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Abstract

The main objective of this thesis is to investigate and understand faculty members’
attitudes towards, motivations for and concerns about using social networking sites
(SNSs), as well as uses thereof, for educational purposes, particularly in the gender-
segregated educational setting of Saudi Arabian universities. This study identifies faculty
members’ perspectives on SNSs and the ways in which academics in Saudi Arabia employ
these social networks as educational tools to improve teaching methods and learning
styles. Interviews were conducted with 32 faculty members at King Abdul-Aziz University
and King Saud University in Saudi Arabia. These particular universities were selected
because of their location, size, diversity and academic standing. Those participants were
chosen to form the research sample and to represent equally the two universities, the
two genders and different degree subjects.

Growing use of SNSs has motivated academics and researchers to study social networks
and their connection to other fields of study. Several studies have examined integration
of SNSs in education. However, a review of previous research in this domain has
revealed that further research is required. This thesis, therefore, aims to develop the
existing literature through its close focus on qualitative accounts of academics’ usage in
Saudi Arabia, particularly since the Saudi government has led several initiatives which
have been considered essential interventions and developments in politics, society,
education, and various other aspects.

Most of the academics involved in this study (91%) use SNSs — particularly WhatsApp
(88%), Twitter (84%), Facebook (78%), and YouTube (63%) — for educational purposes.
These academics see SNSs as supportive and useful tools and, importantly, methods for
facilitating learning, teaching and communication. Motivations for using SNSs include:
overcoming social restrictions (e.g. gender segregation), enhancing collaboration and
exchanging experiences, generating and improving content, and developing a more
critical and reflective thinking. On the other hand, many faculty members (62%) have
different concerns about employing these platforms in the academic setting. Cultural
and social concerns, protecting academics’ image online, and privacy worries have been
identified as the three greatest challenges facing the implementation of SNSs in the
higher educational institutions. Many existing studies of privacy and other concerns are
written from a Western perspective and its view of privacy — this research expands that
discussion by analysing these issues from a non-Western, conservative nation.

This thesis explores how cultural and social traditions are both challenged and enhanced
by SNSs; for example, it shows that online interactions in gender-segregated societies
can provide more information and expand understanding about the opposite gender
more than do offline settings. Although these online interactions break the norm of
gender segregation, the majority of Saudi users do not completely challenge their
cultural and social traditions, and the impact of their social values and principles is
clearly apparent in their perspectives and behaviours when using these platforms.
Therefore, these findings can advance the understanding of integrating SNSs
educationally in the context of a conservative society, and contribute to expanding the
current literature on this topic.
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Chapter 1 : Introduction

1.1. Background to the Research

Among Islamic and Arab countries, Saudi Arabia is considered the one with the most
ingrained Islamic culture, in which religious values and cultural principles are so
interconnected that it would be difficult to differentiate between the two (Al-Lily,
2011). Due to religious and societal considerations, there are interactive and
communicative restrictions between men and women in Saudi Arabia. Women are
expected to avoid unnecessary conversations with men who are not their relatives. This
is a general rule in most aspects of life, including education, business and in public (e.g.
public transport). As a consequence of these restrictions, gender segregation is applied
and has a great impact on all aspects of daily life in Saudi Arabia (Alebaikan, 2010;

Alhazmi, 2010; Almalki, 2011). Therefore, education is gender-segregated at all levels.

Social networking sites (SNSs), such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube, have become
very popular and are being used in many aspects of everyday life. They can be defined
as web-based communities which provide an ideal platform for individuals and
organisations to create content, share information, ideas and interests, and interact
socially by connecting with other users (Tess, 2013; Ellison and boyd, 2007). At the
present time, many people, especially adults, use SNSs to communicate with their
friends, colleagues, family members, and others (Lenhart et al., 2010). This increasing
use has motivated scholars and researchers to study SNSs and their relationship with
other fields of study. In addition, experts who are interested in developing educational
strategies are encouraging instructors to take advantage of these new technological

tools in their instruction and teaching.

In Saudi Arabia, the use of social networking sites is rapidly increasing. There are more
than 6 million active Facebook users in Saudi Arabia, where over 90 million videos are
watched daily on YouTube (more than any other country worldwide) (Al-Khalifa and
Garcia, 2013). In addition, roughly 3 million Saudi Arabians are active Twitter users —
almost half (47%) of all tweets in the Arab world have been produced by Saudi Arabians
(Arab Social Media Report, 2013). Recently, the Dubai School of Government released

1



a study on social media in the Arab world. According to this report, Saudi Arabians are
the most active social media users in the Arab world. The findings clearly demonstrate
a high level of agreement among participants on the benefits of using SNSs in
education. Most importantly, more than 80% of participants stated that educational
institutions in their countries should promote the use of interactive technology to
increase communication between teachers and students (Arab Social Media Report,

2013).

In Saudi higher education institutions, there are insufficient numbers of female faculty
members. To overcome this challenge, male lecturers teach classes of female students
through a one-way video conferencing system (Almalki, 2011). Integrating SNSs in
higher education can increase the university’s ability to offer enhanced courses and
resources online, regardless of the student’s location (Alebaikan and Troudi, 2010;
Almalki, 2011). In the case of Saudi Arabia, utilising these social platforms in education
is helpful and can provide an opportunity for both academics and students to
communicate and interact with one another, particularly with the opposite gender. In
a gender-segregated society, open communication channels among lecturers and their
students allow students to benefit from the additional teaching methods made

available through online teaching.

Recently, there have been significant changes in Saudi society, despite it being
characterised as a conservative community. The Saudi government has led several
essential initiatives and developments in politics, society, education, and various other
aspects of Saudi Arabia. These initiatives, in addition to the revolution in
communication and information technology, particularly SNSs, have had major
influences on how society interprets various societal and cultural matters, leading to a
paradigm shift of many preconceived ideas, one of which is the issue of gender
segregation and its implications for education, work and other aspects of their daily
life. These influences will be reflected not only on individuals but also on society as a

whole.

Saudi universities are in the initial stages of recognising the educational benefits of

SNSs, while the Saudi government is currently undertaking a developmental campaign

2



aimed at all levels of education in an attempt to enhance student learning and improve
the teaching methods of educators. This study will contribute to current research by
identifying faculty members’ perspectives on SNSs and their ability to enhance teaching
methods and learning styles. Furthermore, various aspects of this subject will be
considered in this investigation, including how Saudi academic society will deal with the

mixing of genders online, culture and technology, and formal social boundaries.

1.2. Justification for the Research

Some investigations have examined the useful integration of social networking in
education (e.g. Bogdanov et al., 2012; Chelly and Mataillet, 2012). However, a review
of previous research on this domain has revealed that a large percentage of faculty
members of universities (up to 80% in some studies) either do not utilise these tools in
education or are not enthusiastic about doing so (Roblyer et al., 2010; Chen and Bryer,
2012). Although many studies confirm that academics have a positive attitude towards
the use of social networking in education, as these applications have the capability to
improve teaching methods, enhance students' learning, and expand interaction with
their academics and peers, some researchers indicate that few instructors choose to
utilise them in the classroom (Bynum, 2011; Tess, 2013; Prescott, 2014). Therefore, it
is important to understand why faculty members are not interested in using these
interactive tools, as they usually seek to provide the most up-to-date teaching methods
to help educators impart knowledge to their students in the easiest, most effective

ways.

To be more specific, is this variance between faculty members’ attitudes and practices
present because they are not completely certain about the benefits of employing this
method on the practical level? Do they have concerns regarding its use and
effectiveness? Or, is it due to their lack of familiarity with technological tools? Do
demographic factors, such as age, gender, academic degree, or years of experience,
play a role in the use of SNSs or are there other reasons to consider? There are no
convincing answers to these inquiries yet. Certainly, a number of investigations
conducted in this area have provided valuable results. However, many researchers

have called for further studies to expand our understanding of the impact of social
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networking tools and the potential of its effectiveness in education. As such, these
topics are yet to be fully understood (Hung and Yuen, 2010; Powers et al., 2012; Al-
Rahmi et al.,, 2014). Other studies point out that further research is required to
investigate the influence of culture on utilising SNSs (Aljasir, 2015; Almalki, 2011; Ellison
and boyd, 2007). Furthermore, Chen and Bryer, who studied the use of SNSs among
public administration faculty in the United States, concluded that “the use of SNSs in
higher education teaching is an emergent area for study” (2012, p. 100). They have
indicated that future research should focus on other subject areas and include faculty

from other countries.

Although the educational utilisation of SNSs has been investigated around the world
and continuous remarks have been made asserting the importance of studying the
topic in different countries, this area of study has received very little attention,
particularly with regard to Saudi Arabia (Al-Khalifa and Garcia, 2013). Moreover,
conducting a study on a theme such as this within an environment that has a particular
culture within a Saudi Arabian context necessitates taking the most relevant cultural
and societal factors into consideration. Furthermore, the literature reveals that
different challenges can prevent or minimise the usage of SNSs in educational settings.
These difficulties relate to various aspects, including: educational, communicational,
technical, legal and ethical. However, it can be seen that there are few studies
concerned with cultural or societal considerations (Almalki, 2011; Ellison and boyd,
2007). Therefore, this study will contribute to filling the gap in the literature by
focussing on how cultural and social concerns or challenges could have an impact on
academics’ attitude towards and usage of SNSs for educational purposes, particularly

in non-Western, conservative societies, taking Saudi society as an example.

In the case of Saudi society, this investigation claims that online interactions with the
opposite gender in gender-segregated societies can offer a greater opportunity to
participate and get involved than is the case with its offline counterpart. Therefore, this
study will contribute to the discussion in the literature regarding the richness of
information that can be provided by using computer-mediated communication in

online settings. Analysing and discussing findings emerging from this research, as well



as addressing cultural and social matters in the context of conservative societies, will

contribute to the body of knowledge.
1.3. Research Aim and Objectives

The current study aims to investigate and understand faculty members’ attitudes
towards, motivations for and concerns about using social networking sites (SNSs), as
well as uses thereof, for educational purposes, particularly in the gender-segregated
educational setting of Saudi Arabian universities. To achieve the previous aim of this

research, | formulated the following objectives.

1. Explore faculty members’ attitudes towards using social networks for
educational purposes in Saudi Arabian universities.

