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Abstract
                  This study attempts to investigate the extent to which students of universities use the Internet. The survey method was employed.Data collected show that students access the new media at regular intervals. Different purposes inform their respective use of the internet with the greatest number using the internet for academic purposes. Findings of the study show that many users have some deficiency and structural inadequacies in the use of the internet. On this basis, the study recommends that universities should provide adequate Internet facilities and enabling environment for student users at universities.
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Introduction

 Alongside the traditional mass media as sources of information and education is the internet. Otherwise known as the World Wide Web, the internet is briskly gaining ascendancy in its use in academic and other spheres of human endeavour. Not surprising, therefore, Ciboh (2007:3) affirms that “modern media of communication, first the printed word, then radio and television and motion pictures, and now the internet, have taken the place of the traditional systems of communication” through which valuable information can be obtained.                                     

To effectively fit in the global arena, organisations and institutions have the internet as a veritable tool. As we were approaching a new millennium, the internet was revolutionalising our society, our economy and our technological system. No one knows for certain how far, or in what direction, the internet will evolve, but no one should underestimate its importance (Kahn and Cerf, 1999:15). 
Having been recognised as an invention of necessity, the University of Ilorin, Ilorin, aspiring not to be left behind, had to embrace the new media of communication in 2008. From there, students and staff have come to grapple with the fact that in order to run and be part of the academic community, internet is an indispensable tool. Beyond leccility for academic and other allied works, it is mandatory for students to use it register online, to check official correspondences and to form discussion groups that facilitate teaching-learning process, thus instituting a paperless society.
As a mark of evidence that students are engrossingly using the internet, a final year Computer Science student, Falana Sunday Oladimeji, recently showcased his potentials and capabilities by designing a web page for the 2009/10 graduating students (Unilorin Bulletin). Tagged “Let’s Catch up Again”, his feat is to re-unite all students in the graduating class when they might have passed out.
The principle of using the internet is simple. Whether as an individual, organisation or institution, what you need do is to secure a web site. For instance, University of Ilorin has its site as www.unilorin.edu.ng. Irrespective of whoever owns it, what is paramount is that every site is a reservoir of immense information in different fields. The moment you visit the web site of your choice, ‘search engines’ are there to facilitate the sorting out of the required information the moment you issue a command.

Internet is free for all. No inhibitions in the form of conventions, laws and regulations are placed for its use. Nevertheless, Lawal (2008:231) claims (without substantiating the claim) that some countries have tried to restrict some aspects of it or some information via the ‘net’ from citizenry, though it has proved very difficult. Despite this, access and use for whatever purpose are a function of one’s capability to possess a system, media literacy and other institutional factors like power stability, connectivity and smooth flow of network service.
Statement of the Problem
The advent of the internet has revolutionalised the life of the global community in all ways. Apart from transacting businesses of different kinds through the internet, its usefulness seems to manifest greatly in the academic circles too, where students and lecturers use the internet also for research and relaxation.  Even though most undergraduate students can pride themselves as being computer literate, the fact remains that some are yet to know how the internet works. Irrespective of their status the need for them to exploit the internet for one purpose or the other cannot be underemphasised. Against this backdrop, the researchers wish to establish the specific purposes students use the internet, the extent to which they use the internet and how they overcome the challenges or inhibitions they face in using the Internet.
Research Questions

1. How often do students use the Internet?

2. Does access to the internet influence students’ use of the Internet?

3. For what purpose do students use the Internet most? 
4. Is there any relationship between students’ use of the Internet and their academic performance? 
5. In what ways can students be encouraged to use the Internet?

Theoretical Framework
Like any other academic endeavour, this work is pegged on a theory, which is that of uses and gratification. The bottom line of uses and gratification theory is that media do not do things to people; rather, people do things with media. Specifically the objective of uses and gratification theory, according to Burgeon, Hunsaker & Dawson (1994:374-375), is to explain how individuals use mass communication to gratify their needs. Putting it analogical, the theory explains why one person rushes home, for example, to stay up late at night to watch the local news or read a medium. It also highlights the positive consequences of individual media use. In their contribution, Baran and Davis (2001) conclude that audience members actively seek out the mass media to satisfy individual needs. These include learning, passing time, companionship, escape from tension, excitement and relaxation.

