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Instant Messaging in Dental Education
Binish Khatoon, MSc, PhD; Kirsty B. Hill, PGCE, MSc, PhD; A. Damien Walmsley, BDS, 
MSc, PhD, FDsRCPS
Abstract: Instant messaging (IM) is when users communicate instantly via their mobile devices, and it has become one of the 
most preferred choices of tools to communicate amongst health professions students. The aim of this study was to understand 
how dental students communicate via IM, faculty members’ perspectives on using IM to communicate with students, and whether 
such tools are useful in the learning environment. After free-associating themes on online communication, two draft topic guides 
for structured interviews were designed that focussed on mobile device-related communication activities. A total of 20 students 
and six faculty members at the University of Birmingham School of Dentistry agreed to take part in the interviews. Students were 
selected from years 1-5 representing each year group. The most preferred communication tools were emails, social networking, 
and IM. Emails were used for more formal messages, and IM and social networking sites were used for shorter messages.  
WhatsApp was the most used IM app because of its popular features such as being able to check if recipients have read and 
received messages and group work. The students reported that changes were necessary to improve their communication with 
faculty members. The faculty members reported having mixed feelings toward the use of IM to communicate with students. 
The students wished to make such tools a permanent part of their learning environment, but only with the approval of faculty 
members. The faculty members were willing to accept IM as a communication tool only if it is monitored and maintained by the 
university and has a positive effect on learning. 
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A constant challenge is anticipating the next 
technology that students will adopt to help 
with their education.1 There has been research 

focussing on the use of the Internet in dental educa-
tion,2-5 but the advances in technology are challenging 
traditional email communication as students adopt 
tools such as instant messaging (IM). An IM service 
is an app or tool that allows users to communicate 
with each other when online at the same time. It is 
generally used via Internet connections that are free 
of any charges. Users can create specific contact lists, 
and it also allows them to sort their conversations 
into groups of their own choosing.6 The most popular 
feature is the ability to check to see who is online and 
who is not. This feature has a distinct advantage over 
traditional email as it instantly allows users to know 
if the other person has read and received the message.

Social media technologies like IM have im-
proved communication immensely,7 and this naturally 
impacts teaching and learning with dental students. 
IM is now as much of a popular student communica-
tion tool as emails.8,9 Students may use IM up to 16.3 
hours per week.10 Students are chatting to each other 
instantly, and long conversations are put through with 
a few short cut words on instant messaging apps; this 
is also creating social identities. Social networking 
sites such as Facebook can be used by students to 

develop new campus-based relationships.11 Through 
IM platforms such as WhatsApp, users are com-
municating with contacts whom they already know. 
Facebook can be used to post messages on other 
user’s “walls,” view pictures, and virtually poke one 
another.12 WhatsApp is a little more personal as users 
have to share mobile numbers to communicate, and 
it includes a variety of functions such as audio files, 
text messages, video files, and attached images.13

Views on the academic use of IM are generally 
negative and may be the result of the limited number 
of studies focussing on types of IM tools.1 Spend-
ing time on the Internet and getting distracted are 
often cited by researchers as a criticism to linking 
web-based tools to student activity.14 Students will 
attempt to multi-task, and examples include texting 
in the class or IM through assignments.15,16 In den-
tistry, such forms of communication are occurring 
informally, but the impact has not been assessed in 
a formal manner. 

Learners are changing and adapting quickly 
to new technologies, and this has an impact directly 
on educational practices.11 Faculty members could 
benefit from using these new tools, which may help 
bridge the gap between the faculty member and 
the learner, therefore benefitting everyone.11 Some 
of the educational benefits of using IM platforms 
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needed when communicating with students and the 
use of instant messaging to communicate with them.

For participation in the one-to-one interviews, 
students’ and faculty members’ consent was sought 
before and during the interview. They were assured 
that their answers would remain confidential and 
their names and information would not be used or 
displayed. A total of 20 students and six faculty 
members agreed to take part in the interview pro-
cess and were recruited via email. Only students 
who took part in the previous survey were asked to 
be part of the interviewing process. Students were 
selected from years 1-5, and the aim was to have 
students from each year group. This was achieved 
by making students aware of the study as a whole 
class, and anyone who wanted to participate left his or 
her name and email address. Faculty members were 
asked to participate in the study through emails and 
face-to-face meetings. 