2. |dentify the ways in which faculty members in Saudi Arabia use social networks
as educational tools, if they use them.

3. Identify the major motivations for and the greatest concerns about using social
networks amongst faculty members in higher education in Saudi Arabia.

4. Determine how demographic factors (e.g. age, gender, academic degree, and
years of experience) affect faculty members’ attitudes towards using social

networks in an educational setting.

1.4. Research Questions

The present research seeks to answer the following key questions, which have been

established to achieve the specific aim and objectives mentioned above.

1. What attitudes do faculty members in Saudi Arabia have towards using SNSs as
educational tools?

2. Do faculty members at Saudi universities use SNSs for educational purposes? If
so, in what ways do they use them?

3. What are the major motivations for and greatest concerns about the use of
SNSs in higher education institutions in Saudi Arabia?

4. How do demographic factors (e.g. age, gender, academic degree, and years of
experience) affect participants’ attitudes towards using SNSs in an educational

context?



1.5. Social Restrictions and Initiatives in the Saudi Context

Nations and societies apply their religious values and cultural norms differently, even if
they follow the same religion and culture. As indicated, Saudi Arabia, among Islamic
and Arab countries, is considered the country with the most Islamic culture, in which
religious values and cultural principles are so interconnected that it would be difficult
to distinguish between these two aspects (Al-Lily, 2011). Furthermore, Yamani (2010)
provided some explanations as to why Saudi Arabia has a solid interconnection
between its culture and religion. Firstly, it is the birthplace of Islam where the two holy
cities, Makkah and Madinah, are located, and millions of Muslims around the world
direct towards Makkah to pray five times a day. Secondly, besides its religious
significance, Saudi Arabia is located in the centre of the Arabic region. Therefore, these
two essential aspects have resulted in giving Saudi Arabia such a significant status,
which has reflected their cultural norms and religious beliefs, as Yamani affirmed. In
this regard, Madini (2012) considered that the combination has contributed to forming

the majority of Saudi identities, attitudes and behaviours.

Despite Saudi society being characterised as a conservative community, social and
cultural issues develop over time in a slow manner. Of course, matters related to
developing societies need much more time and Saudi society is no exception. In this
regard, Al-Lily (2011) revealed that, despite resistance from conservatives, many Saudi
norms have been relaxed as a result of various factors. The three most influential
factors, as he illustrated, are the social movement from a tribal to a modern society,
the appearance of a new generation of educated Saudi men and women alike, and the
increasingly growing implications of the Internet and social networks, particularly in

Saudi society.

In the last few years, there have been essential changes in Saudi society. In general,
most women attempt to hold jobs that do not necessitate mixing with men directly,
such as teachers or lecturers in separate educational environments, different
professions in separate sections at general or private institutions, banking or other
business organisations; this is opposed to working at hospitals as doctors, nurses or

administrators, because jobs in medical institutions are considered necessary for both
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genders. Recently, however, the perception of male—female interaction has been re-
examined, with women working in isolation from men. Many boundaries between
genders have not faded; rather, they have changed and no longer offer the same

sensitivity and significance.

King Abdallah and his government (2005-2015) have led several essential interventions
and developments in politics, society, education, and various other aspects in Saudi
Arabia. They have launched a number of initiatives and enacted several laws and
regulations in this regard. In 2005, King Abdallah launched the “King Abdallah
Scholarship Program” to hundreds of high-ranking universities in more than 32
countries — most of them in the USA and Europe — to study various specialties in
different fields. This programme included more than 250,000 male and female Saudi

students; about 30% were females (Ministry of Education, 2015).

In addition, in 2009, the King Abdullah University of Science and Technology (KAUST)
was established to embrace hundreds of international students from around the world.
The educational system at that university is not gender-segregated, as with all
educational Saudi institutions; it is co-educational. That is, both genders study
together, as in other international universities (Kaust.edu.sa, 2015). To illustrate, it is a
private, but exceptional, university founded as a Saudi initiative to provide innovative
research facilities for postgraduate students in science and technology in particular.
While other public and private educational institutions apply the educational policy in
Saudi Arabia, this particular university has its own policy. | do not think that other
universities are likely to follow KAUST in mixing genders, as none of them have changed
anything in their systems since 2009. However, this advanced step, along with other

factors, might have contributed to changing how some Saudis look at this matter.

Moreover, in 2009, King Abdallah created a new cabinet-level position within his office,
the Deputy Minister of Education, and selected the first woman for that ministerial
position (Alarabiya.net, 2015). Furthermore, in 2013, the woman became a member of
the Shura Council (Parliament) for the first time in the history of Saudi Arabia. That

year, King Abdallah issued a royal decree by appointing 30 Saudi women to be members



in the Shura Council, equal to 20% of the total number of council members (150

members) (Shura.gov.sa, 2015).

In fact, the King Abdallah Scholarship Program, King Abdullah University of Science and
Technology (KAUST), and appointing women in the Shura Council and in ministerial
positions were unprecedented decisions in Saudi Arabia. These initiatives have made
gualitative and essential shifts in Saudi Arabian societal norms that were long seen as
immovable. Their implications are expected to affect not only education; they are likely
to impinge on society in general and on the governmental and private sector
institutions at political, social and educational levels in the country. Of course, changes
at cultural and social levels can take many years to be seen in society. However, |
believe that the Saudi government has taken significant steps to dramatically change

some cultural and societal traditions.

These initiatives, in addition to the revolution in communication and information
technology, particularly SNSs, have had major influences on how society looks at the
issue of gender segregation and its implications. As | am interested in studying such
matters, | realise that these highlighted factors have played a major role in the social
changes that have recently begun forming in Saudi society. Yet, we must deal with these
initiatives and changes carefully due to the nature of Saudi society, which is an
extremely conservative community. People there have great respect and appreciation
for their societal considerations and cultural values. Therefore, investigating the most
important aspects relevant to this topic will contribute to interrogating these social and
cultural complexities and provide an in-depth understanding of these matters being

studied.

1.6. Thesis Outline

The thesis is composed of seven chapters, as follows:

The first chapter is the Introduction, which starts by presenting a background of the
research and providing a justification for conducting the research. In addition, it
presents the research aim, objectives and the key questions. As the research is about

integrating SNSs in Saudi universities, the chapter provides an essential section about
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social restrictions and initiatives in the Saudi context. Lastly, it ends with presenting an

outline of the thesis.

Chapter Two provides a review of the existing literature on this topic and presents a
theoretical framework that can assist in understanding and explaining the findings. It
starts with an overview of what kinds of attitudes academics have towards employing
these networks for educational purposes, and how these platforms in general are being
used in the context of educational institutions. Moreover, it presents a set of different
opportunities and challenges that might be encountered while attempting to integrate
SNSs into the academic field. Since there are interactive and communicative
restrictions between men and women in Saudi society, and, accordingly, the gender-
segregated educational system is applied at all levels, including universities, this
chapter provides a key section about social networking sites and society to shed light
on the essential cultural and social concerns, societal and gender restrictions in the
Saudi context, and privacy issues between the views of Western and Saudi society. It
ends with the theoretical framework, which is a synthesis of the following four theories:
Community of Practice, Hyper-personal Communication, Constructivism, and

Connectivism.

Chapter Three outlines the methodological approach adopted and the research design
utilised in this study, as well as providing a discussion about the rationale for selecting
such methods and procedures used. In addition, it provides some key information
about interviewing, as this is the main data collection technique used in this study.
Furthermore, all of the data collection procedures, including the pilot study, have been
detailed with an explanation of all of their practical steps in order to give the reader a
clear picture about the methods employed in this research. Lastly, a special focus is
given towards data analysis techniques and ethical considerations, due to their

importance in the research.

Following the chapters on the literature review and methodology, Chapter Four,
Chapter Five, and Chapter Six answer the research questions in regards to investigating
and acquiring an in-depth understanding of the Saudi faculty members’ attitudes

towards, motivations for and concerns about integrating SNSs, as well as uses thereof,
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into education. The analysis of and discussion about the findings emerging from this
investigation are addressed and discussed in light of the theoretical framework in order
to underpin the current research and provide a better understanding of its findings,
with comparisons and contrasts being made to literature where relevant. Throughout
these three chapters there are some indications towards the demographic
characteristics between participating faculty members in relation to their perspectives

and practices of SNSs in the academic settings.

Chapter Four presents faculty members’ attitudes towards integrating social
networking sites for educational purposes into Saudi Arabian universities. It starts by
drawing a general picture of connection and disconnection while illustrating which
social networking platforms are mainly utilised by academics participating in this study.
Furthermore, it sheds light on academics’ profiles and identities on SNSs to examine
how they build their profiles and to look at the relationship between the usage of these
platforms and their identities. It also provides an in-depth discussion about building
professional networking with other academics and the digital skills required to obtain
an effective integration of SNSs into education. The last section of the chapter
concludes with analysing participants’ concerns about time and effort spent on SNSs,

as well as employing them as an additional workload to their regular academic work.

Through a detailed discussion, Chapter Five contributes to answering the research
questions regarding the major motivations — from the aspect of teaching practices —
that have inspired faculty members at Saudi universities to utilise SNSs in academia,
and also the greatest concerns that academics have in this regard. It also sheds light on
the nature of lecturer—student relationships on SNSs and the factors that can
contribute to shaping the academic relationship between faculty members and their

students, particularly in a conservative culture such as Saudi society.

Chapter Six provides an in-depth analysis of and discussion about interviewees’
perspectives regarding utilisation of SNSs in education, but with regard to the matter
of gender and technology in Saudi academic society. Additionally, it provides an
illustration of cultural and societal barriers and how integrating these social platforms

can be an effective solution in this regard.
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The last three chapters presented the main findings of this research. They have
contributed to answering the key questions of this investigation and have provided an
in-depth perception of the research phenomenon. However, Chapter Seven discusses
these findings with reference to the previous literature review and theoretical

perspectives.

