
I
t used to be so simple. Cell phones and stu-
dents’ personal digital devices had no place 
in the classroom. In fact, principals’ offices 
often had baskets filled with confiscated 
cell phones by the end of the school day. 
If students and teachers explored social 

media, they did so during nonschool hours.
Now, as part of a nationwide effort to 

embrace digital technology as a pedagogical, 
skill-building tool, once-banned devices are 
being embraced in classrooms and integrated 
into instruction and curricula.

With the rapid spread of 1:1 laptop and tab-
let programs and the about-face move toward 
“Bring Your Own Device” practices nationwide, 
school district leaders are scrambling to devise 
rules for appropriate use of technology and 

social media. The challenge is how to allow stu-
dent exploration and curiosity while protecting 
them and maintaining reasonable boundaries.

Reactive Measures 

The tech world’s own evolving practices don’t 
make the task any simpler. Last October, Face-
book loosened its privacy policy, enabling teen-
agers’ posts and photos to be visible to anyone 
who lands on their page. That same week, in the 
suburban school district of White Plains, N.Y., 
students’ profane Twitter postings following an 
emotionally charged varsity boys’ soccer match 
caused embarrassment for school officials. 

Even professional staff get entangled in 
social media misdeeds. In Coatesville, Pa., 

SOCIAL MEDIA
As personal technology accompanies students 
to classrooms, school districts are building 
acceptable use policies ( for staff, too)
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the athletic director and superintendent were 
found to have exchanged racist text messages 
on district-owned smartphones. In Albuquer-
que, N.M., the superintendent came under fire 
for Twitter messages comparing the state’s edu-
cation secretary to livestock.

Such episodes often lead to reactive, repres-
sive moves that undermine the point of digital 
learning, says Scott McLeod, director of inno-
vation for the Prairie Lakes Area Education 
Agency in Pocahontas Iowa, and a national 
leader in the study of educational technology.

“When there are isolated incidents that scare 
you, it’s seen as a threat, not an opportunity,” 
says McLeod. He makes the analogy to drunk 
driving laws as opposed to Prohibition, where 
the need to have people drive is balanced 
with appropriate restrictions on inappropriate 
behavior, rather than banned outright.

 “Fear and control outbalance the other 
side, which is that kids are doing powerful and 
amazing things,” McLeod adds. “The cycles are 
turning so fast. The entire world is now avail-

able to us. You have to implement reasonable 
and safe guidelines, with kids as collaborators 
and powerful creators. You teach kids how to 
drive, you teach kids how to swim — it’s the 
same for digital citizenship.”

Schools should include students in drafting 
policies, he says, while making it clear teach-
ers decide when it’s appropriate to take out a 
device in the classroom. By including students 
in the process, McLeod adds, “students will 
help enforce the policy.”

A frequent analogy for acceptable use poli-
cies regarding technology is teaching children 
to cross the street. The dangers of the road, 
with rapidly rushing cars, don’t mean that chil-
dren are locked in the house. Instead, responsi-
ble adults teach children repeatedly in different 
circumstances so youngsters have the skills and 
confidence to do that task independently.

Chuck Dinsfriend, director of instructional 
technology services for the International Soci-
ety for Technology in Education, urges school 
districts to hold public hearings with parents 
to explain the advantages of social media use, 

Allaying Our Parents’ Fears
BY  B U D DY  B E R R Y 

W
HY NOT?” 

I know those two words 

tend to simplify even the 

most complex of ques-

tions, but it does seem to be at the center 

of helping parents disarm their fears of 

students using social media for school-

related purposes.

Parents can rattle off the downsides and 

dangers they believe lurk on the other side 

of the computer screen. School communi-

ties pick up on those anxieties over the use 

of social media in education. They see a 

lack of self-control by many teens and pre-

teens over inappropriate postings, access to 

noneducational web content and increasing 

time off task. These concerns deserve 

educators’ consideration, but our schools 

shouldn’t allow them to stop us from moving 

forward with the use of promising new tools 

for advancing student learning.

