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Abstract

Background: There is shortage of critical skills in the South African economy. One of the reasons for this shortage is that many students at traditional universities are not completing their degree within the prescribed time frame. The massification of education at traditional universities compounds this problem as there is a decrease in the interaction between lecturers and students. Information and communication technologies, and specifically social media, have been identified as a possible solution to aid traditional universities to improve their throughput rate. Social media has become an essential tool to increase student–lecturer interaction, collaboration and communication in academic setting.

Objective: The purpose of the study was to examine social media adoption among lecturers at a traditional university in Eastern Cape Province of South Africa.

Method: The unified theory of acceptance and use of technology (UTAUT) framework was used as the theoretical foundation of the questionnaire that was distributed to 300 full-time staff members. A response rate of 39% was attained. Factor analysis was used to test the relationship between variables.

Contribution: The study’s contribution is to the theoretical body of knowledge that affirms that the UTAUT framework is an appropriate tool to use to test adoption of social media at traditional universities.

Conclusion: The findings indicated that academics are conversant with emerging technologies and could incorporate these technologies into academic settings with an aim to increase communication and interaction among lecturers and learners. The results revealed that performance expectancy, social influence, effort expectancy and behavioural intention have a positive influence on social media adoption and continued use by academics in teaching and learning at traditional university. The facilitating condition scale was not statistically significant, but must be considered by management in order to improve the adoption of social media among lecturers.
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Introduction

Studies revealed that there is a shortage of critical skills in the South African economy (Breier & Mabizela 2008; Strydom, Mentz & Kuh 2010). This scarcity of critical skills has impacted negatively on the equity of the South African workforce (Mohamedbhai 2014; Teferra 2014). One of the reasons to blame for this shortage of critical skills in the workforce is that traditional universities in South Africa are not producing enough quality graduates. Fifty-five percent of first-year students will not graduate, whereas only 5% of the enrolled non-white students will finish their undergraduate degrees in the prescribed time (Higher Education South Africa 2015; Zulu 2011). One of the reasons attributed for this dismal performance is massification, which has severely impacted the throughput rate of traditional universities. Prosser and Trigwell (2013) reveal that large classes and poor academic literacy of students are affecting the quality of education as they reduce student–lecturer interaction (Breier & Mabizela 2008; Council on Higher Education 2013; Mohamedbhai 2008; Strydom et al. 2010). To solve the challenge of massification, traditional universities need to identify new solutions, such as emerging technologies, to improve the throughput rate in order to address critical skills shortage in the South African economy.

Information and communication technologies (ICTs) have been identified as a possible solution that can be used to facilitate effective communication among students and lecturers and thus has the potential to increase throughput rate and student pass rates (Nurulrabihah et al. 2013; Renes & Strange 2011). Perron et al. (2010) define ICTs as:


technologies used to convey, manipulate and store data by electronic means. This can include e-mail, Whatsapp, video chat (e.g. Skype) and online social media (e.g. Facebook). It also includes all the different computing devices (e.g. laptop computers and smart phones) that carry out a wide range of communication and information functions. (p. 67)



Mobile technology has become a preferred mode of communication for young adults (Robinson 2014). A recent study suggested that university students are the most active mobile phone users with the functions most often used including text messaging, gaming and the Internet (Cilliers 2016). Given the popularity of mobile communication among this age group, the potential to use social media to improve academic activities at higher education institutions is immense (Robinson 2014). Despite the potential benefit of social media in teaching activities, the technology has not been widely adopted by lecturers at traditional universities in South Africa (Bingimlas 2009; Nakamaru 2011; Nurulrabihah et al. 2013). The purpose of this article is to investigate what factors will determine the adoption of social media among lecturers at a traditional university in South Africa.

The article is outlined as follows: The first section introduces ICTs in higher education, with a specific emphasis on social media that can be used for teaching and learning. This is followed by a discussion of the quantitative survey methodology used in this study to collect data followed by the theoretical and empirical discussion of the unified theory of acceptance and use of technology (UTAUT) model. The results and contribution of the article are next followed by the conclusion of the article.

Information and communication technologies in higher education

According to Liu and Hwang (2010), the advent of ICT has precipitated various changes in the teaching and learning environment. Traditional universities are putting ICT strategies in place in order to benefit from the integrating of technology in academic setting (Teferra 2014). When social media is combined by relevant content and services, it can help to improve the interaction and communication between students and lecturers at traditional universities (Almeshal 2015).