Chapter Eight is the conclusion of the research. This final chapter aims to summarise
the main findings of the research and examine them against the research aim and
objectives. It ends with presenting the research’s contributions to the body of

knowledge, as well as its limitations and recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 2 : Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

2.1. Introduction

This study aims to investigate and acquire an in-depth understanding of the Saudi
faculty members’ attitudes towards, motivations for and concerns about integrating
SNSs, as well as uses thereof, into education. This chapter provides a review of the
existing literature on this topic and presents a theoretical framework that can assist in
understanding and explaining the findings. It starts with an overview of what kinds of
attitudes academics have towards employing these networks for educational purposes,
and how these platforms in general are being used in the context of educational
institutions. Moreover, it presents a set of different opportunities and challenges that
might be encountered while attempting to integrate SNSs into the academic field. Since
there are interactive and communicative restrictions between men and women in Saudi
society, and, accordingly, the gender-segregated educational system is applied at all
levels, including universities, this chapter provides a key section about social networking
sites and society to shed light on the essential cultural and social concerns, societal and
gender restrictions in the Saudi context, and privacy issues between the views of
Western and Saudi society. The third section of this chapter is about the theoretical
framework, which is a synthesis of the following four theories: Community of Practice,
Hyper-personal Communication, Constructivism, and Connectivism. These core
theories have been chosen based on the perceptions that have emerged from the data
in order to underpin the current research and provide a better understanding of its

findings.
2.2. Social Networking Sites in Higher Education

2.2.1. Academics’ Attitudes towards Integrating Social Networking into

Education

Most studies exploring faculty members’ attitudes towards employing SNSs into
education confirm that academics have a positive perception. In addition, there are

strong indicators of their intention to use Web 2.0 tools in their higher education
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institutions (Ajjan and Hartshorne, 2008; Albalawi, 2007). Bynum (2011) argues that
educators must make the most of these technological tools and find new techniques to
incorporate them into the classroom. He believes that they will be more capable of
connecting with students, providing they spend significant time on these platforms and
interact with friends daily. Web 2.0 applications can facilitate educational approaches
such as active, social and engaging learning by promoting interaction with content, as
well as faculty—student and student—student communication. Such applications can
assist students in becoming active learners and allow them to better create and share

knowledge (Maloney, 2007; Ferdig, 2007).

However, some research highlights that there is a lack of compatibility between what
academics believe and what they practise. To be more specific, Ajjan and Hartshorne
(2008) revealed that “while some faculty members feel that some Web 2.0 technologies
could improve students' learning, their interaction with faculty and with other peers,
their writing abilities, and their satisfaction with the course, few choose to use them in

the classroom” (p. 71).

However, faculty members might have valid reasons for their general indifference to
the implementation of SNSs in their practical teaching activities. The existing literature
illustrates that many academics call for support from academic institutions by holding
training courses, for example, and, most importantly, assist them in achieving a
purposeful integration of SNSs in academia. Findings of Prescott’s (2014) study
indicated that most faculty members (85%) had not received any training for using SNSs
within an educational environment, whereas 33% would like to receive more support in
this regard. The researcher concluded that teaching staff need support and training to
understand the ways in which these technologies can potentially be used to increase
learning and engagement. Moreover, Bynum (2011) reveals that most teachers are
concerned about their lack of experience, leading some teachers into trouble by letting
students transgress the student—teacher relationship boundary. Tess (2013) confirms
that “many scholars argue for the purposeful integration of social media as an
educational tool. Empirical evidence, however, has lagged in supporting the claim” (p.

A60).
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In accordance with influential reasons reported by some studies, Prescott (2014)
indicated that participants suggest a clear distinction between academic and social lives
which should be considered when employing SNSs in the academic setting. For that
reason, the study showed a demographic difference with regard to gender; it was a view
supported by the male staff but, on the other hand, the responses of female faculty
members did not reflect that such boundaries between professional and personal lives
were needed. Furthermore, findings of Bynum’s (2011) study showed that the need to
develop an integrated plan and a policy that outlines the boundaries for students and
teachers were the most common suggestions provided by many professionals
participating in his research. Respondents believe that these frameworks will help to
protect teachers, students, and school administrations from inappropriate behaviours,
legal concerns and ethical issues. In this regard, unprofessional behaviour conducted
online as well as concerns about online and offline identities have a remarkable impact
on the faculty members’ attitudes towards integrating these social platforms in

teaching and learning activities (Prescott, 2014).

It seems that teaching styles (teacher-centred and learner-centred) of academics have
an influence on their attitudes towards utilising SNSs educationally, as some research
pointed to this perspective. Prescott (2014) demonstrated that respondents who used
a learner-centred approach to teaching valued the advantages of employing SNSs in
universities and agreed that users (educators and students) should be accountable for
unprofessional behaviour online, while those with a teacher-centred teaching style
considered what happens on SNSs to be external to the university’s remit of authority.
He concluded that these results, therefore, suggest that teaching style impacts upon

attitudes towards SNSs.

In the same vein, because the student-learning style has changed from listening,
receiving, observation and imitation to active participation in the industry of
knowledge, Bynum (2011) claims that the teaching styles and curricula need to be
changed and developed to keep up with the demand of increasingly knowledgeable
students. Furthermore, Duffy (2007) believes that employing Web 2.0 technologies in

education would contribute to a significant evolution of pedagogical methods and
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programmes within education. He illustrated that the crucial implication here is a
possible shift from the basic, traditional learning of today (lecture notes, printed
material, PowerPoint) towards user-centric learning: user-generated content and user-
guided experience. Similarly, Male and Burden (2014) contend that the increasing
developments in technologies have contributed to making a fundamental change to
learning. These tools support and facilitate a shift from the passive acquisition of
knowledge and ideas provided by others to active learning experiences. As they
demonstrate, this approach enables learners to enquire, critique, generate, collaborate
and enhance their understanding and problem-solving skills. To support the active role
of students in academia, Prescott (2014) claims that increasing ways in which to
encourage students and get them engaged in learning outside of the classroom
atmosphere is valuable to students and faculty members alike. Encouraging academic
members to take part in employing SNSs effectively in academia is highly
recommended, as Jabr (2011) affirms. According to Jabr, such a practice would result in
establishing academic communication groups, which can assist students and facilitate

their more productive usage of SNSs in both academic and social aspects.

In summary, it is clear that teaching staff at higher education institutions have varying
attitudes towards integrating social networking into their teaching and learning
methods. Most studies confirm that academics have a positive perception of the use of
SNSs in education. There are strong indicators of lecturers’ intention to use Web 2.0
tools in their higher education institutions. However, some research highlights that
there is disconnect between what academics believe and what they practise. Some
studies reveal that educators feel that SNSs could enhance students' learning, expand
their interaction with academics and other peers, improve their writing skills, and
acquire their satisfaction with courses; few, though, choose to utilise them in the
classroom. Most faculty members have not received any training for using SNSs within
an educational environment, whereas numerous academics would like to receive more
support in this regard. Many academics argue for the purposeful integration of SNSs as
teaching and learning methods, while a number of the faculty members suggest a clear
distinction between academic and social lives and call for a plan and a policy that

outlines the boundaries for students and teachers in order to protect their online and
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offline identities. Although these studies have provided some good results and insights,
the researchers recommended that much more research needs to be done in this area

(Bynum, 2011; Tess, 2013; Prescott, 2014).

2.2.2. The Usage of Social Networking in Saudi Arabia

In my home country of Saudi Arabia, the use of social networking sites is rapidly
increasing. There are more than 6 million active Facebook users in Saudi Arabia, with
over 90 million YouTube videos being viewed daily — more than any other country
worldwide (Al-Khalifa and Garcia, 2013). In addition, roughly 3 million Saudi Arabians
are active Twitter users, with almost half (47%) of all tweets in the Arab world generated
by Saudi Arabians (Arab Social Media Report, 2013). Recently, the Dubai School of
Government released a study on social media in the Arab world. According to this
report, Saudi Arabians are the most active social media users in the Arab world. The
findings clearly demonstrate a high level of agreement among participants on the
benefits of using SNSs in education. Most importantly, more than 80% of participants
stated that educational institutions in their countries should promote the use of
interactive technology to increase communication between teachers and students

(Arab Social Media Report, 2013).

After researching existing studies, it appears that there are some studies that have
investigated the use of SNSs or web-based instruction at Saudi Arabian universities. Al-
Khalifa and Garcia (2013) investigated the role of social media in higher education and
its usage in universities. They highlighted the state of social media in the country’s top
universities, not by performing a practical study, but by analysing previous studies and
university websites. They concluded that the use of social media in education is very
promising, and could potentially be an effective teaching and learning tool. The majority
of the studies have focussed mainly on factors affecting the use and effectiveness of
web-based instruction, as well as the faculty’s professional development needs. The
surveyed participants were from different settings within higher education institutions
in Saudi Arabia. Either a questionnaire was used or data was collected from the linked
Web 2.0 profiles on the university’s website, with the studies almost unanimously

agreeing on the importance and effectiveness of integrating social media in student
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interaction and learning (Al-Hojailan, 2012; Al-Khalifa, 2008; Alnujaidi, 2008; Aqil et al.,
2013; Al Saif, 2005; Kamal, 2013). Almalki (2011) explored the experiences of instructors
and students at Umm Al-Qura University, focussing on the use of instructor websites to
complement lectures. This study employed a mixed-methods approach of both
interviews and questionnaires. Almalki (2011) concluded that blended learning has a
great impact on the quality and efficiency of a university’s performance. Most
importantly, female students reported that the websites had a major impact on their
learning and level of interaction. | agree with the researcher’s explanation that this may
be because of gender segregation, which is standard in Saudi Arabian educational

institutions.

Past studies have not critically approached the topic — they have not explicitly asked
faculty members about their social media usage. This research includes the attitudes,
uses, motivations and concerns of Saudi Arabian faculty members regarding utilising
SNSs in education. The direct interaction and communication with faculty members will
provide empirical evidence, and expand the current understanding of social media
usage in education. The study findings will help both educational policymakers and
faculty members to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the attitudes,
motivations and concerns that exist surrounding the integration and development of

social networks in the field of education.