Harnessing Power

In our school district of 700 students in 

central Kentucky, that simple question, 

“Why not?” launched us on the path of 

exponentially increased student voice, 

student empowerment, student engage-

ment and digital citizenry.

Early on, we realized our students were 

digital natives and that limiting their preferred 

use of communication in their school experi-

ences was futile. Students were going to use 

social media, so it was up to us to harness its 

power for productive purposes.

Our students are hyper-connected to 

the world around them, but we in educa-

tion must help them make the best use of 

that connectivity. Whether we like it or not, 

how students access and share informa-

tion today has changed dramatically. It no 

longer matters just what you know, but 

how you can access all the information you 

need for the task at hand.

Clearing Hurdles

Our school district has focused primarily 

on creating a “yes, and” culture. We use 

every obstacle as a chance for refining and 

advancing our instructional process. When 

parents and others raise questions about 

students using social media at school, we 

acknowledge those concerns but immedi-

ately share the many benefits we see from 

its inclusion in our curriculum. The exam-

ples are varied and run from kindergarten 

through senior year. 

Every grade level and every class in 

Eminence, Ky., Independent Schools is 

“

Buddy Berry (right), superintendent 

in Eminence, Ky., leads a workshop 

for parents and teachers on how 

to personalize instruction through 

technology.
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as well as the consequences of not complying 
with the rules. The strictest controls, with the 
greatest degree of filtering, ought to be in place 
for preK through 3rd graders, with progressive 
relaxation of controls as students mature.

“One of the challenges is that students are 
bringing in smartphones and their own tablets 
that are not filtered,” Dinsfriend says. “Most 
schools can’t filter students’ personal devices.”

All too often, he adds, school administrators’ 
response is to see their role as an enforcer. “The 
IT department shouldn’t be a police depart-
ment,” says Dinsfriend. “The old mentality was 
‘lock it and block it.’ Education needs an open 
and engaging environment. So you have the 
need for safety and security versus openness 
and engagement. The challenge for districts is 
balancing those needs.”

When it comes to Twitter, Facebook and 
YouTube, Dinsfriend says, “You have a choice 
for parents and community, based on curricular 
goals.” Social media policy needs to reflect a 
district’s own culture, however it’s defined and 
expressed.

Two Priorities

In thoughtful and measured ways, school dis-
tricts nationwide are developing acceptable use 
policies for social media.

One of those policies has been put in place 
in the State College, Pa., Area School District 
where Wilda Stanfield is in charge of web com-
munications for the 6,700-student district. 
Stanfield shares a necessary first step: Slow 
down long enough to consider what the district 
wants to achieve educationally. As State Col-
lege’s superintendent, Bob O’Donnell, admits, 
“It’s such a new experience for us. We try to 
be as strategic as possible. We have two main 
priorities: Prioritize our relationship to social 
media in terms of learning and safety.”

He acknowledges the challenge of keep-
ing pace with the rapid advance of new social 
media tools — especially when they are in the 
hands of students well before some educators 
are even aware of their existence. 

“It moves at lightning speed,” O’Donnell 
says. “We spelled things out, based on our con-
versations with our teachers, who were key in 

expected to have a class Twitter account. 

At the end of every day, students reflect on 

their learning in 140 characters or less, and 

teachers send a Tweet that best represents 

that day from the student perspective. 

Students in all grades also use social 

media to investigate content, follow experts, 

and connect to national and international 

discussions on topics related to their 

curriculum. Students and staff participating 

in these virtual discussions are able to 

extend their conversations far beyond the 

boundaries of our district. Other student 

use involves researching information in 

real time from various experts, talking 

with astronauts, participating in online 

Twitter discussions such as # KyEdChat, 

leading social media awareness campaigns 

and fact-checking the points of guest 

speakers during school assemblies. They 

are becoming partners with teachers in 

their own learning through these authentic 

assignments and experiences. 

