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R
ecently, several schools in 
the Madison, Wisconsin, 
school district enacted a 
social media ban to “test 
whether student behavior, 

school safety, and grades improve with 
fewer online distractions” (Rivedal, 
2017). It’s not uncommon for schools 
to implement policies that limit, heavily 
filter, or block internet content, and 
we understand impulses to restrict 
social media to reduce distractions and 
prevent harmful activities. However, 
if a central aim of schools is to help 
students grow as 21st century citizens, 
do we want to implement school prac-
tices that resemble the social media 
policies of authoritarian states like 

China and Turkey? When schools 
ban social media in the name of con-
trolling behavior, maintaining safety, 
and improving short-term productivity, 
educators are absolving themselves of 
the responsibility to educate students 
for today’s world. By contrast, teaching 
with and about social media offers an 
approach that can help students grow 
as digital citizens in a democracy.

Social media platforms have provided 
a microphone to the “people formerly 
known as the audience,” who can now 
interact around common interests, 
including civic activities (Rosen, 2012, 
p. 13). However, the effects of social 
media on democracy have been mixed. 
Some citizens use social media to 
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advance democracy and justice, while 
others use it for frivolous or even 
harmful purposes. But whether edu
cators are ready for it or not, young 
people currently spend significant 
parts of their social, communal, and 
civic lives on social media platforms. 

Citizenship today is digital. During 
the 2016 U.S. elections, social media 
did not just spread the news, it became 
the news. As users shared “fake 
news” stories, platform algorithms 
created partisan echo chambers, and 
candidates used Twitter to appeal to 
voters, national conversations erupted 
about the digital citizenship roles 
and responsibilities of people from 
Mark Zuckerberg to Jane Citizen. 
If education is to be a safeguard of 
democracy, then recent events suggest 
tweets and other social media must be 
part of the curriculum. 

What Kind of Citizens?
Educators cannot foster citizenship 
without first asking, What kind of 
citizens does our 21st century democracy 
require? Schools often proudly display 
mission statements that include the 
aim of preparing citizens without 
always articulating what this means 
in daily practice. Whether as part of 
the hidden or official curriculum, 
all schools convey messages about 
participation, power, and parity. Stu
dents’ power and voice in student gov
ernment, mock elections, and school 
policies reflect values about whether 
schools encourage participatory 
and inclusive visions of citizenship. 
And educators have long sought to 
enact different models of citizenship 
through character education, service 
learning, democratic classrooms, and 
 curriculums focused on social issues. 

In their influential study,  West
heimer and Kahne (2004) identified 
three visions of citizenship represented 
in democratic education programs: 

n Personally responsible citizens who 
act responsibly in their communities, 

act as informed voters, and generally 
obey laws.

n Participatory citizens who 
understand government, know 
how it works, and actively organize 
 community efforts as a regular part of 
their lives.

n Justice-oriented citizens who 
critically appraise social, political, and 
 economic structures; tackle injustice; 
and seek systemic changes.

For example, personally  responsible 
citizens are likely to contribute to 
food drives, participatory citizens 
might organize food drives, while 
justice oriented citizens investigate 
why people are going hungry and 
seek to address the root cause. These 
three interpretations of citizenship 
can help educators and school leaders 
think about how digital citizenship is, 
and can be, taught and practiced in 
schools. 

What Kind of Digital Citizens?
Some of the most popular “digital 
citizenship” instructional materials, lit
erature, and standards used in schools, 
such as Common Sense Media’s Digital 
Citizenship Curriculum, Ribble’s 
(2015) Digital Citizenship in Schools, 
and the International Society for Tech
nology in Education (2016) Standards 
for Students, offer necessary advice for 
avoiding mistakes and ensuring online 
safety. However, these resources 
have a tenuous connection to demo
cratic citizenship and might be more 

accurately branded as supports for 
digital literacy or online safety. 

Of course, curriculums that teach 
individual responsibility in digital 
realms are important. Students should 
learn how to avoid online predators or 
cyberbullies, understand intellectual 
property laws, and appreciate possible 
consequences of an unwanted digital 
footprint. However, lessons that focus 
primarily on such matters of safety and 

appropriateness do little to prepare 
students to practice strong versions of 
democracy by taking on active roles 
in governance (Barber, 1984). So 
how can educators prepare students 
for different kinds of citizenship in 
digital spaces?