2.2.3. Educational Practices: Opportunities and Challenges

2.2.3.1. Opportunities of Employing Social Networking in Education

During the last few years, SNSs have significantly influenced people’s lives, especially
adult generations (Arquero and Romero-Frias, 2013; Eren, 2012). It is generally
acknowledged that SNSs such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube have been widely used
by students in higher education institutions (Roblyer et al., 2010). In addition, it is widely
recognised that “social media are increasingly visible in higher education settings as
instructors look to technology to mediate and enhance their instruction as well as
promote active learning for students” (Tess, 2013, p. A60). After conducting several

research projects on the use of social media in education, Al-Khalifa and Garcia (2013)
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asserted that “social media platforms are designed not only for entertainment, but also
for an exchange of information, collaboration, teaching, and learning” (p. 65). On social
networking platforms, people generally interact with their friends to exchange
knowledge, brainstorm ideas, search for new friends and news, and share everyday
information. In the academic environment, more investments have been introduced to
link those technological tools to learning, teaching and researching (Jabr, 2011).
Therefore, this section provides different opportunities of educational practices that
have been discussed in the literature as valuable advantages of integrating SNSs into

academic settings.

2.2.3.1.1. Accessibility

Accessibility as a feature of employing social platforms in education has encouraged
both lecturers and students to engage in the online academic community in order to
benefit from the learning and teaching activities provided. This advantage, in particular,
has been appreciated by different researchers. As Akbari et al. (2012) and Almalki (2011)
revealed, instructors and students value the accessibility of these social networking
sites to be in immediate and continuous engagement with knowledge or people,
regardless of wherever they are. According to what has been written in the literature,

accessibility can be discussed from two aspects, as follows:

2.2.3.1.1.1. Accessibility of Knowledge

Learning and teaching are no longer limited to face-to-face communication within the
class time limits. Currently, the Internet, and SNSs in particular, offers students a range
of learning and communication implications and great opportunities to access universal
knowledge (Jabr, 2011). Powers et al. (2012) illustrated that the feature of attending
digital lectures whenever and wherever can provide learners with an opportunity of
unlimited access to extensive resources of knowledge. These features have made it easy
for both lecturers and students at educational institutions to reach plenty of
information resources in any particular field of knowledge. In this regard, Arquero and
Romero-Frias (2013) conducted a practical study to investigate the use of social

networks to enhance student involvement with academic subjects and to improve basic
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skills. They found that the majority of participants (close to 83%) thought that SNSs were

useful to keep their professional knowledge up to date.

2.2.3.1.1.2. Accessibility of People

Several studies have demonstrated that SNSs can be a highly effective tool to connect
with people throughout the world. They have confirmed that being globally connected
is important, especially in practical specialisations such as linguistics, library and
information sciences, and media and communications (Akbari et al., 2012; Tella et al.,
2013). Okoro (2012), from Howard University, Washington, has described Web 2.0 as
an effective tool for teaching and learning. A critical feature of social networking, as
Okoro mentions, is the capability to establish and encourage immediate and constant
engagement and interaction among people, academic institutions, and business

organisations located in different and distant parts of the world.

The results of Arquero and Romero-Frias’ (2013) study revealed that the vast majority
of participants indicated that SNSs were a convenient way in which to communicate and
be closer to teaching staff. Similarly, the results obtained by Al-Rahmi et al. (2014)
illustrated that “social media affects positively and significantly collaborative learning
with interaction with peers, interaction with supervisor, engagement, perceived ease of
use, and perceived usefulness” (p. 210). From my academic experience as a lecturer in
communication studies and from my practical experience of studying English abroad as
a second language, | agree that these social networks could be a beneficial way to
maintain communication with native speakers of other languages, regardless of where
you and they are. Through SNSs, you could practise communicational theories and
engage in discussions with experts in different fields. Furthermore, SNSs provide their
users with wonderful opportunities to visit libraries and learning centres around the
world and to take advantage of these huge information resources online anytime and

from anywhere.

2.2.3.1.2. Flexibility

Callaghan and Bower (2012) conducted a comparative case study to examine factors

that could be affecting behaviour and learning on social networking sites. The study
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findings showed that SNSs helped in enabling self-directed learning and could facilitate
positive educational environments that enhanced overall student engagement and
learning. SNSs promoted motivation and engagement. It was observed that 85% of

students overall remained on task during each lesson.

Sharing knowledge and developing content are considered advantages of using social
media as an effective tool in teaching and learning activities. A number of academics
emphasised that the content on SNSs is usually produced and shared by students who
work cooperatively to improve it, which results in obtaining the best content and
reinforces peer-to-peer learning (Powers et al., 2012). One of the significant features of
integrating SNSs in education, as highlighted by Lofstrom and Nevgi (2007), is the ability

to share subject material.

Wheeler considers integrating social media into teaching and learning activities to be
“bringing together informal learning in a loosely structured way” (Powers et al., 2012,
p. 243). This informality of learning through these social platforms gives the users an
advantage of learning in a flexible manner. In this aspect, Arquero and Romero-Frias
(2013) confirmed that flexibility was particularly appreciated by respondents: 93%
agreed that the use of SNSs allowed them to manage their time better to study for the

subject.

2.2.3.1.3. Improving Academic Performance

A number of studies have concluded that SNSs have the potential to improve
universities’ performance, as measured through quality and efficiency. They found that
these channels have the ability to improve the quality of education and encourage
active engagement in students (Okoro, 2012; Almalki, 2011). Likewise, many
researchers who have studied the integration of SNSs in educational environments
consider SNSs to be a way in which to enhance learning and improve teaching (Akbari
et al., 2012; Okoro, 2012; Almalki, 2011). As Powers et al. (2012) indicated, SNSs allow
students to challenge instructors’ knowledge. Therefore, they confirmed that faculty
members must continue to develop the use of these collaborative tools, and to extend

their technical and academic knowledge to ensure that what is being taught is relevant
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to students and can be applied in the real world. Additionally, Duffy (2007) claimed that
SNSs can be utilised for the evaluation, critical assessment and personalisation of
information. He emphasised that these Web 2.0 technologies provide educators with
many possibilities to get students involved in appropriate experiences and practices

such as collaborative content creation and peer assessment.

Heatley and Lattimer (2013) stressed the importance of bringing social media into the
classroom, and they think that many teachers could take advantage of these
technological spaces to enhance learning and teaching activities. In addition, they
confirmed that teachers can make their lessons interesting by using YouTube and
Facebook. For example, teachers can create a playlist of videos on their own YouTube
channel. Furthermore, teachers can set up a Facebook page that can host live
discussions, be updated with assignments, display relevant classroom material, and
share classroom information. Arquero and Romero-Frias (2013) investigated the
relationships between academic performance and the usage of SNSs. They found that
“students with a more intensive use of the site showed a significantly better

performance than students with a low usage profile” (p. 238).

To improve and enhance regular educational courses, Hung and Yuen (2010) pointed
out that social networking technology can be utilised to supplement face-to-face
courses as a method of enhancing students’ sense of community and, consequently, to
promote classroom communities of practice in the context of academic institutions.
Furthermore, as Cardon and Okoro (2010) indicated, social networking sites should not
be used as a substitute for interpersonal communication activities. Rather, they should

be utilised to complement face-to-face lectures and discussions.

As a final point in this section, the impact of social networking tools and the potential
of advanced technology in education are yet to be fully understood and further research
is required, as several researchers indicated (Hung and Yuen, 2010; Powers et al., 2012;

Al-Rahmi et al., 2014).
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2.2.3.1.4. Involvement in Collaboration and Team Working

In respect of team working and collaborative learning, SNSs appear to be useful learning
tools. The main results of Arquero and Romero-Frias’ (2013) study showed that the
majority of respondents (about 80%) thought that SNSs provide helpful tools to
facilitate teamwork. Additionally, 84% of respondents stated that SNSs help students to
learn from other students’ points of view. More than 88% of the participants
demonstrated that using SNSs as a learning tool motivated them to get more actively
involved in subjects than did traditional pedagogy. By effectively employing SNSs in
educational environments, a new learning ecology exists where these platforms can be
employed for collaborative and co-creative purposes, as Duffy (2007) describes. In this
regard, Lofstrom and Nevgi (2007), researchers at the Centre for Research and
Development of Higher Education at the University of Helsinki, highlighted two
important features of SNS usage in teaching: sharing subject material and collaborating
on learning opportunities. The results obtained by Al-Rahmi et al. (2014) illustrated that
“social media affects positively and significantly collaborative learning with interaction
with peers, interaction with supervisor, engagement, perceived ease of use, and

perceived usefulness” (p. 210).

2.2.3.1.5. Online Learning Climate as an Inspiration

Increasing students’ motivation for learning is considered one of the key advantages of
integrating SNSs in education, which leads to more successful learning experiences
(Akbari et al., 2012; Almalki, 2011). In addition, Callaghan and Bower (2012) found that
employing SNSs in education promoted social relationships between students, which
facilitated the creation of a positive online learning climate within the classroom. In this
regard, Duffy (2007) concluded that these social applications increase the motivation of
students through innovative use of social media, which can be used in the development

of reliable learning tasks and enhance the learning experience.

To enhance classroom discussions, several researchers recommend that faculty
members prepare themselves and encourage their students to engage with their peers

and teachers through social networking sites. By doing this, many insights and opinions
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will come up and be discussed in more detail. In doing so, most students, especially
those who feel shy in front of their classmates and teachers, will get involved in these
online discussions (Powers et al., 2012). Furthermore, Heatley and Lattimer (2013)
believe that shy students who may be hesitant to speak out in class would be
encouraged to contribute and express their ideas freely on such platforms. Erin Olson,
an English teacher in Sioux Rapids, lowa, states: “When you are standing in front of the
class and you ask the students if they have any questions, often there is just silence. But
when you engage with them through social media, it is amazing the insight that you can

get” (Gabriel, 2011, p. 8).

Social networking sites seem very supportive in building academic groups to obtain
better academic teaching, learning and communication (Jabr, 2011). As Parboosingh
(2002) emphasised, integrating social networking technology into learning settings will
create academic team-gathering environments and help students to learn from
experiences and also from one another; in particular, students at advanced levels can
help beginners. The results obtained by Hung and Yuen (2010) demonstrated that, as a
supplementary learning tool, social networking platforms have the potential of
enhancing students’ sense of classroom community, which contributes to their
classroom being a community of practice in and out of the class. Researchers believe
that SNSs extend the opportunity for class members to interact beyond the formal
sessions in the classroom, which can lead to additional learning opportunities or

enhance participation in face-to-face learning activities.