Engaged Students

Several months ago, an impoverished man 

in our community was banned by our city 

council from collecting aluminum cans 

for recycling within the city limits, his only 

source of income. Within eight hours of the 

first student learning of the city’s decision, 

our student body started a social media 

campaign, leading to thousands of tweets 

and web postings in support of the man’s 

plight and an immediate reversal of the 

restrictive action. 

Even more dramatic is the increased 

student engagement. Students no longer 

complete their school assignments simply 

for their teachers. They now post them 

on Twitter, Facebook and YouTube for a 

global audience. For example, we have 

elementary through high school students 

with blogs or tutorials whose content has 

attracted thousands of hits from use by a 

worldwide audience.

Our students are constantly connected 

with each other and their educational land-

scape. We even equipped our school buses 

with Wi-Fi, the first district in Kentucky to 

do so. This innovation enabled students to 

interact with their instructors to and from 

school, ball games, and early college and 

field trips. 

We also created a social media course 

elective at the high school level as a venture 

into design thinking. The class is guided by 

the prompt of “breaking a Guinness World 

Record by generating as much national 

attention and money as possible for a 

philanthropic cause.” The first rendition of 

that class integrated aspects of business, 

marketing, English, mathematics, multi-

media skills and health science. Social 

media was the common thread that wove 

the content, audience and purpose together.

Extending Frontiers

All in all, each of these successes has 

allowed Eminence students and staff to 

further push the envelope on how to best 

use the benefits of social media, leaving 

our toughest of critical parents asking, 

“Why not?” 

BUDDY BERRY is superintendent of 

Eminence Independent Schools in Eminence, 

Ky. E-mail: buddy.berry@eminence.kyschools.

us. Twitter: @ BuddyBerry

“ At the end of every day, 
students reflect on their 
learning in 140 characters 
or less, and teachers 
send a Tweet that best 
represents that day from 
the student perspective.”
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the development of the guidelines. Students, 
parents and teachers have been using social 
media for years. Their understanding is pretty 
high. We wanted to look at how these tools 
should be used in the classroom.”

Stanfield, who previously spent 10 years 
managing communications for a regional 
medical center, strongly believes implement-
ing appropriate use policies has to come first. 
“It’s not just ‘gee whiz, this is cool,’” she says. 
“We need to have a policy, to know why we are 
doing this and what’s the educational purpose.” 

In State College, the district initially asked 
its teachers how the technology should be 
used for instruction and spent about a year 
determining its social use policy. The process 
included working with a citizens advisory com-

mittee for technology, which sought student 
input to find out what platforms they preferred 
to use, asked them to look at other districts’ 
policies and discussed freedom of speech issues, 
as well.

To ensure staff buy-in to the proposed mea-
sures, Stanfield says, “We … set up a social 
media toolkit and made it user friendly. We 
trained our administrators first, so they’d be 
ready to go when we rolled it out.”

Because teachers already subscribe to appro-
priate professional conduct clauses, she adds, 
State College felt comfortable simply reminding 
staff that how they behaved on social media 
outside school hours needed to conform to the 
district guidelines.

Once in place, the policy needed tweak-
ing after some parents reminded district staff 
that certain classroom tools required parental 
permission for students under 13. To make it 
clear, says Stanfield, the policy piece was left 
relatively lean. Specific details were described 
in the social media toolkit.

One District’s Influence

One of the nation’s pacesetting districts when 
it comes to personal technology use in student 
learning is the Mooresville, N.C., Graded School 
District. Even there, on-the-ground bumps and 
hiccups have led to modifications of the school 
system’s social media use policy. Scott Smith, 
Mooresville’s chief technology officer, says it has 
evolved over the past six years.