Traditional universities are adopting a variety of tools to foster effective learning of students and improve teaching and learning methods. These tools include learning management systems, smartboards and e-learning. However, because of the cost of these tools, numerous traditional universities have been investigating the usefulness of emerging tools in transforming academic activities (Almeshal 2015). Studies reveal that the integration of emerging technologies, such as social media, in academic activities may assist students’ critical thinking skills and also improve self-concept and motivation (Strydom et al. 2010; Teferra 2014). Furthermore, social media improves the interaction and collaboration between students and lecturers, which will be difficult to attain without the aid of social media tools (CHE 2007; Hew & Brush 2007).

Social media in higher education

Shullich (2011) describes social media as websites and applications that allow lecturers to create and share content. Social media tools include Facebook, Twitter, MySpace, Flickr, Google Plus and YouTube. Special interest forums, blogs and user communities can also be considered to fall in this category (Batikas et al. 2013). Furthermore, Shullich (2011) states that social media plays a significant role in stimulating interaction among students as well as lecturers.

Most of the student population enrolled at higher education institutions are using social media (Almeshal 2015). Therefore, traditional universities ought to incorporate social networking tools that support individual learning and student-centred education spaces. This is supported by Gonzalez (2010) who asserts that the integration of social media in the traditional university academic environment has increased during the last decade. Bingimlas (2009) mentions that the rapid growth of social media plays an essential role in teaching and learning processes in higher education systems. Many traditional universities have integrated these technologies in their teaching and learning environments. For this reason, social media adoption can be used to do old activities in new ways in academic field.

Benefits of social media in academic setting

The University of Glasgow (2013) states that Web 2.0 technologies provide a new paradigm to improve the academic environment. A number of studies perceive social media as a means to promote more student-centred learning (Almeshal 2015; Asma 2012; Chen & Bryer 2012). Social constructivist pedagogies are developed if students take part in social networks for teaching and learning. Thus, social media is a useful tool that offers a mechanism for students to assess each other in order to build an active community of practice.

Nurulrabihah et al. (2013) state that emerging technologies such as wikis, Twitter and Facebook are already available and widely adopted by students in their personal life and therefore could be used to facilitate their teaching and learning process. Incorporating social media in the academic setting will allow lecturers and learners to communicate about class work at any time which offers virtual office hours. A further benefit is that, the use of social media in academic environment can play a pivotal role of increasing student engagement through online discussions that are offered by varied technologies, for instance, blogs and wikis. Additionally, wikis can facilitate effective collaboration of students and lecturers, thereby increasing interactions. Cilliers (2016) states that wikis use a basic format language; this means that no exceptional web skills are necessary for students and lecturers to use them in academic setting. Emerging technologies also provides features that help to manage students and promote student–lecturer interaction that is reduced because of massification that is taking place at traditional university.

However, there are some challenges associated with integrating social media in the academic setting. These include a lack of leadership support, poor planning, and inadequate knowledge or awareness of social media’s role in academic setting (Bingimlas 2009). Furthermore, if the teaching pedagogy does not support social media–orientated learning, it will not be adopted by lecturers (Schoepp 2005). Availability of resources and efficiency of the social media are common problems mentioned by lecturers for not integrating social media in their teaching practices (Govender & Mararaj 2006).

Research methodology

A quantitative survey tool was used to collect data at one traditional university in the Eastern Cape Province of South Africa. The questionnaire was adapted from Venkatesh et al. (2003), after a thorough literature review, to test social media adoption among lecturers at the university. The questionnaire was adapted to reflect the social media context of the study. The questionnaire was piloted to 10 lecturers for suitability, user-friendliness and unambiguousness.

The study population was limited to full-time lecturers at one traditional university where data were collected. A link to the web-based questionnaire was emailed to all the full-time lecturers. The total number of lecturers was 300. The aggregate of 116 responses was received, resulting in a response rate of 39%. All responses to the questionnaire were analysed as quantitative variables. Statistical Package for the Social Science (SPSS 23) was used to analyse the primary data making use of factor analysis. Cronbach’s alpha scores were applied to calculate each sub-scale in order to test the reliability and consistency of the instrument.

Unified theory of acceptance and use of technology

In order to examine the adoption of social media among lecturers at a traditional university, the UTAUT framework was chosen as an appropriate theoretical framework. The UTAUT was developed from eight diverse models with the aim of enhancing the success rate of predicting if technology will be accepted in a specific context. This model was found to explain 70% of the variance in behavioural intention to use a technology and 50% of the variance in technology use (Venkatesh et al. 2003). This model is useful to explain variances in lecturers’ adoption of social media tools in academic environment.

The model comprises of four key constructs: performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence and facilitating conditions.

Performance expectancy

This construct refers to ‘the degree to which an individual believes that using the system will help him or her to attain gains in job performance’ (Venkatesh et al. 2003:447). It denotes lecturers’ belief that integrating social media in academic environment would be an advantage to them as well as to students.

