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Abstract 

This research addresses an identified need to further understand digital literacies (DL) 
and whether undergraduate students view DL as being important in their lives and 
in their learning. Using a cross-sectional survey sent to a stratified random sample of 
2500 undergraduates representative of the overall student population at a medium-
sized Canadian undergraduate university (survey response rate of 19.8%, N = 496), we 
explored the relationships between social media and digital literacies, particularly in 
different disciplinary contexts. We also explored the ways in which students report 
using social media in their university learning, showing that students value social 
media for collaboration, discussion, information finding and sharing, and practise 
activities related to their learning. Additionally, we examined the importance students 
place on DL, and how they perceive and rate their own abilities with digital literacies 
across three domains: procedural and technical, cognitive, and sociocultural. Findings 
illustrate an observable gap between the high importance that students place on 
digital literacies (including DL for social media) in their learning and their lives and the 
lack of coverage students reported receiving about these topics in their undergradu-
ate education. Based on the study’s findings, we discuss the specific ways that those in 
the higher education community can address this gap by engaging with and fostering 
development of digital literacies within specific disciplinary and professional contexts, 
and in interdisciplinary or transdisciplinary learning settings across the curriculum.
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Introduction
Over the past decade, there has been a noticeable increase in the use of social media 
technologies in post-secondary teaching and learning, and this growth only continued 
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Katz & Nandi, 2021; Khan et al., 2021). As social media 
continues to be an ever-present part of students’ lives and their learning, it is important 
to understand their experiences with and uses of social media and the related digital lit-
eracies required to engage with these effectively and meaningfully.

While prior research has explored the social media technologies that post-second-
ary institutions and faculty use, there is a need for further research exploring students’ 
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perceptions and uses of social media to aid their learning (Hamid et al., 2015). Through 
their in-depth review and analysis, Littlejohn et. al. (2012) also concluded “that institu-
tions need to place greater value on ‘literacies of the digital’, and better prepare their 
students and their own organizational processes to thrive in an age of digital knowledge 
practices” (p. 547). Additionally, EDUCAUSE’s report on digital literacy in higher educa-
tion highlighted building “literacy across disciplines” (Alexander et al., 2016, p. 6) as an 
area requiring further attention. Based on such needs identified in prior research, we 
explored undergraduate students’ use of social media in their learning, how they per-
ceive and rate their own DL abilities, the importance they place on digital literacies 
including those related to social media, and the extent to which these topics were cov-
ered in their undergraduate education. While the setting of our survey was a Canadian 
university, our research echoes and expands upon broader contemporary work on digital 
literacies and social media in higher education across North America and the Western 
world. Our inquiry therefore emerged from the needs identified in the literature, as well 
as calls to action from the educational technology community (e.g., EDUCAUSE), and 
key findings of a prior study (Smith,  2017), demonstrating that further research should 
explore relationships between social media and digital literacies and identify opportuni-
ties for developing DL in undergraduate learning, particularly in different disciplinary 
contexts.

Literature review
Although digital technologies, and social media in particular, have become essentially 
ubiquitous today, it is problematic to conflate this prevalence with effective use of these 
technologies. While there are many definitions of what constitutes DL, as described in 
greater detail below, we view students’ effective use of digital technologies as requiring 
competences that integrate procedural and technical, cognitive, and sociocultural abili-
ties that are applied in different contexts. As Cohen and Hewitt (2019) describe, “there 
can be a false assumption that students who grew up with technology are successful 
using it across contexts and in multiple areas—including in their college classes” (para. 
4), pointing out that while research shows a majority of faculty believe their students 
are well-prepared to use technologies, students themselves express discomfort in apply-
ing these tools in their learning and in different academic settings. There is an opportu-
nity to debunk such false assumptions in tandem with fostering faculty educators’ own 
digital competencies and literacies through ongoing education and professional devel-
opment initiatives, where integrating evidence-informed understandings of students’ 
needs, abilities, and skills are invaluable.

Inaccurate assumptions about students’ default skills and abilities are often reinforced 
by ideas of students as digital natives, a term used by Prensky (2001) to describe a gen-
eration of learners who have grown-up immersed in technology and are presumed to be 
intrinsically adept users as a result. While simplistic constructs of digital natives have 
been largely debunked in the educational technology literature, these assumptions and 
stereotypes are still quite pervasive today, despite the wide body of research to the con-
trary (Smith et  al., 2020). Araújo-Vila et. al.’s (2020) recent study shows that students 
often do not possess the abilities that they need to be successful with digital technolo-
gies in their learning, and face challenges applying the skills they do have at the level 
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expected, making curricular initiatives that explicitly build these literacies imperative. By 
more deeply understanding students’ perceptions of and experiences with social media 
technologies and related literacies, especially those most critical to their undergradu-
ate learning, we can ascertain where there are gaps to be filled and bolster curricular 
approaches to meet these needs.

To address the needs identified, our research aims to explore the following overarching 
questions:

	 i.	 What digital literacies do undergraduate learners from different disciplines view as 
important when using social media in their learning?

	 ii.	 Is there a relationship between the digital literacies that learners perceive to be 
important and their ability to apply these digital literacies to support learning in 
their discipline?

These questions guided our inquiry and provided the focus for our survey.

Key definitions

Herrington et. al. (2010) described social media as cognitive tools and emerging tech-
nologies that “allow the creation of collaborative, shared knowledge…and the devel-
opment of participatory cultures” (p. 9). Following from prior research and the survey 
instrument employed by Smith (2016, 2017), the following definition was used within 
the survey instrument for this study: social media include applications and websites that 
allow users to create and share content. Social media also enables users to connect via 
web technologies or to participate in social networks.

