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Recent trends in social networking site (SNS) use amongst teachers have led to 

some alarming circumstances.  Practicing and pre-service teachers have been fired or 

otherwise punished (e.g. suspension, licensure revocation, etc.) for a variety of offenses 

related to their SNS use, ranging from sinister to morally ambiguous offenses, and have 

been encouraged or required by school administrators, professors, and others in positions 

of power to use SNS in particular ways.  Past research on the topic of SNS in education 

and SNS professionalism has focused on issues of implementation (e.g. how to use SNS 

to support learning) or utility (e.g. how to use SNS to successfully achieve career goals).  

Missing from this discussion, however, is an understanding of how teachers (and those 

preparing to become teachers) naturally come to participate in SNS, why they participate 

in the ways that they do, and how this use is related to their identity.  This study seeks to 

fill a gap in the literature by understanding pre-service teachers’ uses of SNS in terms of 

previous experiences, cultural expectations, social benefits, connections to identity 

construction and maintenance, and how these uses and beliefs regarding SNS begin to 

change in response to professionalization processes. Grounded theory is employed to 

generate an explanatory construct, which I refer to as the Acceptable Identity Fragment 

(AIF).  The AIF is then used to understand and illustrate issues surrounding SNS use in 
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education.  Major findings suggest that 1) pre-service teachers’ identities in SNS 

represent a fragment of their authentic identities, 2) pre-service teachers use various SNS 

differently in conjunction with each SNS’s embedded values and assumptions about 

identity, 3) SNS use raises various problematic issues surrounding identity and how pre-

service teachers are perceived and judged as individuals (e.g. digital persistence, lateral 

surveillance, etc.), and 4) professionalization processes alter and restrict pre-service 

teachers’ ability and comfort to express themselves in SNS.  These findings lead to 

discussion, implications, and recommendations on a variety of topics including the 

following: institutional uses of SNS in education, relationships between fragmented and 

authentic identities, SNS literacy development, and cultural issues of SNS use. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

“The bottom line is you get closer to your authentic identity when you 

share everything” Comedian Andy Samberg impersonating Mark 

Zuckerberg, Founder of Facebook. 

This research study seeks to understand the relationship between pre-service 

teacher participation in social networking sites (SNS), authentic identity, and 

professionalism. As SNS are becoming more popular and have become an almost 

ubiquitous part of social interactions, questions regarding how emerging professionals 

and educators use them are of concern, because using these systems in different ways 

may have unforeseen or undesirable effects on professional and educational goals. Pre-

service teachers in the United States in particular are susceptible to issues arising from 

SNS participation that is deemed inappropriate as they are regularly disciplined for 

participating in SNS in ways that administrators, parents, and/or students find to be 

inappropriate or unprofessional. School districts, state departments of education, and 

other agencies have responded to this by setting forth regulations and guidelines for 

teachers’ uses of social media (Texas Association of School Boards, 2010; State of 

Texas, 2010; Virginia Board of Education, 2011; Preston, 2011). In a bold move, 

Missouri even recently passed a bill that prevents teachers from connecting with students 

on SNS and from even being able to “establish, maintain, or use a work-related website” 

without allowing access to administrators and their students’ legal guardians 

(Cunningham, 2011).  After igniting a firestorm of criticism from the Missouri State 

Teachers Association, the law was soon repealed out of fear that it violated students’ and 

teachers’ First Amendment rights (Hinze, 2011).  Though this legislation died swiftly 

after it was passed into law, its existence, initial acceptance, and subsequent rejection 

reflects a deep-seated cultural tension between the personal expression, social 
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participation, and identity of individuals and seemingly antithetical professional 

expectations and safety concerns held by the public. 

To the best of my knowledge following an extensive literature review, no robust 

framework exists for understanding how teachers’ participation in SNS is connected to 

their overall sense of identity, and no work has been done to consider how such 

prescriptive uses of SNS may, thereby, impact teachers’ sense of self. To address this 

concern, this study seeks to establish a theoretical framework for understanding how pre-

service teacher participation in SNS is connected to identity and to consider how 

exposure to professional expectations influence the way that soon-to-be teachers see 

themselves. To do this, the study relies upon a grounded theory framework to analyze 

qualitative data collected from pre-service teachers in the form of initial interviews, focus 

groups, and follow-up interviews.  Constant comparative analysis was employed to lead 

the researcher to address this central issue in a reflective, iterative manner: “How does 

exposure to professional expectations impact pre-service teachers’ senses of online social 

identity?” 

SNS like Facebook, MySpace, Qzone, Twitter, LinkedIn, Orkut, and Google+ 

have quickly become a common part of the worldwide culture as more and more internet 

users flock to such sites in order to connect with others and to share information about 

themselves. The sum total membership of these sites is estimated as being over 1.5 billion 

(Wikipedia), which is comparable to one-quarter of the world’s population. As 

participants in cultures where this growth is occurring, it is difficult to ignore the in-roads 

that social media and SNS in particular have been making into our everyday lives. It is 

now common, for instance, for commercial advertisers to promote Facebook pages, for 

celebrities, public figures, and companies to have Twitter accounts, and for news 
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networks to take advantage of YouTube, Twitter, and similar services to connect with 

consumers and to gather user-generated content and feedback. 

This interest in SNS is also reflected in current literature on education and 

pedagogy. A quick search on Google Scholar, for instance, with keywords “pedagogy” 

and “social networking sites” yields over 2,700 results, while a search of 

“professionalism” and “social networking sites” yields around 15,000, and a search of 

“education” and “social networking sites” yields over 19,000. The purpose of this interest 

is twofold. First, as some have argued, educators have begun to view the web in a 

fundamentally different way, in which “there is a growing sense that the real value of the 

[internet] lies in the way it helps us create, identify, and sustain relationships” (Johnson, 

Levine, Smith, Smythe, & Stone, 2009, p. 26). And second, school districts, universities, 

state agencies, and educators have battled with the difficulty of safeguarding the privacy 

and safety of students as more and more personal information is shared and made 

available online (Barnes, 2006). 

PURPOSE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

Interest in SNS, coupled with their massive use by internet users, suggests that 

SNS are here to stay and that they are transforming various aspects of common culture 

right before our eyes in ways both intentional and unexpected. For instance, at the same 

time news agencies are adopting social media as a medium for engaging audiences and 

increasing ad revenue, they are simultaneously reporting on instances where the use of 

social media has led to harm. Cyberbullying and child predation by sex offenders have 

become common themes in current news and have led many, including the Missouri state 

legislature mentioned above, to take a defensive stance against SNS and the harms that 

these sites, in their view, may cause.  The relationship between SNS and these harmful 
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behaviors, however, seems to be highly complex and imperfectly understood (Erdur-

Baker, 2010; Schrock & boyd, 2011), and empirical studies suggest that current use of 

popular SNS like Facebook amongst students and teachers “does not … suggest any 

cause for moral panic” (Hew, 2011, p. 668). 

Amongst educators in the United States, additional concerns have also arisen as 

more and more P-12 teachers, pre-service teachers, and college professors have been 

punished for having participated in these spaces in a manner deemed inappropriate by 

administrators, students, parents, and the community. Recent examples include the 

following: 

 A Florida middle-school teacher was fired for posting an inappropriate 

picture on MySpace (WKMG Local 6, 2007). 

 A Pennsylvania student teacher lost her teaching credential and position 

for posting a picture of herself as a “drunken pirate” on MySpace, because 

the action was said (a) to constitute a breach in standards of 

professionalism and (b) to promote underage drinking (Stross, 2007). 

 A Connecticut teacher was fired for having a MySpace page with, 

amongst other things, naked men on it (Neuburger, 2008). 

 A fifth-grade teacher in New York is awaiting termination hearings after 

she privately said on Facebook that she “hates [her students’] guts” and 

that she would not save them if they were drowning (Huffington Post, 

The, 2011). 

 A Massachusetts biology teacher lost her job after calling her students 

“germ bags” and local residents “arrogant and snobby” on Facebook 

(WCVBTV 5 Boston, 2010). 
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 An English teacher in Georgia lost her job after uploading pictures to her 

Facebook page that included an expletive and images of her holding beer 

and wine while on a European vacation (WSBTV 2, 2009). 

 A substitute teacher and coach in Massachusetts was fired after 

“friending” a student on Facebook, which the district viewed as a breach 

of appropriate boundaries (Lindner, 2011). 

 A Pennsylvania English teacher was suspended after calling some of her 

students “rat-like ... rude, disengaged, lazy whiners” in a blog post (Week, 

The, 2011). 

 A teacher in Washington D.C. claims to have been fired after blogging 

that some students should “piss off” and that forcing students to take AP 

tests is “f***ing pathetic” (Ha, 2011). 