Under the leadership of Mark Edwards, 
the 2013 National Superintendent of the Year, 
Mooresville has become the go-to school venue 
for learning about the successful rollout of a 
districtwide 1:1 laptop initiative. Through its 
summer institutes and monthly visitations by 

At left, Wilda Stanfield (far 

right), web communication 

specialist at the State 

College, Pa., Area School 

District shown with 

instructional technology 

specialists Helen Quinn (left) 

and Pat Yost, developed 

the district’s social media 

guidelines and toolkit 

and provided training 

for all administrators. At 

right, Robert O’Donnell, 

superintendent in State 

College, Pa., tweets about 

a coffee and conversation 

event hosted by the district. 

Additional Resources
Some potentially helpful websites and links on acceptable use policies and the 

like from individual school districts and other organizations.

 k Blogging guidelines, from Arapahoe 

High School, Centennial, Colo.: http://

bit.ly/AHSBloggingPolicy

 k Bring Your Own Device agreement 

form, from Fairfax County, Va., Public 

Schools: www.fcps.edu/it/byod

 k Guidance on Bring Your Own Device 

practices, from International Society for 

Technology in Education: http://blog.

iste.org/finding-success-with-bring-

your-own-device

 k Policy on personal wireless devices, 

from Arapahoe High School, Littleton, 

Colo.: http://bit.ly/AHSWirelessDevices

 k Social media toolkit, from State Col-

lege, Pa., Area School District:  

www.scasd.org/domain/1844

 k Staff social media practices, from 

Mooresville, N.C., Graded Schools: 

http://bit.ly/MGSD-Responsible 

UsePolicy

 k Student rights and responsibilities, 

from Fairfax County, Va., Public Schools: 

www.fcps.edu/dss/ips/ssaw/SRR

C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

 O
F

 S
T

A
T

E
 C

O
L

L
E

G
E

 A
R

E
A

 S
C

H
O

O
L

 D
IS

T
R

IC
T,

 S
T

A
T

E
 C

O
L

L
E

G
E

, 
P

A
.

 30 S C H O O L  A D M I N I S T R ATO R   F E B R UA R Y  2 0 1 4



educators from more than 30 school districts 
in 14 states, the 5,775-student district has had 
an outsize influence on other school systems’ 
practices when it comes to tech use in the class-
room. More than 2,000 educators during the 
past four years have witnessed firsthand how 
Mooresville’s policies actually work in the class-
room. Visitors spend half a day in classrooms 
before participating in a one-hour information 
and Q&A session.

In Mooresville, every 4th through 12th 
grader gets a laptop for use in the classroom. 
Students are allowed to bring their cell phones 
to class, in case the teacher asks them to text 
something, but in general the cell phones are 
meant for use between classes. 

“It’s a nonissue,” says Smith. “Kids are con-
nected all the time.”

When the district launched the 1:1 program, 
every faculty member received a laptop along 
with a copy of an acceptable use policy for tech-
nology that didn’t include social media. Dur-
ing the past six years, the district has revised 
the policy to add material on social media and 
increased responsibility from students.

“We found we were deficient in the area of 
digital citizens,” Smith says, explaining the need 
to continuously strengthen its policy on accept-
able use. As such, the district runs a training 
session once a month for staff to reinforce 

responsible use, based on a curriculum 
adopted from Common Sense Media. 

For 2012-13, the district instituted a social 
media policy for faculty and staff, separate from 
the digital use policy, “to make sure our faculty 
and staff know what’s appropriate for engaging 
with students on social media,” says Smith, who 
previously worked with educational technology 
in two other North Carolina districts. To stay 
abreast of the issues, the district uses two advi-
sory committees, one composed of teachers, the 
other of parents, which meet quarterly.

“None of these policies is perfect,” Smith 
concedes.

Welcoming All Devices

The Fairfax County, Va., Public Schools, one 
of the nation’s biggest with 184,000 students, 
opted three years ago to make the move to a 
policy formally encouraging students to bring 
their own devices for use in school, a practice 
commonly known as BYOD.

