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Teens are attracted to social media
platforms like Facebook, Twitter,
Instagram, and Youtube, which give
them a virtual space to interact and
share with their peers online. For young
users especially, these sites can pose
risks. Sharing information on the internet
means that without protection, it is out
there for anyone in the world to view.
Teens who use social media need to be
aware of the risks that exist, but it is not
reasonable to expect them to stop using
these tools. Instead, the focus should be
placed on giving more education about
staying safe while using social
networking sites. Libraries are an ideal
venue for this type of education. Social
media is highly popular and teen
programs built around safety online can
be made appealing to both teenagers
and their parents.

Social media includes sites and
platforms where users can create and
share their own online content such as
photos, videos, blog posts, and status
updates. Some popular examples of
social media are sites such as
Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, Instagram,

Flickr, Reddit, as well as many others.

Social networking effectively replaces,
or at least supplements the physical
space that teens interact in (boyd,
2014). Teenagers especially rely on
social media to communicate with
others, but living so much of their lives
online does not come without risks.
However, if teens are educated about
how to deal with these risks, their online
time will be much safer. Sites like
Facebook and Twitter not only make it
easy to share personal information, but
they encourage it using prompts for a
user to update their network on what
they are doing or how they are feeling
(Staksrud, Olafsson, & Livingstone,
2013). These prompts push users to
share a lot of personal information with
their social networks. Teens especially
may not recognize the consequences
and risks attached to this type of
information sharing. Users of these sites
also cannot always control what about
them is shared online. For example, a
user may share a picture and tag their
friend in it, without having that person’s
express permission (Marwick & boyd,
2014). Sharing minute-to-minute
updates and photos of each other can
be fun and rewarding for teens, provided
they are aware of how to participate in
these activities safely.

It is more surprising today to meet a

preteen or teenager who is not a user of



social media than to find one who is.
What may be more difficult to find is a
teen who has learned how to use their
privacy settings correctly. Teens do not
always describe their privacy settings

accurately, perhaps showing that they

do not understand how these work, or
that they wanted to seem more
educated on this topic. Upwards of 63%
of teen’s Facebook profiles can be found
by searching Google for their real first
and last name. Most teenagers do use
real personal information online like their
name, contact information, and

photographs of themselves

(Vanderhoven, Schellens, Valcke, &
Raes, 2014). It is important to note that
teens do not necessarily care less about
privacy than adults, and that

participation in online social networks is

not equivalent to wanting to share every

| i

aspect of their lives with their peers
(Marwick & boyd, 2014). A lot of teens
may participate online just to keep up to
date with their peers, but not share a lot
of information themselves because they
are uncomfortable or do not know how
to do so safely.

A lot of what has been written about

teens’ use of social media focuses on



scare tactics to try and get young people
off of these sites. Social media,
however, does have its benefits for teen
users. Social networking has not
completely replaced face-to-face time
for this generation; in fact, it can actually
be seen as improving the way teens
socialize by giving them another way to
communicate. It also gives young
people the opportunity to become more
critically literate in ways that can transfer
over to their education. Being part of an
online community can also foster a
sense of belonging for young people
that they may not necessarily find offline
(Thompson, 2013). Online social
networks give teenagers opportunities
that may have been difficult for them to
find within the confines of their peer
groups.

Often, parents and caregivers will
make attempts to get their children to
leave social media altogether or not sign
up in the first place in an effort to protect
them from the dangers they believe to
exist on the internet (boyd, 2014).
Instead of a completely negative attitude
encouraging youth to stay away from
social media, the focus should be placed
on educating teenagers about the risks
that exist online and teaching them how
to use these networks in a safe way. It is
not always easy for anyone, let alone

youth, to make sense of the built in tools

that exist to help protect privacy on
social networking sites. Education
around this topic should centre around
teaching teens to cope with the
unexpected risky situations that may
occur online, as well as showing them
how to avoid becoming part of these
situations in the first place (Wisniewski,
Xu, Rossen, & Carroll, 2014). Giving
teens the tools they need to participate
online safely will help them to be able to
protect their privacy, both by avoiding
potential dangers and by lessening the
need for caregivers to so closely monitor
their online activity.

