 
incorporating social learning within LMSs and other similar platforms (such as FutureLearn), suggests there 
may be some urgency in developing appropriate policies: “Struggle for LMS to embrace/include open, social 
tools is the biggy for policy writing” (via Twitter feed).  
 
However, while some commented on the lack of policy or not clearly defined social media policy, there were 
also examples offered of institutions working hard to update and make their social media policies relevant to 
the changing world: 
 

We are in the process of developing [a social media policy] ... We feel it is better to educate and 
mitigate the risks that way than to cut off social media completely because it is going to be an 
important part of lifelong learning... (via Periscope capture)  

 
Perhaps the real issue is instead instituting and managing clear and easily understandable policy in a way that 
makes social media use practicable, rather than a barrier in itself. 
 
Pedagogy 
 
Despite an absence of comprehensive social media policies, many educators are harnessing social media and 
adapting their teaching and learning to better connect and engage their students. As one colleague stated: 
“why wait for the institution?? if you are ready and enthusiastic then the students will be too” (via Twitter 
feed). Another commented: “Engagement is a key reason and is part of education in higher institution” (via 
Twitter feed). Many avenues are used – not only those potential social networks within their respective LMSs, 
but also a host of other social media tools such as Twitter, Padlet, YouTube, Tumblr, or Blogger to both 
connect students and engage them in the production and consumption of media artefacts.  
 
On a pedagogical level, the main attraction and potential of social media lies in the sense that they are almost 
naturally aligned with social constructivist pedagogies, or “‘friending’ Vygotsky”, as Churcher, Downs, and 
Tewksbury (2014) put it. Thus, the potential of social media lies in the idea of meeting students where they 
are at, and thereby establishing learning communities in which the co-construction of knowledge can easily be 
facilitated (Dron & Anderson, 2014; Ralph & Ralph, 2013). Ideally, social media allow for student-centred 
active learning approaches based on participation and engagement and are grounded in the pedagogical notion 
of Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (Saxena, 2017). Despite this potential, some have a more 
cautionary approach and warn that pedagogy as a driver of learning design often gets lost (Salomon, 2016).     
 
In recognising the pedagogical possibilities of social media, one commentator underlined the importance of 
distinguishing between the ways in which social media applications and services are used. While we had 
initially noted in the introduction to the debate that social networks were but one form of social media (via 
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Periscope capture), this had not been clearly enough articulated within the debate proper. As a result, the two 
terms were conflated at times: 
 

You've blended social media and social networks. And they are two different things. Social 
media…the focus is on what you post and the conversations around that, whereas social 
networks are around the connections you make and the conversations you have. So I think it’s 
important to make that distinction...And to make sure that it is fit for purpose, because it is not 
always. (via Periscope capture) 

 
This point is well taken, in that the distinction must frame pedagogical approaches to teaching and learning in 
digital environments if they are to serve their purposes effectively. Certainly, production and consumption are 
straddled across both social networks and media: 
 

[Students] create blogs and websites, and videos, and infographics and they curate collections 
on social media. My rationale for this is that they need to learn about Web 2.0 environments 
and they need to teach their own students about becoming curators and creators, rather than 
being passive consumers. (via Periscope capture) 

 
This demonstrates an awareness of pedagogical practices that are focused on developing digital skills; 
however, there are also approaches to student engagement divorced from teaching and learning, for example, 
alumni networking:  
  

So far all we have mentioned is Facebook. We haven’t talked about LinkedIn and the 
opportunities that exist in private closed groups there for you to bring in outside expertise. For 
you to bring in your graduates to work with your undergraduates, or your alumni to work with 
your students. (via Periscope capture) 
 

While discussions regarding pedagogical approaches per se were limited, perhaps a natural result of the 
different foci of the debate, one topic to receive attention was staff professional development. 
 
Staff professional development 
 
During the debate, the importance of staff professional development in and around the use of social media in 
HE was raised. Highlighting the urgency of this issue among those present (physically and virtually) were the 
following sample comments: “Academic staff require more support / training / time in using social media 
platforms” (via Twitter feed), and “eLearning will only change when we change the way we teach” (via 
Twitter feed). In this context, one might argue that there is a clear requirement for institutions to embed social 
media and social networking in teaching and learning, supported with sustained and scalable professional 
development for staff: “the biggest con in using social media for highered [sic] is when it’s used badly by 
academics or is just an afterthought”. (via Twitter feed).  
 
