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Abstract 

High school journalists’ efforts to embrace social media can be jeopardized by adults 

who are willing to trade free speech and free expression rights for perceived safety.  Student 

journalists who are educated about and trained to use social media in a professional manner not 

only can allay the fears of these well-meaning adults, but also can gain valuable job skills while 

modeling responsible social media practices for their audiences.  This project, a WordPress 

website with lesson plans and resources based on and drawn from research on educational and 

professional journalism practices, is designed to act as a social media toolbox for high school 

journalists and the teachers who advise them. 
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Social Media:  What It Is and How to Use It 

A Toolbox for Student Journalists and the Teachers Who Advise Them 

 

Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon signed a bill on October 22, 2011, that addresses electronic 

communication between teachers and students.  As a result, school districts in Missouri must 

develop social media policies by March 1, 2012, to guard against inappropriate digital 

communication (Hancock, 2011). 

The bill signed by Nixon was different from one originally passed by Missouri 

lawmakers in the summer of 2011.  The original version would have banned teachers from 

conducting private online conversations with students – conversations that are possible in 

Facebook and other social networks.  The Missouri State Teachers Association sued to block it.  

After a Missouri judge prevented the original law from taking effect because of free speech 

concerns, legislators revised it to include the district policy provision (Hancock, 2011). 

“We think the legislature kicked the can down the road on this issue and just passed the 

buck to the local school districts,” John Chasnoff, program director for the American Civil 

Liberties Union of Eastern Missouri, said after Nixon signed the law.  “It’s been so difficult for 

the legislature to hammer out a bill that meets the needs and is constitutional.  Imagine how 

difficult it will be for school boards,” Chasnoff added (Hancock, 2011). 

Legal history illustrates that school officials who have attempted to restrict the First 

Amendment rights of students have not had an easy time of it, although they have succeeded in 

some respects.  The bar for student First Amendment rights was set with Tinker v. Des Moines 

Independent Community School District, 393 U.S. 503 (1969), in which the U.S. Supreme Court 

ruled that “it can hardly be argued that students or teachers shed their constitutional rights to 
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freedom of speech or expression at the schoolhouse gate” (Tinker v. Des Moines, 1969).  Nearly 

two decades later, the Supreme Court narrowed the opening of that gate first in Bethel School 

District No. 403 v. Fraser, 478 U.S. 675 (1986), and then in Hazelwood School District v. 

Kuhlmeier, 484 U.S. 260 (1988).  In Bethel v. Fraser, the court noted that “the First Amendment 

does not prevent the school officials from determining that to permit a vulgar and lewd speech … 

would undermine the school’s basic educational mission” (Bethel v. Fraser, 1986).  The court 

ruled in Hazelwood v. Kuhlmeier that “educators do not offend the First Amendment by 

exercising editorial control over the style and content of student speech in school-sponsored 

expressive activities” (Hazelwood v. Kuhlmeier, 1988).  However, the court’s decision also 

stipulated that school officials must demonstrate that their censorship is “reasonably related to 

legitimate pedagogical concerns” (Hazelwood v. Kuhlmeier, 1988). 

Morse v. Frederick, 551 U.S. 393 (2007), further tightened First Amendment restrictions 

for students with the court’s ruling that “a principal may, consistent with the First Amendment, 

restrict student speech at a school event, when that speech is reasonably viewed as promoting 

illegal drug use” (Morse v. Frederick, 2007).  Yet Justice Samuel Alito concurred with the 

court’s decision on two conditions.  The first was “on the understanding that … it goes no further 

than to hold that a public school may restrict speech that a reasonable observer would interpret as 

advocating illegal drug use.”  The second was that “it provides no support for any restriction of 

speech” for political or social commentary on issues such as “the wisdom of the war on drugs or 

of legalizing marijuana for medicinal use” (Morse v. Frederick, 2007). 