The interviews were recorded with a digital 
voice recorder (Olympus VN-713PC) to avoid 
missing any points and also to prevent interviewee 
distraction. Once the question was asked, students 
and faculty members were given time to provide a 
detailed answer if they so wished. There were no time 
limits on the interview, and each lasted up to half an 
hour. At the conclusion of the interview, students 
and faculty members were given a chance to discuss 
areas that had not been covered during the interview.

The information gathered during the interview 
was saved on a voice recorder. The voice memos 
were then organized on a laptop by taking out the 
interviews and sorting them into different folders. 
Students were given IDs that identified their gender, 
age, and year of study. Faculty members’ IDs iden-
tified their age and gender. It was very important 
to ensure that the ID for both students and faculty 
members did not lead back to them and identify 
them. For this reason, the job detail for each faculty 
member was not disclosed. The interview recordings 
were then transcribed individually word for word 
into scripts. The transcripts were used to highlight 
codes and categories, with the main themes being 
categorized again, using a qualitative data analysis 
computer software NVivo.

Results
Student Interviews

Of the student sample (n=20), all 20 had ac-
cess to the Internet. At the start of the interview, the 

include organizing group activities, discussing is-
sues, obtaining quick information such as links to 
helpful websites, sending files,17 faculty member 
and student in-person interaction concerning the 
course and students’ personal issues, elimination of 
the barriers between faculty members and students, 
and informal communication between students.18 The 
aim of this study was to understand how IM is used 
by dental students to communicate with each other 
and whether such tools are useful in their learning 
space. In addition, the study aimed to understand 
faculty members’ attitudes towards the use of IM to 
communicate with students. 

Methodology
The project received ethical approval from the 

University of Birmingham’s ethics committee. After 
free-associating various themes on online communi-
cation, two draft topic guides for the interviews was 
designed. The aim of the interviews was to focus 
on mobile device-related communication activi-
ties. This research follows guidelines of conducting 
qualitative research.16 The topic guides included all 
the themes decided on when putting together ques-
tions. These included use of the Internet for personal 
reasons and dental studies; first and second choice 
of device used to connect to the Internet and search 
for information; most used Internet communication 
tool; ways of communicating with different groups 
of people; improvements needed when communicat-
ing with faculty members; phone brand; kind of apps 
used by students (study, personal, communication); 
mobile computing/communication tools engaged 
on smartphones; how often the devices access the 
Internet; most preferred place when connecting to the 
Internet; barriers when connecting to the Internet to 
search for information; students’ perspectives on the 
term “evidence-based apps”; General Dental Council 
(UK) ethical standards in relation to social network-
ing; how students trust information on the Internet; 
and any extra comments not covered elsewhere.

For the purpose of this article, only questions 
related to communication are discussed. The inter-
views with students included questions on most used 
Internet communication tools, ways of communicat-
ing with different groups of people, improvements 
needed when communicating with faculty members, 
and any concerns students may have regarding IM. 
The interviews with faculty members focussed on 
understanding their perspectives on improvements 
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Another student again explained how WhatsApp is 
used for group work in the dental school: “We have 
I think 6 groups per year, so . . . we have our own 
WhatsApp group and someone will always reply” 
(ST13). Facebook messaging was another popular 
way to communicate with fellow students for group 
work. All 20 students said they communicated with 
faculty members through emailing. 

The dental students were asked to think of 
ways that may improve the way they communicate 
with faculty members if they thought improvements 
were needed. Students said that they wanted to com-
municate with their faculty members through instant 
messaging if possible in the future. The main reason 
for this was because it would be more instant and 
sometimes they cannot tell if the faculty member has 
received or read their emails, whereas it is possible 
with instant messaging such as WhatsApp. Three 
students said that emailing was adequate for com-
municating with faculty members and two students 
said they needed more face-to-face meetings. One 
student noted that just as he communicated with 
fellow students through Facebook, maybe faculty 
members could also be contacted the same way. He 
suggested, “It sounds bad, but if they were on Face-
book or a way to communicate with them through 
Facebook, I think it would be easier because you 
wouldn’t have to search through the university emails 
or anything and it would be fast and instant and can 
be used on any device. Whereas I cannot send emails 
on my phone but only receive. WhatsApp would be 
better than Facebook as it is instant” (ST12).

