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ABSTRACT

This article advocates for the use of social networking tools as a way for teachers and
students to enrich learning possibilities. While some school systems resist the use of
social networking tools for learning purposes, others are moving forward with this
idea. There is clearly a need for policy that will guide the decision-making and peda-
gogical orientations of school administrators and teachers. The authors suggest that
policy surrounding the use of social networking tools such as Facebook, Twitter, and
Instagram take into account two equally important objectives: innovation and safety.
They propose that educational institutions create policies that empower learners
to strengthen their communication skills, expand global perspectives, and create
unlimited networking capacity.

Introduction

he New York Times published in 2011 an article featuring Erin Olson, an
English teacher in Sioux Rapids, lowa, who uses Twitter to create a back-
channel for students as they discuss poetry. The backchannel provides a
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constant stream of analysis via short tweets of a poem called, “To the Lady,” which
flows through Twitter while students simultaneously discuss the poem in class.
Ms. Olsen says the use of Twitter creates an encouraging environment for students
who are normally reluctant to speak up in class to engage in discussion (Gabriel, 2011).

Don Featherstone, an English teacher at E. C. Drury High School in Milton,
Ontario, Canada, has his students create a Facebook profile based on a character in
a book. Mr. Featherstone directs the students to “fill in the Facebook page as if you
are the character. Include pictures, likes, dislikes, etc., maybe links or lists that apply.
Explore the platform, but make everything suitable for that character!” This approach
allows students to analyze literary characters in a way that is both authentic and
suited to students’ technology-savvy existence (Featherstone, 2009).

Teachers who use social networking tools do so because they offer their
students a medium through which to meaningfully interact with each other as well
as with users beyond their classroom walls. In essence, these teachers expand the
concept of classroom collaboration to include (potentially) anyone with Internet
connectivity. For example, teachers and students can follow someone running for
a local or national political office via their Twitter feed or Facebook profile and track
public opinion shifts; ask students to interact with a National Geographic photogra-
pher whose work is posted in Instagram; or share local events, interests, and political
events via a Tumblr blog, and discuss differences in cultural norms and values with
children in classrooms across the world who read their blog.

Many students use social networking tools as a part of their everyday lives.
This level of familiarity makes Facebook, Twitter, and other social networking tools
convenient for teachers to adopt in the classroom. Because students understand this
power, and even the potential drawbacks, they can potentially do much of the inno-
vating in terms of facilitating academic exchanges. By contrast, students who are not
allowed classroom access to these powerful tools may feel (and be) shortchanged by
limitations to engagement with the world outside the classroom.

Social networking tools offer the potential to support knowledge creation
through collaborative interactions by anyone, from anywhere, as long as they have
access. These tools are open-ended and offer great power to educators; we cannot
predict their future uses because we are still in the process of technological innova-
tion (Hall & Hord, 2001). But we do claim that schoolchildren’s access to a world of
information (both reliable and not reliable), and to other people, is far greater today
than it was a few short years ago.
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As remarkable as these tools are, the outside world sees a dark side to
increased access. Facebook has received media coverage documenting potential
dangers (Carter, Foulger, & Ewbank, 2008). When teachers use Facebook with their
students, they are encouraged to err on the side of caution. For example, the Lake
County School District in Florida created “Guidelines for Employee Use of Social
Media Networks” recommending that employees’ blogs, Facebook profiles, and
websites be “G-rated” at all times (Huffington Post, 2012).

Some policy makers, school administrators, and parents express concerns
about teacher-student interaction online. Fountain Hills, Arizona superintendent Bill
Myhr believes that teachers who “friend” students online cross ethical boundaries
(Woodberry, 2011). Evidenced by many stories that appear about teachers and social
media use, media outlets are quick to expose those teachers who have been repri-
manded for the ways in which they negatively use social networking tools.

Developing Responsible and Socially Engaged
Citizens

Teachers and students need to do what they do best—teach and learn. The
authors of this article represent the perspectives of a State Legislator, university pro-
fessorand researcher for teacher education, school board member, and school district
professional developer. We believe that there is great potential in exploring the use
of social networking tools for educational purposes. The goal of our advocacy is to
facilitate the development of a culture of learning by expanding the reach of children
and teachers beyond the four walls of the traditional classroom (Ewbank, Foulger,
& Carter, 2010). We believe that school leaders can figure out how to use social net-
working tools to empower learners to strengthen their communication skills, expand
global perspectives, and create unlimited networking capacity. We support our posi-
tion through John Dewey’s thoughts about technology and its role in society.