Effort expectancy

This construct refers to ‘the degree of ease associated with the use of the system’ (Venkatesh et al. 2003:450). It refers to the expected amount of ease that lecturers presume while using social media to accomplish their professional goals.

Social influence

This construct refers to ‘the degree to which an individual perceives that important others believe he or she should use the new system’ (Venkatesh et al. 2003:451). It is referred as the impact of colleagues and senior management support or role played by the heads of the institution in inspiring and encouraging lecturers to employ social media in academia to facilitate curriculum delivery.

Facilitating conditions

This construct describes ‘the degree to which an individual believes that an organizational and technical infrastructure exist to support use of the system’ (Venkatesh et al. 2003:453). They denote the extent to which an individual believes that institutional and technical infrastructure exists to support the use of social media (Venkatesh et al. 2003). This involves training of lecturers, hands-on user and physical infrastructure support, as well as expert solutions to lecturers’ queries. Various studies in information systems have validated the UTAUT as it is used in different fields (Venkatesh et al. 2003).

Results and discussion

Table 1 indicates that some of the participants did not indicate responses, especially with regard to the biographical section.
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Reliability analysis

The article applied Cronbach’s alpha to test reliability. Table 2 shows that four of the five scales of the UTAUT construct attained a good degree of reliability as each was computed above 0.70 (Marchewka, Liu & Kostiwa 2007).
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The Cronbach’s alpha for facilitating condition construct was the lowest at 0.542. Efforts to increase the facilitation condition reliability scale did not yield clearly enhanced results. Conversely, because of the fact that ‘facilitating condition’ occupies a pivotal role in the UTAUT theory and as an independent variable in this study, a decision was made to retain the scale in its current form and continue with a factor analysis to test the validity.

The data were considered suitable for factor analysis based on the results from the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling competence (Kaiser 1970, 1974). Validity of the constructs and relevant scales was tested using both exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses. Directionality of relationships was established by regression analysis. Table 3 provides summary statistics of counts, percentages and distribution of measures at factor level on a Varimax rotated component matrix. Some of the items were removed from the variables with the aim to achieve this factor analysis result.
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The behavioural intention scale was reduced from five to four items; for social influence, effort expectancy, performance expectancy as well as facilitating condition items were also reduced to three from four items. Empirical reliability was then re-checked in order to ensure that satisfactory Cronbach’s alpha was achieved. Overall reliability and validity for these variables can be considered to be satisfactory as per the acclaimed inception 0.7 (Nunnally 1978).

The third question in the facilitating condition scale, ‘Using social media for teaching and learning is not compatible with other lecturing responsibilities that I have’, loaded on the behavioural intent factor with a negative relationship (-0.751). A possible explanation for this could be that using social media in academic setting does not require much training of lecturers, as they are already using the technology, availability of social media on smart phone devices, and there is adequate physical ICT infrastructure support.

Regarding the behavioural intention, the majority of lecturers are positive that they will incorporate emerging technologies in their teaching and learning activities in the near future. The results show that lecturers are likely to adopt emerging technologies based on the findings of the study. Thus, the usage of social media is interrelated with constructs found in the UTAUT model.

Likewise, 71.1% of the lecturers expect to use social media in teaching and learning in the next 12 months. Furthermore, a majority of the lecturers (75.9%) plan to use social media in academia in the next 12 months. This is because they find social media to be a useful tool, and most of the lecturers are knowledgeable about social media. There is a need for management support in order for the lecturers to adopt social media in the near future. The incorporation which is a taking place depends on individual lecturer effort.

Table 4 reveals how the variables in the model contribute to the prediction of the intention to use social media in academic setting. It indicates that the beta value for social influence is 0.391 making it the largest contributor to the model, and thus, it is the largest predictor of behaviour intention to use emerging technologies for teaching and learning purposes. Performance expectancy is the second highest predictor of intention to use with a beta coefficient of 0.308, whereas effort expectancy and facilitating condition occupy position three and four, respectively, with beta values of 0.232 and -0.035. With respect to significance of these relationships, all four predictor variables can be considered to be making statistically significant contributions to the equation (p < 0.05).
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Discussion

The article investigated lecturers’ adoption of social media at a traditional university as it improves communication, collaboration as well increased student and lecturer interaction. The receptivity of academics to use emerging technologies in the teaching and learning environment was examined by applying variables of the UTAUT model (Davis 1989). The article concurs with preceding literature on the subject of the strong predictive power of UTAUT model. Furthermore, the study also reveals the popularity of social media among the students and the lecturers (Robinson 2014).

The results indicated that social influence has a beta value of 0.391 making it the largest contributor to the UTAUT model. A possible reason for this could be that academics, senior management and department of higher education need to support lecturers to use emerging technologies for teaching and learning purposes.