Education around the use of social
media could be structured around
Rheingold’s five social media literacies.
These standards provide users with the
basic tools they need to be able to
safely and actively participate in social
networking. The first is attention, which
explains how users must be able to
decide how much of their focus to place
on the social media being consumed.
Participation and collaboration help a
user identify when and how to engage in
social networks, as well as whether or
not they should participate alone or
become part of a group. The final two
standards, network awareness and
critical consumption, are the most
important for social media education for

teens. Network awareness has to do



with having knowledge of how social
networking sites function, while critical
consumption identifies the importance of
being able to analyze information
viewed on these platforms and decide
whether or not it is valid (as cited in
Bridges, 2012). If young people are
taught to have a deeper understanding
of how sites like Twitter and Facebook
allow them to share information, or
network awareness, they will be able to
make better decisions about how they
want to use these sites. Critical
consumption can be applied to helping
youth decide how to interpret the things
that they see online. This can apply to
status updates that may just be there to
cause drama (boyd, 2014) —being able
to analyze these posts critically will help
teens to know when it is and is not a
good idea to join the conversation.
These standards do not clearly cover
another concern that should be included
in any sort of social networking
education, which is being able to identify
risks and protect privacy. Teens should
be taught how to find and use the
privacy settings on their profiles, as
sometimes these can be complex. They
also should be taught how to analyze
what is and is not safe to post online in
order to take charge of their own
privacy. This may sound like two other

separate points that need to be covered,

but both are essential to keeping
teenagers safe online and thus go hand
in hand.

Libraries are an ideal venue for this
type of education. Teen programming is
popular within public libraries, and a
program structured around how to use
Facebook or Twitter would surely be
popular. This type of program could
easily be educational as well, without
being too preachy. Librarians are
perhaps the ideal people to educate
about the risks and how to cope as they
are trained to have “extensive
knowledge about information literacy”
(Bridges, 2012, p. 56). This knowledge
easily translates to the skills required to
be social media literate. Many libraries
and librarians are avid users of social
media already and are comfortable
connecting with young people through
this platform (Bridges, 2012). Librarians
can help teens become more social
media literate by showing them the
positive aspects of these tools as well as
using avenues like Twitter and
Instagram to create an online presence
for the library itself (Kranich, 2007). By
using the library as a space for teens to
learn about social media, librarians can
be an available resource to guide teens
if they run into problems.

Social media and online information

sharing do not come without risks, and it



is important that young people are
educated about how to handle these
situations when they arise. Education
that is structured around helping
teenagers learn how to control their
privacy and manage risks online would
be beneficial to both the youth
themselves as well as their parents who
are concerned about them. Social media
has too many benefits for it to be
expected that teenagers will change
their attitudes and stop using these
tools. At this point, checking Twitter and
Facebook is completely engrained in
daily life. The concern should not be
how to get teenagers off of the internet,
but how to teach them to safely use
these online platforms in order to fully

reap the benefits.
References

boyd, d. (2014). It’'s complicated: The
social lives of networked teens.
New Haven: Yale University
Press.

Bridges, L. M. (2012). Librarian as a
professor of social media literacy.
Journal of Library Innovation 3(1),
48-65.

Kranich, N. (2007). Librarians and teen
privacy in the age of social
networking. Knowledge Quest
34(2), 34-37.

Marwick, A. E., & boyd, d. (2014).

Networked privacy: How
teenagers negotiate context in
social media. New Media &
Society, 16(7), 1051-1067.
doi:10.1177/1461444814543995

Staksrud, E., Olafsson, K., &

Livingstone, S. (2013). Does the
use of social networking sites
increase children’s risk of harm?.
Computers In Human Behavior,
29(1), 40-50.
doi:10.1016/j.chb.2012.05.026

Thompson, C. (2013, October 5).

Teenagers and social networking
— it might actually be good for
them. The Guardian. Retrieved
from
http://www.theguardian.com/lifean
dstyle/2013/oct/05/teens-social-

networking-good-for-them

Vanderhoven, E., Schellens, T., Valcke,

M., & Raes, A. (2014). How safe
do teenagers behave on
Facebook? An observational
study. PLOS ONE, 9(8), 1-9.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0104036

Wisniewski, P., Xu, H., Rossen, M. B., &

Carroll, J. M. (2014). Adolescent
online safety: The “moral” of the
story. CSCW ’14, 1258-1271. DOI
10.1145/2531602.2531696