Dewey wrote extensively about technology in his seminal 1915 work, School
and Society. In the 19th century, when mechanical technology was necessary to
accomplish daily tasks, it was important for individuals to have the knowledge and
skills necessary to be safe and effective technology users, including an understand-
ing of how technology functions, a notion that Waddington (2010) calls “techno-
logical transparency.” An example of technological transparency is found in Dewey'’s
Laboratory School:
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[The student] followed the wool from the sheep to the rug, patiently con-
triving his own spindle, his own dye, his own loom.... He saw that while suc-
cessive inventions of machines have led to the eventual betterment of social
life, the immediate results have often been at the bitter cost of the discarded
hand-worker whose plight illustrates an ever-present social problem caused
by technological advance. (Mayhew & Edwards, 1936, p. 314)

Technological transparency provided citizens with agency and power
because they understood the mechanisms important to society. Dewey’s vision was
that individuals would advocate for themselves as the industrial age progressed.

Dewey (1915) made a distinction between open and closed technology.
Closed technological tools are those that users do not understand how the tools
function, nor do they have influence on their design and evolution. By contrast, open
tools are those that are more transparent to end users, because they understand the
inner workings of the tool and its overall function. Dewey suggested society should
privilege open tools because “citizens would be able to make technologies work for
them, rather than simply being shaped by prevailing technologies” (Shaikh et al.,
2012, p. 94). We posit that those using open tools are more likely to create innovation,
because they have some control over the furtherance and development of the tool,
and the results are useful for themselves as well as for others. It follows logically that
open technology has the power to shape society rapidly, because the original creator
does not maintain control over any modifications of the tools.

This line of thinking about the power of open technologies can be applied
to Web 2.0 tools, as a form of modern-day tool associated with our knowledge-driven
society (Shaikh et al., 2012). Although the interface of Web 2.0 tools cannot be modi-
fied by the user, they do allow users to create content, control their interactions, and
socially engage with one another to make larger contributions. For example, Facebook
users are afforded the possibility of agency, variety, and invention because decisions
about content are theirs, and inspiration from one another matters in this medium.

Amy Hestir Protection Act in Missouri

State legislators in Missouri recently tried to stymie the idea of students
using open technology in the classroom by passing the Amy Hestir Student Protection
Act, a law that went into effect in the state of Missouri on August 28, 2011 (Gottlieb,
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2011a). Named after a now 40-year-old-woman who was sexually abused by her art
teacher when she was in junior high, the law was repealed less than one month after
it was instated. The appealed law originally set out to require each school district
to develop a written teacher-student communication policy, including a plan for
in-person and online interactions. The law specified that any work-related social
media website established by a teacher was to be completely viewable to the public,
including school administrators, parents, and guardians. Furthermore, teachers were
not allowed to engage in private, online social media communication (such as private
messaging, or the “friends only” function in Facebook) with current or former stu-
dents who were under 18 years of age. In summary, the law prohibited several types
of teacher-student communication via social media.

The intent of the law was to protect minors against inappropriate adult
interactions. However, the Missouri Teachers Association and American Civil Liberties
Union identified several unintended consequences. According to the law, any com-
munication about private matters between teachers and students would be made
public, a violation of the U.S. Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) law
of 1974. An additional problem with the law was that web-based tools constantly
change without notice. This puts educators in a situation whereby they never know if
new features or tools are “safe” or not.

In less than one month a series of lawsuits questioned the law’s constitu-
tionality. Missouri Governor Jay Nixon called for a special legislative session and the
Amy Hestir Student Protection Act was repealed September 23, 2011 with the justi-
fication, “In a digital world, we must recognize that social media can be an impor-
tant tool for teaching and learning” (Gottlieb, 2011b). This reminds us how difficult
it is to create timeless legislation surrounding technology. Useful policy will need to
embrace the positive impact that technology tools can have in education while still
promoting safety, innovation, and accountability.

Laws and Policies Already Adequate, Yet Districts Take
Traditional Approach

Many laws and policies are already in place that support these goals. For
example, the 2000 U.S. Children’s Internet Protection Act (CIPA) established that all
public educational systems in the United States that are recipients of E-rate fund-
ing, special grants, and other federal aid in support of technology integration, use
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filtering software to protect students from potentially inappropriate content. A U.S.
federal policy implemented in August 2011 requires that public schools and libraries
that are E-rate recipients assure their Internet policies are updated to include provi-
sions for teaching students safe use of social networking tools as well as awareness
of cyber-bullying. Additionally, about half of the states in the U.S. have adopted laws
that mandate filtering systems in publicly funded schools and libraries in order to
prevent student access to questionable material (National Council of State Legisla-
tures, 2012). Canada, however, has used existing law to regulate obscene content on
the Internet, such as the Canadian Criminal Code (OpenNet Initiative, 2012).

Similarly, most school districts have acceptable use policies that both
employees and students/parents sign before Internet use can be granted through
school networks. When parents approve their child’s Internet use at school, they
affirm that they understand the benefits as well as the risks of students using the
Internet. These policies promise parents that teachers will conduct training, provide
direction, and supervise students who use Internet-based tools while in their care.
Those school districts that have kept up to date on technological advancements
have added provisions for social networking tools to their acceptable use policies. If
a student does not have parental permission to use the Internet, teachers must meet
educational objectives in other ways.