Baran (2002: 384) and Devito (1991:477) reveal that mass media audience make active use of whatever the media have to offer. Subscribing to the tenets of the uses and gratification theory, Bittner (1989: 380 -381) who drew from one of the earliest studies on the uses of the media conducted by Herta Herzog, describes the gratification the audience receive from watching programmes. According to him, viewers use programmes as entertainment as well as a tool for social interaction with others; and this condition them to be part of the viewers’ routine. Similarly, with the media, audiences reduce tensions and also solve their personal problems. Quoting Wright (1974), McQuail (2005: 424) adds that the media serve the various needs of the society, which include cohesion, cultural continuity, social control and large circulation of public information of all kinds. This pre-supposes that individuals also use media for related purposes such as personal guidance, relaxation, adjustment, information, and identity formation.

Folarin (1998:65) reinstates that since members of the audience are not passive users, they influence the effect process by selectively sieving the plethora of messages and retain the ones that serve their individual needs and beliefs.

The appropriateness of this theory is located within the framework that mass media product serves the audience. In the present epoch when the internet provides a pool of information, society at large and students in particular enjoy the luxury of choosing which information serves them most, as well as choosing the way they use it for other reasons.
Literature Review
The internet, simply referred to as the ‘net’, is a collection of computers and computer networks located all over the world, all of which share information by agreed upon internet protocols. Thus, it is an information carriage using different computer networks. In the light of this,  Adegoke (2009:122)  affirms that, “Indeed, the internet is also a virtual library  which is seen as virtual space containing a vast amount of information and documents including books, pictures, video, graphs and musical sounds that can be consulted.” 
While we may not be too keen with the conflicting versions of the origin of the internet, we would be comfortable with the fact that the origin of the internet is linked with Cold War era. The  Air Force in 1962, wishing to maintain the military’s ability to transfer information around the country even if a given area was destroyed in the enemy attack, commissioned leading computer scientists to develop the means to do so (Baran, 2009:300). From this beginning, it has grown like an octopus to affect different spheres of human endeavour. The net provides superfluous information via networking globally to affirm what McLuhan tagged as information superhighway (Severin & Tankard, 2001:366). Reddick & King (2001:27) aptly capture this thus:
                   Clearly, there is a lot of information out there – too much to catalog. In fact, nobody knows exactly what is available online and where it is. The growth represents both an opportunity and a hazard...The opportunity is that, sitting at your desk, you can access information that you may not have been known existed. The hazard is that you waste a lot of time looking at information that is not relevant to the projects on which you are working.
Specific uses of the internet include, but are not restricted to e-mail, mailing list, usenet and chat rooms.
It is, however, uncertain to estimate the number of internet users. Current best estimates indicate that there are at least one billion users worldwide (Cha, 2005 cited in Baran, 2009:308-309). Baran adds that the younger a person is, the greater the likelihood he or she has access to the Net (Kim, 2004 cited in Baran, 2009:309). In a similar finding over 30,000 networks connecting more than 10,000,000 computers and some one billion users are connected globally (www.internetworldstats.com/stats.html). Unlike in the advanced societies like the United States of America and the United Kingdom, the net is considered   infant in Nigeria. Okoye (2000:196) corroborates this as saying, “Owing a computer in Nigeria is still considered an achievement, but in the US students do their homework at home and send it to their lecturers by E-mail.” 
That notwithstanding, many Nigerian students and other users are briskly adapting the new technology. For example, the Joint Admissions and Matriculation Board, JAMB, is widely noted for exploiting the potentials of the internet by setting up a site and mandates prospective students to check their centers, results and postings from the site. Through this, JAMB has been able to make about #200 million annually. In his findings, Ologbo-Ori (2005) reiterates:
In order to check their results, students need to buy scratch cards for #200. In the first week of announcing the site, 500 thousand scratch cards were sold... an estimated 1 million cards were sold and each card costs around #200 to produce and students can only use each card five times on the site. 200 multiplied by 1 million equal #200 million. No one could have thought this would be possible in Nigeria.
            The heightened interest as demonstrated by users of the internet is, however, limited by fundamental infrastructure like availability of power,  network failure, absence of a deliberate policy to encourage users, and poverty, which has been an endemic problem among the average Nigerian students.
Methodology