The term digital literacy has expanded considerably in both its scope and usage (Smith 
et  al., 2018, 2020) since Gilster (1997) popularised it several decades ago. However, 
even in Gilster’s original definition, there has been an emphasis on the need to enact a 
broader meaning of literacy in digital contexts beyond simple technological aptitudes, 
a need for literacy that involved “mastering ideas, not keystrokes” (1997, p. 15). Digi-
tal competences and digital literacies are intertwined since, as Martin (2006) explains, 
digital competence is the foundational stage (or level of engagement) of digital literacy. 
As a key foundation, then, digital competence is often framed as being underpinned by 
digital literacy (Martin & Grudziecki, 2006; Spante et al., 2018). In the decades follow-
ing Gilster’s work, more detailed conceptions of a plurality of digital literacies have been 
articulated (Alexander et al., 2017), often in ways that relate to an array of other litera-
cies involving digital technologies. These related literacies include abilities for effectively 
finding, evaluating, and using information known as information literacies (American 
Library Association, n.d.). Additionally, digital literacies are often related to or encom-
passed within concomitant concepts of new literacies required in the context of rapidly 
evolving communication technologies (Coiro et al., 2014; O’Byrne, 2010), multiliteracies 
for “the increasing range of text forms that are associated with information and mul-
timedia technologies” including multimodalities (Mills, 2010, p. xiii), media literacies 
“that are necessary for full participation in our media-saturated, information-rich soci-
ety” (Hobbs, 2010, p. vii), and transliteracies needed for “a fluidity of movement across 
a range of technologies, media and contexts” (Sukovic, 2016, para. 2). Our research 
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focuses on digital literacies (DL) and we use this term plurally to acknowledge the multi-
faceted and interconnected nature of these concepts (Spante et al., 2018).

Given the plurality at the heart of digital literacies, it is not surprising that there are 
many different (and, at times, diverging) definitions of DL. As Martzoukou et. al. (2020) 
describe, “the definition, terminology, ownership and responsibilities created within this 
domain are contested, with a plethora of debates and different opinions in respect to 
what individuals should master and accomplish in order to become sufficiently ‘digital’” 
(p. 1414). Considering the evolving nature of both the digital landscape and the concepts 
at hand, we view the development of digital literacies as being an ongoing, lifelong pro-
cess, and agree with Martin (2006) who describes DL as follows:

Digital literacy is an ongoing and dynamic process—it is not a threshold which, once 
achieved, guarantees familiarity with the digital for ever after…. Maintenance of 
digital literacy is therefore ongoing; it is necessary to return again and again to the 
well of digital competence (whose contents are themselves changing as technology 
evolves) to acquire the competence needed to succeed in the life-situation, whether it 
be learning, work or leisure. (p. 156)

In addition to seeing DL as a cyclical, lifelong process, since the term digital literacies 
is typically used today in a plural form, Spante et. al. (2018) note that its use “acknowl-
edges new and diverse social practices” (p. 7), as literacies can be contextualized in rela-
tion to social institutions and power relations.

In our research, and specifically in our survey instrument, we referred to the American 
Library Association Digital Literacy Task Force’s well-recognized definition of digital lit-
eracy as “the ability to use information and communication technologies to find, evalu-
ate, create, and communicate information, requiring both cognitive and technical skills” 
(American Library Association, 2012, para. 1). Additionally, according to Jisc, a leading 
digital, data, and technology agency in the United Kingdom that focuses on tertiary edu-
cation, research, and innovation, digital literacy should be understood as a developmen-
tal process that provides the “capabilities which fit an individual for living, learning and 
working in a digital society” (Jisc, 2014, Developing Digital Literacies section, para. 1). 
These definitions informed our work.

Conceptual and theoretical framing
In grappling with the multiplicity of literacies connected with the use of digital tech-
nologies, Ng (2012) articulated the intersection of several DL dimensions as a concep-
tual framework, stating that “within educational contexts, digital literacy is a broader 
term that embraces technical, cognitive and social-emotional perspectives of learning 
with digital technologies, both online and offline” (p. 1066). While we found value in 
engaging with and building upon earlier conceptions of DL, such as those within Ng’s 
(2012) oft-cited framework, we also heeded Alexander et. al.’s (2017) recommendations 
to expand existing articulations of DL in ways that respond to digital divides and power 
dynamics that are sociocultural in nature. We recognized a need to integrate the strong 
foundation of educational research on sociocultural learning theories and practices in a 
digital age, including those relevant to critical and constructivist aims and approaches.
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A conceptual framework that reflected our contemporary context and that embedded 
changes that incorporated, among other things, important sociocultural aspects of digi-
tal literacies was warranted. Building from recognized definitions, as well as an analy-
sis of key concepts and a critical review of the literature on digital native discourse and 
DL, we therefore used three interconnected domains of digital literacies to conceptually 
frame our research:

1.	 Procedural and technical: the operational, procedural, or technical skills required to 
functionally utilise technologies effectively and productively.

2.	 Sociocultural: the meaningful ways in which technologies are shaped by and reflect 
sociocultural contexts within which they are developed and employed; and,

3.	 Cognitive: the need to process and relate information regarding cognitive aspects of 
technology use, for instance, by forming schemas for information retrieval and mak-
ing metacognitive connections (Smith et al., 2020, p. 4).

These key constructs informed and guided our research approach, including items 
within the survey.

As a theoretical grounding for our study, we use a social constructivist approach, 
within which learning is understood as occurring when people construct meaning 
through their broader social interactions, experiences, and contexts (Driscoll, 2005). The 
premises of social constructivism, in particular interactional elements, also align with 
the affordances of social media (Dron & Anderson, 2014). As Martin (2006) describes, 
within constructivist and student-centred learning models, students’ development of DL 
and mastery of digital tools becomes a key factor in their success in the learning environ-
ment. Creswell and Creswell (2023) note that social constructivist research frameworks 
place emphasis on multiple meanings, and as such, this approach well grounds our work 
because undergraduate students’ views, meanings, and perspectives are the focus of our 
study.