Personally Responsible Digital Citizens
Personally responsible digital citi
zenship has dominated what is taught 
in schools, as students are encouraged 
to be responsible, obedient, and 
productive “netizens.” Acting as an 
informed voter is an important com
ponent of this kind of citizenship, but 
it has been complicated by the infor
mation glut in online spaces. When 
there is an abundance of information, 
knowing where to focus attention is 
a crucial skill for informed citizens 
(Rheingold, 2012). With the weak
ening of the traditional gatekeeping 
responsibilities of journalism, digital 
citizens must do more to evaluate 
the validity and credibility of online 
sources. Unfortunately, Stanford 

In the 21st century, students cannot 
just dissect frogs, sentences, or 
documents; they must be able to 
dissect tweets, snaps, and posts. 
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researchers have found that students from middle school 
to college often trust sites lacking credibility because 
of high search-engine rankings, slick websites, or mis-
leading “about” pages (Wineburg & McGrew, 2016). 

Digital citizens should be able to distinguish between 
credible and untrustworthy news sources and sites; 
corroborate information across websites or accounts; 
contextualize stories; and understand the perspectives, 
methods, and evidence that authors use in multimodal 
texts. Twenty-first century educators cannot teach media 
literacy as they did in the past. Citizens used to be able 
to read articles from top to bottom (“vertically”) and 
determine credibility, but on unfamiliar websites, digital 
citizens should start by opening new tabs (“laterally”) 
to learn more about the aims of those who fund and 
run the websites before reading further (Wineburg & 
McGrew, 2016). 

For example, students researching Martin Luther King 
Jr. might find a site like www.MartinLutherKing.org 
because an algorithm ranks it highly in the search engine 
results (Rheingold, 2012). However, critical consumers 
of information would open new tabs to investigate the 
organization behind the site and find that it is run by a 
white supremacist organization. 

Students need practice analyzing social media content 
to identify accurate claims and understand the strat-
egies used to persuade via social media or online sites. 
English teachers might ask students to analyze the 
rhetorical strategies employed in politicians’ tweets, 
while science educators can help students analyze the 
veracity of online scientific claims. Numerous media 
literacy organizations (for instance, the University of 
Rhode Island’s Media Education Lab) provide resources 
that can help students make more accurate judgments 
of online content (see related article, p. 26). Educators 
can also teach specific strategies, such as the C.R.A.P. 
test, which has readers analyze the currency, reliability, 
authority, and purpose/point of view of sources. For 
example, a math teacher might require students to apply 
the test when retrieving statistical data to check the 
accuracy of politicians’ claims about correlations between 
 demographic and economic trends.

Participatory Digital Citizens
Examining both the power and limitations of social 
media can help students leverage platforms more effec-
tively for democratic aims. Citizens who might have pre-
viously been limited to passive consumption of political 
messages can now organize quickly, challenge dominant 
discourses, and demand changes. But some young people 
may be hesitant to engage in political or community 
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activities online because of the vis-
ibility of posts, the perceived unpopu-
larity of their opinions, or the potential 
threat of derogatory or aggressive 
responses. 

Instead of avoiding such spaces, 
educators can provide safe ways for 
all citizens to engage in democratic 
dialogues online, particularly citizens 
whose views or identities might be 
marginalized. By creating class Twitter 
accounts, for example, teachers can 
work with students to carefully craft 
messages and talk through which 
responses are worthy of reply, given 
their aims. While educators will need 
to prepare students for such partici-
pation and choose platforms wisely, 
these online discussions can shape 
democratic habits and provide spaces 
for students to practice voicing their 
concerns and negotiating with other 
parties within and beyond the walls of 
their school.

Online political activity can some-
times be characterized as low-com-
mitment “slacktivism,” but meaningful 
social media exchanges can offer an 
effective entry point into other civic 
activities. As young citizens identify 
causes that are important to them, 
educators can help investigate ques-
tions like, Which platforms or net-
works are most conducive to affecting 
change? Whose voices are represented 
or marginalized in different networks? 
Which methods and strategies can be 
completed online, and which activities 
require offline action? Social studies 
teachers can also teach about social 
media by investigating how social 
protests have changed with the rise 
of digital networks and what it means 
to redress grievances in the 21st 
century. Furthermore, educators can 
work alongside students to compare 
and contrast the structures of formal 
debates with the written and unwritten 
rules that exist around social media 
discussions (such as time and char-
acter limits, acceptable behaviors and 

tone, shorthand devices, and broadcast 
or post audience).

Justice-Oriented Digital Citizens
Throughout U.S. history, justice-
oriented citizens have interrogated 
social, political, and economic struc-
tures to fight systemic injustices, from 
slavery to a lack of access for those 
with disabilities, and social problems 
like homelessness or lack of access 
to quality health care. Citizens con-
tinue such work in social networks to 
organize against oppressive regimes 
and share firsthand accounts ignored 
by the mainstream press. Helping stu-
dents grow as justice-oriented citizens 
requires raising their consciousness 
of oppression and identifying an array 
of adaptable strategies that are often 
needed in the face of institutional 
resistance. 