2.2.3.1.6. Developing Interpersonal Communication Skills

Integrating SNSs in academia can be an influential factor to increase and enrich face-to-
face communication, which can be reflected subsequently to develop excellent
interpersonal communication skills, as the findings of Okoro’s (2012) study
demonstrated. According to these prior results, enhancing these interpersonal relations
between students themselves on one side and with their instructors on the other can
promote maximum productivity. In this particular aspect, Rennie and Morrison (2013)
highlighted that obtaining effective communication between students and their faculty

members is essential and significant in educational settings.
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In addition, Callaghan and Bower (2012) illustrated that SNSs promote social
relationships between students, which facilitates a climate of positive and respected
discussions and debates within the classroom. Recently, the results obtained by Al-
Rahmi et al. (2014) illustrated that “social media affects positively and significantly
collaborative learning with interaction with peers, interaction with supervisor,

engagement, perceived ease of use, and perceived usefulness” (p. 210).

These positive relationships in formal university surroundings are what most students
in Saudi Arabia need. The main style of relationship between faculty members and their
students is that of an official relationship. However, on social media it can be seen that
there are currently a number of academics who participate, comment, do a ‘like’, and
chat with their students in a friendly and informal manner regarding relevant and
irrelevant topics. These different kinds of relationships will be investigated with

participating academics in this study.

2.2.3.1.7. Successful Implementation Strategies and the Critical

Academics’ Role

Before employing SNSs in educational environments, successful implementation
strategies should be established and learner characteristics should be taken into careful
consideration, as Hung and Yuen (2010) recommended. In the same vein, Duffy (2007)
argues that it is unsatisfactory to use these Web 2.0 technologies simply for the delivery
of content to learners. A new learning ecology exists where these platforms can be
employed for collaborative and co-creative purposes, as he describes. Callaghan and
Bower (2012) revealed that different implementations of the same SNS can lead to
different learning outcomes. Therefore, they placed much focus on the lecturers’ role
in employing SNSs in the academic setting. In this regard, they illustrated that teachers
can have a critical role in influencing behaviour and learning. The lack of online presence
of teachers may have indicated to students that their work would not be checked and,
therefore, it was not necessary to complete. For instance, Burke and Shonna (2008)
assumed that skilled educators take advantage of YouTube as the most widely used
application of Internet-based video resources, and profit from its interactive nature in

the delivery of videos as well as post-viewing and follow-up activities. They confirmed
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that the potential power and utility of this new technology — YouTube — in both face-
to-face and online classrooms is promising, particularly when it can be managed by a
keen instructor who is sufficiently experienced in its application. Therefore, they stress
the teaching faculty’s effective use of SNSs in order to maintain the quality of teaching

methods and develop further skills in education.

To sum up, students’ active engagement, collaboration and participation in a sense of
community have been considered key functions where students can become involved
and benefit from SNSs. These are great opportunities, which could offer useful
pedagogical tools and make wonderful teaching and learning environments. In spite of
that, the following questions can be raised: While SNSs are considered effective tools
for teaching, learning and communication, to what extent do faculty members actually
use them? To what extent do faculty members benefit from Web 2.0 tools, and do they
have any concerns about utilising them in education? These queries and others will be

the subject of the interview questions intended to achieve the aims of this investigation.

2.2.3.2. Challenges of Employing Social Networking in Education

On the other hand, a number of researchers have identified certain obstacles and
potential challenges in the implementation of SNSs in education. In this section, | will
review a variety of issues related to what challenges higher education institutions might
encounter when they develop their teaching and learning methods to include social

networking sites integrated in education.

2.2.3.2.1. Student Productivity and Time Management Skills

Although Arquero and Romero-Frias (2013) stated that students who extensively use
Web 2.0 tools showed a notably better performance than students with low usage, it
can be seen that many studies have concerns about the intensive use of SNSs and its
negative impact on students’ GPA (Falahah and Rosmalab, 2012; Lofstrom and Nevgi,
2007). Moreover, Falahah and Rosmalab (2012) affirmed that there is a debate
surrounding SNSs’ negative impact on student productivity. Still, they acknowledged
that the ability to rapidly disseminate information, and the high capacity of

communication among users, is valued by most participants.
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It seems that the factor of time management is influential in how students control their
usage of SNSs. Some investigations pointed out this concern in particular. According to
Lofstrom and Nevgi (2007), the participants illustrated that the main problem with SNS
usage that they encountered was students’ lack of time management skills. Similarly,
the results of Hung and Yuen’s (2010) study identified some challenges in integrating

SNSs in the educational setting, one of which was time management.

2.2.3.2.2. Interpersonal Skills and Oral Presentation

Although Okoro (2012) considered that integrating SNSs in education would challenge
students’ ability to manage their time effectively and to work independently and
collaboratively with integrity, he expressed some concerns regarding the extensive use
of social media in teaching. Specifically, Okoro anticipates that students will not be
adequately prepared for the workplace, where interpersonal skills and oral
presentation are critically important. As useful as social networking tools have been,
students should be reminded that they are the most important focus in a
communication context. In the same way, Nie (2001) shares the concern that extensive
use of the Internet or electronic media in teaching minimises the critical role of face-to-

face interactions with students in educational discussions and sessions.

2.2.3.2.3. Lack of Training

To obtain effective implementation of social networking tools in education, a number
of studies found that instructors should have some workshops and training courses to
instruct as to how to effectively employ SNSs in education and to avoid some potential
concerns and challenges. After steering several research projects on the use of social
networking in education, Al-Khalifa and Garcia (2013) declared that social media
platforms are designed not only for entertainment, but also for the exchange of
information, collaboration, teaching and learning. However, they indicated that some
educators are hesitant towards embracing social media and remain uncertain about the
practicality of integration of social media in educational environments. They
recommended that the appropriate delivery of information to university educators

about the benefits of social media in teaching would be one effective solution,
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particularly for those educators who may be unenthusiastic about utilising SNSs.
Conducting seminars and workshops would be helpful to direct them on the proper

usage and behaviour when using this kind of technology.

On the other hand, Lofstrom and Nevgi (2007) researched the training available to
teachers in using SNSs, and found that training availability was satisfactory. They
clarified, however, that the actual difficulty was teachers’ lack of time to attend and
participate in these training sessions. In the same vein, Alharbi (2013) and Almalki
(2011) confirmed that most faculty members do not have adequate time to learn how

to use and apply SNSs to their teaching style in a reliable way.

2.2.3.2.4. Time-consuming and Overabundance of Information Shared

Although Hung and Yuen (2010) posit that social networking tools are beneficial in
enhancing students’ sense of community and, therefore, in promoting the classroom as
a community of practice, they affirmed that “using social networking to supplement
face-to-face courses can become time-intensive, and class members may find
themselves overloaded with an overabundance of information shared within the
community” (p. 713). As a result, they advised faculty members to develop a strategic
plan in order to manage and maintain the community of practice in class social
networks; otherwise, the use of a social network may not be effective. Moreover, they
recommend the development of a structured mechanism for interaction and
information sharing to maximise the benefits of social media and for avoiding obstacles

in social networking for learning.

Although Okoro (2012) highlighted the importance of effective and beneficial use of
social networking sites by teaching staff during instruction and in monitoring
collaborative student activities, he thought that these responsibilities were laborious
and time-consuming, which would affect content mastery and intellectual performance.
With regard to faculty members’ ability to monitor or supervise social network
activities, it is very difficult for them, particularly with large groups of students. In the
context of Saudi universities, many faculty members teach different groups of students

with a high number of students. Moreover, some academics teach students from both
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genders in a gender-segregated society, which might make it time-consuming to be in
contact with them and monitor their online activities. All of these challenges will be

discussed in more detail with participating academics in this research.

2.2.3.2.5. Language, Communicational and Technical Challenges

Reviewing the current literature on this topic shows that language, communication and
technical challenges are considered significant obstacles when integrating SNSs
effectively in teaching and learning activities. Bynum (2011) conducted a study involving
interviews with 10 professionals in the field of education in California. The results of
that study revealed that some of the problems associated with social media identified
by teachers include spelling difficulties, students taking comments out of context, a lack
of understanding, and a lack of body language, which are vital to the dynamics of
communication between people. Moreover, it is important that children be visually
oriented by teachers and parents, which may lead to their more improved interaction

in an online environment, as respondents demonstrated.

Although Heatley and Lattimer (2013) believe that shy students who may be hesitant to
speak out in class would be motivated to contribute and express their ideas freely on
such platforms, Lofstrom and Nevgi (2007) illustrated that the central concerns in SNS
usage, according to participants, are student isolation and loneliness, both of which can

create major obstacles to learning.

From the technical aspect, some investigations revealed that there is a lack of
commitment towards providing appropriate Information Communication Technology
(ICT) infrastructure, resources, and professional technical support at some of the higher
education institutions in Saudi Arabia (Alharbi, 2013; Almalki, 2011). Moreover, Jones
et al. (2011) illustrated that 25% of academics interviewed were worried about their

own technical ability to integrate social networks into education in an effective manner.

In another study, Hung and Yuen (2010) asserted that technical problems and language
barriers were identified as major challenges when applying SNSs in academia. By taking

these challenges into consideration, it is possible that learner characteristics play a role
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in student perceptions of challenges associated with the implementation of social

networking in learning and teaching environments, as researchers have long thought.
2.2.3.2.6. Legal and Ethical Concerns

Some investigations revealed that there are legitimate concerns that could significantly
prevent users from employing these tools in the education field, including privacy,
cyber-bullying, fraud, sexual harassment, and spreading spam (Bhardwaj, 2014; Tella et
al., 2013). Therefore, they suggest that before officially integrating SNSs into instruction
and learning practices, these legitimate issues should have more research to ensure

how to avoid its negative implications.

The results concluded by Jones et al. (2011) affirmed that the posting of inappropriate
comments leading to users’ information disclosure and defamation or harassment were
highlighted as major causes of concern. Furthermore, there was a concern related to
how “personal information disclosed on the faculty member’'s SNS profile may
contradict their teaching personality and impact upon credibility or student

expectation” (p. 216).