These occurrences suggest that there is more to having SNS as a part of common 

culture and educational pursuits than just benefitting from the ability to “create, identify, 

and sustain relationships” (Johnson, Levine, Smith, Smythe, & Stone, 2009). Rather, SNS 

bring with them certain concerns that deserve our attention, and this realization should 

lead us to consider what the full impact of these tools are on education and culture. In 

considering this, we run into a research dilemma: either we consider SNS use at a macro-

cultural level (i.e. “what are the large-scale impacts of SNS use?”) or we consider it at a 

micro-cultural level (e.g., “how can SNS be used to teach post-secondary 

mathematics?”). By choosing one path over the other, we might come to understand SNS 

use as disassociated from contextual implications, or we might come to understand it 

solely in terms of a single context. Thus, though much has been written on SNS use in 

our culture, primarily revolving around professionalism and networking, and much has 

been written on learning with SNS, primarily revolving around the nuts and bolts of 
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classroom SNS implementation, a clear theoretical grounding for connecting these two 

spheres of understanding together is presently lacking. 

By revisiting the examples of teachers being punished for their SNS use above, 

we can hypothesize that different people would have various reactions to these teachers’ 

stories. A school administrator might ask: “How could these teachers have made such 

stupid mistakes?” A student’s parent might ask: “What are these teachers doing on SNS 

anyway?” A professor of teacher education might ask: “How can we train teachers to use 

SNS without getting into trouble?” A new teacher might ask: “How can I keep from 

getting into trouble without sacrificing who I am?” A concerned citizen might ask: “Isn’t 

this an infringement upon the teacher’s freedom of speech?” A college student preparing 

to become a teacher might ask: “Why would anyone care about what these teachers are 

doing?” And a young student might ask: “Why is my teacher posting these things online 

anyway?”  These differences of perspective reflect the highly complex social milieu that 

we find ourselves in, within which participation in SNS is merely a small component. 

For the purposes of this study, however, I will postulate that each of these 

questions stems from a specific, myopic view of the educator, the educator’s SNS use, 

and what it means to be an educator and that each question ultimately only focuses on a 

single aspect or facet of the issue. Educators lead very complex lives, and their SNS use 

is merely a manifestation of this complexity. Thus, the identity of the educator should be 

considered as something that is complex and negotiated as a result of social participation 

in multiple contexts. This view, however, is not expressed in the extant literature, nor is it 

explored to any meaningful degree, and the central assumption of this study is that if we 

seek to understand SNS use in any educational context, then we must understand the 

relationship between online social participation and educator identity.  The significance, 

then, of this study lies in its attempt to establish a framework for understanding the 
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complex relationship that exists between educator identity and SNS use. Understanding 

this relationship seems to be a vital stepping-stone for effectively using SNS for personal, 

professional, and pedagogical purposes, and by establishing this framework, it is 

anticipated that researchers, administrators, and educators alike can gain insight into what 

the implications of SNS use are and how to proceed in decision-making regarding 

membership, sharing, and participation within them. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 

This study focuses on pre-service teachers, or college students who are currently 

preparing to become teachers, to seek to understand the relationship between their 

identities, their SNS participation, and their process of professionalization. As such, the 

central question of the study is: How does exposure to professional expectations impact 

pre-service teachers’ senses of online social identity?  By seeking to answer this 

question, it is anticipated that a greater understanding of the implications, concerns, and 

barriers of SNS implementation in educational settings will emerge that may be useful for 

researchers, administrators, and practitioners to consider when approaching SNS-related 

topics of interest. That having been said, this study focuses upon the experiences and 

perceptions of pre-service teachers and may not, therefore, be readily transferable or 

translatable to other populations without carefully considering contextual factors that may 

separate this populations’ experiences from those of others. 

Since the main research question in this study is very large and broad, sub or 

secondary research questions will also be addressed in order assist in making the main 

research question more understandable and its answers more recognizable.  These 

secondary research questions include the following: 
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 How do pre-service teachers perceive their participation in online SNS to 

reflect/impact their identity? 

 Does exposure to professional expectations lead to a clash in beliefs 

amongst pre-service teachers regarding how they can/should participate in 

online SNS?  If so, how? 

 Do pre-service teachers perceive their participation in online SNS to 

change or evolve in response to professional expectations?  If so, how? 

These questions serve to establish the direction of the study and are intended to 

lead analyses of data back to the original question.  Thus, through this study, it is 

anticipated to gain a greater understanding of pre-service teacher identity in SNS, how 

pre-service teachers view their emergent selves as professionals, and how these two 

phenomena relate to one another. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Since the goal of this study is to generate theory or a framework of understanding, 

a grounded theory approach to the topic was employed (Birks & Mills, 2011; Charmaz, 

2006; Corbin & Strauss, 2007; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Stern & Porr, 2011). Rather than 

seeking to impose my own interpretations of studied phenomena, I sought foremost to 

understand participants’ perceptions of themselves, their own identities, and their own 

reactions to the subject in question. Methodologically, I worked with participants in the 

following ways to collect data: I held an initial interview with each participant, led a 

training with participants in groups on professional expectations in SNS, conducted focus 

groups immediately following the trainings, and, after waiting a month, interviewed each 

participant a second time.  Throughout this process, I memoed results, coded transcripts, 

and engaged in constant comparative analysis of findings. In so doing, I sought to 
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understand how participants’ senses of online social identity reacted to teaching moments 

related to professional expectations, which thereby led to an increased understanding of 

the participants’ online selves and their relationship to professional expectations. 

TERM IDENTIFICATION AND DEFINITIONS 

Most terms used in this study are suitably treated in their contexts of use, but this 

area is provided for additional clarification and easy reference. 

 Acceptable Identity Fragment or AIF refers to the fragment of one’s 

authentic identity that is expressed in a given context.  This theoretical 

construct is presented in this study as a means for understanding identity 

expression in SNS and is based on the premise that people act differently 

when they are interacting with different social groups and that when social 

groups are mixed, people act differently still. 

 Authentic Identity refers to the real self or a person’s whole or complete 

identity. 

 Lateral Surveillance refers to the post-modern practice of “spouses, 

friends, and relatives” engaging in “peer-to-peer surveillance” of one 

another via communication technologies, for the purposes of 

reestablishing the “everyone-knows-everyone-else’s-business world of 

traditional village life, [thereby] undoing the anonymity of urbanized 

modernity” (Andrejevic, 2005, p. 481). 

 Moral Turpitude refers to a community or school board’s unwritten 

expectations of moral behavior that is applied to teachers for the purposes 

of regulating their behavior in professional ways. 
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 Social Networking Sites or SNS refers to a host of “web-based services 

that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-public profile 

within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom 

they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections 

and those made by others within the system” (boyd & Ellison, 2007, p. 

211).  SNS are of two types: 

o Authentic-Identity SNS refers to SNS that attempt to connect a 

user’s participation with his or her identity in the real world (e.g., 

Facebook, LinkedIn, Match.com, etc.). This expectation of 

authentic identity may be enforced by the system or merely be 

dominant in a given SNS’s culture.  Most discussion in this 

dissertation revolves around this type of SNS. 

o Anonymous SNS refers to those SNS that do not explicitly seek to 

connect users’ participation with their real-world identities. 

Though few major SNS prohibit users from using their real names, 

pictures, and other identifying information to connect their 

participation to real-world identities, this term refers to SNS where 

both anonymous participation is allowed and reflects the dominant 

culture of the system (e.g., Steam, WoW, etc.).  Though users may 

have friends or contacts in these SNS that they know in real life, 

the culture of such SNS is such that users represent themselves in 

ways that are not necessarily intended to be reflective of a single, 

static identity that exists in real life (e.g., legal name, photos, 

contact information, etc.), but are more playful and fluid (e.g., 

avatar, fake names and titles, etc.). 
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OVERVIEW OF WHAT FOLLOWS 

To set the stage for this study, Chapter 2 will now consider extant literature on a 

series of related topics ranging from educational uses of technology to identity formation 

in communities in order to make a case for this study’s need on grounds that extant 

literature does not deal with the issue of pre-service teacher identity in SNS in a 

sufficiently robust manner. Chapter 3 will then lay out the grounded theory framework 

utilized in this study and will highlight methodological considerations made to strengthen 

and validate research findings. Chapter 4 will discuss findings of the study, Chapter 5 

will discuss implications of these findings, and Chapter 6 will provide a summary with 

concluding remarks.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

In order to properly explore the relationship between pre-service teachers’ social 

networking site (SNS) participation, identity, and professionalism, I must begin by laying 

some clear foundations with relation to a few key concepts. I will proceed by briefly 

discussing the history of networking, the internet, and the research that has been done on 

social media in education. This will lead to a specific treatment of the literature that has 

been produced regarding SNS in general culture and educational settings, which I will 

argue is incomplete and largely silent on issues of identity formation and maintenance. 

This gap in the literature will then be considered from a literacy perspective to explore 

how New Literacy Studies can support a more robust understanding of pre-service 

teacher social network participation, identity, and professionalism. 

NETWORKS, THE INTERNET, AND EDUCATION 

Barabási (2002) claims to have a simple aim: “to get you to think networks” (p. 

7). In his view, “networks are present everywhere … all we need is an eye for them” (p. 