Attention must also be given to weighing up the benefits and costs of embarking on what can only be seen as 
a change management process of sizeable proportions. What would be the benefits and what are the risks in 
evidence? For, as Selwyn (2014) has repeatedly pointed out, whilst there is often a strong perception that 
technology is a quick fix for issues pertaining to HE, the quick fix generally results in a host of unexpected 
problems arising from the introduction of the new technology itself.  
 
Essentially, the key question in this context is whether or not we spend time developing pedagogies and 
developing staff capacity or leave social media and social networking as an organic expression of student 
social learning. In other words, is it better to just let social media use run its course, without bothering to 
devise cumbersome policies that are unlikely to keep up with social media and social networking anyway? Or 
must we fully embrace what is a fluid and socially grounded aspect of the contemporary digital world? 
“Should social media be used in education? I don’t think it’s our decision, empowered students will use it if 
they choose” (via Twitter feed). 
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Interestingly, one aspect of the debate was an awareness of social media as a naturally entrenched aspect of 
distributed learning (Lea & Nicoll, 2002). “All [of] us learn through diverse channels” (via Twitter feed) one 
commentator remarked, with another identifying the blurred divisions between formal and informal learning 
“The students PLE [personal learning environment] is significant to their learning...this is driven by their 
social media” (via Twitter feed). Whether or not social media does in fact drive learning is a matter for 
research, as there is currently no evidence for this. However, there is some evidence that social learning does, 
and with positive results (Eid & Al-Jabri, 2016). In recognition of this, one contributor’s comment on the 
power of social learning saw the LMS as a prime example of missed opportunity:  

 
As institutions, we are partly to blame in providing [students] with learning management 
systems that are deficient in social learning tools...so I think as institutions, we need to 
recognise that our students are going to be using social media anyway…I think we need to 
recognise that social media is a part of education, whether we like it or not. What should we do 
about that? (via Periscope capture) 

 
This comment clearly captures the reality of the situation versus espoused rhetoric. Social media is here; it is 
being used for teaching and learning in HE – whether we like it or not – and so the real concern is how to best 
manage this. One clear way, as the next section explores, is to consider a means by which we can teach others 
how to best work in these public arenas. 
 
Digital literacies 
 
Perhaps the strongest element arising from contributors was the belief that social media represented an 
opportunity to develop digital literacies. Developing digital literacies is a key graduate outcome for many 
institutions, if often misunderstood both in practice and in the literature (Lea & Jones, 2011). Based on the 
recent criticism around narrow definitions of digital literacy traditionally driven by “critical consumption of 
digital forms” (Pangrazio, 2016, p. 164), new frameworks recognise more of the creative and social-cultural 
aspects of digital literacies. The NMC Horizon Report (Johnson et al., 2016) therefore proposes a multi-
faceted plurality, incorporating three elements: universal literacy (e.g., using basic digital tools), creative 
literacy (e.g., creating richer content with digital ethics and copyright knowledge), and literacy across 
disciplines (e.g., discipline/context specific application of digital media).  
 
Our contributors recognised social media as a reflexive tool offering the potential for empowerment and skills 
to enhance agency in a world enveloped by the digital (Floridi, 2014). As one noted: 
 

I feel that I'm empowering my students to be in a community where they can operate outside of 
me and outside of the university and be empowered to do that. So it’s an “empower and 
manage” approach, rather than a more guarded approach [to teaching and learning]. (via 
Periscope capture) 

 
Learning opportunities were seen as rife, particularly in preparing students for ethical contributions to society, 
with the university charged with guiding students in the development of their digital literacies “from ‘closed’ 
societies to open, public content contributions?” (via Twitter feed), and in this way allowing them to learn in 
safer environment: “maybe students making and getting called out on inappropriate tweets is a good thing so 
they learn & understand why that is” (via Twitter feed).  
 