Research design and methodology
We employed a survey methodology using a cross-sectional design that included ques-
tions regarding students’ perceptions and self-reported uses categorically and on a 
continuum, and which enabled macro-level analysis as well as comparison of different 
groups (Cohen et al., 2018; Creswell & Creswell, 2023). This research paper focuses on 
the quantitative survey items related to digital literacies and social media in undergradu-
ate learning, including whether differences may exist according to discipline or year of 
study. Approval for this study was obtained from the institutional Research Ethics Board, 
and in recognition of their time, participants could choose to enter a draw for a $40 gift 
card following the survey.

Setting, sample, and data collection

Participants were recruited from a public, undergraduate-only university in Western 
Canada. This medium-sized university emphasizes personalized learning opportunities 
through smaller class sizes and lower student-to-instructor ratios, with a focus on face-
to-face course delivery. This post-secondary institution integrates a General Education 
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program across the curriculum as a part of its degree requirements and had 10,112 full 
load equivalent students enrolled at the time of the survey.

The survey instrument was primarily composed of close-ended Likert-type questions 
to capture student perceptions and ratings, as well as several open-ended questions to 
enhance validity. Drawing on her prior experience creating a survey of undergraduates 
on similar topics, the first author designed and constructed the instrument. The second 
author, who was an undergraduate Research Assistant in the student population at the 
time (ineligible and excluded from completing the survey), then tested the survey and 
provided detailed feedback that helped refine the instrument prior to its circulation. 
As a part of the validation process, researchers consulted the literature and also sought 
feedback on the survey instrument and on overall planning considerations for the survey 
administration from experts in the university’s Office of Institutional Analysis and Plan-
ning, and from a Professor Emerita and Librarian with expertise and experience in the 
subject area and with the student population. Reliability tests showed consistency, with 
Cronbach’s alpha above 0.8 for the Likert-type scale items reported below.

To ensure our random sample was representative of the student population, we 
received permission to send our electronic survey invitation via the university’s Office 
of Institutional Research and Planning distribution system. Survey invitations were sent 
to a stratified random sample of 2500 students representative of the overall population 
in terms of gender identification, year of study (i.e., across all years), and programs (i.e., 
degree, diploma, etc.). In total, there were 496 survey participants, for a response rate of 
19.8% following data cleaning to remove missing or incomplete responses.

Data analysis

Survey items were analysed using descriptive and inferential statistical procedures 
within SPSS software. Likert-type scales ranged from 5 (e.g., strongly agree, a great deal, 
extremely competent, etc.) to 1 (strongly disagree, not at all, not at all competent), as well 
as an option to indicate “I don’t know.” As the treatment of Likert-type scales has been 
a topic of some debate in the literature (see, for example, Jamieson, 2004), in analys-
ing this data we conducted both a parametric and a corresponding non-parametric test 
and reported the most conservative p value (López et al., 2015; Polit, 2009). Effect sizes 
for all inferential tests, using Cramer’s V for chi-squared tests, Cohen’s d for t-tests, and 
partial eta-squared for one-way ANOVA tests, are also reported. Post-hoc tests (Bonfer-
onni, Tamhane’s T2, and Scheffe) were conducted to further analyse differences between 
groups.

Results
Undergraduate students (N = 496) from across disciplines participated in the survey: 
Humanities (including the Arts) and Social Sciences (N = 291, 59.1%), Health Sci-
ences (N = 105, 21.3%), Sciences (N = 72, 14.6%), and Open Programs (with no spe-
cific discipline or profession) (N = 24, 4.9%). Students participated across all years 
of study, from first year (N = 69, 13.9%), second year (N = 158, 31.9%), third year 
(N = 143, 28.8%), and fourth year (N = 126, 25.4%). While this was a relatively normal 
distribution, a lower number of first year students responded to the survey, possibly 
due to survey fatigue since another university-wide survey ran prior to this one. Most 
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respondents were between 20 and 25 years of age (N = 368, 77.4%), and in terms of 
gender identification, a small proportion of participants identified themselves as non-
binary (N = 2, 0.4%), with a greater proportion of participants identifying as female 
(N = 354, 71.7%) as compared to male (N = 138, 27.9%).

Undergraduate use of social media

Confirming results of prior research (Smith, 2016, 2017), a majority of students 
reported using social media in their university learning (N = 372, 75.2%), as well as 
in their everyday life (N = 459, 92.9%). For social media use in their everyday life, 
chi-square tests showed no statistically significant differences between credential 
type (i.e., earning a degree, diploma, or certificate), but did show significant differ-
ences between disciplinary categories (X2 (3, N = 490) = 19.90, Cramer’s V = 0.202, 
p < 0.001), year of study (X2 (3, N = 494) = 16.77, Cramer’s V = 0.184, p < 0.001), and 
gender (X2 (2, N = 492) = 14.35, Cramer’s V = 0.171, p = 0.002). In terms of discipli-
nary differences, more in the Health Sciences (N = 101, 96.2%) and the Humanities 
and Social Sciences (N = 274, 94.8%) indicated using social media in their everyday 
life than those in in the Sciences (N = 58, 80.6%). Additionally, a greater number of 
students in first year (N = 64, 94.1%), second year (N = 155, 98.1%), and third year 
(N = 133, 93.0%) indicated using social media in their everyday life than those in 
fourth year (N = 107, 85.6%). A significantly higher percentage of students identify-
ing as female (N = 338, 95.8%) as compared to male (N = 118, 86.1%) indicated that 
they use social media in their everyday life. However, differing from the responses for 
use of social media in everyday life, in their own university learning, chi-square tests 
showed no statistically significant differences for social media use according to disci-
plinary category, year of study, credential type, or gender, indicating that social media 
use for university learning is relatively constant across these groups.