Instant messaging was mentioned by all of 
the students at some point, and instantly messaging 
their faculty members was a very popular idea. One 
commented, “If students and faculty members were 
happy, WhatsApp would be good so that you know 
they have received the message” (ST16). Another 
suggested, “Faculty members should get WhatsApp 
because it’s instant. Obviously they might get an-
noyed, but if messages are coming through and if 

students were asked to give more information about 
their background including year of study, age, and 
if they had access to the Internet. This question al-
lowed students to get more comfortable with the 
interview process. Table 1 shows the demographic 
data of students interviewed in order of year. All 
students but one were interviewed at the University 
of Birmingham School of Dentistry; that one was 
interviewed at the main campus of the University 
of Birmingham.

All students chose emails, social networking, 
and instant messaging as their first choices of com-
munication. There was no difference in place of use 
(home or dental school). Of the 20 students, 11 chose 
emails as their first choice, six chose social network-
ing, and three chose instant messaging. Students were 
asked to give explanations about their choices. For 
emails, many students said that laptops were best for 
typing long and formal emails, whilst writing short 
emails and quickly checking them were best done 
on smartphones and iPads. One student commented, 
“Sometimes you can’t be bothered to take out iPad 
to look at it, so I use phone, and if I have big files to 
download, I use iPad and for a quick glance it’s the 
phone” (ST16). 

One student commented that smartphones have 
helped her reach her emails much quicker than on 
her laptop. She explained, “I don’t carry my laptop 
around all the time, and I feel with emails you have to 
check regularly. I feel before the smartphone I used to 
miss out on things such as first-come first-serve, and 
by the time I’d get home I’d already missed out and it 
was too late. So I feel the smartphone has definitely 
helped me” (ST20). 

All students who mentioned instant messag-
ing referred to the communication app WhatsApp. 
Instant messaging was preferred on smartphones 
by all students, and one student explained that he 
instantly messaged on his computer tablet also. He 
explained how he managed to message the same way 
on both smartphone and computer tablet: “I use the 
‘tap talk app,’ which is a communication app that 
lets you sync two devices via Bluetooth so you can 
essentially type on one and get the other one to send 
it for you” (ST6).

To communicate with each other, some students 
used emails as they did not have a close friendship, 
but most of the students used instant messaging. 
WhatsApp was used a lot to undertake group work 
and share files for their dental studies. One student 
commented, “We use instant messaging and do 
group and we like to do group presentations” (ST15). 

Table 1. Demographics of students interviewed 

                        Number of Students   
Year of Study Male Female Age Range

Year 1 3 3 18-19
Year 2 1 3 19-20
Year 3 2 2 20-22
Year 4 1 1 21-23
Year 5 1 2 22-23
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feel comfortable using his private phone number this 
way. Similarly, another faculty member expressed 
that there was no need for change and that emails 
set a good boundary between faculty members and 
students. “I would be happy for some members of 
staff to be contacting them on things like instant mes-
saging or text messaging,” he explained. “However, 
I think the students feel that you know that teaching 
and work is separate and email helps maintain the 
boundary” (F4).

Some faculty members were willing to use IM 
services to stay in touch with students, whereas oth-
ers were not keen on this idea. Even though instant 
messaging was something that some faculty members 
would consider, they expressed concerns and sug-
gested ways that may encourage them to use IM. 
Figure 1 illustrates the concerns and suggestions they 
had about using instant messaging to communicate 
with students.

Discussion
Previous findings we had collected from the 

survey and the results from the interviews showed 
that the most popular instant messaging platform 
mentioned by our students and faculty members was 
WhatsApp. The app was praised by students as being 
instant, allowing them to check if the other person 
has received and read the message, and letting us-
ers check if their contacts were online or not. Such 
advances in using technology and tools related to the 
Internet have the potential to have an impact on edu-
cation, as communication is a vital part of a person’s 
career and personal life. When dental schools are not 
aware of the way students are using new apps and 
Internet tools, the gap between students and faculty 
members will become larger and may impact the 
delivery of educational material. As commercial 
social networking sites develop more user-friendly 
apps, students are quickly adopting these on their 
mobile devices instead of using their dental school 
emailing platform.

Research in the past has stressed that knowing 
how much a student is involved in creating a learning 
environment19 and involving the students as primary 
stakeholders20 will help faculty understand how the 
students prefer to learn. The results of our study 
show that students are actually taking control of their 
learning by introducing their personal preferred ways 
of communicating with peers and wanting the same 
communication with faculty members. It is important 

you’re on the same kind of level, it should be ok. 
Emails are more formal, and WhatsApp is more in-
formal. That’s probably why they don’t do that, but 
if you have a question for a faculty member, instant 
messaging is the best way” (ST5).