7). Though many discussions of networks might agree with this ontological assumption, 

it is not clear whether network thinking reflects actual phenomena in the world or if it is 

merely a theoretical lens by which we can see and interpret phenomena in the world as 

groups of interconnected things. By looking at the world in this way, as with any lens, we 

can gain power to see certain things, to solve certain problems, and to predict certain 

phenomena. The emergence of network (or, in mathematics, graph) theory generally 

leads back to Leonhard Euler who, in 1736, used a novel approach to solving a problem 

regarding the bridges of Königsberg (Barabási, 2002, p. 9). In Königsberg, two branches 

of the Pregel River separate four landmasses from one another, and at the time, seven 

bridges existed to connect the landmasses to one another. A challenge arose among the 
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people of Königsberg to figure out if it was possible to walk across all seven bridges 

without crossing any bridge more than once (see Figure 1). To solve this puzzle, Euler 

envisioned each landmass as a separate node and each bridge as a link connecting two 

nodes together. Through a mathematical proof, Euler then showed that it is impossible, 

given the number of nodes and links involved, for such a path to exist. 

 

 

Figure 1: The bridges of Königsberg connected four land masses together, and Euler’s 

attempt at solving a traffic puzzle led to the emergence of network (or graph) 

theory. 

Beyond effectively solving a single mind puzzle, Euler’s approach to this problem 

resulted in a way of thinking that implied, in the words of Barabási (2002), that objects in 

the world that can be mapped to “networks have properties, hidden in their construction, 

that limit or enhance our ability to do things with them” (p. 12). So, in effect, if we look 

at phenomena in the world (e.g., terrorism, marketing, or ecosystems) in terms of nodes 

and links (i.e. as networks), then we can gain power to solve problems that otherwise 

would not be possible or that at least would be empirically difficult (e.g., actually trying 

every combination of paths across the Königsberg bridges). 
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This approach to viewing the world has been highly influential in the 

development of many different fields. In the social sciences, many thinkers have moved 

away from an emphasis on individuals as discrete rational beings to more holistic or 

negotiated understandings of complex social systems. In the physical sciences, theorists 

have emphasized complex understandings of interactions between phenomena in an 

ecological manner (e.g., biological ecosystems, meteorology, etc.). And in the 

information sciences, network thinking is manifested in a variety of theoretical and 

practical frameworks (e.g., crowdsourcing, swarm theory, artificial intelligence, 

collective intelligence, etc.). 

At its most basic level, viewing phenomena in the world through a network lens 

requires that we begin by categorizing phenomena as one of two things: a node or a link 

(also known as a degree of a node). In so doing, nodes come to represent objects and 

entities, or anything that can be said to have some type of individual form (e.g., computer 

terminals, individual people, species, etc.). Links, on the other hand, represent 

connections or a mutual relationship between nodes and may be as simple as a binary 

connection (Porter, Onnela, & Mucha, 2009) or may be extremely complex and nuanced, 

as in the case of a complex social relationship between two people. The simplicity of this 

dichotomous proposition makes constructing network models of the world quite simple, 

because any entity may be said to be a node (e.g., person, device, individual organism, 

etc.), and any common property between entities may be said to be a link (e.g., 

communication medium, geographic locale, friendships, etc.). The resulting structure of 

nodes and links is, then, a symbolic representation of a network. 

It is from network thinking that the internet has developed. As diverse interest 

groups and institutions (e.g., researchers, government agencies, corporations, etc.) have 

come to view themselves, their people, their resources, and their information devices as 
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nodes, they have rather naturally sought to link these nodes together in a variety of ways 

for the simple purpose of benefiting from emergent networks and the problem-solving 

that it allows. The internet, then, can be seen as nothing more nor less than a network that 

uses specific digital media technologies to link nodes together, and as these nodes have 

become increasingly linked together, interesting things occur. 

Since the early days of the internet, large groups of developers have sought to 

create technologies to support collaboration on highly complicated projects, and some of 

these collaborations have had the sole purpose of improving the internet medium itself. 

As a result, many of the technologies that the internet runs on today (e.g., Apache, PHP, 

MySQL, JavaScript, Python, Ruby, GNU-Linux, etc.) have developed out of network 

interactions between developers.  Additionally, collaboratively created legal structures 

such as the GNU General Public License (GNU-GPL), which establishes copyright 

parameters to support sharing and collaboration, have been essential for the establishment 

of network environments and relationships in which collaborative projects can flourish. 

It has only been recently, however, with the advent of the Participatory Web (or 

Web 2.0) that such environments, which allow for creation, sharing, and remixing of 

collaborative work, have been extended to include end-users. This has occurred in part as 

a result of technology enhancements, end-user considerations, and changing business 

models and in part as a result of the development of copyright elaborations like Creative 

Commons, which, similar to GNU-GPL on the software side, structures mass user 

contributions in the form of text, images, music, and so forth in ways that both safeguard 

individual rights and promote collaboration and community good in the network. 

In its current form, we have gradually come to see a shift in how the web 

functions, who uses it, and what it is used for, the major elements of which have been 

labeled as a shift from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0. To some extent at least, this shift reflects a 
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fundamental change in the internet as an increasing number of users are now connecting 

with web content and with one another in increasingly complex and social ways, thereby 

restructuring, expanding, and morphing the network as a result of their participation in it. 

The term Web 2.0 was first coined by free and open source software enthusiast 

Tim O’Reilly (2005), who describes the core competencies of companies who follow this 

new model of web development as including: “trusting users as co-developers,” 

“harnessing collective intelligence,” “[controlling] data sources that get richer as more 

people use them,” and offering software that is perpetually in “beta” format (p. 5). This 

approach stands in stark contrast to earlier views of the internet, which mimicked early 

software development and pre-digital publication approaches that relied upon structured 

release cycles and expertly generated content. In O’Reilly’s words, the lesson that 

companies needed to learn from Web 2.0 was to “leverage customer self-service and 

algorithmic data management to reach out to the entire web” (p. 5). By elevating end-

users to the status of “co-developers” in the internet, Web 2.0 developers drastically 

changed the nature of the network such that a much larger group of individual nodes had 

become empowered to structure the network’s development. 

Perhaps most important for our discussion, this shift to Web 2.0 or the 

Participatory Web brought about the concept of social media, which emphasizes the 

importance of empowering users to create and share web content. Whereas, for instance, 

the Web 1.0 approach to creating an online encyclopedia would mimic paper-based 

approaches in which groups of selected experts would write and edit articles for the 

majority of humans to passively read (e.g., Encyclopedia Britannica), a Participatory 

Web approach focuses more upon creating a software medium and a cultural environment 

conducive to content generation and moderation by the larger masses of lay users (e.g., 

Wikipedia). In such approaches, the role of all users changes in that both lay and elite 
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users can influence the content and structure of the medium (Kittur, Chi, Pendleton, Suh, 

& Mytkowicz, 2006) with the anticipation that the wisdom of the network can be 

leveraged to generate quality work (Giles, 2005). 

Since the advent of this shift in thinking, we have seen an explosion of online 

social media tools, of which such popular sites as Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, 

Wikipedia, Digg, MySpace, and Del.iciou.us are only a very few examples. The impact 

of this shift may be seen in the fact that adults in the United States between the ages of 

eighteen and fifty-five now spend an average of thirty percent of their leisure time online 

(TNS Global, 2008), which factors to over 1.5 hours per day (U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2003-2009). In contrast, the same Americans spend less than half this amount 

of time socializing and communicating with others face-to-face (.71 hours per day). Part 

of this shift in time usage may be attributable to the advent and growth of SNS like 

Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Match.com, and MySpace. Currently, nearly three-out-of-

four teens and adult internet users between the ages of 18 and 29 use an SNS (Lenhart, et 

al., 2008), and Facebook alone boasts over 800 million active users (Facebook, 2011), 

more than twice the population of the United States. 

In part due to its explosive volume in users and in part due to constructivist 

educators’ interest in any medium that elicits social interaction, social media has been of 

great interest to educators for some time, and some have suggested that social media not 

only has the power to transform education (McLoughlin & Lee, 2008), but to transform 

culture as we know it into something more participatory (Bonk, 2009; Gallon, 2010; 

Jenkins, 2007) and democratized (Dahlgren, 2000; Friedman, 2006). Blogs, wikis, video 

sharing services (e.g., YouTube, Vimeo, etc.), and SNS have quickly joined our cultural 

vernacular as they have found use in a variety of settings with the common function of 
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connecting people and empowering them to share information and content with one 

another. 

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of this thinking in terms of networks regarding 

internet participation, however, is that networks can produce a form of intelligence that 

transcends individual participants. The phenomenon of collective intelligence emerges 

from observations within social, biological, and machine networks that reveal that simple 

nodes acting together without direction can sometimes yield complicated and useful 

outcomes that have the aura of being intelligent, adaptive, or directed. Biologists have 

studied the phenomenon, sometimes alternatively termed swarm intelligence, in social 

insects like bees, wasps, and ants (Franks, 1989; Schmickl, Thenius, & Crailsheim, 

2005). With such animals, it is often the case that when individual organisms act together 

without any formal direction, they can produce a type of hive or collective intelligence 

that has the capacity to solve complex problems (like surviving with a limited supply of 

food). 