Students who reported using social media in their learning were asked to rank the 
following activities in terms of their value. Overall, undergraduates placed the highest 
value on information searching, collaboration, information sharing, help seeking, dis-
cussion, and logistical functions (e.g., organizing materials, schedule management), 
as shown in Table 1.

The top types of social media that students overall reported using most in their eve-
ryday life were in the categories of social networking (e.g., Facebook, N = 376, 75.8%), 
image sharing (e.g., Flickr, Instagram, Pinterest, N = 363, 73.2%), Google Apps (e.g., 
Google Docs, N = 343, 69.2%), instant messaging or VOIP (e.g., Skype, Google Hang-
outs, WhatsApp, Snapchat, Discord, N = 334, 67.3%), video sharing (e.g., YouTube, 
N = 332, 66.9%), and file sharing (e.g., Dropbox, Google Drive, BitTorrent, N = 232, 
46.8%). Conversely, the top types of social media that students indicated using most 
in their university learning were in the categories of Google Apps (e.g., Google Docs, 
N = 336, 67.7%; as a note, this university has an institutional version of Google Apps 
for Education), file sharing (e.g., Dropbox, Google Drive, BitTorrent, N = 271, 54.6%), 
video sharing (e.g., YouTube, N = 222, 44.8%), instant messaging or VOIP (e.g., Skype, 
Google Hangouts, WhatsApp, Snapchat, Discord, N = 159, 32.1%), wikis (e.g., Wiki-
pedia, N = 194, 39.1%), and social networking (e.g., Facebook, N = 149, 30.0%).
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Table 1  Value of social media activities for learning

*Scale: (5) extremely valuable, (4) very valuable, (3) somewhat valuable, (2) not so valuable, and (1) not at all valuable

In your 
opinion, are 
the following 
social media 
activities 
valuable* 
for your 
university 
learning?

Mean (SD) Percent (N)

Extremely 
valuable

Very valuable Somewhat 
valuable

Not so 
valuable

Not at all 
valuable

Building 
relationships 
with peers 
(e.g., Facebook, 
LinkedIn)

3.61 (1.00) 19.5% (71) 36.7% (134) 32.1% (117) 8.5% (31) 3.3% (12)

Building 
relationships 
with instructors 
(e.g., Facebook, 
LinkedIn)

2.91 (1.18) 12.1% (44) 18.1% (66) 29.9% (109) 28.8% (105) 11.2% (41)

Looking for 
help from oth-
ers online

4.04 (0.92) 35.4% (128) 40.9% (148) 17.4% (63) 5.2% (19) 1.1% (4)

Searching for 
information 
online

4.63 (0.73) 74.3% (269) 18.0% (65) 5.2% (19) 1.7% (6) 0.8% (3)

Sharing 
information 
online with 
others (e.g., (re)
posting links 
to websites, 
articles)

4.04 (0.94) 38.1% (139) 34.8% (127) 21.4% (78) 4.7% (17) 1.1% (4)

Comment-
ing on online 
information

3.14 (1.17) 15.9% (58) 19.8% (72) 34.3% (125) 22.0% (80) 8.0% (29)

Creating media 
to share online 
(e.g., pictures, 
videos, music)

3.41 (1.23) 23.3% (85) 26.3% (96) 26.6% (97) 15.9% (58) 7.9% (29)

Collaborating 
with others to 
create things 
online (e.g., 
Google Docs)

4.66 (0.65) 74.5% (272) 18.9% (69) 5.2% (19) 1.1% (4) 0.3% (1)

Discussing 
ideas with oth-
ers online (e.g., 
messaging, 
forums)

4.17 (0.93) 45.2% (165) 33.7% (123) 15.1% (55) 5.2% (19) 0.8% (3)

Managing your 
own academic 
schedule

4.12 (1.08) 49.9% (182) 23.8% (87) 17.5% (64) 5.8% (21) 3.0% (11)

Practising what 
you are learn-
ing (e.g., digital 
simulations)

3.81 (1.11) 34.8% (127) 26.8% (98) 25.5% (93) 10.1% (37) 2.7% (10)

Organizing 
learning materi-
als (e.g., Google 
Drive)

4.55 (0.72) 64.1% (234) 29.0% (106) 5.2% (19) 0.5% (2) 1.1% (4)
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Digital literacies: students’ perceived needs, learning coverage, and abilities

When asked about the need for digital literacies, as shown in Table 2, a majority of stu-
dents agreed or strongly agreed that they need digital literacies for a range of activities 
in their learning, in their disciplinary or professional context, and in their daily lives. 
Conversely, few students reported learning a lot or a great deal about these same digi-
tal literacies. As Table 3 illustrates, a majority of students reported learning a moderate 
amount, a little, or not at all about these digital literacies in their undergraduate educa-
tion. Notably, while over three-quarters of students agreed or strongly agreed that they 
need digital literacies to effectively use social media, most reported not learning much 
about this in their undergraduate education.

Even though they reported not learning much about digital literacies, including those 
needed for social media, in their formal undergraduate education, most students rated 
themselves as being very or extremely competent in their own skills and abilities to effec-
tively use social media, as shown in Table 4. Interpretation of these findings, however, 
should also take into account that people (including students) generally tend to overrate 
their skills and abilities (Schlösser et al., 2013). There are some differences between the 
three DL domains, as students view themselves as being most competent in using social 
media technically and cognitively, providing somewhat lower ratings for their sociocul-
tural skills and abilities.