A survey was conducted during the 2009/10 academic session. Students of the University of Ilorin, Ilorin, Nigeria constituted the study population. Using the systematic approach, five Faculties, out of the ten existing faculties at the University were selected. These included Communication and Information Sciences, Education, Arts, Business and Social Sciences and Basic Medical Sciences. Through random sampling, one department was selected from each faculty from which a sample size of 77 students, each totalling 385 students, was drawn. Departments selected were Anatomy, Educational Technology, Mass Communication, Political Science and Performing Arts. Structured questionnaire was administered on the sample in two days to collect data. The questionnaire was segmented into four sections dealing with demographic variables, access and adoption, frequency and purpose of usage, and challenges.
Data Analysis and Presentation
All the 385 questionnaires distributed were retrieved, representing a hundred per cent response rate. Data showed that demographic variables were divided into five namely gender, level, department, marital status and age. Out of the 385 respondents 168 (43.6%) were male while 217 (56.4%) were female. On the other hand, 382 (99.2%) were single while 3 (.8%) were married, as presented in Table 1 below.
Table 1: Gender and Marital Status of Respondents
	Gender
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Male
	168
	43.6

	Female
	217
	56.4

	Total
	385
	100

	Marital Status
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Single
	382
	99.2

	Married
	3
	.8

	Total
	385
	100


Source: Field Survey (2010)

As many as 286 (74.3%) of total respondents were within the age bracket 18-25, 77 (20%) were within age bracket 26-30 and 22(5.7%) were within the age limit of 31 and above. Also, 101(26.2%) were in 100 level, 143 (37.1%) were in 200 level, while 61 (15.8%) and 80 (20.8%) were in 300 and 400 & above levels respectively. In the case of their departments, 77 (20%) response were obtained from each department, as shown below.
Table2: Age, Level and Department of the Respondents
	Age
	Frequency
	Percentage

	18-25
	286
	74.3

	26-30
	77
	20

	31 & above
	22
	5.7

	Total
	385
	100

	Level
	Frequency
	Percentage

	100
	101
	26.2

	200
	143
	37.1

	300
	61
	15.8

	400 & above
	80
	20.8

	Total
	385
	100

	Department
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Anatomy
	77
	20

	Mass Communication
	77
	20

	Performing Arts
	77
	20

	Educational Technology
	77
	20

	Political Science
	77
	20

	Total
	385
	100


Source: Field Survey (2010)

Research Question One: How often do students use the internet?

To find answer to this question, item No.15 in the questionnaire (How often do you use the internet?) proved helpful. From data collected, 100 (26%) respondents used it daily, 178(46.2%) used the internet on weekly basis, while 107(27.8) used the facility ones in a while. This is presented in Table 3 below. 
Table 3: Frequency of Usage of the Internet
	Responses
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Daily
	100
	26

	Weekly
	178
	46.2

	Seldom
	107
	27.8

	Total
	385
	100


Source: Field Survey (2010)
Research Question Two: Does accessibility affect students’ use of the internet?

Questions 7, 11, 12 and 13 in the questionnaire were used to answer this research question. 

Table 4: Accessibility of Respondents to the Internet
	        Questions
	                           Responses
	Total
	%

	
	Yes
	No
	No Response
	
	

	 Is your dept connected to net?
	  315 (81.8%)
	66(17.1%)
	4 (1%)
	385
	100

	Have you acquired a laptop/desktop?
	  143 (37.1%)
	242 (62.9%)
	-
	385
	100

	Is there any cluster of computer systems you could use at any time to have access to the internet?
	  164 (42.6%)
	221 (57.4%)
	-
	385
	100


Source: Field Survey (2010)

As shown in Table 4 above, 315(81.8%) respondents agreed that their departments are connected to the internet as against the 66 (17.1%) who disagreed, while 4 (1%) did not respond. To the question of whether they acquired laptop or not, 143 (37.1%) agreed whereas 242 (62.9%) said they have not got a laptop. Similarly, 164(42.6%) admitted that there is a cluster of computers at their disposal to access the internet as against the 221 (57.4%) whose responses were on the contrary.
Table 5: Means through which students use the internet
	Means
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)

	Personal computer
	58
	15

	Friends’ laptops
	15
	3.9

	Cyber cafe’
	312
	81

	Total
	385
	100


Source: Field Survey (2010)
Table 5 above shows that 58 (15%) of the respondents made use of their personal computers, 15 (3.9%) used their friends’ laptops while 312 (81%) made use of the cyber cafe’ to have access to the Internet. 