Based on their practical experiences, Hung and Yuen (2010) think that some educators
are concerned about the threat of spam and phishing attacks. According to their
perspectives, employing private social networking accounts for the purposes of learning
and teaching appears to be one of the solutions suggested to resolve these issues of
privacy and information security. All of these matters related to privacy will be discussed

later in this chapter.

To summarise, the literature reveals that different challenges can prevent or minimise
the usage of SNSs in educational settings. These difficulties relate to various aspects,
including: educational, communicational, technical, legal and ethical. However, it can
be seen that there are few studies concerned with cultural or societal considerations
(Ellison and boyd, 2007; Almalki, 2011). Therefore, this study will contribute to filling
this gap in the literature by focussing on how cultural and social concerns or challenges

could have an impact on academics’ attitude towards and usage of SNSs for educational
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purposes, particularly in non-Western, conservative societies, taking Saudi society as an

example.

2.2.4. Lecturer-Student Online and Offline Relationships

Establishing and enhancing friendships on SNSs is one of the main purposes of using
these social platforms, whether with existing friends in offline settings or new friends
who have similar interests and who have met for the first time. Various investigations
have affirmed that keeping in contact with existing offline friends is considered the most
common reason for the use of social networks (Lampe et al.,, 2008). From a similar
perspective, Beer (2008) said: “We cannot think of friendship on social network sites as
entirely different and disconnected from our actual friends and notions of friendship,
particularly as young people grow up and are informed by the connections they make
on social networks” (p. 520). In contrast, Ellison and boyd (2007) debated that online
friends on social networking sites are not the same as offline friends in traditional

settings.

However, constructing a friendship between faculty members and their students can be
a debatable matter among academics in educational institutions. In this context, Jones
et al. (2011) claimed that the term ‘friend’ is particularly significant when it comes to
possible interaction between faculty members and students via social networks. They
illustrated that it does not describe the essence of the relationship between them.
Hewitt and Forte (2006) studied student—lecturer relationships and found that some
students, mainly females, were not eager to be engaged with their lecturers via social
networks. As the key findings of the study showed, the students’ concerns included the
fear of being monitored and the ‘erosion’ of the academic lecturer—student
relationship. Additionally, there are similar viewpoints from the academic side. As Jones
et al. (2011) indicated, some participating academics revealed that they care for their
students but they want to maintain the boundaries between their personal and
professional aspects. Of course, ‘friending’ students on their personal accounts can be
a controversial issue in the academic field in general. However, in Saudi society it is

unacceptable for many society members to make a friendship between male lecturers
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and their female students due to gender segregation and its effects on individuals and

society as a whole.

According to existing literature, there is a general sense that use of social networks
would enhance the student—lecturer relationship. Jones et al. (2011) conducted a study
to explore the use of social networks for student—faculty communication from a
lecturer’s viewpoint. Their findings revealed that faculty members have mixed opinions
regarding the impact that social network usage may have on the academic—student
relationship. To clarify, academics teaching professional programmes such as education
or accounting appeared to maintain a strict relationship offline; they sought to maintain
the boundaries between lecturers and students both online and offline, too. Thus, it
seems that the nature of their offline relationship has influenced their usage of SNSs
with regard to how they communicate with their students. On the other hand, the
lecturers who taught media, art, computing or games already had a friendship-based
relationship in offline settings; they were more accepting of utilising SNSs as tools to
enhance lecturer—student communication online. They illustrated that they
communicate with their students for social matters, which can be reflected positively
on their educational matters. Therefore, it is clear that academics’ familiarity with social
networking sites and their offline relationships with students could be reflected in their
relationships on these online social networks, and can be considered essential factors

contributing to eliciting these different faculty members’ viewpoints.

Developing relationships between lecturers and students will not only play a positive
role in connectivity, but also contribute to increasing the level of productivity. Okoro
(2012) demonstrated that for maximum productivity, it is important to use these social
sites in order to increase and enrich face-to-face communication and, subsequently, to
develop excellent interpersonal communication skills. Furthermore, Rennie and
Morrison (2013) highlighted that obtaining effective communication between students
and their faculty members is essential and significant in educational settings. To
enhance classroom discussions and get shy students particularly engaged, several
researchers suggested that faculty members should prepare themselves and encourage

their students to participate with their peers and lecturers through social networking
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sites. In doing so, many insights and opinions would come up and be discussed in more
detail among all participating students and academics. These educational strategies
could then contribute to encouraging the majority of students, especially those who
feel shy in front of their classmates and teachers, to get involved in these online

discussions (Akbari et al., 2012).

It has been claimed that instructors and learners will have a stronger relationship when
they communicate and exchange knowledge and experiences for the sake of enhancing
teaching, learning and communicative activities (Boud, 1994; Mayer, 1996). When
utilising Web 2.0 applications in higher education, learners principally become involved
with instructor interactions through these tools in order to seek synchronous and non-
synchronous feedback, knowledge and motivation (Al-hojailan, 2013). With respect to
the teacher—student relationship on social networking platforms and its implications for
teaching and learning practices, Powers et al. (2012) believe that there has been an
increasing and dramatic shift in the teacher—student relationship: “We are also seeing
a shift in the teacher student relationship — teachers are increasingly serving as
facilitators of the courses and students are often taking the initiative and leading the
learning process. Teachers provide the information, but students are going off and

learning more on their own.” (p. 243)

Investigating these online relationships between academics and students from both
genders who used to teach and learn in a gender-segregated environment will
contribute to current literature. It will be interesting, which is what | am planning, to
study how lecturers from these specific settings look at the style of relationship that
should be followed when interacting with students (whether formality or informality).
Furthermore, the question about the implications of social norms in conservative
societies, such as Saudi Arabia, on these online communications will be discussed in the
current study. Therefore, conducting face-to-face interviews with Saudi faculty
members, who have experienced these patterns of relationships in online and offline
settings, will assist in providing a rich discussion about these complicated issues from

the academic perspective.
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2.2.5. Faculty Members’ Online Identity

As we have seen in the previous section, academics are very different in their
relationships with students on these social platforms. Similarly, they are unlike in how
they perceive their online identity, as well as to what extent their character should be
protected. Some lecturers are anxious about this matter, whereas other academics do
not see a concern with regard to this subject; they deal with friends, colleagues,
students and other users in online settings as they do with them in offline settings. In
the same way, some faculty members have sufficient knowledge of how to protect their
identities in these digital spaces, while others need some guidance and instruction in
this regard. Grahame (2008) has noticed that users of social networking sites have “a
particular discomfort in achieving a balance between one’s work identity and a more
personal identity within social spaces such as Facebook. Participants need to
understand how to protect their identities within these spaces and generally need a

source of advice and guidance on managing personal data within Web spaces” (p. 128).

Levin and Abril (2008) conducted a study at Ryerson University in Canada and at the
University of Miami in Florida to investigate insights into online socialising and
perceptions of privacy, security issues and risks associated with their identities, given
such activity. The findings showed that respondents have a passion for disclosure.
However, they are aware of the risks involved in online socialisation and value the ability
to protect their multiple social personalities and communicate only with intended
audiences. When respondents encounter a threat to privacy, they consider that their
reputation, dignity, personality or online identity is in danger. Participants in that study
acknowledge the probability of damage to their reputation and dignity on social
networking sites. Damage to their reputation was repeatedly identified as a primary
concern. Respondents also demanded the ability to create separate personalities to
sustain firewalls between social, work and family groups. Few believed that they could
take suitable steps to control what is posted about them, and almost half reported

feeling unable to protect their character on such publicly accessible forums.

As some current literature shows, cultural and social backgrounds can play a major role

in affecting academics’ perspectives towards protecting their online identities and,
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accordingly, their practices on SNSs. Gunawardena et al. (2009) confirm that on social
networking platforms, “consideration must be given to the cultural backgrounds of the
members and the level of comfort with self-disclosure and expression of identity” (p.
18). Therefore, it is essential to have a general understanding of cultural and societal
backgrounds, to what extent participants could disclose their identity, and what kinds
of concerns they may have. From another aspect, some research has shown that
lecturers have a tendency to establish boundaries between personal connections and
professional responsibilities. Additionally, due to their concerns about their online
identity, lecturers want to structure their participation in a certain way and maintain
appropriate and meaningful connections (Veletsianos and Kimmons, 2013; Zaidieh,

2012).

Furthermore, Prescott (2014) and Bynum (2011) affirmed the prior perspective with
reference to the significance of setting boundaries between professional and personal
lives of academics on these online social networks. The findings emerged from
Prescott’s (2014) study, which reported that an obvious division between academic and
social lives should be considered when employing SNSs in the academic setting.
Additionally, the outcomes of that study revealed that the concern about online and
offline identities has a remarkable influence on the faculty members’ approaches to
employing these social platforms in teaching and learning activities. Likewise, Bynum
(2011) indicated that the most common suggestion provided by participating
professionals was the need to develop an effective policy that outlines the boundaries
for students and teachers. Respondents believe that this framework will help to protect
teachers, students, and school administrations from any inappropriate or unethical

behaviours that could cause crucial damage to participants’ identities.

Certainly, there have been several legal and ethical concerns related to protecting
academics’ online identity that might have affected the use of SNSs at higher education
institutions. In this regard, Jones et al. (2011) illustrated that there are issues raised by
lecturers, including the potential for defamation of character and harassment — this is
a significant concern for academics and educational administrators debating the merits

of SNSs. Although information disclosure and sharing can be considered fundamental
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practices to have successful participation on social media platforms, such information
can range from very limited disclosure of personal data, such as the user’s name, to
extensive exposure of private information, as Chen and Sharma (2013) demonstrated.
Of course, social networking sites encourage users to present a high level of self-
disclosure to others and become engaged with friends, who may, in turn, attract
interest from other audiences. However, such activities may cause negative
consequences for users due to potential risks that result from certain types of
confidential information provided on SNSs, including cyber-stalking, cyber-bullying, and
identity theft (Pike et al., 2009; Stutzman et al., 2013). | think that these concerns should

receive greater focus and be discussed with the study’s participants.