While the Supreme Court has not hesitated to chip away at students’ First Amendment 

rights, it has been careful to do so by spelling out specific limitations (i.e., speech that is sexually 
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explicit or pro-drug use).  Any move to curtail students’ First Amendment rights via use of social 

networks would likely have to be considered carefully. 

Statement of Project 

Dautrich (2011) found that nearly two-thirds (65%) of high school students obtain news 

and information from the Internet at least several times a week, while half (50%) use mobile 

devices such as iPhones and Blackberrys for the same purpose. More than three-quarters (76%) 

of high school students use social media such as Facebook, Twitter and Tumblr at least several 

times a week for news and information – and 47% spend some time seeking information about 

what is happening at school (pp.10-11).  High school newspaper programs have responded to this 

technology surge by adding websites, Facebook pages, Twitter posts (“tweets”) and other digital 

tools to the publication mix.  

As the Missouri law illustrates, student journalists’ efforts to embrace social media can be 

jeopardized by adults who are willing to trade free speech rights for perceived safety.  Student 

journalists who are educated about and trained to use social media in a professional manner not 

only can allay the fears of these well-meaning adults, but also can gain valuable job skills while 

modeling responsible social media practices for their audiences.  This project, a WordPress 

website featuring lesson plans and resources, is designed to act as a social media toolbox for 

scholastic journalism students and the teachers who advise them.   

Limitations of the Project 

In educating student journalists about social media, the constantly evolving nature of 

digital technology poses a challenge.  Today’s preferred social network might be obsolete 

tomorrow, as Hermida (2010) noted, given that “social media services are vulnerable to shifting 

and ever-changing social and cultural habits of audiences” (p. 304). For scholastic journalism 
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teachers, however, keeping up with technological developments should be considered a vital part 

of continuing education. Greenhow, Robelia and Hughes (2009) wrote that “Web 2.0 

technologies are opening up educative outlets for scholarship among communities of people  – 

academics can choose to ignore the current culture or attempt to build an online network of 

resources, colleagues and authorship.”  Building this online network, the authors added, makes 

“it possible to distinguish authoritatively between the hype and the potential of Web 2.0 

technologies.”  Along the way, academics “model lifelong learning by identifying effective use 

of technology for educative purposes, building new identities and connections, and sharing 

scholarship with a wider audience,” they wrote (p. 254). 

Social media also raise privacy and safety concerns that Boyd (2008) described in 

structural terms.  “Offline, people are accustomed to having architecturally defined boundaries.  

Physical features like walls and limited audio range help people have a sense of just how public 

their actions are,” she wrote.  However, she went on to note that online boundaries change as 

new technologies develop, “radically altering the assumptions that people have when they 

interact online.”  Even though “social convergence is becoming the norm online,” Boyd added, 

“people are still uncomfortable with the changes” (p. 14).  News reports about online predators, 

cyberbullying, sexually explicit exchanges between minors and other harmful online behaviors 

strike fear in parents, teachers, administrators and lawmakers, and help fuel efforts such as the 

Missouri law. Yet temptation lies everywhere – not just in cyberspace – and teens can be 

effective at self-policing.  Livingstone (2008) observed that “teenagers tend to describe their 

social networking activities in terms of freely taken choices.”  Upon further questioning, 

however, “it appears that they are constrained in two ways: first, by the norms and practices of 

their peer group and, second, by the affordances of the technological interface.”  The author 
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maintained that “various representations of ‘adult society’ (parents, media panics, etc.) also play 

a lesser role in alerting them to the risks of strangers, viruses, threats to privacy, etc” (p. 400).  

Moreover, “most schools do not allow their students access to an uncensored Web,” 

wrote Wojcicki (2010), who labeled such restrictiveness as “a trait we usually ascribe to China 

and rarely acknowledge about ourselves.”  She noted that schools employ tracking services to 

“sanitize the Web,” confiscate cell phones, and block Facebook and other social networks. 