Research Question Three: For what purpose do students use the internet most?


Question 17 answered this question.
Table 6: Purpose of usage of the Internet
	Purposes
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)

	Mails
	54
	14

	Academic
	311
	80.8

	Fun
	19
	4.9

	Others
	-
	-

	No Response
	1
	.3

	Total
	385
	100


Source: Field Survey (2010)

As depicted in table 6 above, as many as 311 (80.8%) respondents admitted that they mostly use the internet for academic purpose, while 54 (14%) used it mostly for mails, 19 (4.9%) used it most for fun, none for others. One respondent (.3%) did not respond to this question.

Research Question Four: Is there any significant relationship between students’ usage of internet and their academic performance?

Item 18 in the questionnaire was used to answer the research question.

Data in table 7 below show that 38 (9.9%) respondents were of the opinion that the internet does not contribute towards their academic excellence, whereas as many as 347 (%90.1) held a contrary view that the internet help them in solving their academic problems.
Table 7: Usefulness of the Internet for academic purposes
	Responses
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)

	Yes
	347
	90.1

	No
	38
	9.9

	Total
	385
	100


Source: Field Survey (2010)

Research Question Five: In what ways can students be encouraged to use the internet?

To answer this question, six items in the questionnaire that were intended to measure the obstacles that have the potentials of discouraging  students using the internet are presented in Tables 8a and 8b below. On power supply in the institution, 268 (69.6%) respondents agreed that they enjoy stable power supply as against the 113 (29.4%) who observed that the reverse is the case. Four (1.0%) did not respond. Also, 183 (47.5%) had deficiency using the internet as opposed to the 199 (51.7%) who have no deficiency. Three (.8%) did not offer response to the question. In the same vein, 203 (52.7%) attested that their deficiency limit their internet usage, while 171 (44.4%) held a contrary view, and 11 (2.9%) of them did not answer the question.
Table 8a: Challenges of using the Internet
	Questions
	                      Responses
	Total
	%

	
	Yes
	No
	
	
	

	 Is the source of power supply in your school stable?
	268(69.6%)
	113(29.4%)
	4(1.0%)
	385
	100

	 Do you have any deficiency in using the internet?
	183(47.5%)
	199(%51.7)
	3(.8%)
	385
	100

	 Does the deficiency limit your use or accessibility to the internet?
	203(52.7%)
	171(44.4%)
	11(2.9%)
	385
	100


Source: Field Survey (2010)

Besides the questions presented in Table 8a, the researchers also had other findings through other questions presented in Table 8b below.
Table 8b: Challenges of using the Internet
	Questions 
	                  Responses
	%

	How does the general power outage in the country affect your accessibility to the internet?
	Extremely high
	181
	47

	
	Not much
	190
	49.4

	
	Not at all
	14
	3.6

	
	Total
	385
	100

	To what would you attribute the login difficulties most?
	Network failure
	296
	76.9

	
	Power outage
	70
	18.2

	
	Others(specify)
	10
	2.6

	
	Invalid
	9
	2.3

	
	Total
	385
	100

	How long does it take your managers to rectify your problems?
	One day
	297
	77.1

	
	One week
	66
	17.1

	
	More than one week
	17
	4.4

	
	Total
	385
	100


Source: Field Survey (2010)

Table 8b above shows that 181 (47%) were of the view that the general (public) power outage in the country affect them extremely high in accessing the internet. One hundred and ninety (49.4%), however, observed that the state of power do not affect them much while 14 (3.1%) said they are not affected at all. As 296 (76.9%) attributed their inability to login to power failure, 70 (18.2%) associated it with network failure. Ten (%2.6) attributed it to other factors like non-connectivity, and the remaining 9 (2.3%) provided invalid responses. As 297 (77.1%) accepted that it takes just one day for those concerned to rectify problems  they encounter, 66 (17.1%) said it takes one week, while 17 (4.4%) settled for ‘more than one week’.
Findings and Discussion

 
Data collected provided deep insight to the subject matter. Accordingly, in order to establish how often students use the internet, Table 3 above shows that  only few (26%) respondents used the internet  daily, while those who seldom used it stand at (27.8%), and  (46.2) used it weekly. The implication of this is that much of the use of the internet should be considered a routine exercise. Thus, due to one reason or the other, not many Nigerian students use the internet as frequently as expected.