Trends for digital literacies by discipline

To determine whether there were differences between disciplines for students’ agree-
ment on the need for digital literacies, we conducted a one-way analysis of vari-
ance (ANOVA). The ANOVA showed significant differences between disciplinary 
groups in terms of needing digital literacies for their future profession or discipline 
(F(3,465) = 2.87, p = 0.036, η2 = 0.013), with the Bonferroni post-hoc test indicating that 
significant differences between students in the Sciences (M = 3.88, SD = 1.30) who pro-
vided much lower agreement compared to those in the Humanities and Social Sciences 

Table 2  Need for digital literacies

*Scale: (5) strongly agree, (4) agree, (3) neutral, (2) disagree, and (1) strongly disagree

Please indicate your 
level of agreement* 
with the following 
statements:

Mean (SD) Percent (N)

SA A N D SD I don’t know

I need digital literacies

 For functions in my 
everyday life

4.00 (1.00) 34.0% (161) 44.6% (211) 12.3% (58) 6.3% (30) 2.3% (11) 0.4% (2)

 To be an active 
citizen in my com-
munity

3.78 (1.01) 24.1% (114) 44.2% (209) 20.1% (95) 9.3% (44) 1.7% (8) 0.6% (3)

 To effectively use 
social media

4.07 (1.02) 36.4% (172) 46.0% (217) 10.2% (48) 4.2% (20) 1.5% (7) 1.7% (8)

 To be successful 
in my university 
learning

4.04 (1.05) 39.6% (187) 37.9% (179) 13.1% (62) 6.1% (29) 2.5% (12) 0.6% (3)

 For my future 
profession or 
discipline

4.17 (1.02) 44.8% (212) 37.6% (178) 11.4% (54) 3.2% (15) 1.3% (6) 1.7% (8)
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(M = 4.26, SD = 0.99): p = 0.036. Regarding students’ self-rated skills and abilities to 
effectively use social media, though post-hoc tests did not determine where particular 
disciplinary differences occurred, an ANOVA found significant differences between 
disciplinary groups regarding their sociocultural abilities: F(3,464) = 2.69, p = 0.046, 
η2 = 0.010.

We also conducted analyses to determine whether there were differences between 
disciplinary groups for how much they reported learning about digital literacies during 
their time at university. An ANOVA showed significant differences between disciplines 

Table 3  Amount learned about digital literacies

*Scale: (5) a great deal, (4) a lot, (3) a moderate amount, (2) a little, and (1) not at all

During your 
time at [this 
university], 
how much 
have you 
learned* 
about the 
following 
digital 
literacies?

Mean (SD) Percent (N)

A great deal A lot A moderate 
amount

A little Not at all I don’t know

Digital literacies that I need

 For 
functions 
in my eve-
ryday life

2.83 (1.19) 10.0% (47) 14.8% (70) 39.8% (188) 20.6% (97) 12.9% (61) 1.9% (9)

 To be an 
active 
citizen in 
my com-
munity

2.69 (1.26) 7.6% (36) 18.5% (87) 32.5% (153) 22.7% (107) 14.6% (69) 4.0% (19)

 To 
effectively 
use social 
media

2.54 (1.36) 9.6% (45) 15.5% (73) 26.1% (123) 20.4% (96) 25.1% (118) 3.4% (16)

 To be 
success-
ful in my 
university 
learning

3.34 (1.26) 19.5% (92) 28.5% (134) 31.0% (146) 10.6% (50) 8.3% (39) 2.12% (10)

 For my 
future 
profession 
or disci-
pline

3.16 (1.34) 18.3% (86) 24.8% (117) 28.0% (132) 15.7% (74) 10.0% (47) 3.2% (15)

Table 4  Self-rated abilities to use social media effectively

*Number and percentage of (4) very competent and (5) extremely competent responses

How would you rate your own skills and abilities to effectively use social 
media in the following areas?

Total N (n, %)* Mean (SD)

Technical abilities (e.g., skills for operating social media settings, profiles, accounts, 
etc.)

471 (354, 75.2%) 4.01 (0.90)

Cognitive abilities (e.g., critical thinking, information, learning how to learn about 
social media technologies)

472 (361, 76.5%) 3.97 (0.88)

Sociocultural abilities (e.g., understanding social and cultural contexts of interac-
tions on social media, etc.)

472 (335, 70.9%) 3.91 (0.97)
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regarding how much they learned about DL for being an active citizen in their com-
munity (F(3,464) = 4.01, p = 0.008, η2 = 0.002), for using social media (F(3,464) = 4.10, 
p = 0.007, η2 = 0.002), and for their future profession or discipline (F(3,464) = 2.95, 
p = 0.032, η2 = 0.005). In terms of learning about DL for being an active citizen in their 
community, Tamhane post-hoc tests illustrated that students in the Health Sciences 
(M = 2.44, SD = 1.22) reported learning significantly less than those in the Humanities 
and Social Sciences (M = 2.85, SD = 1.21), p = 0.031. Similarly, regarding the amount 
they learned about DL for using social media, Tamhane post-hoc tests illustrated that 
students in the Health Sciences (M = 2.26, SD = 1.22) again reported learning signifi-
cantly less than students in the Humanities and Social Sciences (M = 2.71, SD = 1.40), 
p = 0.018. When asked about learning DL for their future profession or discipline, 
Tamhane post-hoc tests showed that students in the Humanities and Social Sciences 
(M = 3.25, SD = 1.33) also indicated learning more than their counterparts in an Open 
Program (M = 2.50, SD = 1.22), p = 0.047.