“Computers are used as word processors,” she concluded (p. 29-30).   By modeling responsible 

and mature use of social media, student journalists can make a persuasive case for opening these 

channels in schools.  

Finally, trustworthiness of news and information shared via social media can be an issue 

for students and teachers alike, as Dautrich (2011) stated: 

Both students and teachers think that the news and information they get in newspapers 

and on television is more truthful than what they get on the Internet, on social network 

sites in particular. Students, however, are more skeptical of traditional media than 

teachers. And the teachers surveyed were more skeptical about social media than 

students. (p. 22) 

As previously mentioned, Dautrich (2011) found that more than three-quarters of students 

use social media to get news and information, while 47% spend some time seeking information 

about what is happening at school (p. 10-11).  Social media employed by student journalists to 

share trustworthy, timely information about the school community – live tweeting during a 

playoff game or school board meeting, for example – could be a powerful tool.  “A future 

direction for journalism may be to develop approaches and systems that help the public negotiate 

and regulate the flow of awareness information, providing tools that take account of this new 
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mode for the circulation of news,” Hermida (2010) wrote.  “Journalists would be seen as sense-

makers, rather than just reporting the news” (p. 304). 

Literature Review 

Social Network Sites Defined 

Boyd and Ellison (2007) defined social network sites (SNSs) as Web-based services in 

which users can build public or somewhat public personal profiles within a defined structure,  

“articulate” lists of other users in that structure “with whom they share a connection,” and then 

“view and traverse” not only their own lists, but those of other users in the structure.  “The nature 

and nomenclature of these connections may vary from site to site,” the authors wrote. They 

further noted that “social network” and “social networking” sites are different. The former 

involves communication with people who are part of one’s extended social circle; the latter 

functions as a way to initiate connections, often with unknown people (p. 211).  “Although 

exceptions exist, the available research suggests that most SNSs primarily support pre-existing 

social relations. … These relationships may be weak ties, but typically there is some common 

offline element, such as a shared class at school,” they wrote (p. 221).  

21st Century Skills and Job Preparedness 

According to the Partnership for 21st Century Skills (2011), people must “must exhibit a 

range of functional and critical thinking skills related to information, media and technology” if 

they are to succeed in the 21st century.  These skills include accessing, evaluating, using and 

managing information; analyzing media and creating media products; and applying technology 

effectively (Information, Media and Technological Skills, n.d.).  Becker, Vlad, Toledo-Brown 

and Desnoses (2011) reported that recent recipients of four-year degrees in journalism 

underscored the importance of these skills, with 31.6% saying they lacked Web skills and 1.8% 
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mentioning social media specifically (p. 55).  In a small but relevant survey of high school 

journalism educators, Roschke (2009) found that while they “recognize the importance of 

convergence skills” and “acknowledge the Internet is the future of the media industry,” they 

consider interviewing, researching and writing to be the most vital practices (p. 62). 

Educator Paradox 

Dautrich (2011) uncovered conflicting attitudes among teachers in general with respect to 

digital education methods. While 49% said emergence of the newest digital media forms has 

harmed student learning, 53% said they require students to use the Internet monthly.  Moreover, 

more than four in five teachers said it was “very important” to teach students how to use online 

information, to be safe online and protect their online privacy, and to use search engines (pp. 18-

19).  Greenhow and Robelia (2009a) described a similar paradox, noting that “students today are 

increasingly expected to develop technological fluency, digital citizenship, and other 21st century 

competencies despite wide variability in the quality of learning opportunities schools provide.”  

Social network sites may offer “promising informal and non-formal contexts for learning to 

supplement school-based experiences,” they added (p. 135). 