In trying to investigate whether or not the various departments in the Nigerian universities are connected to the internet, 315 (81.8%) of the study respondents responded in the affirmative, while 66 (17.1%) said the departments were not connected. Since access to the internet depends on one’s ability to acquire it (37.1%), respondents claimed to have theirs, while (62.9%), who were in the majority, did not have a laptop/desktop (see table 4). Though a pool of computers could assuage the problem of accessibility, as many as 221 (57.4%) said there is no cluster of computer systems they could use at any time to access the internet in opposition to the 164 (42.6%) who agreed there is. Generally, few students (15%) respondents make use of their personal laptops, with a few others who (3.9%) use their friends’, while 312 (81%) access the internet in the cyber cafe’ within and outside the University’s campus.

Table 6 is explicit on the purpose for which students use the internet most.  According to respondents, a few (14%) mostly use it for mails despite the fact that most mails are mere correspondences without any academic usefulness. A few others (4.9%) use it for fun leaving a large majority who use the internet for academic purpose. This could be connected with the fact that users have found an enormouse reservoir of information in different disciplines amid dearth of books in our libraries.

So, against the backdrop that a majority of the students use the internet for academic purposes, it could be admitted that the internet enables students to solve their academic problems. This position conveys the fact that there exists a significant relationship between students’ usage of the internet and their academic performance.


Tables 8a & b examined the likely challenges that have the potentials of limiting the zeal with which students use the internet. Findings in Table 8a show that power supply in the University is relatively stable as many students (69.6%) noted. In relation to that, Table 8b has it that the general power outage in the country, adversely affect internet users extremely high as many students (47%) also noted.
It must be noted, however, that students of the University in focus are not restricted so much in the use of the internet because the University has a standby generator that complements public power supply. 

Besides the issue of power is individual competence of the users. Many students have deficiency in using the internet. This finding portends that many Nigerian students have below average (competent) computer literacy. Additionally, it is found that students’ deficiency limit the use and accessibility to the internet of most of them. But this becomes more worrisome because, in most cases, the problem of accessibility is not absolutely connected with users’ deficiency but much more related to the facility itself. For example, a majority admitted that network failure is responsible for their inability to login many times. 
As annoying as the experience may be, a ray of hope is sighted at the end of the tunnel, as a majority (77.1%) noted that it takes just a day for their service providers to rescue them from challenges they encounter in using the internet at the University of Ilorin. 
Conclusion

In order to keep pace with developments in the present era, computer literacy is a necessity. Acquiring the skills is one thing and access to the internet is another. Of the various uses the internet can be put to, academic purpose occupies the highest enviable position as far as students are concerned. However, they face a lot of challenges using the internet for academic purpose. Such challenges include high level poverty which does not avail students to acquire a laptop they can always use at will. Not only that, incessant power outage, the disgusting network failure and limited number of cyber cafe’ are also not helping matters at all.

Recommendations

As a way of encouraging students, a pool of computer systems should be provided by various University authorities with a defined schedule on when students can access the internet to browse, or even for unlimited access, as obtained at the Universities in the developed world. This is in view of the fact that students who are constrained by paucity of research materials in the libraries will enjoy the luxury of having a viable option through access to the internet. Also, such an opportunity will facilitate online discussion between students and lecturers.


 Government and other stakeholders in the power sector have a crucial role to play. It is high time all the rhetorics about halting public power crisis this year or that year were transformed to reality. If this is done, operators of the internet will have favourable ground to efficiently deliver, and satisfactorily too.
Those who are deficient in using the new media in this millennium should recognise that they do not have any alternative than to keep pace with dictates of technological advancement by imbibing the internet culture.
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