In addition, there is an awareness that digital literacies are increasingly important in contemporary society, 
with new challenges at both the public and private level. The attention given to the ways in which social 
media can drive public debate and influence political outcomes is a case in point here, with much made in 
recent times of this powerful new influence (Bruns, 2016). Thus, one contributor pointed out that “Recent 
fake news scandals on [Facebook] underline the need for teachers to lead the way in digital literacies using 
SM” (via Twitter feed). This reinforces Barnett’s (2011) argument for the ecological university in which it is 
the social responsibility of the university to develop critically aware graduates who will in turn enhance 
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society through agency, reflexivity and critical capacities. Certainly, this reinforces the general notion that 
universities need to take social media seriously, because as one contributor commented, “If we engage with 
social media we have the opportunity to help our students become digitally literate” (via Twitter feed).  
 
Towards a research agenda 
 
Given the context and the audience, the debate was always going to yield potentially valuable insights into the 
use of social media in HE and, as we have seen, this turned out to be the case with themes emerging that 
extended beyond teaching and learning questions per se and into, for example, questions about institutional 
policies on the use of social media in HE and related institutional lag. Thus, whilst we retain a commitment to 
our original research hypotheses, the range of themes identified suggests multiple research directions. These 
multiple directions can be broadly categorised with respect to the barriers and enablers for the pedagogically 
sound use of social media in teaching and learning. This extends well beyond the research focus identified 
above – engaging students through presaging social interactions in teaching and learning – and extends into, 
for example, the challenges with respect to effecting change in academic cultures (Shen & Tian, 2012). In this 
context, we might explore the difference between piecemeal change and systemic change that aims to 
transform, for example, institutional teaching and learning cultures. In this context, the importance of 
developing staff capability in the use of social media to enhance teaching and learning becomes foregrounded, 
as well as their motivation to do so. There are, then, multiple avenues for future research.  
 
Our debate clearly contributes to the idea that the incorporation of social media in learning and teaching ought 
to advance student learning and capability rather than simply being incorporated for the sake of appearances 
and promotional benefits at the institutional level. If we agree with the primacy of graduate employability, 
then the question becomes whether it is possible to design learning opportunities that are going to effectively 
integrate social media into learning activities and assessments in ways that are authentic, for example, in ways 
in which social media would be used in the workplace (Kek & Huijser, 2017). The acid test is whether a 
student who has engaged with social media, and who is a confident “produser” (Bruns, 2010) of social media, 
would be more employable than a student who has not. If the answer is no, then one would have to ask why 
we would put time and effort into it, rather than adopting a hands-off approach.  
 
Arguably, however, it is also important to consider a number of other capabilities that potentially enhance or 
influence the lives of our graduates and the possible futures of our societies – capabilities that extend beyond 
employment and, as Arvanitakis and Hornsby (2016, p. 1) argue, work towards fostering students who care 
“not only about gaining information and generating knowledge but [are] rooted in the reality of their context, 
problem oriented and interested in applying their knowledge for the betterment of a society”. This includes 
fostering a number of digital literacies that extend beyond the workplace into personal and civic agency and 
critical readings of social media. What is particularly evident in the data is the elevation of digital literacies as 
a key potential benefit in the use of social media, aligned with an institutional emphasis on graduate 
employability. However, there is also a civic role, with multiple tweets commenting on the hazards of cyber-
bullying and the importance of netiquette. Regardless, there is clearly a perception within the industry that HE 
policies are not abreast of current student behaviours, and of teaching and learning practices. In this regard, 
the social and civic purpose of the university is elevated beyond its traditional role as a centre for the 
advancement of knowledge (Barnett, 2015). 
 
