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Abstract. This study examines the relationship between international students’
movement and their digital transition on Twitter. By using the Twitter API, timelines
for 17 Saudi students studying in the UK were retrieved. An in-depth qualitative
content analysis for these accounts was conducted for a two year period, before and
after their move. The study identified a transition in the students’ timelines on Twitter
in terms of what they post. This was usually characterized by an increase in posts
related to (1) the UK and international contexts and (2) academic and language topics.
The analysis also revealed that social media can play a positive role by providing
students with needed information and supporting them to develop their English
language. This study successfully identified a form of digital transition on Twitter that
students go through and highlighted the positive role of social media in the students’
overall transition experience. This research serves as a good foundation for future
researchers interested in the transition and digital technologies or social media.

Keywords: International Students, International Students’ Transition, Social Media,
Social Media Analysis, Saudi Arabia, UK.

1 Introduction

For many international students, their transition to studying abroad is a major life event
that involves multiple social, cultural and personal changes [1,2]. A number of previous
studies have highlighted the importance of social media in international students’ life
abroad. Some researchers [3—5] have focused on social media and social connections
and communications, others have been more concerned with the social media and its
role in the cultural adjustment for students [6,7]. However, the relationship between
students’ physical movement and changes in digital habits is not fully understood.

In this context, by applying an in-depth qualitative content analysis to the Twitter
timelines of Saudi students coming to the UK, this study aims to contribute to
knowledge by exploring the digital transition of international students.



2 Literature review

Moving up to a new level of study, e.g. to undergraduate or postgraduate level, is a
challenging experience. However, for international students, it is more complex
because they have to adapt to a new society, environment and culture in addition to
adapting to new academic expectations [1,2,8—10]. During their transition, international
students may have the experience of feeling depressed, anxious, lonely and lost [11,12].
It is a multi-dimensional movement involving a range of changes, psychological,
educational, social and cultural [1].

Due to their increased need of social support and communication [13], international
students tend to spend more time than home students on social media [14]. They find
social media very helpful in seeking academic and information about day-to-day affairs.
They also find it useful in maintaining ties with their home country and creating new
ones in the host country. Positive impact has also been reported about social media’s
role in facilitating cultural and academic integration with the new society and academic
environment [15-17]. However, although most researchers in this field have identified
positive roles for social media, other negative affects also need to be acknowledged. Li
and Ito [18] claimed that in international students’ experience of study abroad, social
media can distract them and isolate them from the new society. Furthermore, students’
academic achievement can be negatively affected by its uncontrolled use [19].

Digital transition on social media can involve various forms of changes, such as
change in the posted content, frequency of posting, sentiment of posting or even change
of platform. Various studies have been conducted in the area of international students
and social media [e.g.13,15,16,18-20]. However, the research reported here makes a
distinctive contribution by investigating the relationship between students’ physical
movement and their use of social media. It goes beyond investigating the pros and cons
of social media during transition to investigating whether there is a digital transition on
Twitter associated with their physical movement. It achieves this aim by applying
qualitative content analysis on Saudi international students’ timelines on Twitter.

Thus, this study seeks to contribute to the existing body of knowledge by (1)
examining whether students have a digital transition on Twitter, and (2) exploring the
shift in content that they post on Twitter and (3) investigating the role of social media
in the students’ transition experience. It seeks to answer the following questions:

1. Do international students make a transition in their posted content on Twitter

during their transition?

2. What types of change in posts do international students make during their

transition?

3. Does Twitter help international students in their overall transition to study

abroad?



3 Methodology

This work is part of a larger research project combining interviews of Saudi students
coming to the UK with a qualitative content analysis of their Twitter timelines [20—22].
Participants were selected randomly and asked to provide their Twitter usernames. This
paper will make a focus on the second of these.! Three main steps were followed in this
method: (1) collection of usernames, (2) tweets collection and (3) data analysis.