Trends for digital literacies by gender and year of study

When examining responses according to year of study, ANOVA tests showed no signifi-
cant differences between student responses on their agreement regarding the need for 
digital literacies, nor were there significant differences on students’ self-rated skills and 
abilities to effectively use social media. However, an ANOVA did show significant dif-
ferences according to year of study for how much students reported learning about the 
digital literacies they need to function in their everyday life (F(3,468) = 2.68, p = 0.047, 
η2 = 0.019), to be an active citizen in their community (F(3,467) = 4.05, p = 0.007, 
η2 = 0.018), for using social media (F(3,467) = 3.18, p = 0.024, η2 = 0.009), to be success-
ful in their university learning (F(3,467) = 4.62, p = 0.003, η2 = 0.007), and for their future 
profession or discipline (F(3,467) = 3.31, p = 0.020, η2 = 0.021). Tamhane post-hoc tests 
indicated that differences largely occurred between first year students who reported 
learning significantly less about digital literacies than those in higher years of study, 
showing differences between first and fourth year students in particular. There was one 
exception to this overall pattern, as second year students (M = 3.53, SD = 1.20) reported 
learning more than third years (M = 3.12, SD = 1.25) about the DLs needed to be suc-
cessful in their university learning, p = 0.029.

While no significant differences according to gender were found regarding the amount 
students reporting learning about DL, or for students’ self-rated abilities to use social 
media effectively, a t-test examining how students rate the need for digital literacies 
found that, as compared to males (M = 3.89, SD = 1.14), female students (M = 4.14, 
SD = 0.93) provided significantly higher agreement that they need digital literacies to 
effectively use social media: t(467) = − 2.50, d = − 0.257, p = 0.013.

Summary of results

Results of the survey confirm prior research by showing the majority of undergraduate 
students use social media in their university learning and in their everyday lives. While 
the results do not show differences between groups for social media use in their own 
university learning, they did show significant differences between groups in students’ 
use of social media in their everyday lives. For example, students in Health Sciences and 
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the Humanities and Social Sciences reported higher use of social media in their every-
day lives versus those in the Sciences, and students in the Humanities and Social Sci-
ences also indicated higher agreement on the need for digital literacies for their future 
profession or discipline and generally reported learning more about digital literacies 
during their time at university. There were also differences for everyday use of social 
media between groups according to year of study, with lower use reported by fourth 
year students, and results also showed significant differences according to year of study 
for how much students reported learning about the digital literacies, with differences 
largely between those in early versus later years of study, and between first and fourth 
year students in particular. There were also differences for social media use in everyday 
life according to gender identification, with higher use indicated by females than males, 
and female students also provided significantly higher agreement that they need digital 
literacies to effectively use social media.

Results also highlight differences in the most common types of social media platforms 
students reported using in their everyday lives as compared to the ones they use in their 
university learning, suggesting that the affordances of social platforms play an impor-
tant role. When using social media in their own learning, the types of activities students 
placed the highest value on (Table 1) were information searching, collaboration, infor-
mation sharing, help seeking, discussion, and logistical functions (e.g., organizing mate-
rials, schedule management). While the majority of students agreed or strongly agreed 
that they need digital literacies to effectively use social media (Table 2), most reported 
not learning much about this in their undergraduate education (Table 3), and students 
provided lower ratings of their own efficacy with sociocultural (versus cognitive or tech-
nical) skills and abilities on social media (Table 4).

Discussion
Survey findings show that the majority of undergraduate students report use of social 
media in their learning and in their lives. Students’ use of specific types of social media 
are relatively consistent with prior research in this area (Smith, 2017), particularly 
regarding students’ use of video sharing websites such as YouTube, often to  (re)view 
subject-related content (Henderson et al., 2015). Students’ use of social networking plat-
forms such as Facebook in learning has decreased from previous studies, which may in 
part be explained by the higher use of image sharing social platforms such as Instagram. 
As described in the State of Social Media in Canada reported just after our survey was 
conducted, Instagram use largely increased (up 22%) while Facebook use declined (down 
11%) for those aged 18–24 (Gruzd & Mai, 2020), and this age group continues to be the 
dominant group (87%) on Instagram today (Mai & Gruzd, 2022).

Students value interaction and collaboration on social media

Results of this survey also show that undergraduates rated social media as being very 
valuable for many activities related to their learning, and reinforce Henderson et. al.’s 
(2015) findings that student engagement with digital technologies generally occurs in 
two areas: student logistics and student learning. Similar to Henderson et al.’s findings, 
students in our study placed higher value on traditional “transmission” activities, such as 
searching for information, whereas they placed lower value on media creation activities. 
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However, many of these activities also reflect self-regulated learning that is a core part of 
undergraduate education, and reinforce prior findings on students’ use of social media 
for help-seeking activities (Hayman et al., 2019).

Additionally, a notable finding is that students placed high value on social media for 
collaboration, discussion, sharing, and practise activities related to their learning, results 
that reinforce social constructivist aspirations of social media for learning beyond pas-
sive knowledge consumption, as articulated by Dron and Anderson (2014) among oth-
ers. In these ways, the findings from this study reflect similar patterns to results of a 
prior survey (Smith, 2017) regarding the usefulness of social media activities, especially 
regarding low ratings for using social media to build relationships with instructors 
online: only 12.9% of students strongly agreed with this in the prior study, quite similar 
to the 12.1% of students indicating social media is extremely valuable for this purpose in 
the current study. In previous research, student interviews and survey responses illus-
trated the prominence of social media for student–student and student–content interac-
tions, and less so for faculty–student interactions (Smith, 2016), a finding that appears to 
be congruent with our current research.