Similarly, computer scientists interested in algorithmic programming have been 

quick to explore the possibility of using such natural phenomena as metaphors for solving 

complicated problems and for improving efficiency in computing and electronic 

networking environments (Bonabeau & Meyer, 2001; Dorigo, et al., 2008; Kassabalidis, 

El-Sharkawi, Marks, Arabshahi, & Gray, 2001; Kennedy, 2006), and extremely diverse 

fields from artificial intelligence (Brooks, 1991) and civil engineering (Pham, et al., 

2006) to sociology (Lévy, 2001) and business (Bonabeau & Meyer, 2001) have 

considered corresponding possibilities, such that the study of collective intelligence in 

networks has become a general matter of deep and promising inquiry.  By way of 

illustration, researchers studying antiretroviral drugs were recently able to overcome a 

persistent problem of creating accurate models of important protease by framing the 
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problem in terms of a game, which they then released to a network of players. These 

players, through their play in the game, were able to build structures that, unknowing to 

them, were able to assist AIDS researchers develop accurate scientific renderings of the 

necessary protease (Khatib, et al., 2011).  Such unknowing cooperation of the network to 

produce a positive outcome represents collective intelligence at its best.  

Perhaps the simplest definition of collective intelligence has been offered by the 

MIT Center for Collective Intelligence (2011), which states that collective intelligence is 

simply “groups of individuals doing things collectively that seem intelligent” (p. 2). From 

a more technical perspective, Wolpert and Tumer (2000) define collective intelligence as 

a “distributed collection of interacting ... processes among which there is little to no 

centralized communication or control” (p. 2) or as a multi-agent system designed to 

achieve a global goal through decentralized control (Wolpert & Tumer, 2000, p. 5). From 

a more sociological perspective, Dron and Anderson (2007; 2009) explain that collective 

intelligence rests in the “anonymous aggregation of the many,” which “reflects the 

combination of independently acting humans and algorithms” (2009, p. 4), and Lévy 

(2001) proposes that potential for collective intelligence means that “the major 

architectural project of the twenty-first century will be to imagine, build, and enhance an 

interactive and ever changing cyberspace” that will “enable us to think collectively rather 

than simply haul masses of information around with us” (p. 258). Thus, at its heart, 

collective intelligence suggests that the intellectual works of individuals can be organized 

by a system in such a way as to create a new level of understanding or type of 

intelligence that is self-directing and creative and which is incompatible with top-down 

approaches to management and control. 

Wikipedia is a primary example of collective intelligence evidenced on the 

internet. Over the past few years, the online encyclopedia has consistently been one of the 
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top ten most visited sites on the internet (Alexa, 2011), and it can now boast of housing 

more than 20 million articles in a variety of languages (Wikipedia, 2011), all produced by 

volunteer contributors. The successful establishment of Wikipedia did not happen 

overnight, however. As Kittur et al. (2006) explain: “Just as the first pioneers [of the 

internet] built infrastructure ... the early elite users of Wikipedia built up enough content, 

procedures, and guidelines to make Wikipedia into a useful tool that promoted and 

rewarded participation by new users” (p. 6). Thus, studies of Wikipedia have revealed 

that total contributions by administrators or elites, for instance, have diminished over 

time as lay users have been empowered to generate emergent structures and to produce 

outcomes which reflect collective intelligence (Kittur, Chi, Pendleton, Suh, & 

Mytkowicz, 2006). 

This approach is very different from common totalitarian and top-down 

approaches to organization and development (Lévy, 2001). In the words of Lucic & 

Teodorovic (2003), the promise of collective intelligence is that “very simple individual 

organisms can form systems capable of performing highly complex tasks by dynamically 

interacting with each other” (p. 375), and this promise is not lost upon those in the social 

science. However, just as the structuring of Wikipedia required the production of 

necessary technologies (e.g., the internet, MediaWiki, PHP, etc.) and other structures 

(e.g., Creative Commons, community norms, etc.), we must consider that the “role of 

information technology and digital communications” in the future may very well be “to 

promote the construction of intelligent communities in which our social and cognitive 

potential can be mutually developed and enhanced” (Lévy, 2001, p. 258). 

In education, it has been proposed that this cultural shift to thinking about social 

media and collective intelligence may mean increased “opportunities for peer-to-peer 

learning, a changed attitude toward intellectual property, the diversification of cultural 
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expression, the development of skills valued in the modern workplace, and a more 

empowered conception of citizenship” (Jenkins, Clinton, Purushotma, Robison, & 

Weigel, 2007, p. 3), all of which seem like clear boons for the field and society generally. 

As a result, blogs have been used by educators for a variety of purposes (Kirkup, 2010; 

Nardi, Schiano, & Gumbrecht, 2004; Walker, 2006), wikis have been analyzed for their 

collaborative benefits (Lih, 2003; Kimmons, 2011; Wilkinson & Huberman, 2007) and 

content validity (Chesney, 2006; Giles, 2005; Kittur, Chi, Pendleton, Suh, & Mytkowicz, 

2006; Kostakis, 2010; Lih, 2003; Lindsey, 2010), and the use of SNS has been suggested 

to support learning in a variety of settings (Griffith & Liyanage, 2008; Hew, 2011; 

Mazer, Murphy, & Simonds, 2009; Pettenati & Cigognini, 2007; Siemens, 2008). Recent 

successes of radical educational projects like Peer 2 Peer University (Peer 2 Peer 

University, 2011), OpenStudy (OpenStudy, 2011), Wikiversity (Wikimedia Foundation, 

2011), and a variety of MOOCs (Downes, Siemens, Cormier, & Kop, 2010; Siemens, 

Dron, Cormier, Elias, & Currie, 2011; Thrun & Norvig, 2011) point to a changing view 

of traditional education in which the wisdom and efforts of the masses are utilized in 

increasingly complex and beneficial ways to support learning. 

As a result of these advances in social media and collective intelligence, it is no 

surprise that the education field has quickly considered how to effectively integrate 

technology to improve or even transform traditional pedagogy (Hughes, Thomas, & 

Scharber, 2006).  One recent study found that nearly 80% of teachers in education 

programs report having to take an educational technology course, and that most of these 

courses consisted of learning about productivity and information presentation (Gronseth, 

et al., 2010).  Research into technology integration and the effects of how teachers use 

social media technologies in the classroom, however, lacks much in the way of 

empirically verifiable results (Lawless & Pellegrino, 2007).  To illustrate, most studies 
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that evaluate professional development and technology integration training for pre-

service teachers rely upon educator beliefs and self-reporting of learning (Parsad, Lewis, 

Farris, & Greene, 2000; Schmidt, et al., 2009), neither of which provide much in the way 

of empirically verifiable learning outcomes. For instance, survey results from Schmidt, 

Baran, Thompson, Mishra, Koehler, and Shin (2009) found that 64% of studied teachers 

felt at least moderately comfortable with integrating technology into their teaching and 

that over 90% of these teachers believe that professional development experiences 

contributed to their comfort. The drawbacks of such studies are that they (a) provide no 

framework for comparison or non-subjective comparison, (b) emphasize comfort rather 

than learning outcomes or skills, and (c) use language that relates to big ideas (e.g., 

technology, teaching, etc.) rather than to concrete skills and proficiencies. 

Building off of the work of Mishra and Koehler (2006), some have sought to 

analyze teacher beliefs and skills in more depth by breaking experiences and beliefs into 

distinct sub-domains of knowledge (outlined in the TPACK model as Technological 

Knowledge [TK], Pedagogical Knowledge [PK], Content Knowledge [CK], Pedagogical 

Content Knowledge [PCK], etc.) for specific teaching contexts. For example, Shin, 

Koehler, Mishra, Schmidt, Baran, and Thompson (2009) and Archembault and Crippen 

(2009) conducted studies that look at specific groups of pre-service teachers (e.g., 

secondary social studies) and attempted to construct an analytic view of what teachers’ 

beliefs are in relation to their proficiencies within different domains (e.g., TCK, PCK, 

etc.). Though this approach may provide a framework for comparing between groups 

(since questions are established within a larger framework), problems of fuzzy language 

(e.g., effective teaching, worthwhile integration, etc.) and self-reporting remain a 

problem. Similarly, Brush and Saye (2002) also found, before TPACK was proposed, that 

pre-service teachers were being trained in highly contextualized ways that focus on 
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discrete domains of knowledge in specific contexts. More recently, Guzman and 

Nussbaum (2009) found that research into technology integration within pre-service 

teacher programs tend to address a wide variety of knowledge domains in a wide variety 

of ways, extending far beyond those proposed by TPACK into knowledge domains such 

as communicational, instrumental, pedagogical, didactic, and so forth. 