Social media hashtags allow young 
citizens to participate in larger dia-
logues about issues that concern them, 
such as student voice in education 
(#StuVoice) and systemic racism 
(#BlackLivesMatter). Educators and 
students can create their own hashtags, 
too. For example, several high school 
teachers challenged their students to 
identify sexist messages in advertising 
and create tweets with #NotBuyingIt as 

a way to raise awareness and pressure 
companies to make changes (Flores, 
Pazdan, & Pikelny, 2013).

However, for these conversations 
to happen, citizens must ensure that 
social media platforms are inclusive 
and that they are neither biased against 
difficult dialogues nor likely to create 
echo chambers where people have 
little exposure to different views. 
For example, in 2014, Facebook 
algorithms amplified feel-good posts 
related to the ALS Ice Bucket Chal-
lenge while simultaneously burying 
#BlackLivesMatter posts, and Twitter 
has been criticized for doing too little 
to address violent threats against 
women (Tufekci, 2017). 

Although some critics might advise 
simply switching platforms, people 
are unlikely to leave popular social 
networks because their connection 
with friends, family, and organiza-
tions is what makes these services 
valuable. Digital citizens can, however, 
lobby social media companies to enact 
policies that make online spaces more 
supportive of healthy democracy. 
Much like politicians or governments, 
companies should be responsive to 
users’ demands.

Within school settings, educators 
can help students understand how 
social media platforms work, whom 
they benefit and marginalize, and how 
digital citizens can affect changes. Stu-
dents can interrogate biases in social 
media services by asking, Who invented 
the medium, for what purpose, and how 
has it changed? How do platform algo-
rithms tailor content to users? What data 
do the mediums collect, and how are 
they used? Which voices are privileged 
or marginalized (Krutka & Carpenter, 
2016)? Questions like these can 
help young people unpack financial, 
political, social, or corporate aims 
associated with these technologies and 
better understand that mediums are 
not simply neutral conveyors of infor-
mation, but carry the biases of their 

Digital citizenship 
lessons, 

curriculums, 
and programs 

should pull from 
all three visions 
of citizenship.
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creators, algorithms, and users. 
For instance, students studying 

the 2016 presidential election might 
examine which candidates and interest 
groups benefited from online activities 
and why, and even write emails or 
blog posts to different media com-
panies advocating for the promotion of 
a democratic dialogue. 

Democratic Digital Citizenship
Of course, none of these visions of 
democratic digital citizenship are 
mutually exclusive. In one lesson, 
5th grade students can investigate 
homelessness by studying how the 

issue is represented across different 
media, including mainstream print 
news stories, social media posts, and 
advocacy-group videos. (These media 
can be selected by the teacher and 
posted in a Storify “story.”) To exhibit 
personally responsible citizenship, 
students and teachers can discuss 
how messages vary by different media 
forms and interrogate the credibility 
of each source. After synthesizing and 
summarizing the different stories, stu-
dents can “remix” the stories by cre-
ating their own greenscreen newscasts 
where they detail not only the current 
realities of homelessness, but also 
how different media portray the issue 
(Krutka, 2017). By posting their videos 
and other media creations online, stu-
dents can contribute as participatory 
digital citizens to important public 
conversations about 21st century 
media literacy. 
 Moreover, like good reporters, stu-
dents can raise justice-oriented ques-
tions about the homeless population as 
a marginalized group and ask whether 
systems, resources, and opportunities 

are distributed widely enough 
throughout society. As this lesson 
illustrates, digital citizenship lessons, 
materials, and programs should pull 
from all three visions of citizenship.

When defining social media policies, 
school leaders and educators should 
consider which visions of digital citi-
zenship those policies promote. For 
many schools, promoting digital citi-
zenship for democracy will require 
moving from primarily teaching stu-
dents to make safe and responsible 
online choices toward preparing for 
active and conscientious participation 
in digital spaces. In the 21st century, 

students cannot just dissect frogs, 
 sentences, or documents; they must be 
able to dissect tweets, snaps, and posts. 
They must also understand how to 
leverage the positives of new technol-
ogies to strengthen their communities 
and fulfill their civic responsibilities. 
When school leaders ban social media 
and fail to develop powerful visions for 
digital citizenship, they neglect to 
educate students for our digitally 
 connected world, where citizenship 
is digital. EL
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Citizenship today is digital.
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