The corpus analysed in this study was the timelines of posted tweets of 17 Saudi
international students in the UK. Twitter is one of the most frequently used platforms
in Saudi Arabia [23]. Tweets were collected from one year before students move to the
UK until one year after their arrival. The reasons for including tweets at the stage before
they arrived were (1) because students’ transition may start before they physically move
and (2) to be able to make a comparison between the before and after periods. The
reason for restricting tweets to one year after arrival is that different students have
different periods after their arrival, therefore, restricting the time to one year after
arrival ensured consistency between participants.

Since the data was to be manually coded, a data sampling technique was needed. A
formula for data sampling called Slovin’s Formula was used. This formula is commonly
used by researchers to estimate random sampling size with a countable population [24].
It was applied for each student individually and the size of sampled tweets for all
students was 3459 tweets.

Content analysis is an effective analysis technique that can be applied as a research
method in quantitative and qualitative studies [25,26]. Eight steps recommended by
Zhang and Wildemuth [27] to apply a qualitative content analysis were followed. The
analysis focused on the subject of the messages (tweets). It was carried out by the first
author of this study. An intercoder reliability test with another coder was applied and
resulted in 88.9% agreement, which is a reliable percentage [28].

4 Findings

The qualitative content analysis of the students’ timelines resulted in identifying the
following ten types of posts: (1) academic related topics, (2) social and cultural topics,
(3) everyday life arrangements, (4) language related topics, (5) Saudi news and trends,
(6) UK news and trends, (7) international news and trends, (8) religious expressions
and prayers, (9) maxims and quotes and (10) emotional expressions.?

As regards identifying a shift in posted content, which is the focus of this study, it
was found that most students have a shift in their Twitter content after they go to the
host country. Two general patterns were noticed in the tweet analysis: (1) a shift to

! However, data from the interviews will be used to explain some findings from
Twitter.

2 Only some codes which generated the shift in content were considered in this study,
other codes will be useful to answer other digital transition questions in future studies.



posting about the UK and international topics and (2) a shift to academic and language
topics.

Shifting to posting about the UK and international topics

One of the main patterns emerging from the analysis of the tweets was the shift towards
posting about topics related to the host country and also the wider international world
(Tables 1 and 2). Based on many students’ tweets, it was interesting that the students
leaving their home country has not only exposed them to material about the host country
but also to those about the wider world. According to the interview data, some students
are motivated to study abroad because they want to expand their global awareness. A
way of increasing this awareness is to become involved in online discussion about
global topics, such as international political or economic issues. The increase in tweets
on these topics was also associated with a decrease in the Saudi topics, examples of this
are shown in Table 3.

Table 1. Shifting to UK news

Participant
Code Period M1 |F3 | F4 | F5 | M4 | M5 | M6
UK news and Before (%) | 2.4 109]00]0.0]0.0|00]0.0
trends After (%) 40 [30(42|110]|38 |75 ]8.0

Table 2. Shifting to international news

Participant
Code Period Ml | F2 | F5 F6 | F8 | M6 | M8
International news and | Before (%) | 7.1 1.7 1179 114 (1322 |00
trends After (%) 120 331245306769 | 8.0

Table 3. Shifting from Saudi news

Participant

Code Period | F1 F2 M3 | F4 F6 F7 M6 MS8
Before | 419 | 483|227 | 340 | 284 | 505 | 336 | 735
Saudi news | (%) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ’
and trends After
(%)

53 33 |59 |183]16.0 |393 |264 |62.7

Interestingly, although Table 3 indicates a decrease in tweets related to Saudi topics for
some students, the percentage of tweets after arrival is still relatively high (e.g. F7, M6,
MS). According to the tweets content, the reasons behind this are, first, this code was a
very dominant before students’ arrival, therefore, a decrease means a reduce in the
percentage but it may still high. Second, many students, after their arrival, were noticed
to share information about Saudi Arabia, such as, historical information, popular places,
Saudis’ achievements. Interview data shows that students tend to share material about



their country and culture after arrival as a way of expressing their emotions towards

their country, for instance, during important events in their home country (e.g. national
day).