Some existing literature, in an attempt to protect the user’s identity, warns about
private information disclosure on these social platforms, particularly with the
remarkable development in tricks and styles of hacking. Gross and Acquisti (2005) found
that 89% of social network users give their real names, and 61% use their photograph
on their accounts, which makes it easier to identify the users. They also found that
profile pictures and disclosed information on different types of SNSs can be matched
for easier identification. Of course, information disclosure to a large audience can be a
genuine concern, especially if it includes personal and confidential information, such as
a date of birth and address, besides a real name and photo. Moreover, some hackers
can make a comparison between information exposed on multiple sites of SNSs to
predict the user’s real identity, as the researchers warned. Therefore, it is an important
issue that must be taken into consideration, particularly in Saudi society due to the

highly sensitive nature of these issues.

2.3. Social Networking Sites and Society

The integration of social networking sites in education is difficult to investigate without
taking society and culture into consideration. Studying these aspects will give the
researcher the opportunity to have comprehensive vision and discuss the issue from all
related dimensions. In this section, | will discuss a variety of matters related to social
media and society. The first issue will be the cultural and social concerns and challenges

that utilising SNSs might encounter in a conservative society, taking Saudi society as an
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example. Furthermore, | will clarify the most prevalent privacy concerns and societal
and gender restrictions according to their importance, particularly in the context of

Saudi society.

2.3.1. Cultural and Social Concerns

Cultural and societal dimensions are significant and should be considered when
investigating topics that discuss subjects related to media, education, gender and
privacy issues, as these aspects have the potential to contribute to forming how
individuals and society as a whole deal with these matters. Certainly, a number of
investigations conducted in this area have provided valuable results. Ellison and boyd
(2007) indicated that only a few studies have been carried out to investigate the impact
of culture on utilising SNSs. However, the majority of researchers have called for further
studies to expand our understanding of these social and cultural matters, especially in
societies that have a particular culture such as that of Saudi Arabia (e.g. Almalki, 2011;

Aljasir, 2015).

The concepts of individualism and collectivism can be considered the main basic
dimensions to characterise any culture, which can be essentially reflected on forming
personal identity and social identity for individuals who belong to that culture (Rosen
et al., 2010; Merker, 1982). Individualism can be defined as the tendency of individuals
to put their own needs above the needs of the groups to which they belong or within
which they work (Merker, 1982). Other researchers have described individualism as a
multidimensional concept that has key features such as the tendency towards self-
promotion, competition, independence, and emotional distance from in-groups,
whereas they characterise collectivism as a complex concept but one which concerns
closeness to the group, the family, and sociability, and giving greater priority to the
group than to each of its members (Hui and Triandis, 1986; Triandis, 2001). Spears and
Lea (1992) differentiate between personal identity and social identity. Personal identity,
as they define it, is an individual’s comprehensive understanding of herself or himself,
whereas social identity of a person is derived from people’s presentation of their

identity as a group, or the social role that can be taken within the interaction.
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Findings emerged from a research led by Jones et al. (2011) which indicated that people
from certain ethnic groups or specific cultural backgrounds were more likely to use
specific sites than those from others. Therefore, they confirmed that cultural diversity
in these kinds of studies should not be underestimated, particularly in countries where
higher education institutions have international students from various ethnic and
cultural backgrounds. Rosen et al. (2010) illustrated that there are cultural differences
in self-presentation performance and how individuals communicate in both online and
offline settings. Furthermore, they suggested that there are different behaviours
related to gender-based choices as to how to present themselves in both online and
offline situations. Nevertheless, Rosen et al. (2010) and Green et al. (2005) emphasised
that it is not accurate to conceptualise all participants as similar in their culture, even if
they live in the same country and belong to a specific society. They highlighted that
there is a cultural variation within the country that should be taken into consideration,

as each nation is made up of people who belong to diverse national backgrounds.

Paying attention to the differences in cultures is significant in communication and
interaction with others, particularly on social platforms where most social cues don’t
exist to support verbal language. Welzer and Ward (2010) asserted that the users of
these social platforms, when they get involved in collaborative communities, have to be
aware of the differences in language and culture as they chat, write and communicate
with other users who might be coming from very different cultural communities. In the
same context, Welzer et al. (2011) illustrated that different programmes and methods
were developed to support the users of social networks in overcoming their differences
in language, such as translation tools. However, they claim that fewer supporting efforts
were given to the needs of users regarding their cultural differences. Furthermore, they
thought that language barriers in understanding others can be bridged by using a
common language such as English, but as they debate, there is no common or general
culture that can be utilised to comprehend others on SNSs, as these online gatherings

bring people from different cultural backgrounds.

On the social change aspect, Joinson (2003) described how critical social networking

tools particularly change people’s thinking and perceptions of the world around them.
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He stated: “Tools (SNSs) are more than just something to make a task easier. They
change your way of thinking, of approaching a task (and indeed the nature of the task

itself), and can reap unimagined wider social changes.” (pp. 2-3)

Despite all of the previous concerns and challenges, these social platforms can
contribute to getting people from different cultural backgrounds together and have
reciprocal interactions and relationships. In this regard, the findings of Ray’s (2014)
study show that social networking sites can help to overcome different cross-cultural

barriers that individuals and global organisations might encounter.

Therefore, it is clear that there are mixed viewpoints about integrating SNSs with
reference to whether it would be advantageous or disadvantageous for the users to
overcome the difficulty of interaction with others coming from different cultural
backgrounds. Thus, this research will contribute to the existing discussion about this
subject in the literature by presenting the emerging findings in its scope according to

participating academics’ perspectives.

2.3.2. Privacy Issues on Social Networking Sites

Privacy is considered one of the most crucial issues, especially during a time of rapid
technological and communicative revolution, whether on social networking platforms
or websites. Alhomod and Shafi (2013) argued that privacy has received the most
attention internationally. Therefore, it too should be given considerable attention in
research. At the University of Worcester, United Kingdom, Dr Joanne Kuzma revealed
that online users have expressed worries about their personal confidentiality
protection, and, recently, several news articles have exposed many privacy breaches
and unannounced changes to privacy policies on different social network platforms,

revisions that could negatively affect data protection and users’ trust (Kuzma, 2011).

Therefore, it is a matter of concern that necessitates an in-depth discussion while taking
all relevant aspects into consideration, particularly in conservative societies. For that
reason, this study will shed light on this issue in the context of Saudi society from
different dimensions; specifically, the following aspects will be discussed in light of

current literature.
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2.3.2.1. Privacy Issues as a Social Concern

In general, online social platforms are promising to protect privacy through privacy
agreements; however, Kafali et al. (2014) claimed that it can be seen that many cases
of privacy leakages are taking place daily on these sites. Ideally, they suppose that these
online social networking applications should be able to manage and preserve their
agreements of privacy protection through well-founded procedures. However, they
think that the dynamic nature of these online networks can make it difficult for them to
protect users’ private information and keep them under their control. One of the main
reasons, as they illustrate, is that relations between users and the implications that can
be realised among the shared content make it possible for third parties to become
aware of such information that is, in fact, private. That could happen even if the social
networks themselves do not share their users’ confidential information with other
networks or parties. As an example, the user’s location can be recognised from some
geographic information attached to the images that they upload. Furthermore, as
another concern, Fernandez (2009) indicated that some social networks, such as
Facebook, may provide sufficient privacy policy to protect their users’ information.
However, users can create other applications which could disclose users’ information
due to these linked applications not, perhaps, having a substantial privacy setting, as do

other popular online social networks.

As an indication that they are aware of the seriousness of the matter, Kuzma (2011)
revealed that some countries have enacted specific privacy laws to protect their citizens
from such violations in digital space, even though these initiatives are not globally
universal. However, with all of these actions, the findings emerging from his
investigation illustrated that many of these popular social platforms contain a variety of
serious privacy elements that can put users’ private information at risk. In a broad
sense, Kuzma (2011) provided a comprehensive description of privacy protection:
“Privacy protection is not merely a technical problem, but should be considered a multi-
dimensional approach where industry standards, legislation, management processes
and procedures, training and technology all play a role in enhancing consumer trust in

online commercial sites.” (p. 83)
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From another angle, Levin and Abril (2008) tried to clarify and differentiate between
offline and online privacy and what expectations and experiences users have in this
regard. They illustrated that online social users seem to transfer offline expectations of
privacy to their online social experiences. Offline, individuals have many social networks
and present different personalities in different contexts, but they can share personal
information selectively between online networks. Levin and Abril confirm that the
information shared within a social network is no longer private, and it is nearly

impossible to control it once released online.

A study led by Dwyer et al. (2007) to investigate trust and privacy concerns on social
networking sites, particularly Facebook and Myspace, was examined. They found that
perspectives of trust and concerns of privacy were similar to the users of both
platforms. Nevertheless, an interesting result of their research revealed that young
adult users were still willing to use these networks and build their online relationships
with others even if they realised that procedures employed for privacy protection were
weak. Furthermore, Kuzma (2011) conducted an empirical study of privacy issues
among social networking sites (SNSs) with the purpose of determining the level of
privacy protection gaps for worldwide users of SNSs. In this study, the researcher
analysed 60 worldwide social networking sites and found that even with some local laws
and standards that protect privacy and users’ data to some extent, there are still serious
problems with social networking sites collecting personal data through a variety of
technical mechanisms. This could result in potential problems with users’ trust and lead
to abandoning the use of a specific site as long as users have several alternative
platforms of social networking. At the end of the study, the researcher recommended
and advised site owners to realise that and to employ a multi-dimensional technical,
administrative and training approach to address online privacy and provide their users
with higher levels of private and secure data protection. Similarly, in Levin and Abril’s
(2008) study, the researchers advised social networking sites to support online privacy
as much as, if not more than, traditional measures of control over personal information.
They highlighted that stronger privacy protection must be provided through the use of

privacy protection tools and procedures. They also argue that if SNSs are not able to
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protect themselves and their users, governments could develop possible regulatory

measures to shield people against privacy breaches.

By looking at the methods that can be provided by some social networking sites to
adjust privacy settings, the findings of Aljasir’s (2015) study show that a number of
participants considered these adjustable privacy settings to be a convenient way in
which to bring Facebook, as an example, in line with Saudi cultural principles to be
utilised in their everyday lives. They explained that these privacy settings have assisted
them in hiding part of their private profile information that would not be appropriate
to expose in public, which makes their Facebook use compatible with their cultural and

societal values.

