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Abstract. 
Social media usage in nursing education is limited and the active use of various new developed learning environments are left behind. The purpose of this research was to survey second-year nursing students’ social media usage in studies and in their free time. The research was also interested to know students' interest and skill level in using different social media applications. The research presented a descriptive survey research design. The data was collected from second-year nursing students (
	
		
			
				𝑛
				=
				1
				5
				0
			

		
	
) through electronic and paper questionnaire in 2012. The questionnaire contained 20 structured questions and was analyzed statistically. The response rate was 61.4%. Students used social media applications more in their free time than in their studies. The most used applications in studies were an e-learning environment. Web video and online community services were the most used applications in their free time. The least used application was online games, in studies and in free time. Students were evaluated as having an excellent skill level in using social media, and they felt that the social media application was interesting. The relationship between age and application skill level was statistically significant. Younger students had better skills in using social media applications than older students.


1. Introduction
Social media in nursing education has been seen to have great potential [1, 2]. Usage of social media, defined as information networks and information technology that utilizes a form of communication dealing with interactive and user-generated content and creating and maintaining relationships between people, is increasingly expanding [1, 3]. Eighty percent of Americans and Canadians use the Internet, and between 70 and 80% of these users seek health information through this medium. In Europe in 2012, almost half of all adults (48%) used social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter [1, 4]. Social media usage in education has increased 21.3% from 2012 to 2013 [5].
Individuals use blogs, Twitter, and other social networking sites to communicate both personally and professionally with others [5]. Different kinds of social media tools are used to share documents, work in groups, and learn from videos, which are good applications to use in schools [1, 6]. According to previous research, 53% of nursing schools reported using social media applications, and Twitter has been used in critical care simulations [7]. The most well-known social media applications in education are Facebook, Twitter, different kinds of blogs, and Second Life [1, 5, 6, 8, 9].
Social media is considered as developing communication skills among students and also between students and faculty [1, 10, 11]. Social media enables group learning [1, 5, 10, 11] and develops social skills relevant to nursing. Social skills are developed by social media, which enable students to communicate together not depending on the time and place [12]. Students highlighted the strengths of social media, such as flexible learning and more self-determination. According to previous studies, social media has been seen as cost- and time-effective [13–16].
Despite the advantages of social media, it has also been criticized. Social media is seen as the only place to present PowerPoint slides, and old teaching methods were seen to be more motivational than social media [17]. In addition, studies have highlighted an increase in student’s responsibility for learning when teaching is transferred to the social network for execution. Students even hoped that teaching should be organized so that difficult courses were organized in classrooms and easier courses through social media [12, 18]. Other difficulties have also been seen, such as difficulties in using computers when using social media in nursing education. But it has also been shown that, when developing teaching methods and when students get familiar with social media, such problems have been solved [10]. Responsibility, independent work, and decision-making skills are the skills that are emphasized in nursing and for which social media applications provide opportunities [12, 19, 20].
The use of social media applications allows students to integrate resources and enable students’ different strengths. Social media creates new types of teaching method opportunities but will also provide new opportunities for the application of the old methods. Social media’s one of the most significant advantages is that the required information is quickly accessible and peer support and learning through social media is possible. Social media applications give extensive opportunities to be involved in both national and international operations, thus developing nursing [5, 12, 13, 19].
When social media usage numbers are increasing, more new learning environments are also being built [1, 7]. Nowadays, students have smartphones and tablet computers that could be used to support learning. These students are considered to be digital natives, and new technologies are a normal part of their lives. Even though there are lots of different learning environments being built, the active use and development of those are left behind. More efficient use should be taken seriously as educational technology opportunities to meet the needs of development in teaching. The usability of these methods should also be evaluated [21]. The usage could be developing in a student-centred fashion where those digital native student views of social media usage are justified to be researched. Previous studies show that social media is becoming a part of education and how we teach and learn in the healthcare field [1, 5, 7].
Despite a rather large amount of research published in the field of social media, it seems to be a lack of the nursing students’ perspective on social media usage in their studies and in their free time. It is important to understand nursing students’ ability to engage with and interest in social media, in order to assess the potential for its use in teaching methods.
2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Purpose
The purpose of this research was to survey second-year nursing students’ social media application usage in their studies and in their free time. The ultimate goal was to gather knowledge to develop the use of social media in nursing education in Finland. Six research questions were answered.(1)What social media applications do students use in their studies?(2)What social media applications do students use in their free time?(3)How often do they use social media applications in their studies?(4)How often do they use social media applications in their free time?(5)What are the student’s interests in social media?(6)What are the student’s social media application skill levels?
2.2. Sample
Descriptive survey research design was used with a purposively selected sample of all second-year nursing students (
	