Thus, the actual experiences that pre-service and practicing educators are having 

with emergent technologies, such as internet-based social media, vary widely. Brush and 

Saye (2002) report that educators in training may be directed to analyze cases of 

technology use in the classroom, may be invited to explore and innovate with technology, 

and also may make curriculum decisions in their pre-service teaching programs, thereby 

supporting highly contextualized understandings of technology integration. Again, 

Guzman and Nussbaum (2009) give a larger picture and point out that teachers are being 

trained to use technology in a wide variety of forms that include everything from basic 

technological skill acquisition and communication strategies to curricular decision 

making and case-based integration scenarios. 

Though this paints a rich image of what may be happening in some technology 

integration training scenarios, it is difficult to say what are actually the norms of 

professional training of educators in technology on a large scale (Lawless & Pellegrino, 

2007).  This is partially due to the fact that there are no established standards for teacher 

preparation and technology and that though most educators may have taken a technology 

course to help them integrate technology into their classrooms (Ottenbreit-Leftwich & 

Brush, 2011), any information learned in such courses may be quickly outmoded as 

technologies change.  Further, Swenson, Rozema, Young, McGrail, and Whitin (2005) 

argue that technology competency development may be short-sighted if it is not coupled 

with the development of literacies or the ability to fully participate in different social or 
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literacy events. Thus, being able to type in a word processor (i.e. competency) is very 

different from being able to write an essay using a computer (i.e. literacy), and the big 

difference is that the first focuses upon decontextualized skills, while the second views 

the activity itself (i.e. writing an essay on a computer) as a meaningful method of 

participation. This seems especially pertinent when considering the use of social media 

for professional and pedagogical purposes and calls into question the authenticity or 

meaningfulness of any professional development experience that does not have at its 

heart the development of core literacies and social participation (Jenkins, 2007). 

Similarly, as Ertmer (2005) points out, failure to properly integrate technology in 

classrooms may stem more from improper pedagogical beliefs than from a lack of tech 

competencies. This suggests that though there may be much being done to promote 

technology competency amongst pre-service teachers, if such development is not coupled 

with proper pedagogical understandings of how to use technology to support learning and 

social participation, then such endeavors may be fruitless. Suggestive of TPACK’s 

recognition of the complex interactions that exist between pedagogy, content, and 

technology, this critique requires us to consider that effective technology integration may 

only be achieved insofar as educators develop appropriate pedagogical beliefs and 

strategies to utilize the technology, which may be lacking in current analyses. 

Further, successful integration also requires a method of analysis that allows us to 

evaluate and compare methods, which is something that TPACK and similar models of 

technology integration lack. Though some have attempted to create surveys and 

measurement devices to tease out TPACK-related literacies, these tools have tended to 

rely upon fuzziness and subjective interpretation (Archambault & Crippen, 2009). Thus, 

for instance, no clear definition of what successful TPACK looks like in a given context 

actually exists. Rather extant definitions and descriptors rely upon value-heavy words 
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like “appropriately,” “properly,” “effectively,” and so forth, which make assessment and 

comparison problematic, if not impossible. So, even if educators are being prepared to 

teach effectively with technology, we have no way of knowing if this is the case, because 

we do not have a framework equipped to evaluate teacher behavior with technology and 

to connect it with actual student learning outcomes. 

As a result, technology integration remains a difficult question for educators and 

those responsible for their development of professional literacies. This problem may be 

compounded in the specific case of internet-based technologies and social media in 

particular, because of their persistent, ubiquitous use outside of the classroom. If, for 

instance, blogs were a technology unique to educational institutions or to a specific field, 

then the identification and evaluation of how educators and students are using them might 

be simpler. However, since blogs have a cultural use and following outside of schools 

that include a wide variety of applications, there are no clear answers as to what a blog 

should be used for, what constitutes appropriate or effective participation in a blog, and 

so forth. This complicates technology integration questions for a variety of social media, 

because in our society, they are not used solely for educational purposes, and, in fact, 

education is rarely the impetus for developing a given social medium. Thus, though blogs 

may have educational value and certain rules and guidelines might serve to improve blog 

use in education, these rules and guidelines are not implicit to the design of blogs but are 

incidental to it as the medium is appropriated within educational contexts. This is a 

serious problem inherent in many emerging technologies that should not be ignored 

(Veletsianos, 2010). Similarly, YouTube may provide a wide array of content that is 

educationally valuable, but since the primary goals and design decisions of a social video 

sharing platform like YouTube are not educational, and since students and educators 

alike are already using it for non-educational purposes, it can be problematic to 
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superimpose new literacies and expectations on top of old ones. This issue is of special 

importance to this study as I proceed to consider SNS as a particular form of social media 

and how educators may be using them personally, professionally, and to support learning. 

Additionally, Web 2.0 plays a role in larger society as more and more businesses, 

governments, educational institutions, and private individuals come to utilize it for a 

variety of purposes. With advances in technology, all of these entities naturally tend to try 

out new tools to see how they fit in with current practice, how they improve upon current 

practice, and how they can potentially transform what is already being done. Thus, this 

study, rather than applying an experimental intervention, is instead following a very 

natural path of integration, response testing, and ongoing innovation, which mimics 

natural implementation procedures taking place in other areas. 

THE RISE OF SOCIAL NETWORKING SITES 

Given the potential positives that social media has to offer for education, it is no 

wonder that educators have begun to consider how to use SNS to help them teach in 

formal settings (Cho, Gay, Davidson, & Ingraffea, 2007; Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2009; 

Veletsianos & Navarrete, 2011), and many educators (including most university faculty 

members) use SNS regularly for a variety of purposes (Moran, Seaman, & Tinti-Kane, 

2011; Veletsianos, 2011). Increasing interest in learning as a social enterprise in recent 

years (Vygotsky, 1978) suggests that teaching requires a high level of interaction 

between students and educators. One of the complexities of this realization, however, is 

that students are very different from one another and bring with them a wide range of 

preexisting experiences, beliefs, knowledge, and skills. As a result of this, each student 

has his or her own zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978), or conditions in 

which he or she is capable of acquiring new knowledge, and truly skilled educators are 
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required to scaffold knowledge-building for students in such a way as to effectively make 

use of preexisting structures. SNS support on-going personal interactions between 

members, and, as a result, they pose potential benefits for teachers who need to have on-

going social connections with their students. Since SNS are not contained to the walls of 

the classroom and are asynchronous (i.e. not bound to time), they can potentially extend 

the pedagogical reach of the teacher outside of the classroom by extending his or her 

social interactions with students in a just-in-time, ubiquitous manner. 

Though there are plenty of critiques of institutional uses of technology for 

pedagogical purposes, most educators find themselves encouraged to use technology in 

many forms (Hughes, Thomas, & Scharber, 2006), even though they may not feel that 

they have sufficient time, training, or need to use them. Since SNS are a popular medium 

for students and educators alike, they pose a desirable medium for students and educators 

to use technology together in a way that is not overly difficult and that may build upon 

preexistent literacies and intuitive social practices, thereby improving educator abilities to 

conform to an expected level of technology use. 

Further, as public employees who hold positions of power in teaching community 

youth, educators are often scrutinized by the public (Armstrong & Hollan, 1985; 

Fleming, Harmon-Cooley, & McFadden-Wade, 2009; O'Neil, 1971-1972). As a result, 

the public requires and appreciates a certain level of transparency and predictability from 

educators and likes to be able to know what kind of people are teaching their children and 

what these students are being taught. Whether teachers should concede to public 

requirements and expectations, and potentially short-change their own private lives to fit 

an established norm, is a matter for public discourse, but whether this demanded 

transparency is appropriate for teachers or not, SNS pose potential benefits for educators 

to have a well-groomed digital footprint (Tufekci, 2008) so that they may participate with 
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community members in online spaces to engage in social-capital-enhancing activities 

(Zillian & Hargittai, 2009). 

Despite these signs of promise, scant empirical evidence on the applications of 

SNS in educational contexts exists (boyd & Ellison, 2007; Greenhow, 2011; Greenhow, 

Robelia, & Hughes, 2009), and educators remain timid in their willingness to use SNS in 

structured educational contexts (Roblyer, McDaniel, Webb, Herman, & Witty, 2010), 

even though they may believe that the medium has great value for educational endeavors 

(Aijan & Hartshorne, 2008). Why would such a discrepancy between theory and practice 

exist? Problems arising from increased interaction between educators and students in 

social (albeit online) settings might include the blurring or removal of professional 

boundaries, and the fact that most popular SNS (e.g., Facebook, MySpace, etc.) are not 

controlled by educational institutions adds to this concern, as educators and students may 

easily use them to extend relationships outside of those prescribed by the institution. SNS 

are designed to encourage people to share personal information and to strengthen social 

relationships with others. Given social requirements and expectations regarding student-

educator interactions, however, it seems likely that SNS can be used to support and even 

encourage social behavior between students and educators that may be considered 

unprofessional, and in some cases SNS have been used as a medium for supporting 

unethical and illegal student-educator relationships (Chilcott, 2011; Kimble, 2011; Sun, 

The, 2009). Though these types of undesirable relationships between students and 

educators certainly did not begin with SNS, the ubiquitous nature of the medium and the 

ease with which it allows people to connect with and to follow one another is a clear risk 

that can potentially transform the typical student-educator relationship. 