This then relates back to the problems discussed above around the lack of clear institutional policies guiding 
the use of social media for learning and teaching. If the incorporation of social media, along with the 
elevation of digital literacy and critical thinking, is a prerequisite in the development of 21st century future-
proofed citizens and lifelong learners, then related teaching practices and graduate outcomes and capabilities 
should be guided by an appropriate set of policies or at least good practice guidelines. Teaching staff, who are 
at the forefront of engaging in contested social media spaces with students where their practice and 
professionalism are at stake, are potentially at risk. There have been cases of academics being disciplined, or 
even expelled, based on their misconduct for offensive or misuse of social media in a university context. In 
other words, the boundaries between private and public, and between leisure and professional spaces, can be 
ambiguous, and clear policy and guidelines would go some way in addressing such ambiguity. In addition, 
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there is scope for professional development opportunities where academics may explore opportunities and 
challenges related to social media (Willems, Adachi, & Grevtseva, 2016). Policy consequently sets the 
institutional boundaries within which academics may feel safe and guided in experimenting with new ideas. 
This is important, for as Manca and Ranieri (2016, p. 218) note, “the higher the perceived risk of using social 
media, the less likely faculty uses the technology to support in-class instructions frequently”, and risk can be 
managed by clear policy guidelines. This would pave a smooth passage for the many good practice examples 
that incorporate social media in learning and teaching in innovative ways (Trowbridge et al., 2017).  
 
While there still appears to be a lack of adequate or appropriate social media policies in the Australian HE 
context, particularly as they relate to learning and teaching, there are some examples of social media policies 
in the United States HE context. One example is Washington University in St Louis (2012); its social media 
policy states the following:  
 

The following [social media] policy serves as a guideline and starting point for those initiating a 
social media feed that involves the university, its schools, departments, programs, groups, 
organizations and individuals. It is also a reference for those managing existing feeds, so that 
the university’s efforts in social media communications are as consistent as possible.   

 
This appears to be fairly typical and is clearly very broad and related to the complete range of social media 
use across the institution, rather than specifically focused on social media for learning and teaching. In 
recognition of this apparent scarcity of clear and focused social media policies, the Universities and Colleges 
Information Systems Association in the United Kingdom has designed a social media toolkit (2015), which 
can be used as a reference point in the development of social media for learning and teaching policy. In the 
Australian HE context, the Office for Learning and Teaching (http://www.olt.gov.au/) projects would be the 
most obvious place to look for practice related to social media for learning and teaching, but there appears to 
be very little available in this respect. As Seaman and Tinti-Kane (2013, p. 3) have noted about academic staff 
adopting social media:  
 

Concerns about privacy, both for themselves and for their students, and about maintaining the 
class as a private space for free and open discussion, have been at the top of the list of concerns 
in all of the reports. Until faculty feel that this issue has been addressed, the wide-scale 
adoption of commercial social media tools in the classroom will remain limited. 

 
Again, this draws attention to the need for clear policy, as the lack thereof has the potential to constrain 
academic staff, which in turn has the potential to disadvantage students in ways identified above.   
 
Conclusion  
 
Like it or not, social media are part of the global landscape, including HE. This paper has captured the debate 
of the pros and cons, reinforced by the tricky problems experienced by those working in academia. It has 
explored the implications of this debate and makes suggestions for ways forward. 
 
Rather than trying to reign in a galloping horse, we need to consider and develop ways of fostering and 
leveraging the advantages. Aspects considered to achieve this include providing clear and straightforward 
policies so as not to be an impediment; considering the impact of institutional lag; continuing professional 
development of staff; and developing digital literacies as a key student graduate capability in the digital 
world; and evaluating underlying pedagogies.   
 
We thus call for targeted research on this topic. Our own data collection has drawn from a specific audience 
(noted as a limitation), which would have skewed the results to some extent, as noted in the Methodology 
section. It would therefore be worthwhile to compare these data with broader perspectives gathered across the 
HE sector. Furthermore, the data presented here are in many respects based on opinions and perceptions, 
rather than hard data-driven evidence of the success or otherwise of pedagogical applications of social media 
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use in learning and teaching. Thus, we identify a need here to test applications of pedagogical social media on 
a large scale across different institutions and across Australasia. This could for example include developing 
the Vygotskyan theoretical framework (Churcher, Downs, & Tewksbury, 2014) in more depth and then 
applying it to specific case studies to ascertain whether either the potential being promoted on the one hand, 
or the cautious attitudes towards social media use in HE on the other, are actually warranted and to what 
extent. The value and scope of this particular research project has been an opportunity to map out and analyse 
the key themes and concerns as perceived by a cohort that can be seen as being at the cutting edge of 
technological innovation in learning and teaching in HE in the specific context of Australasia. In a sense then, 
this is an exploratory study, which has mapped out a potential research trajectory for the near future.  
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