Self‑reported abilities with social media

Students rated themselves more highly in their technical and cognitive abilities, with 
somewhat lower ratings of their sociocultural DL, pointing to opportunities for develop-
ing university students’ sociocultural skills and abilities with social media in the curricu-
lum. In general, students rated themselves as being very or extremely competent users of 
social media. To understand these findings, we can look to research that has established 
that higher education students tend to overestimate their skills and abilities related to 
digital and information literacies (Jankowski et al., 2018; Mahmood, 2016; Morgan et al., 
2022). These high self-ratings may be explained by “the tendency for people to overrate 
their skill, expertise, and performance. People provide overinflated views of themselves 
in a variety of settings” (Schlösser et al., 2013, p. 86), a phenomenon often referred to as 
the Dunning–Kruger effect. Similarly, these findings may reflect self-enhancement bias, 
a tendency for people to give more favourable self-views than are objectively warranted 
(Weiner & Guenther, 2020, para. 1). Nonetheless, understanding student perceptions 
and self-rated abilities is important for many reasons, including their representation of 
the beliefs that often inform actions and motivations. As Mahmood (2016) describes, 
self-perceptions studies are one of the most popular ways of evaluating student skills 
since “[s]elf-efficacy, based on self-perceptions regarding particular behaviors, influences 
human functioning and is considered important for lifelong learning” (p. 200). Potential 
disconnects between students’ perceptions and application of their digital literacies in 
a variety of contexts is an area where undergraduate education can look to beneficially 
hone this self-efficacy.

Gaps between needs for and coverage of digital literacies

While students highly agreed that they need digital literacies, they reported being 
taught little about these digital literacies (including DL needed to effectively use social 
media), illustrating observable gaps between students’ needs and their experiences in the 
undergraduate curriculum. While some of these gaps could potentially be explained by 
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differences in discipline or may lessen somewhat as students progress through programs, 
consistent with the overall results shown in Table  3, students’ mean responses across 
all disciplinary groups and years of study still hovered at or below mid-scale, indicating 
they learned only a little or a moderate amount about digital literacies. These results 
are consistent with reports in research and practice identifying a need for greater cover-
age of digital literacies in the undergraduate curriculum. For example, a survey by the 
Canadian Digital Learning Research Association recently emphasized both faculty and 
student digital literacy as a challenge area (Johnson, 2022). Challenges for teaching DL 
in higher education have been further described by Cohen and Hewitt (2019) as follows:

Regardless, instruction in digital literacy acquisition is often inconsistent, both from 
campus to campus and even among students on the same campus. On top of that, 
many faculty do not integrate digital skills in the context of their subject or disci-
pline because they are not comfortable with technology themselves, nor do they have 
the time in their courses to cover this area. (para. 6)

These inconsistencies in covering digital literacies within disciplinary contexts was 
reinforced in our findings. For instance, students within the Humanities and Social Sci-
ences often reported greater coverage of these topics than students in other disciplines, 
such as those in the Health Sciences. While it is somewhat unsurprising that program 
areas in the Humanities and Social Sciences, including Arts, Business, and Communica-
tions (e.g., Journalism, Information Design, Public Relations, etc.), may integrate topics 
related to social media within their curriculum, areas within the Health Sciences, includ-
ing Nursing and Midwifery, also typically have professional standards around social 
media use that are just as critical (Smith et al., 2020). When considering the disciplinary 
and professional needs for digital literacies across areas, as well as bridging students’ 
academic needs with those present in their everyday lives, addressing such DL gaps and 
inconsistencies becomes imperative.

Additionally, findings from the first author’s prior research (Smith, 2016, 2017) of 
undergraduate perceptions of social media in their learning found that students them-
selves expressed a need to further understand specifically why and how certain social 
media technologies should (or can) be used for learning in meaningful ways, and had 
underscored the importance of including digital literacies as a part of a comprehensive 
undergraduate education, particularly in ways that foster their abilities for integrating 
beneficial aspects of social media and mitigating the drawbacks. All of this points to a 
need to actively foster development of DL for students’ learning and for their everyday 
lives in ways that reflect digital citizen attributes (Blaj-Ward & Winter, 2019) as an itera-
tive, cyclical, lifelong process.

Within the undergraduate setting, DL initiatives can therefore aim to strike a balance 
between building knowledge and skills within disciplinary coursework (Nelson et  al., 
2011) and as a part of broader interdisciplinary or transdisciplinary learning experi-
ences. Within such educational initiatives, particular attention should also be paid to 
better supporting first-year students who reported learning significantly less about digi-
tal literacies than those in upper years of study. To address continued gaps in meeting 
students’ needs for digital literacies within the undergraduate curriculum, DL should 
ideally be embedded within specific disciplinary and professional contexts, as well as 
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overarching curriculum initiatives, such as General Education programs. And while 
some library initiatives may incorporate aspects of digital literacy as a part of their infor-
mation literacy (IL) instruction, these are often short, one-time (also known as “one-
shot”) sessions, and these time-constraints mean such instruction often cannot provide 
the in-depth coverage that complex DL topics require. Wider educational and profes-
sional development opportunities building DL for faculty educators and other instruc-
tional staff across the university, and in turn for students, therefore provide fruitful 
ground to grow individual and organizational digital literacies.

As an example of such educational development initiatives within our own institu-
tional context, experts from our university’s teaching and learning centre and library 
partnered to create a workshop for educators on disinformation, “Teaching Students 
about Fake News: Curriculum Strategies for Navigating Bias and False Content Online.” 
The goal was building individual and institutional awareness of digital literacies and 
extending the reach of instructional support for DL across campus (Sharun & Smith, 
2020). This workshop helped to forge connections with educators from different disci-
plines and opened-up opportunities for further one-on-one consultations with faculty 
about DL in their courses. This example and others like it show possibilities for benefi-
cially integrating disciplinary and transdisciplinary DL approaches, ideally in ways that 
reach across years of study, to allow for both breadth and depth of coverage. As Cook et. 
al. (2023) assert in reference to future preparedness, “universities can better support the 
development of teachers’ digital competence through practical operationalisations that 
connect technical and pedagogical knowledge” (p. 1), which requires ongoing education 
and professional development.