In addition to this, since student and educator familiarity with SNS have 

historically been social (not educational), it is likely that participation in these spaces may 
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transform pedagogy or non-institutional student-teacher relationships in negative or 

unexpected ways. For example, if we seek to teach content through a social medium, the 

medium may transform the content in accordance with its norms, assumptions, and power 

structures, and though learning may certainly be social, social spaces and the literacies 

necessary to operate within them differ (Cazden, et al., 1996), thereby suggesting that the 

type of learning occurring within SNS may not be compatible with cultural expectations 

of what should be learned in a formal educational setting. And, if educators do not 

recognize public expectations of transparency in how educators conduct their lives, then 

they will be taken off-guard if any online participation that they intended to be private is 

suddenly made public or otherwise made visible to those they did not intend. Educator 

contracts have traditionally included moral turpitude clauses, which allow administrators 

and school boards to terminate educator contracts if educators do not meet a loosely 

defined standard of moral character (Armstrong & Hollan, 1985), and though there are 

many state statutes “that allow for the discipline and dismissal of … educators based on 

immoral behavior, relatively few jurisdictions have statutes that actually define what 

constitutes such behavior” (Fleming, Harmon-Cooley, & McFadden-Wade, 2009, pp. 72-

73). For this reason, educators in the United States have been fired unexpectedly as a 

result of their participation in online spaces, ranging from educators posting pictures of 

themselves with alcohol (WSBTV 2, 2009) to making negative comments about students 

or parents (WCVBTV 5 Boston, 2010). 

Finally, if SNS are used for educational purposes, then federal regulations (e.g., 

FERPA) place careful constraints upon what can and cannot be shared in public places. 

Namely, any student work or grades cannot be publically viewable and should not be 

made visible to other students either. For this reason, technology tools like SNS that place 

pedagogical instances in public settings and keep a record of this being done can pose 
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potential risk for educators to violate federal privacy laws. Something as seemingly 

innocuous as reprimanding a student through Facebook for a late assignment could 

potentially be interpreted as sharing confidential personal information. Likewise, a group 

area where students submit assignments and then receive feedback that is visible to other 

students could also be interpreted as a breach of confidentiality. Since SNS focus on 

connecting people, issues of confidentiality may arise from a pedagogical perspective, 

because practically any connection between an educator and a student, similar to 

discussions between patients and medical professionals, could be interpreted as 

confidential in nature.  Such concerns are not farfetched, because there are instances in 

which institutions of higher education have already begun cracking down on social media 

use for educational purposes, such as the recent shutting down of educational blogs at 

Georgia Tech, on the basis that they might contain the names of previous students, 

illustrates (Guzdial, 2011). 

To summarize these ideas, structured K-12 and higher education institutions may 

not be equipped to value pedagogical uses of SNS, such that using the medium may 

require or even catalyze transformational restructuring of the institution itself 

(Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2012), of the social interactions that take place within it, and 

of what we mean by learning (Siemens & Matheos, 2010). No matter the reason, 

however, there currently is no rich theoretical framework for discussing the risks and 

benefits provided by SNS in the extant literature, which may be due to the fact that the 

SNS as a medium for learning technologies is still an emerging form (Veletsianos, 2010). 

A linchpin in this development, however, may lie in understanding the interface between 

issues of identity and literacy, which are integrally interconnected with one another (Gee, 

Identity without identification, 2009; Ivanič, 1998), and pedagogical uses of SNS. A 

robust framework for understanding the relationship between literacy, identity, learning, 
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and online social participation is a prerequisite for any critical evaluation of SNS use in 

education, but such a framework has yet to be developed. Presently, I will continue on to 

a closer historical and theoretical examination of SNS themselves and then discuss how 

they relate to identity and literacy. 

UNDERSTANDING SNS 

As a form of social media, SNS rely upon certain aspects of Web 2.0 ideology, 

including sharing information, connecting people together, and relying upon algorithmic 

data management, and the purpose of SNS is to create and maintain social networks. A 

social network, in its simplest form, is a subset or a certain type of network that consists 

of individual human nodes connected to one another through some type of social 

relationship (e.g., friendship, romance, familial connection, etc.). To extend the 

illustration of the Königsberg example above, social networks may be said to exist when 

a group of individuals (represented by land masses) are connected by relationships 

(represented by bridges). As a result, contrary to emerging colloquial use, the terms 

“social network” and “social networking site” are not synonymous, as an SNS may be 

used to create and maintain a vast number of diverse social networks, making the SNS 

merely a medium in which social networks reside. This point is important, because in 

recent mundane discussions of social networking, it has become common to equate social 

networking and social networks with specific tools of the digital world. Actual social 

networks, on the contrary, came into existence long before the modern, digital age, and 

thus, if our goal is to understand social networks, identity, and professionalism, then it 

behooves us to consider first what a social network is at a fundamental level and second 

how a specific medium, like an SNS, can influence social network structuring and 

development. 
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By making this distinction, I recognize that social networks are not a new 

phenomenon. To illustrate, Porter et al. (2009) identifies a variety of pre-digital and 

ubiquitous social networks, including “groups of hunter-gatherers, feudal structures, royal 

families, political and business organizations, families, villages, cities, states, nations, 

[and] continents” and argues that the concept of a social network is identical to the 

concept of community and, as such, is “of everyday familiarity” (p. 1083). Much has 

been written on analyzing social networks in terms of the number, direction, and strength 

of links between individuals (Hargittai, 2008; Meo, Nocera, Terracina, & Ursino, 2011) 

and the patterns and power structures that exist within a social network (Mehra, Dixon, 

Brass, & Robertson, 2006; Sozen & Sagsan, 2009), but depending upon how the observer 

chooses to draw lines, the social networks that an individual may be said to belong to can 

be organized in a variety of ways, based upon contexts, locations, media, the types of 

connections the individual shares with other nodes, and what the observer is interested in 

discovering. As mentioned above, one person merely having some type of a connection 

to another person may justify the identification of a link in the most basic, binary sense, 

and therefore yield a network, but given the complexity of human interactions, 

identification of binary links alone have very limited value in leading to a rich 

understanding of social networks and the individuals within them. 

Thus, though I might be said, for instance, to share some kind of common 

connection with other people ranging from my spouse, child, friend, or teacher to my 

colleague, acquaintance, mayor, governor, or congressional representative, it is obvious 

that these connections are each very different in terms of strength, distance, and type. The 

difference between my connection with my spouse and my governor extends beyond the 

fact that I interact with my spouse more often than I do with my governor or that my 

spouse is influenced by my actions more than my governor is, but, rather, the connections 
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are altogether of a different quality. Thus, in thinking social networks, and especially 

when considering complicated constructions like the self and identity, we need to be 

careful that we do not merely reduce all connections to a simple binary, degree, or 

measure of distance. But, rather, we should recognize that the richness of historical 

human social networks lies at least partially in the richness and diversity of connections 

that we share with others. 

Further, if social networks are not a new phenomenon, then neither is the practice 

of social networking, which may be described as the act of creating, extending, or 

maintaining a social network. A large number of lengthy books have been written on the 

subject, most of which are designed to assist the reader in utilizing an understanding of 

social networking to achieve a desired goal (e.g., career advancement). In a similar vein, 

we should recognize that modern SNS have been developed for specific purposes, 

whether this purpose is “giving people the power to share and make the world more open 

and connected” in the case of Facebook (Facebook, 2011), “to exchange information, 

ideas and opportunities” between professionals in the case of LinkedIn (LinkedIn, 2011), 

“to help singles find the kind of relationship they’re looking for” in the case of 

Match.com (Match.com, 2011), or to drive “social interaction by providing a highly 

personalized experience around entertainment” in the case of MySpace (MySpace, 2011). 

In each of these cases, the SNS or medium is structured in such a way as to promote 

certain types of relationships and network formation at the potential expense of others. 

Though this may not be as drastic a conclusion as, for instance, Marshall McLuhan  

(1994) drew in arguing that the medium is the message, the connection between the 

structure of the medium and its outcomes seems nonetheless to be somewhat 

underrepresented in current discussions of technology adoption, which have readily come 

to embrace the embedding of common and diverse social activities (e.g., dating, banking, 
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shopping, letter writing, etc.) into new types of media with little concern for how this 

shift will impact the nature of the activity. 

Beer (2008), for instance, argues that not only does the structure of an SNS shape 

the connections or links formed within it, but it can also shape how we view links in real-

life as well: “‘Friends’ on SNS are not the same as ‘friends’ in the everyday sense. The 

problem is that increasingly, in the context of SNS moving into the cultural mainstream, 

the ‘every-day sense’ of friend can often be the SNS Friend. … [T]he version of 

friendship [SNS] offer begins to remediate and shape understandings of friendship more 

generally” (p. 520). This potentially recursive relationship between reality and online 

environments is an issue that deserves attention, though it is lacking in the literature. If 

Beer (2008) is correct, and SNS have “come to challenge and possibly even mutate 

understandings of friendship” (p. 520) and that “separating out online from offline [social 

networking] … seems to take us away from understanding these technologies as mundane 

and as a defining and integral part of how people live” (p. 521), then this poses serious 

concern for the teacher or student who uses SNS for professional, pedagogical, or 

personal social networking, because by participating in these environments, students and 

teachers may be changing real-life relationships with people to fit the specific purpose of 

an SNS or may even be reforming how they fundamentally view real-life relationships to 

reflect the mold presented by a particular SNS. 