		
			
				𝑁
				=
				2
				4
				4
			

		
	
) at a particular polytechnic faculty of health care and nursing in Finland. All second-year nursing students were selected because, when viewing the curriculum, second-year students had worked with social media more than first- and third-year students. The first-year students did not have any experience, and the third-year students only had a lot of clinical practice in hospital sectors and it was difficult to reach those students.
2.3. Data Collection
The data were collected in autumn 2012 using both electronic and paper/pencil data collection methods. The questionnaire was sent electronically to 59 students, and the paper questionnaire was delivered to 185 students. Both the electronic and paper questionnaires were used because some of the students were doing their practice period, which made it impossible to reach them with a paper questionnaire.
Data were collected using a questionnaire based on the Laitinen and Rissanen [22] research, “Do you know how to wiki/Report on the use of social media in the university sector?” which measured the respondents’ social media usage experience. The questionnaire was modified from the original questionnaire to be usable in nursing education. The permission for utilizing and the form was obtained from the developers.
The modified questionnaire consisted of 20 items, divided into three parts. The first part consisted of student background information: gender, education, and age.
The second part asked about students’ use of social media applications in studies and in their free time. Eight various social media applications were listed: blogs, image distribution, e-learning environment, online community services, web video, network communication tools, communal writing, and online games. Students estimated their social media application usage using a 4-point scale (monthly, weekly, daily, or no use), both in studies and in free time separately.
The third part consisted of eight items measuring students’ interest towards social media applications (five items) and student’s thoughts about application development (two items). In the third part, students also evaluated their application skill level (one item) on a structured school scale (4 to 10).
2.4. Data Analysis
Data were analysed with statistical methods using SPSS 19 statistics software. The target range of indicators (age, gender, and previous education) was analyzed using descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages, means, and SD). Age was categorized into five categories.
Students’ use of social media applications in their free time and in their studies was viewed using the frequency and percentage of the variables. Students’ use of social media applications and experience were examined for categorical variables. The results were analyzed using the percentage distribution.
Social media applications’ interest, importance, and application skill level was viewed with Finnish school grades (scale 4–10; 4 = lowest skill level; 10 = highest skill level). According to Laitinen and Rissanen’s [22] research, the variables were divided into three categories for easier analysis: low interest, low importance, and moderate skill level (grades 4–6); interesting, importance, and good skill level (grades 7-8); very interested, very important, and commendable skill levels (grades 9-10). The results were analyzed using percentage distributions and background variables associated with the social media application skill level with a correlation coefficient.
2.5. Ethical Considerations
Good scientific practice was followed throughout the research [23]. Approval to conduct the research was obtained from the particular university of applied sciences. An ethics committee opinion was not needed because the responses to a questionnaire were voluntary, the respondents were adults, and there was no risk to cause harm to the respondents through the research.
Answering the questionnaire was voluntary. Respondents agreed to participate after receiving written and oral information about the research. Answering the questionnaire was assumed to indicate informed consent to participate.
After responding to the paper questionnaire, the identification of individual students’ responses was not possible because all answer sheets were submitted by the respondents in a sealed envelope. Responding to electronic forms was returned anonymously to the researcher. All information was processed confidentially.