In another investigation carried out in the context of Saudi society, Aljasir et al. (2013)
studied some aspects of the usage of Facebook by Saudi university students and found
that there is a remarkable gender difference regarding the privacy issue. Female
students take more privacy in matters of precaution than their male counterparts. For
instance, when female students use their real names on their Facebook accounts, they
try not to access their Facebook accounts in locations where other users can see both
them and their profile names. That can reflect to what extent Saudi society members,

especially women, look at privacy issues.

In some societies, the privacy matter may be dealt with as an individual issue. However,
in Saudi society, the privacy issue is not considered only a personal matter for the user,
but rather a social concern. In a broad sense, any influential action, be it positive or
negative, conducted by individuals will reflect not only on the individuals but also on
their families. The whole family will be proud or ashamed of what their members
achieved or committed. These kinds of social concerns among Saudi society members

will be discussed with the academics involved in this investigation.

2.3.2.2. Privacy Issues between the Views of Western and Saudi Society

There is a major debate about the revolution of information and communication
technology and how this technology could affect the privacy of individuals and societies.

In other words, a number of relevant matters can influence or be influenced by these
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increasing developmental relations between privacy and information technologies,
such as culture, society, religion, etc. Of course, societies and people differ greatly in
how they look at these issues and also in the nature of the relationship between their
cultures and religions. In this section, all of these complexities will be discussed in light
of a comparison between Western and Saudi societies regarding opinions about privacy

and technology.

From a historical perspective, Cannataci (2009) thinks that privacy, as a phenomenon,
has become much more complicated than it was a few decades ago. The main reason,
as he believes, is that societal changes have been greatly influenced by information
technologies. However, he posed a question: does religion have a role to play in the
discussion about the relationship between technology and privacy matters? | think that
it is a simple question but with complex answers, at least in some societies. To clarify,
he illustrated that the debate on the relationships between information technologies
and privacy issues has been carried out largely from a Western viewpoint for several
decades. However, it has been thought that attention has arisen recently to examining
whether or not other cultures, such as Chinese and Muslim societies, have a similar

concern about these issues, as he demonstrated.

Undoubtedly, some societies apply their religious values and cultural norms more than
others, even if they follow the same religion and culture. Among Islamic and Arab
countries, Saudi Arabia can be considered the country with the most Islamic culture, in
which religious values and cultural principles are so interconnected that it would be
difficult to differentiate between the two (Al-Lily, 2011). Furthermore, Yamani (2010)
provided some explanations as to why Saudi Arabia has a solid interconnection between
its culture and religion. Firstly, it is the birthplace of Islam where the two holy cities,
Makkah and Madinah, are located, and millions of Muslims around the world direct
towards Makkah to pray five times a day. Secondly, besides its religious significance,
Saudi Arabia is located in the centre of the Arabic region. Therefore, these two essential
aspects have resulted in giving Saudi Arabia such a significant status, which has reflected
their cultural norms and religious beliefs, as Yamani affirmed. In this regard, Madini

(2012) considered that the combination has contributed to forming the majority of
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Saudi identities, attitudes and behaviours. Unlike Islamic nations, particularly Saudi
society, Cannataci (2009) believed that Western societies, particularly Christian, have
witnessed an increasing separation between the Church and state in the last three

centuries — more than in other cultures.

After the earlier theoretical comparison between Western and Islamic societies, the
following sections will focus on empirical comparisons between the implications of
these two cultural perspectives; these can influence individuals’ attitudes regarding to
what extent they use social networking platforms in light of their concerns about

privacy.

There are a number of investigations conducted with participants of different cultural
backgrounds, e.g. a study carried out with 50 university students from the USA (Govani
and Pashley, 2005) and another study conducted with 343 Canadian university students
in Canada (Christofides et al., 2009). Those studies revealed that while respondents
reported awareness of some of the privacy matters associated with using SNSs, e.g.
Facebook, they disclosed a high level of private information on their profiles. On the
other hand, investigations concerned with Islamic participants illustrated that students
with the greatest level of privacy concerns exposed the lowest level of information. For
instance, studies led by Osman and Rahim (2011) with 30 university students in Malaysia
and by Mohamed (2010) with 325 users from Egypt and the United Arab Emirates
reported a negative relationship between disclosure of personal information and online
privacy concerns. It is important to clarify that such cases of information disclosure can
be affected by different factors, not just religious, cultural or societal considerations.
However, this can give an indication that the majority of people in Islamic societies pay

more attention to this concern due to its significant sensitivity.

Regarding differences between genders in online self-disclosure, the literature shows
that there are a number of studies, conducted among Canadian participants, which have
revealed no significant gender differences in terms of self-disclosure among SNS users
(e.g. Christofides et al., 2009; Nosko et al., 2010). However, some studies conducted in
the USA have shown that there is a gender difference between Facebook users

regarding their level of information disclosure (e.g. Sheldon, 2013; Bond, 2009). On the
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other hand, regarding self-disclosure among participants from Islamic backgrounds, a
study directed by Mohamed (2010) among Egyptian and Emirati users indicated that
female participants had more concerns about their privacy, paid more attention to
protecting their online privacy, and exposed less personal information than male
participants. Furthermore, the findings of a study led by Aljasir et al. (2013) to examine
some aspects of Facebook usage by Saudi university students reveal that there is a
remarkable difference between male and female users regarding privacy concerns.
Female students take more precautions for the sake of privacy than do male students.
These outcomes can be viewed as compatible with expected practices in Islamic and
Arab countries that are much influenced by cultural and societal considerations, as they
pay greater attention to the privacy of women, in both offline and online settings. That
gives another indication of the contribution that can be made by the cultural norms and

social values of individuals involved in these online gatherings.

Despite Saudi society being characterised as a conservative community, people and
societies usually develop over time slowly. Of course, matters related to developing
societies need much more time and Saudi society is no exception. In this regard, Al-Lily
(2011) revealed that, despite resistance from conservatives, many Saudi norms have
recently been relaxed as a result of various factors. The three most influential factors,
as he illustrated, are the social movement from a tribal to a modern society, the
appearance of a new generation of educated Saudi men and women alike, and the
increasingly growing implications of the Internet and social networks, particularly in
Saudi society. This perspective has been confirmed by the findings emerging from
Aljasir’s (2015) study, in which the researcher revealed that the majority of participants
(university students from both genders) thought that using Facebook is compatible with
maintaining their social norms because they want to live in a contemporary society,
which is more open to other opinions, modern in its means, and willing to accept and
benefit from all new technologies according to their needs. Furthermore, Coleman
(2011) demonstrated that social networking platforms, in general, have been welcomed
by Saudi society, having been utilised not only by the new generation but also by Saudi

clerics. Evidently, it can be seen that the majority of Saudi users who have large
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numbers of followers on Twitter and friends on Facebook, for example, are well-known

religious figures in Saudi society.

Therefore, it can be seen that although Saudis, particularly women, are concerned
about their privacy on these online networks, the increasing openness to other cultures
has encouraged them to get involved in such online social communities. Yet, | think that
there is still resistance to employing SNSs without setting boundaries between what are
and what are not socially and culturally acceptable practices. This aspect will be
discussed with the participants involved in this study to see how these matters would

influence the users of SNSs in the context of Saudi society.

Despite the focus of previous research on privacy issues on social networking sites, most
of these platforms clarify that they are committed to preserving users’ rights in their
digital spaces. Moreover, they might advise certain behaviours on these sites based on
their own experiences when new users set up accounts on SNSs; most of them require
users to confirm that they have read the privacy policy and conditions of documents
before submitting their requests and becoming fully registered. Facebook, for example,
offers a range of privacy options to its users. Users can make all of their communications
visible to everyone, or they can keep all of these communications private. Moreover,
users can control specific connections. In addition, users can choose whether or not to
be searchable by other users, decide which parts of their profile are public, and
determine exactly who can see their activities. Furthermore, there is a message feature,
which closely resembles email, for those who wish to use private communication on
Facebook (Rubinstein and Good, 2013; Mulligan and King, 2011). It can be perceived
that these social networks have different ways in which to secure users’ profiles and to
advise individuals on what they should do from their side to ensure being in a safe
environment. Therefore, the question is as follows: to what extent could users’
practices be considered the most important factor in protecting or exposing their
privacy? All of these matters will be major topics of discussion with participants in this

study.

From my viewpoint, | think that these challenges are worth considering and should

attract attention from higher education institutions, administrators, teaching staff, and
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researchers. In addition, | believe that privacy does not have a specific definition or
standards for all people or communities around the world. Each culture has certain
criteria in this regard. What are considered critical privacy issues in Western countries,
for example, are not necessarily shared by those in other countries. Therefore, in this
study | argue that many things that have been written about online privacy are not
sufficiently sensitive to culture, as they are written from a Western perspective of
privacy. Furthermore, Saudi Arabia is regarded as a conservative country and, thus,
protecting privacy is a very critical issue, particularly on SNSs. They also strongly respect
their societal considerations and cultural values. Thus, how to steer an acceptable
middle course with SNSs in a conservative society will be one of the essential points of

the discussion in this study.

Ultimately, after | presented and discussed the existing literature that is more
connected or related to different aspects of this subject, | looked at the theoretical
approaches that can provide an illustration, and expand our understanding, of emerging
outcomes of this research. Therefore, the next main section of this chapter will provide
an in-depth discussion about the theoretical framework of the current research. In
particular, it will illustrate what theoretical perspectives were chosen, what the
rationale behind selecting those specific theories was, and how they are synthesised in
a way that can contribute to making a comprehensive perception of the research

findings.

2.4. Theoretical Framework

Although selecting relevant conceptual models and theoretical perspectives can
provide a sound background for research, doing so may also be delayed until the data
have been collected and analysed. That is what | did in this study because the aim of
this approach is to explore the perceptions that emerge from the data. The concepts or
themes that come out of the study will then be supported by evidence from the
literature (Robinson, 2002). Thus, the nature of the research and the study strategies
determined have led me to think about collecting data before choosing a theoretical
approach. After undertaking the fieldwork of the study, collecting the data, and

analysing the respondents’ attitudes and ideas suggested regarding the study
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guestions, | can say that there are several theoretical perspectives that can be applied,
particularly those which identify how teaching and learning ap