A recognition of these structural concerns is essential for our discussion, because 

just as a “how to” book on social networking is written for a specific purpose that will 

structure the arguments, aims, and advice delivered to the reader, SNS have an implicit 

aim in their construction (e.g., generation of ad revenue, collection and sharing of 

personal information, etc.) that will channel, direct, and form the experiences of users. 

Thus, though it may be obvious that Match.com, for instance, is intended to create and 
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support romantic relationships and that this design influences participant behaviors and 

identity within the medium, it is only slightly less obvious that a tool like Facebook is 

intended to create and support a different, but no less specific, type of relationship, which 

may or may not be suitable for every person or every context and may change how we 

fundamentally think about ourselves and friendship. This, again, is nothing new, as 

environments and events focused on getting and keeping people connected (e.g., class 

reunions, professional conferences, family reunions, blind dates, conventions, board 

meetings, etc.) have always had intended connection types built into their structure. That 

is, one would typically not attend a professional conference to reconnect with parents, 

just as one would not go on a date to establish a business relationship. Since social 

environments are engineered to structure communication and activities toward a specific 

goal, we need to be aware that this intentionality also applies to online environments, 

which would theoretically impact the types of connections that are sought after, shunned, 

established, dissolved, and maintained therein. 

Even in the cases of minimally structured technologies like the telephone, paper-

based letter, courier pigeons, and email, we can sense that there is a connection between 

any given medium and the types of relationships that it influences. Receiving a mass 

email, for instance, may not seem as personal as receiving a phone call, which, in turn, 

may not seem as personal as someone visiting us at home, and on the flip side, having 

someone visit us at home may not always seem appropriate for a given relationship, 

whereas a phone call might be permissible. This reveals that though technologies may be 

used as a medium to extend social interaction and participation through time or space, 

this extension can change the interaction in fundamental ways that impact its suitability 

for a particular context and the cultural structures emerging from the participation. To 

borrow one of McLuhan’s examples (1994), though the invention of the light bulb did not 
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include the introduction of light to human culture (i.e. light had existed for millennia 

before as generated by the sun and other sources), its invention nonetheless led to the use 

of light in new ways and contexts that fundamentally changed society and culture. So, 

though the light bulb was merely, in a matter of speaking, nothing more than a conduit 

for “the same old light,” the medium itself evinced the power to transform human 

practices of work, sleep, war, and exploration. With the light bulb, humans can now 

explore sea wreckage, continue industrial work into the evening hours, attend night clubs, 

read while preparing for bed, and perform a host of other activities that would not be 

possible if the bulb (or a similar technology like the candle) had not been invented. 

This suggests that since SNS may serve to shape social networks and the cultural 

constructs arising from them in transformative ways, it behooves us to consider what 

such transformations imply. To illustrate this point, consider current literature on the 

internet, SNS, and democratic proliferation (Carpini & Michael, 2000; Caswell, Henson, 

Jensen, & Wiley, 2008; Dahlgren, 2000; Ferdinand, 2000; Lacharite, 2002; Scammell, 

2000; Yang, 2003). The history of the internet in countries with authoritarian regimes has 

been a history of very careful and intentional restructuring, blocking, and filtering. Why? 

One interpretation of this phenomenon would be that authoritarian regimes believe that as 

people in their countries participate in online spaces that have embedded within them 

certain democratic ideals of sharing, transparency, and freedom of speech, they will begin 

to identify with and to assimilate the norms of dominant internet cultures, which, 

currently at least, tend to favor democratic-style approaches to knowledge dissemination, 

which would, in turn, pose a threat to authoritarian power structures. Though connections 

between social media use and large scale social change, like the revolutions of the Arab 

Spring, may be commonly exaggerated (Jones, 2011), and though there may be some 

tension between popular SNS and democratic ideas of individual rights and privacy 
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(Andrejevic, 2005; boyd, 2008), there seems to remain a close connection between online 

participation and identity that has not been fully explored. Very little exists in the SNS 

literature to give us an understanding of the connection between the two, and in this next 

section, I will explore this relationship, using New Literacy Studies as a theoretical frame 

for moving forward. 

IDENTITY AND SOCIAL PARTICIPATION 

Rationalist perceptions of identity have tended to view the self as unchanging and 

internal, a corollary to the Cartesian view of the dualistic nature of the mind and body. 

However, in recent years, much has been written in a variety of fields on the complexity 

of identity, which views identity as something more constructed, changing, social, and 

negotiated. In defining “identity construction,” for instance, Gilpin (2010) argues that it is 

the “sense-making process by which people selectively organize their experiences into a 

coherent sense of self” (p. 233). This formulation suggests that identity 1) is based upon 

experiences, 2) is created through some type of negotiation or selection, and 3) seeks for 

some type of coherence, all of which are foreign to a view of the self that is strictly 

internal and rigid. Similarly, Papacharissi (2010) explains that “the self, in late modern 

societies, is expressed as fluid abstraction, reified through the individual’s association 

with a reality that may be equally flexible” (p. 304). In such a fluid view of the self and 

the world, “the process of self-presentation becomes an ever-evolving cycle through 

which individual identity is presented, compared, adjusted, or defended against a 

constellation of social, cultural, economic, or political realities” (Papacharissi, 2010, p. 

304). Hearkening back to network thinking, this view of identity suggests that the 

phenomenon exists outside of individual, static nodes and relies upon evolving, fluid 

interactions between networked individuals within situated contexts. 
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This changing view of identity has found in-roads into education in the form of 

the New Literacy Studies. In the New Literacy Studies, the definition of literacy has 

drastically changed from “learning to read and write in page-bound, official, standard 

forms of the national language” in ways that are “formalized, monolingual, monocultural, 

and rule-governed” to a broadened view that accounts for diversity in various forms and 

has been described as a “multiliteracies” view (Cazden, et al., 1996, pp. 60-61). In such a 

multiliteracies view, literacy becomes less about skills and more about literacy events 

(Heath, 1982), equitable social participation (Cazden, et al., 1996), community 

membership (Ivanič, 1998), and navigation within Discourse communities (Gee, 1999).  

In such discussions, little “D” discourse, or language that is being used, is replaced with 

big “D” discourse, which includes cultural aspects and social practices surrounding the 

language that influence the experience.  By viewing language use as a cultural practice, 

rather than just a cognitive practice, New Literacy Studies has led to literacy being 

considered as less a “way of doing” and more a “way of being” (Gee, 2009), in which 

issues of who we are and how we construct our identities within cultural contexts take 

center stage. 

Gee (2009), for instance, argues that there is no essential or real self, but only 

selves moderated and framed by unique historical situations. As such, literacy becomes 

more about being a certain way in certain situations and understanding how we change to 

participate in different Discourse spaces. Similarly, Ivanič (1998) explains that as we 

write in different spaces, we are perpetually reconstructing our identity to gain 

membership in communities and that people develop diverse identities out of the richness 

and dilemmas of such social participation, wherein we copy, adapt, and synthesize the 

behaviors of others in diverse contexts. In reflecting upon his own academic writing, Gee 

(2009) explains that he constructs an academic identity through the process without 
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strictly identifying with being an academic. That is, when writing, his academic identity 

is constructed and expressed, but this construction is one of various identities that 

constitute who he is, leading to an idea of the self that is fluid and negotiated or that even 

includes multiple identities. 

Thus, when considering online social participation amongst pre-service teachers, 

we need to consider issues like power, language, participation, and identity and their 

relationships to one another instead of viewing online activity as something that is a 

discrete practice or that is somehow foreign to ourselves and our senses of who we are. If 

we view our identities as being formed by historical negotiations of social Discourses 

(Gee, 2009), then it makes sense to consider online participation in the same view as any 

other type of social participation just because it exists within a technology medium. Such 

a view of literacy seems vital for interpreting participation in SNS, because it gives us a 

rich understanding of how identity (i.e. who we are) and social participation (i.e. what we 

do) are intricately connected with one another. Earlier views of online participation relied 

upon a rationalist-type view of the self, in which identity exists separately from online 

participation, and online activities were viewed as a type of exploration or play divested 

from one’s own identity (Turkle, 1997). In this view, online participation was seen to be 

antagonistic to identity, because as people began participating in online contexts in 

exploratory and new ways, it threatened to undermine or change what was seen as the 

private core of one’s identity. This same train of thought has been followed by others in 

more recent years (Hongladarom, 2011; Ward, 2011) and has led to a rift between 

identity and online participation that seems like a corollary to the age-old belief in mind-

body dualism. 