3. Results
3.1. Participants
A total of 150 second-year nursing students responded to the survey. The total response rate was 61.4%.
The majority (92%) of the students were women, their mean age was 24 years (SD 5 years, median 22, and range 19–52), and they were educated mainly (82%) in high school (Table 1).
Table 1: Background variables.
	

	Background variables	
	
		
			

				𝑛
			

		
	
	%
	

	Gender	Male	11	8 
	Female	139	92
	

	Age	19–25	122	81 
	26–32	21	14
	33–39	1	1 
	40–46	5	3 
	47–53	1	1 
	

	Degree	High school	123	82
	Vocational college	14	9
	No reply	13	9
	



3.2. Social Media Application Usage in Studies and in Free Time
Nursing students used social media applications differently in their studies. Looking at the use of social media in studies of each 4-point scale together, the most used application in studies was in the e-learning environment. 95% of the students were using the e-learning environment in their studies. Of these students, almost half (45%) were using the e-learning environment in their studies monthly. And almost one-fifth of the students reported that they use the e-learning environment in their studies daily. The second-used application in studies was communal writing. The daily and weekly usages were almost the same as in the e-learning environment. Only the monthly usage was lower (31%). Online community services were the third most used in studies. 59% of the students responded that they use different online community services in their studies. Daily usage (26%) was two times greater than the e-learning environment and almost three times greater than communal writing. In addition, weekly (25%) online community services were used more than the e-learning environment.
The least used applications in studies were online games. The majority (98%) of students responded that they are not using the applications at all in their studies (Table 2).
Table 2: Social media applications in studies and in free time.
	

	Application	In studies (%)	In free time   (%)
	

	Blogs	Monthly	7	22
	Weekly	0	14
	Daily 	1	20
	Do not use	92	43
	

	Image distribution	Monthly	2	17
	Weekly	1	8
	Daily 	1 	6
	Do not use	96	69
	

	E-learning environment	Monthly	45	9
	Weekly	37	18
	Daily 	13	1
	Do not use	5	73
	

	Online community services	Monthly	8	4
	Weekly	25	7
	Daily 	26	84
	Do not use	42	5
	

	Web video	Monthly	40	16
	Weekly	9	42
	Daily 	1	38
	Do not use	50	3
	

	Network communication tool	Monthly	8	25
	Weekly	3	15
	Daily 	1	7
	Do not use	89	53
	

	Communal writing	Monthly	31	24
	Weekly	39	35
	Daily 	10	18
	Do not use	20	23
	

	Online games	Monthly	1	1
	Weekly	1	1
	Daily 	0	3
	Do not use	98	95
	



In their free time, nursing students used different social media tools. Online community services and web videos were the most-used applications in free time. 95% of the students responded that they use online community services, and 96% of the students responded that they use web videos in their free time. The majority (84%) of the students were using different online community services daily in free time, while web videos were less than half of that (38%). Web videos were more used on a weekly basis (42%). The third most-used application in free time was communal writing. 77% of the students responded that they are using communal writing in their free time. Communal writing was most used on a weekly basis (35%).
In students’ free time, online games were used the least. 95% of the students responded that they do not use the application at all (Table 2).
When comparing social media application use in studies and in students’ free time, some differences were found. Blogs were used more in students’ free time than in studies. For example, in the students’ daily free time, blogs were twenty times more used in studies. Image distribution was used more in students’ free time than in studies (Table 2).
The e-learning environment was used more in studies than in students’ free time. Over half (73%) reported that they do not use the e-learning environment in their free time, while only 5% reported that they do not use the e-learning environment in their studies. Even though online community services were much used both in studies and in free time, the daily usage in students’ free time was one-third more used than in studies (Table 2).
Web videos and different network communication tools were used more in students’ free time than in studies. Even though the network communication tools were used more in students’ free time, over half (53%) reported that they do not use these applications at all (Table 2).
3.3. Student’s Interest in Social Media and Application Skill Level
Almost half of the students (49%) had participated in a course that had utilized social media applications. The majority (82%) of students felt that the learning experiences had been positive. Even though 51% of students stated that they were not involved in courses that used social media applications, 69% of them reported that they would benefit from social media application use.
Students were also asked about the use of social media opportunities. In students’ opinions on the execution of the nursing training online game, over half (57%) stated that they did not want to perform nursing training with an online game, but over one-third (35%) of the students would consider carrying out training through a network. The majority (72%) of students felt that they would benefit from the part of the course that utilized the applications, and 18% of the students felt that they would not benefit from using the applications at all.
Social media applications were considered relatively interesting. Almost one-fifth (17%) of the students showed only a slight interest for social media applications. The majority (76%) of the students considered applications interesting. One-third (34%) of the students felt the importance of social media applications was minimal, but more than half (57%) experienced recovery applications as significant. Almost half the students (41%) estimated their social media application skill level as excellent (9-10) (Table 3).
Table 3: Summary of social media applications’ interest, importance, and skill level.
	