In studying teen users of MySpace, Greenhow and Robelia (2009a) observed a variety of 

knowledge and skills: 

The ability to search out, preview, select, incorporate, and share audio and video files; the 

ability to create, edit, copy, find, upload, tag, and arrange image files; the capacity to 

strategically monitor, respond, multitask, and navigate multiple communication channels 

(e.g., instant messaging, MySpace email, wall posts, blog comments, tagged photos, 

videoshares, etc.), and more. (p. 133)   
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Although students’ work in MySpace also addressed more traditional skills – 

proofreading, revising and updating, and considering word choice, tone, audience and style – 

Greenhow and Robelia (2009b) “saw little overlap between their literacy practices within MS 

[MySpace] and those recognized and valued in school” (p. 1152-3).  One reason for this 

disconnect on the part of teachers might be educational standards.  Halverson (2011) wrote that 

the use of SNSs in the classroom setting “must be tied to attainment of learning goals.”  

However, the connection is not always obvious.  “Unfortunately, many of the most popular SNS 

features (profile building, photo sharing, private messaging) are more difficult to link 

authentically with instructional goals,” she continued.  Educators could address this by 

“attending to which features users already see as interesting and important and determining how 

participation with these may be endogenous to learning goals,” Halverson concluded (p. 65).  

Media Literacy 

“If we begin by expecting that our students will be online as part of their daily lives, and 

engaged in multimedia communication,” Greenhow and Robelia (2009a) maintained, “then 

teaching them how to act to their advantage within physical and cyberspace networks becomes 

less optional and more imperative” (p. 136).  Half of all high school students surveyed by 

Dautrich (2011) said they have taken a class providing instruction on digital media and news 

literacy (p. 15).  To raise that number to 100%, more work must be done – and what students 

learn must remain with them after they leave the school setting.  Robust online participation, 

Greenhow and Robelia (2009a) wrote,  “entails demonstrating respect for the rights and 

responsibilities of self and others in the digital commons.”  Specifically, that includes “using and 

knowing how to use SNSs safely by adjusting privacy settings, downloading music and other 



SOCIAL MEDIA TOOLBOX 11	  

media files legally, posting messages that are respectful to their online community, and 

encouraging others to practice responsible online behaviors” (p. 126). 

Methodology 

During the summer of 2011, I learned how to set up a WordPress website through a 

course offered through the Kent State University online master’s program.  I followed that with 

an independent study course in which I created a site to use for this project.  The site was 

designed to act as a virtual “toolbox” to house lesson plans, resources and related materials. 

The literature review that I conducted yielded a rich and ever-growing assortment of 

information on social media.  However, targeted research on how social media are being used 

educationally in classrooms is still relatively new – and practically nonexistent in terms of how 

social media are being used by student journalists in school news organizations.   

To create materials for this project, I reviewed lesson plans and materials that I developed 

throughout this master’s program to identify what might be adaptable for a social media unit.  I 

also conducted an extensive online search of scholastic and professional journalism outlets, news 

media and trade publications.  The result is a 16-lesson unit (more than 80 50-minute classes) 

that takes students from the ethical and legal building blocks they need for responsible decision-

making on social media to an initial investigation of social media in journalism, and from 

creation of a social media plan and policy to implementation of social media in the school news 

organization.  Lessons and related materials draw on information gleaned from organizations 

such as the Journalism Education Association, The Poynter Institute, the American Society of 

News Editors, the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation, the Pew Internet & American Life 

Project, the Student Press Law Center, the Radio Television Digital News Association, National 

Public Radio, PBS and the Knight Community News Network.  A supplemental RSS feed 
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“reading list” contains a growing collection of articles on social media topics from a wide variety 

of mainstream and specialty publications.   

Conclusion 

Social media are constantly changing and evolving, and it is vital that student journalists 

know how to use these tools responsibly and professionally.  Educational practices must keep 

pace.  Thus, my WordPress site will require ongoing maintenance to refresh dated materials and 

add new ones.  This is a commitment I embrace, because my goal is to use my site and its 

contents someday in my own classroom or program.  Until then, I will open and promote the site 

to student journalists and advisers who wish to use the lesson plans and resources posted there.   
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