Performance expectancy is statistically significant, and it ranks the second highest predictor of intention to use with a beta coefficient of 0.308; a possible reason for this could be that lecturers feel that social media supports teaching and learning, and it enhances their productivity as well as enabling them to collaborate and communicate with students.

Effort expectancy is statistically significant, occupies position three with a beta value of 0.232 and was found to be statistically significant. The results indicate that adopting social media in academic setting is easy, clear and understandable, and academics are already skilful making use of social media in their private lives, and can transfer these skills to the teaching and learning environment. The results indicated that lecturers want to adopt social media in future.

Facilitating condition is not statistically significant and has a beta value -0.035. The results indicated negative relationship (-0.751) on a question ‘Using social media for teaching and learning is not compatible with other lecturing responsibilities that I have’. The reason advanced is that some of the courses cannot be taught on social media, but lecturers can employ these emerging tools in academic setting for communication purposes. This assist in increasing student and lecturer interaction reduced by massification of teaching and learning at higher education in South Africa.

Additionally, a moderate relationship was found on facilitating condition with 0.54 and 0.428. The results show that the question ‘I have the knowledge necessary to use social media for teaching and learning’, ‘There is a specific person allocated for assistance if I experience difficulties when using social media for teaching and learning’ is not significant. A possible reason could be that the Internet and help desk is already in place at the university but it is one of the construct that should be considered.

Practical implications

Contribution

The study’s contribution is to the theoretical body of knowledge that affirms that the UTAUT framework is an appropriate tool to use to test adoption of ICT at traditional universities and that traditional university management has a duty to reinforce the use of emerging technologies by lecturers to improve student–lecturer interaction and communication and promote collaborative learning among students in order to improve the throughput rate.

Limitations

One of the constraints to the study is that data were collected from one traditional university. This means that the results cannot be generalised to all traditional universities in South Africa, but is only applicable to the university used in this study. Future research could broaden the study population to all traditional universities in the country. The sample size was small. Additionally, a survey method was employed in the study; therefore, the results are only based on quantitative data, and thus, there was no follow-up with qualitative interviews. Future research on adoption of social media in the teaching and learning environment in South Africa must draw a comprehensive sample including at least one traditional university from each province in South Africa. There is need to investigate the influence of Internet and change management theories towards the adoption of social media in teaching and learning at higher education institutions in South Africa.

Conclusion

The findings indicated that academics are conversant with emerging technologies and they could incorporate them in academic setting with an aim to increase communication and interaction among lecturers and learners. The results reveal that performance expectancy, social influence, effort expectancy and behavioural intention have a positive influence on social media adoption and continued use by academics in teaching and learning at a traditional university. The facilitating condition scale was not statistically significant, but must be considered by management in order to improve the adoption of social media among lecturers. Lecturers were positive that they will adopt social media in their teaching and learning activities in the near future. Some lecturers expect to employ social media in academia in the next 12 months. Therefore, social media is an essential tool in teaching and learning and could be used by lecturers as a tool to improve pass rates in order to address the critical skills shortage in the economy.
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TABLE 3: Varimax rotated component matrix.

Variable Behavioural Social Effort Performance Facilitating
intention influence  expectancy  expectancy  condition
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FC4 - 0.428 - - 0.526

BI, behavioural intention; SI, social influence; EE, effort expectancy; PE, performance
expectancy: FC, facilitating condition
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TABLE 2: Empirical reliability of data collection instrument.

Scale Number of Items Cronbach’s alpha (o)
1: Performance expectancy 3 0.833
2: Effort expectancy 3 0.869
3: Social influence 3 0.831
4: Facilitating condition 4 0.542
5: Behavioural intention 3 0.956
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TABLE 1: Demographic details of participants.

Item Category Frequency %
Gender Male 58 45.8
Female 104 542
Age <30 9 108
30-40 29 34.9
41-50 33 39.8
>50 12 14.5
Length in <3 13 15.7
Rl 3-6 27 3250
7-10 13 15.70
11-14 14 16.90
15+ 5 18.0
Did not indicate* 1 12
Use of . Daily 15 18.1
sacislmedia Once a week 6 72
Once a month 15 18.1
Occasionally (when | cannot avoid it) 28 33.7
Never 19 22.9
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TABLE 4: Model summary.

Coefficients model Unstandardised coefficients Standardised coefficients (Beta) t Significance
B Standard error

Constant 1913 0.853 = 2.243 0.028

Social influence 0.340 0.084 0.391 4.037 0.000

Effort expectancy 0.197 0.095 0.232 2.068 0.042

Facilitating conditions -0.043 0.138 -0.035 -0.310 0.758

Performance expectancy 0.357 0.110 0.308 3.256 0.002
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