	Skill level	Interest	Importance	Skill level
	

	School scale	% (
	
		
			

				𝑛
			

		
	
)	% (
	
		
			

				𝑛
			

		
	
)	% (
	
		
			

				𝑛
			

		
	
)
	

	4–6	17 (12)	34 (49)	11 (16) 
	7-8	76 (55)	57 (83)	48 (69) 
	9-10	7 (5)	9 (13)	41 (60) 
	No reply	4 (6)	5 (3)	5 (3)
	



The correlation coefficient of view and the application skill level had as a statistically significant link between social media applications, as well as the interest in the significance level (
	
		
			
				𝑃
				<
				0
				.
				0
				1
			

		
	
). The results showed that the students themselves believed they have a good skill level overall in regard to social media application usage but that no specific measure can be independently verified. The level of expertise varies with age. The level of expertise seems to also affect how important students see the use of social media in their studies.
Looking at the relationship between age and application skill level, the age and skill level of the application was statistically significant at the significance level (
	
		
			
				𝑃
				=
				0
				.
				0
				0
				2
			

		
	
). In general, the younger students (age < 26 years) have better skills to use social media applications than the older students. Other background variables were not seen as having a statistically significant association.
4. Discussion
The results showed that although social media applications were seen in studies as interesting, the use of applications was rare comparing to the use of free time. For example, the use of blogs was substantially higher in free time than in studies. The e-learning environment was the exception to this. It was the most-used application in studies and it was used more often in studies than in free time. Although the e-learning environment (in this case Moodle) is used in nursing education from the very first days and everyone logs onto it at the beginning of the studies, it was surprising that only 13% of the students said they used it daily in their studies. More surprising was the fact that up to 5% of the students reported that they did not use Moodle at all in their studies.
Facebook was seen as an application whose use should be added to nursing studies. Facebook would be a natural channel for communication and sharing of materials, comparing it to Moodle. Also in earlier studies, Facebook was seen as an important media for students. In particular, Facebook was considered to be a good tool to keep a connection with other students [9]. Furthermore, Facebook allows adding web videos and having conversations with others.
Even though social media is still little used in nursing education, this research showed that some social media applications that students use in their free time are also used in nursing education. For example, communal writing was also used in studies and in students’ free time. Some previous studies have shown that wikis are the top platforms used [20]. Still, there are those applications (blogs, e.g.) that are only used in students’ free time, but their possibilities in education have not been seen, according to this research. According to previous research social media supports learning and there is a need to increase its usage in studies. Teachers should be more aware of what social media applications are used by students and how they are used. For example, there are a lot of good web videos that can be used in teaching and they may motivate students to search for more information concerning the subject being learned. A teacher should always evaluate the videos before they use them during lessons.
The results showed that the students themselves are estimated to have good skills to use of the social media applications. The students were willing to use social media applications in their studies. Although students are interested and reported a high importance level for different social media applications, there are still students whose skill level or interest is not very high so it is not even possible for them to use different kinds of social media applications. According to the results, 18% of the students felt that they would not benefit from using the applications at all. Also students may be highly skilled using one application but novices on another. For example there can be active Facebook users or bloggers who do not have any experience of Twitter or Instagram use.
According to previous studies [1, 10–12, 18], social media has had both a positive and a negative effect in the classroom. The results show that students already have the experience and knowledge to use different kinds of social media applications in their studies. The results gave encouragement to use social media applications as teaching methods in nursing education. Furthermore, social media could increase the student-centred option. By using these different social media applications, we can also assess which applications are the best to use in nursing education. We should also be aware of those applications that had a negative effect. Teachers should also evaluate the usability of social media applications as well as all digital learning material [1, 21, 24].