Although the majority of students suggested 
instant messaging and Facebook messaging, three 
students noted it may be too personal and said they 
may feel uncomfortable. One student said that the 
new smartphones and tablets allowed him to access 
emails instantly anyway. He explained, “Text mes-
saging would be good, but the idea of having a work 
phone and personal phone, it could be hard work 
but I’ve seen people do this. Emails are convenient 
too. Especially with the new mobiles, they are much 
more instant, so the new mobile phone devices seem 
to deliver email messages more instant and work 
well” (ST1).

Faculty Member Interviews
All six faculty members interviewed had access 

to the Internet. At the start of the interview, they were 
asked to give more information about their back-
ground including age and if they had Internet access. 
As with the students, this question allowed them to 
get more comfortable with the interview process. 
The dental subjects taught by the faculty members 
are not disclosed as this could identify them. Table 2 
shows the demographic data of the faculty members 
who were interviewed. All were interviewed at the 
University of Birmingham School of Dentistry.

Faculty members were asked to think of ways 
that could improve communication with students 
other than emails. All explained that the problem 
with emailing students is that they are very slow in 
reading and responding to the emails. Two faculty 
members felt that more face-to-face meetings would 
help them communicate with students rather than 
electronic tools. Although one noted that emails are 
slow, he did not like the idea of text messaging or us-
ing his smartphone to message students, as he did not 

Table 2. Demographics of faculty members interviewed

Respondent Gender Age

Faculty member 1 Female 60
Faculty member 2 Male 34
Faculty member 3 Male 51
Faculty member 4 Male 31
Faculty member 5 Male 35
Faculty member 6 Female 30
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Figure 1. Faculty members’ opinions/concerns regarding use of instant messaging as communication

Suggestions made by faculty if they 
considered using instant messaging 

Everybody needs to be involved 
"Need a joined up approach 

instead of people going down 
their own tangent. I would like 
everyone to be involved in a 
coordinated way so we know 
what people are doing." (F1) 

Need guidance from the 
university 

"There needs to be some 
safeguards to sticking to the 

traditional ways but adding the 
new tools to it. How do we 

control what is going on?" (F1) 
 

"Whatever guidelines university 
has with maintaining 

professionalism applies to 
telephone or Whatsapp." (F4) 

Best for small group teaching 
"If you have small groups of 

students who wanted some sort 
of interaction, instant messaging 
would be useful and that’s in a 
controlled environment rather 

than random people in the whole 
year messaging each other." (F1) 

Concerns regarding use of instant 
messaging with students 

Nice to have distinction between 
work and personal life 

"I get emails pushed through my 
Smartphone but it’s nice to have 

that distinction between work and 
home." (F2) 

Any communication should be 
traceable 

"Everything should go through 
the university main server so that 

things can be traced which is a 
proper way of keeping a check on 

what’s being done." (F3) 

Cannot respond instantly to 
students 

"I wouldn’t like instant messages 
coming through. I don’t think 

there is anything that urgent or no 
emergency condition for students 

to contact me." (F5)

Students need to be independent  
"We have to teach students how 

to find information out, and when 
they are qualified, they won’t 
have a tutor to get messages 

back." (F6) 

Instant messaging will make 
them rely on tutor too much 

"I think that students are not as 
good to assess the quality of the 

information that they find  . . .and 
just ask the tutor and it’s the easy 

way out." (F6) 
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and the option to share dental study-related work. 
One student in our interviews explained that, if there 
is a question, someone in her group would always be 
online and free to answer questions or chat in general 
about the work. Similar results were found by Lewis 
and Fabos as students in their study favored this sort 
of communication above the rest because they found 
it exciting to know when someone was online or not.25 
If they were not online, they would be back at some 
point as they would put their status up as “away.” 
Such activities taking place, when students go home 
or even at university, need to be acknowledged by 
academic staff, so they can understand the impact of 
upcoming and new tools used for learning through 
communication.26

Exchanging emails was the only way the 
students in our study reported communicating with 
faculty members when not meeting them face-to-
face. However, faculty members explained that 
students were slow in replying to their emails and 
this was frustrating at times. Similarly, some of the 
reasons why students said emailing was not adequate 
were that it was too slow in getting a response from 
the faculty members, they could not find out if the 
faculty members had received and read their mes-
sages, it was not instant, and it was not possible to 
check if the faculty member was online at the time 
that they sent their message. Although some faculty 
members were not as resistant towards IM, they 
had concerns regarding the use of IM with students. 
Others explained that IM may not be traceable by the 
university, and this was a concern. Faculty members 
said that it was important to ensure that any issues 
related to students were addressed by the university. 