Shifting to the academic and language topics

Another pattern of transition on Twitter was related to an increase in activity around
academic and language topics (Table 4 and 5).

Table 4. Shifting to academic related topics

Participant
Code Period | F1 | M2 |F2 |F3 |F4 |F6 [ M5 |F7 | M6 | M8
| Before oy 176 |50 |00 |00 |34]28 |11 |201] 00
Academic | (%)
related
gﬁ)er 316 | 53.0 | 133 | 145 [ 592 | 7.0 | 11.8 | 169 | 29.9 | 8.0
(o}
Table 5. Shifting to language related topics
Participant
Code Period Ml | Fl | M2 |[F4 [ M4 ] M6
Language Before (%) 0.0 3.2 11.1 2.0 0.0 0.0
related After (%) 4.0 | 105|259 | 85|96 | 13.8

Tweets in the academic code were related to (1) academic queries and questions, (2)
sharing academic information and (3) discussion about academic events (e.g. academic
conferences and scientific meetings). Tweets in the language code were usually related
to (1) processes to speed up language acquisition (2) English language centres and (3)
accent difficulties and challenges. Figure 1 provides an example and visualises the
increase of these two codes for two students, M2 and F4, over the investigated period:
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This figure shows that interestingly the academic and language codes were already
increasing before the physical move. According to the content of these codes, this is
motivated by pre-arrival preparation that students make. Therefore, this figure shows
that the digital transition on Twitter can start prior to students’ arrival.

No shift

There was only one individual who had no noticeable shift in content. This student had
the ‘Saudi news and trends’ as a dominant code and this was consistent for the whole
investigated period, before and after arrival. However, two points should be
acknowledged, first, the wider findings of this project show that this student did not
have a shift in content, but he had a shift in language of tweeting. There was an increase
in the student’s tweets written in English after his arrival to the UK. Second, this study
only focuses on Twitter, however, the student may have experienced transitions in other
social media platforms (e.g. WhatsApp, Facebook, Snapchat).

5 Discussion and conclusion

Findings of this study lead back to Haimson et al. [24 p.3] who report that ‘many life
transitions involve both physical and digital movements’. Students in this study show a
change in their Twitter posts during their transition experience. A shift to UK and
international topics and trends was noticed in their posts. Such increasing international
awareness on social media was also reported by Fujita et al. [30]. Another form of
change was related to the academic and language topics where the data showed an
increase in tweets related to these matters. This study supports other studies [31-34]
that individuals facing transition in their life usually have an associated digital
movement in their social media practice. This study also adds that the digital transition
on Twitter can start before the students’ arrival to the host country, which highlights
that it is perhaps more complex than simply something happening after arrival.



The content of tweets in this study is suggestive of how social media might play a
positive role in transition. It suggests that students (1) gain information about their new
life experience, and (2) develop their English language. For example, many tweets in
the academic code, which is reported to have an increase for many students prior and
after arrival, were to gain information related to students’ new academic system and
environment. This is consistent with Forbush and Foucault-Welles [35], who suggested
that social media helps to facilitate students’ academic engagement. The same positive
case was also noticed in the language category of messaging where students ask
questions and share information about English language. The positive impact on
language was also noticed on the language of tweeting as a whole, where students had
more tweets written in English, in all codes, after their arrival. Students may do this as
a way of practising their English. It has been argued by previous authors [17,36] that
social media can support the ‘language adjustment’ of students. Students may find
themselves more confident in digital spaces to practice the new language by making
English posts and communicating with others in English [36—-38]. Therefore, this study
supports previous literature [3-5,15,16] that social media can play a positive role in the
international students’ life abroad. This study also adds that the positive role can also
extend to the pre-arrival phases where social media can help students in their academic
and language preparation. However, it needs to be acknowledged that data from other
parts of this research project qualified this picture. Interview data, also collected for the
study suggested that social media can have a negative impact on students social and
cultural adjustment to the host country. Social media was noticed to isolate some
students on their online home content and this can hinder their social cultural
adjustment to the host country. This was particularly noticed for students who spend
more time on social media.
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