Additionally, social networking tools provide protection through their poli-
cies. For example, Facebook policy mandates that users must be thirteen years of
age, and users between the age of 13 and 18 do not appear in public searches. All
users must agree that Facebook “reserves the right to add special protections for
minors (such as to provide them with an age-appropriate experience) and places
restrictions on the ability of adults to share and connect with minors.” Along those
same lines Facebook provides a “Report Abuse” link and requests that offensive posts
be reported (Facebook, 2011).

Social Media: A License to Drive, A License to Learn

Learning to drive a car is comparable in certain aspects to learning to use
social networking tools. The vehicle (or social media) is a powerful tool that improves
numerous capabilities. Over time, children gain more freedom as they become more
effective with driving. This developmental perspective might be a useful approach to
policy development surrounding social networking use in education.
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Young Children—Teacher Navigation

When they are very young, children are passengers in cars that are driven
by adults. Similarly, at this age, we suggest policy that promotes the use of social
networks “driven” by teachers, with students’ educational needs in mind.

For example, Union County Public Schools (North Carolina, USA) teacher Liz
Benavides created a virtual pen pal program with Saudi Arabia via Skype. Elemen-
tary-age children communicated through Liz, with Prince Khalid Bin Alwaleed Bin
Tala (Franco, 2011). Social media facilitated a rapid, convenient, timely, and compre-
hensive exchange of information.

Tweens and Young Teens—Teacher Supervision

When children reach their teenage years, they can earn a learner’s permit
and are granted permission to drive, but under the direct supervision of an adult
who accompanies them in the vehicle. The adult in charge is accountable, to a great
extent, to provide direct “sideline coaching” during that teen’s use of any vehicle.
Similarly, as teens show responsibility in the use of the Internet, it is appropriate that
policy mandates teacher supervision in class as well as in online environments, to
assure students make good decisions through a “sideline coaching” model about the
use of social networking tools.

For example, Ann Flynn, Director of Technology for the National School
Board Association, reports that a school in Cleveland, Ohio, USA, has turned the tra-
ditional book report into a social media experience. Students post their book report
online, and parents, teachers, and other students read and comment on the report
(Sorrentino, 2012). In this case, the teacher was responsible for guiding students—
just as adults are required to be in the car of teenagers to assure safe circumstances,
and not joyriding or racing.

Full Privileges for Qualified Students

Then, when teens have proven they know the rules of the road and can
successfully and safely navigate the driving system, including handling unexpected
behaviors from other drivers, they are granted complete freedom to drive on their
own. With this level of independence, parents need to be able to trust these teens
to make responsible decisions. This cannot happen without prior experience. Simi-
larly, in the education domain, as students are granted more freedom to use social
networking tools for learning, policy should hold students accountable for their
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behavior, including keeping on topic, conducting themselves professionally, and
treating others with respect. Appropriate and firm consequences will be necessary
for this level of freedom.

For example, Buffy Hamilton, high school librarian in Canton, Georgia, USA,
discovered recently that the blogging platform Tumblr.com was blocked by the Inter-
net filter at her school. She requested access, outlining a number of educational uses,
including “crowdsourcing” favorite book quotes and book covers. Hamilton stated,

Tumblr has been super hot with our teens for blogging in the last six months
or so, and | would like to utilize Tumblr for digital composition and reflective
thinking since it so easily allows users to post content in many formats/mul-
timedia. | especially like how Tumblr lends itself to formal as well as informal
networked learning and dovetails beautifully with a participatory stance on
learning and librarianship (2011).

Future Directions: Promoting Safety, Innovation,
and Accountability

While the specific example of the Missouri law ultimately failed as policy,
provinces and states may consider adopting a refined version of this law, one that
would protect students from the problems associated with social networking with-
out inadvertently prohibiting students and teachers from using any social network-
ing tool, even tools specific to education such as Edmodo, TeacherTube, Google Sites,
and the Google Suite (Docs, Presentations, and Forms).

The best educational policy is one that allows students opportunities to
learn in ways that are aligned with the 21st century workplace. Figuring out solutions
to these issues will require a collective intelligence of all educational stakeholders
and the concerted efforts of many outside the school systems.

The following are guidelines for policy development aligned with this
perspective:

1) Provide safe environments for the use of social networking tools by stu-
dents, for educational purposes.
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2) Embrace teachers’ creativity by granting them the necessary freedom to

think innovatively, (within the boundaries of educational needs) as they

explore the possibilities of social networking tools.

3) Hold teachers accountable to train, guide, supervise, and discipline stu-

dents during the educational use of social networking tools while at school.

This year's kindergarten class will graduate from high school in 2025. With
this long-range goal in mind, educators should ask themselves, “What will 2025 look

like?” Technology is advancing so rapidly that a prediction of this sort is difficult. Yet,

it is our duty to prepare them. As educational technology advocates, we challenge

educators and policy makers to work toward achieving this goal.
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