Another faculty member argued that he would 
not like instant messages coming to him that were 
not urgent. He explained that any messages or ques-
tions could be solved the following day and that 
students did not need an instant platform to message 
faculty members. Similarly, Jones et al. and Jeong 
found that this method of communication may not 
be as favored by faculty and may require more time 
commitment.27,28 This could relate to the “Creepy 
Treehouse effect.” Creepy Treehouse is a term used 
to describe technology/tools that learners are already 
using in their private lives being used by institutions 
as innovative ways to communicate. The Creepy 
Treehouse effect explains the repulse some users may 
feel when asked to participate in using intuitionally 
controlled tools.29 

One faculty member emphasized that if stu-
dents were provided with IM platforms, they would 

to acknowledge that the students who took part in this 
study may not represent the opinions and attitudes 
of all students. 

Although the majority of comments made by 
the students were positive about using IM apps for 
dental studies and communication, there were some 
negative feelings towards it. With regards to commu-
nicating with faculty members, students understood 
that it may be too personal for faculty members to 
have constant connection with students, and one 
faculty member mentioned that he would like to have 
a distinction between his personal and professional 
life. Doering et al. found that faculty members felt 
extremely uncomfortable with having a social rather 
than academic conversation with students on instant 
messaging platforms.21 One student in our interviews 
mentioned that it could be a distraction to her learning 
when chatting all the time and being connected all 
the time. Another student felt that pulling out a phone 
in class and clinic could look very unprofessional. 
Nicholson found that some students did not feel that 
IM would work as a learning tool but the concerns 
were different.22 Similarly, one student in our study 
commented, “It’s actually the wrong technology to 
help facilitate learning, due to its inherent one-to-one 
nature.” Another student felt that it was better valued 
as a social tool and a “fun waste of time.” Students 
have both personal concerns and negative feelings to-
wards IM as a learning and communication tool. Our 
results showed that students were willing to use IM 
apps more for group work and communicating with 
each other but were concerned about the opinions of 
dental faculty members towards communicating on 
similar platforms.

One faculty member in our interviews stated 
that emails and WhatsApp messages were the same to 
him and that he had no apprehensions about students 
messaging him through instant messaging. Another 
faculty member suggested that instant IM should be 
used with small group teaching classes and would be 
useful in a controlled environment rather than random 
people sending messages to each other. This idea 
is similar to finding in another study that advanced 
technology works well for small group teaching to 
facilitate increased contact between students and fac-
ulty members.23 Other research reported that students 
who communicate with faculty members via IM have 
a personal connection with them and faculty members 
could get to know students individually in response 
and give tailored advice and tutoring.24

Whilst using IM apps or sites, there is an option 
to create groups, which facilitates work discussion 
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not try to assess information and would feel that it 
was normal to message the faculty anywhere at any 
time. Yeboah and Ewur found that students who used 
WhatsApp in class experienced detrimental effects on 
their education.30 These negative effects included tak-
ing up too much study time, not balancing academic 
preparations and online activities appropriately, and 
lack of concentration overall. However, Amry found 
that students who used WhatsApp seemed to have 
better problem-solving skills and could sometimes 
overcome learning difficulties through its use.31 

Dental students and professionals have a duty 
to follow guidelines and protect patient confidential-
ity. The use of IM tools and other social media may 
have potential drawbacks related to the transmission 
of patient data. As IM tools are not yet secured by 
institutions, students could potentially breach patient 
confidentially and privacy when discussing patients.32 
The results show that there may be negative effects 
on students and faculty members when using IM 
as well as positive academic enhancements. Future 
research needs to concentrate on the use of IM in 
different settings. 

Conclusion
The findings of this small study indicated an 

elevated level of contentment with IM use in this 
dental school compared to previous studies. IM was 
used as a communication tool by the students inter-
viewed and also as a platform for group work. The 
students wished to make such tools a more permanent 
part of their learning but only with the approval of 
faculty members. Faculty members interviewed were 
reluctant about taking up such tools when communi-
cating with students and would use them only if there 
was a controlled and monitored platform in place. 
Dental schools should be aware of such perspectives 
when they look to adapt their learning practices to 
IM technology. 
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