The students also have negative preconceptions about social media, which can result in a low application skill level. In general, the older age also has a statistically significant effect on the social media skill level. It is necessary to pay attention to the students’ skill level when using different social media applications because low application level could affect students’ motivation and how interesting and important they feel social media and its applications. In particular, the level of students’ knowledge of how to use social media applications’ in education should be paid attention to in order to ensure that the studies are motivating and would improve learning outcomes through achieved motivation. Older students view about social media usage should be also researched.
Social media has been seen as a platform that can assist teachers to help students gain a greater understanding of what is being taught [1]. Still, this research shows that social media usage in studies is not as used as much as in students’ free time. Furthermore, there are already lots of different pedagogical possibilities to use social media in studies. For example, different communal tools could change to keep in contact with the students when they are doing their practice periods in a hospital. Different blogs are a great way to learn from others, to reflect, to share stories, and to connect with people.
Different social media applications require different skills from teachers, both technological skills and pedagogical skills, in order to utilize social media in teaching. It has been seen that the lack of familiarity with technology has been a reason for the delay using social media applications in nursing schools [1, 24]. The training of teachers must therefore include more training in social media usability. This is one way to enable an increase in social media utilization in nursing education. Teachers should be more creative and courageous to use different social media applications [24] and in this way to incorporate these tools into their instruction can build their confidence with employing technology. This impacts students as well. Students are encouraged to be active participants in teaching and in their learning which creates a more motivated way to learn.
Study Limitations. There are some limitations related to the validity and reliability of the research. The questionnaire was based on a previously used international questionnaire [11] and it has also been previously used in Finland, modified to be suitable in the Finnish context and culture. But the reliability of the questionnaire has not been measured, and this may weaken the reliability of the research. Moreover, the questionnaire has been modified, and by doing so, it was sought to build a clear and concise entity to answer the research questions. The modified questionnaire was piloted, and no changes were made to the questionnaire. This increases the validity of the research.
Furthermore, the sample could have had an impact on the research results and their generalizability. The sample is only from one university of applied sciences in Finland. Because the response rate was good (61.4%), it allows for a reliable generalization, however, for a broader group, and, moreover, the respondents had the typical characteristics of nursing students. Also excluding students with less experience of social media usage is likely to significantly affect these research findings.
Because the researcher did not have possibility to collect all the data by self, that may have affected to the scarcity of information about the research. Written instruction had been given for all teachers who were collecting the questionnaires.
5. Conclusion
Based on this research, the various social media applications were seen as generally interesting and necessary to use in nursing education.
Social media creates possibilities to share information and to develop communication skills. Working together via social media nationally and internationally, it can lead to innovative solutions to transform old methods and ways of thinking. This requires educators to be innovative and to engage in new methods for their education. Social media can be the potential for further use (based particularly on current use during students’ free time) to provide cost- and time-effective nursing education. Social media is free, easy-to-use, which has now permeated so much of daily life that brings with it the opportunity to enhance learning, participation, communication, and engagement.
The development of education should be student-centred. Student orientation is an important point that should be paid special attention to in the development of education. To develop education student-centered further research is required to identify the most widely used applications. Even though social media applications are widely used in free time, it needs different kinds of skill levels not only from teachers but also from students to use these applications in studies. Social media enables students to work independently, but it also allows extensive networks between students. The utilization of technology in education should be understood as an opportunity, not just the technology itself. In this way, we can enable deep learning and learning development.
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