Working toward digital equity

In this study, students identifying as female indicated significantly higher agreement 
regarding the need for digital literacies to effectively use social media. Canadian stud-
ies have shown that young people (aged 18–24) are large users of social media, and that 
“social media is more popular with women than it is with men” (Gruzd & Mai, 2020, p. 
4), though there is variation according to gender for specific social platform use. These 
gender trends are consistent with reports in other countries (see, for example, the recent 
Pew Research Center report by Auxier & Anderson, 2021). Our results likewise show 
gender differences, with a significantly more female students indicating they use social 
media in their everyday life, though results do not show gender differences for overall 
use of social media in undergraduate learning.

Notably, not only did female students in this study report higher everyday use of social 
media, but they also rated their need for digital literacies to effectively use social media as 
being significantly higher than male students. As Sainz reminds us, it is crucial to reflect 
upon and respond to the “differences between men and women in the digital uses and com-
petencies acquired” (Vilá, 2021, para. 11), since they are a type of digital gender gap present-
ing a variety of social and economic impacts that put women at risk of being left behind. 
Further highlighting a need to close this gap (also known as the digital gender divide), a 
report by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), which 
illustrated gender differences in digital literacy, cautioned that a lack of education is one 
of the key factors that “curtail women and girls’ ability to benefit from the opportunities 
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offered by the digital transformation” (OECD, 2018, p. 5). To address the underlying causes 
of this gender gap, Davaki’s (2018) recommendations include providing capacity-building 
opportunities that build literacies through participatory training. Those within and beyond 
higher education must therefore recognize, as Meyerhoff Nielsen and Erhi Makpor (2021) 
concluded in their comprehensive review, that “a large global digital gender gap persists….
[illustrated in] a disturbing presence of inequalities” (p. 127), issues where the development 
of digital literacies are of vital importance.

In light of this, developing curriculum in ways that address such gaps across marginalized 
groups is urgently needed: any future for digital literacy development in the undergraduate 
curriculum must be done in ways that promote digital equity, including and beyond aspects 
of gender. Working towards digital equity also means meaningfully advancing digital inclu-
sion of those who have been marginalized across a range of social, economic, cultural, and 
political contexts, where an intersectional approach that considers different dimensions 
of identity, inequality, and marginality brings value (Alper et al., 2016). As an example, the 
National Digital Inclusion Alliance recommends creating a strong digital inclusion ecosys-
tem that includes “multilingual digital literacy and digital skill trainings that meet the com-
munity’s needs” (n.d., para. 2), in collaboration with community members. In working to 
address a community’s diverse needs for digital equity and inclusion in collaboration and 
partnership with community members (such as students) themselves, embedding an asset-
oriented (rather than deficit-based) ethos congruent with an intersectional approach (Alper 
et al., 2016) can support participatory educational opportunities that aim to build empow-
erment through digital literacies.

Limitations and further research
While a random stratified sample was appropriate for the purpose of our study, we note 
that this sample was intended to be representative of the setting from which it was drawn. 
We have worked to ensure a robust research design and have used rigourous data collec-
tion and analysis strategies, though we also acknowledge common limitations of survey 
research (e.g., possibilities of nonresponse or measurements errors, response bias, etc.), 
including some researchers’ critiques that pre-determined survey items may over-simplify 
complex realities. As such, there is an opportunity for future research on the phenome-
non in this study using other research methods and methodologies, including different 
research designs and sample types, particularly those within qualitative and mixed meth-
ods of inquiry. We also recognize the differences between student perceptions of their own 
learning and other measures (e.g., external metrics, observable changes) of student learning 
performance, both individually and at an institutional level, and this is an area worthy of 
additional research. Finally, our research data was collected just months before the COVID-
19 pandemic, and while pandemic-related impacts are beyond the scope of our current 
research, there is an opportunity for future research to consider any changes to and impli-
cations for the issues at hand during and after the pandemic.

Conclusion
Digital literacies, particularly those required for social media, will only continue to 
increase in importance as digital technologies continue to permeate our lives and our 
teaching and learning environments. As illustrated in this study’s findings, those in 
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higher education must work to close an observable gap between the high importance 
that students place on digital literacies required for their learning and their lives as com-
pared to the lack of coverage about these topics students reported receiving in their 
undergraduate education. There is a clear opportunity to increase coverage of digital lit-
eracies within specific courses and across the curriculum in ways that build knowledge 
and application of essential procedural and technical, cognitive, and sociocultural com-
petencies within and beyond social media spaces. Efforts to foster and promote digi-
tal literacies must take into account specific disciplinary and professional contexts, as 
well as opportunities for interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary learning, such as those 
within General Education programs. Educational and professional development initia-
tives with faculty and other instructional staff across the university are also crucial. To 
fend off the potential for self-enhancement bias, DL initiatives should aim to authenti-
cally build self-efficacy, and work to realize opportunities to further digital equity via 
critical engagement.

When seen as a part of a cyclical lifelong learning process, DL initiatives can aim to 
proactively meet the needs of students, and of their educators, in continually developing 
and applying digital literacies. The affordances of social media that students value for 
collaboration, discussion, information finding and sharing, and practise activities related 
to their learning can enable interactive, critical engagement and participatory interac-
tion. Our findings highlight the importance of facilitating digital literacies in ways that 
are carefully and thoughtfully embedded to allow for an adequate breadth and depth of 
coverage in the curriculum.
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