While welcoming all manner of personal 
technology into the schoolhouse, Maribeth 
Luftglass, assistant superintendent and chief 
information officer, says the district keeps a 
firm hand on the matter.

“We ask our kids to register their devices — 
smartphone, tablet, laptop, Nook/Kindle,” she 
says. “You have to have students and parents 

Maribeth Luftglass (second from right), chief information officer with Fairfax County, Va., Public 

Schools, ensures students who bring their own devices to school for use in classes follow the 

district’s acceptable use policy. The district also has created its own mobile app. 

“ When the 
district 
launched the 
1:1 program, 
every faculty 
member received 
a laptop along 
with a copy of 
an acceptable 
use policy for 
technology that 
didn’t include 
social media.” 

P
H

O
T

O
 B

Y
 D

O
N

N
IE

 B
IG

G
S

/F
A

IR
F

A
X

 C
O

U
N

T
Y

 P
U

B
L

IC
 S

C
H

O
O

L
S

, 
F

A
IR

F
A

X
 C

O
U

N
T

Y
, 

V
A

.

 F E B R U A R Y  2 0 1 4   S C H O O L  A D M I N I S T R A T O R  3 1  



acknowledge the acceptable use policy.” 
A key component of the registration process 

addresses student rights and responsibilities, 
and to reach parents and guardians, the district 
has translated the document describing the 
policy into eight languages, including Arabic, 
Chinese, Farsi and Korean. 

By having “parents involved in the process,” 
many administrative headaches have disap-
peared, Luftglass says. “We used to have to con-
fiscate the devices, which was a complete waste 
of time, a nightmare.” 

Registering the devices appeals to students, 
who can establish ownership more easily. 
“We’ve had no issues with theft,” says Luft-
glass, who brought to the school system her 
14 years of managing information technology 
in the national headquarters of the American 
Red Cross. 

Under the Fairfax County acceptable use 
protocol, teachers retain authority on where 
and when to use the devices, and bathrooms 
are designated as device-free zones. Students 
are expected to be on the school’s Wi-Fi sys-
tem, which uses filters to block someone from 
inadvertently or intentionally wandering into 
an inappropriate cyberspace neighborhood.

The district applies its rules that govern 
bullying to cyber bullying, and an “appropri-
ate conduct” clause in teacher contracts covers 
their use of out-of-school social media. “We 

don’t put student data on Facebook,” Luftglass 
says. Teachers are trained to recognize what’s 
right to post and what isn’t.

A Moving Target

The constant churn in personal technology 
means that any school district’s acceptable 
social media use policy can’t be left unattended 
for long.

Figuring out exactly how to develop and 
implement an acceptable-use social media pol-
icy for a school district can seem like a hopeless 
catch-up task. Technology changes and evolves 
almost as soon as a thoughtful policy is in 
place, or so it seems. 

“Districts are struggling to catch up with 
students, to catch up with what students have,” 
says Marci Giang, project manager at the 
Washington, D.C.-based Consortium for School 
Networking, a nonprofit association for school 
system technology leaders. 

Revisiting and updating these policies on an 
ongoing basis is a duty no district can escape. 
These policies aren’t a one-time deal. As the 
most successful districts demonstrate, respond-
ing to change in the technological landscape 
is imperative if schools expect to do the right 
thing for their staff, students and community. o

MERRI ROSENBERG is a freelance education writer 

in Ardsley, N.Y. E-mail: merri.rosenberg@gmail.com 

Scott Smith, chief technology officer in Mooresville, N.C., oversees his district’s pacesetting 1:1 laptop 

initiative that draws visiting educators from across the country eager to see students use school-issued 

computers. 

“As the most 
successful 

districts 
demonstrate, 

responding to 
change in the 
technological 
landscape is 

imperative if 
schools expect 

to do the 
right thing 

for their staff, 
students and 
community.”
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