Contrast this view with a recent argument by Christopher Poole (a.k.a. moot), the 

founder of 4Chan, regarding anonymity online (Poole, 2010), and we see a clear 
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difference. Whereas an essential self-view of identity might view anonymous 

participation online, or any participation online, as a type of exploration outside of 

identity, a view that values anonymous participation would, contrarily, recognize that 

actual identity may gain value from expression and identity in contexts devoid of 

traditional social parameters. In this view, the anonymous user of 4Chan or an IRC chat 

might be as actively developing her own identity as the participant in a real-world social 

context or an online system that uses identifiable names and media, like Facebook. The 

key to this question is whether or not participation itself serves to form, maintain, and 

reify identity, and if it does, then any social setting, anonymous or “authentic identity,” 

real-world or online, impacts identity in specific, important ways. If we agree with Gee 

and operate on the assumption that there is no private or essential self, but, rather, that 

our identity is faceted, social, complex, and perhaps even multiple, and is comprised by 

our social interactions in multiple contexts (Gee, 2009; Ivanič, 1998), then a person’s 

online participation should be considered as part of his or her identity, no matter what 

form that participation (or non-participation) takes. As a result, when talking about online 

participation, we should naturally also consider issues that relate to identity, like cultural 

background (Brown, 2011), power (Jones, 2011; Wertsch, 1993), and information 

persistence, when trying to understand how people participate. Unlike unchanging, 

internal views of identity, a fluid, social, dynamic, and/or multiple view of identity leads 

us to ask important questions related to how people choose to (or not to) participate in 

online spaces, the implications of forced interaction in such spaces, and so forth.  

In potential contradistinction to this, a recent study found that 74% of Facebook 

users studied reported that their profiles were accurate representations of themselves 

(Stern & Taylor, 2007).  However, this finding may be misleading in discussing identity, 

because the survey question that was asked in this study and its context with other survey 
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questions would lead students to answer in terms of whether or not the representation is 

either true or a lie (i.e. intentionally deceptive). When framed in this binary, any social 

participation that is not a blatant lie could be said to accurately represent a person no 

matter how contained, contextual, or minor the participation might be. Thus, a person 

who plays a sport may claim that their participation in that venue is an accurate reflection 

of who they are (in terms of their participation being a part of who they are), but their 

participation in the sport would likely not represent a full representation of themselves. 

Therefore, the question that we should ask may not be so much about whether or not pre-

service teacher participation in an SNS like Facebook is accurate (in terms of truth), but 

whether or not it is a robust or full representation of the participant as a person. 

Along this line of thought, it becomes especially important to recognize how 

digital media (just like any media form) shapes our participation in literacy events and 

how this might impact identity. Thus, elements of a digital literacies (Knobel & 

Lankshear, 2008; Lankshear & Knobel, 2003) approach also makes sense in thinking 

about online social network participation, because any medium brings with it structures 

of power and assumptions about valid or meaningful participation. In this way, though all 

literacies may be similar in the sense that participation shapes identity, they are all 

different in how the participation plays out and, thus, how identity is impacted. For this 

reason, we cannot say that, for instance, the literacies of participating in Facebook are 

identical to the literacies of participating in Socratic debate or writing English prose. 

Since the medium is unique and the emergent social structure as shaped by the medium 

values certain flavors and types of interactions to the detriment of others, each medium 

needs to be treated as containing its own literacy or set of literacies. This makes carry-

over from one medium to another problematic and requires that we carefully consider 



 42 

how the structure of different Discourse spaces varies and how that, in turn, impacts 

participation and identity. 

Thus, communication within an SNS (as with any Discourse space) must be 

understood in light of other social practices and the identities of participants.  Yet, little 

work has been done to understand SNS use and participation as a social, identity-making 

practice.  The reason for this may be, in part, due to the fact that intentionality is not a 

part of most discussions of network and swarm theory, thereby removing the individual’s 

perceptions, intentions, and tangential social practices from the equation.  It seems, 

however, to be a truism that the intentionality of thinking agents within a network 

impacts network participation, outcomes, self-perception, and, therefore, identity, but we 

may surmise that the lack of work done on networks and intentionality stems from these 

endeavors’ emphasis upon practice-oriented objectives like improving efficiency and 

predicting network behavior rather than upon understanding individual nodes and how 

they perceive themselves and their participation in the system. The literature from 

artificial intelligence and computer science is especially illustrative of this point, because 

from a computer systems perspective, nodes are relatively meaningless, simple 

constructions, which are created or studied in networking only insofar as they can affect 

network outcomes. Similarly, since nodes in computer science are not generally 

perceived as pre-existing, multi-faceted, or provocative entities when separated from the 

network, they are of little interest to researchers and offer little reason to explore either 

the random or intentional behavior of discrete nodes, because both are seen as either 

constructs of direct programming or statistically predictable phenomena, while the 

behavior of the swarm or network is more emergent, unexpected, and useful for solving 

problems. 
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Contrast this with the social sciences, however, and a clear problem arises: if 

nodes are pre-existing, multi-faceted, complex, and unpredictable entities that are worth 

individual attention, as people are, then how does a person’s participation within the 

network influence him or her, and what factors influence on-going participation? At a 

systems level these types of questions are commonly asked with regard to marketing and 

group behaviors, but, again, the focus is upon predicting network-wide outcomes (e.g., 

“how to sell a product to a demographic”) and improving efficiency of networking sites 

(e.g., “how to channel traffic through a website, transportation system, or Königsberg”). 

In such cases, as in computer science, the emphasis tends to be on the network and not 

the individual, and though some level of behavior prediction may be achieved by 

studying networks at a macro-level, such predictions are futile for understanding who 

people are as embodied, self-directing, and intentional entities that, nonetheless, lead 

lives wherein network pressures exert influences on self-perception and identity. 

Marwick and boyd (2010) explore this idea in relation to audiences and Twitter 

use and argue that the literacy involved in communicating with networked audiences is 

quite different from the literacies involved in writing or participating with a broadcast 

audience, especially when the system requires that the participant adopt an authentic 

identity. In their words: “The requirement to present a verifiable, singular identity makes 

it possible to differ self-presentation strategies, creating tension as diverse groups of 

people flock to social network sites” (p. 9). Regarding MySpace, Greenhow and Robelia 

(2009) further argue that most teens use the platform for developing identity, engaging in 

self-discovery and self-presentation and attempt to present themselves as having a 

singular, authentic identity within the medium, even though MySpace does not require 

them to do so. By collapsing identity into a singular identity within a network, however, 

context collapse occurs (Marwick & boyd, 2010), as the individual node participates in a 
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variety of networks within a single, monolithic context. Recent developments in 

Facebook, in the form of lists, and Google+, in the form of circles, have attempted to 

address this dilemma of context within social networks, but as Poole (2011) argues, these 

attempts are misguided, because they ignore identity by merely focusing on audience. In 

his words: “it’s not the audience, it’s your context within that audience; it’s not who you 

share with, it’s who you share as in your context within that group” (emphasis added). 

From Poole’s perspective, how we participate in a network is less about the audience and 

is more about our contextual identity. 

Thus, if our aim is to understand identities within networks rather than merely 

probabilistic network behaviors or broadcast literacies, we must consider the perspective 

of the node (i.e. person) as a thinking, acting, intentional entity that participates both 

willingly and unwillingly, knowingly and unknowingly in a variety of networks in a 

process of identity construction that adjusts participation and behavior in relation to 1) 

interaction with other nodes, 2) perceptions of network outcomes, and 3) perceptions of 

its own identity construction and perception. If the old adage is true and no person is, in 

fact, an island, then we can gain a deeper understanding of humans by considering that 

they, similar to the landmasses of Königsberg, are connected with others in a complex, 

meaningful manner. Unlike the bridges of Königsberg, however, people direct much of 

their own networking behavior and have, in effect, the inherent ability to build, 

strengthen, weaken, or destroy bridges at will. The literature on social networking, 

however, is generally silent on this subject, because research questions in the area tend to 

stray away from self-awareness and personal identity to group dynamics (e.g., strong and 

weak ties, network hubs, influence, etc.) or focus upon a specific aspect of identity, like 

professional identity management (Veletsianos, 2011).  And, using relational 

maintenance (RM) theory, Hew (2011) argues that “in order to keep relationships in a 
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stable and satisfactory condition, certain proactive maintenance strategies need to be 

utilized to help prevent problems that could result in relational dissolution,” and that 

social networking technologies may support this type of relational maintenance (p. 667). 

SNS IN EDUCATION 

Research into SNS use in education, and especially higher education, suggests 

that SNS like Facebook may have very little educational value if we consider them 

strictly from a traditional academic perspective (Kirschner & Karpinski, 2010), in part 

because they may lead students to spend less time focusing upon studies spend more time 

socializing in the online environment.  Despite this, recent surveys of undergraduate 

students in the United States suggest that over 90% of students use Facebook (Ellison, 

Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007; Roblyer, McDaniel, Webb, Herman, & Witty, 2010; 

Stutzman, 2006), and other researchers have suggested that the educational value of tools 

like Facebook lies in their ability to allow students to interact in nontraditional ways or 

via nontraditional media and that this is a potentially beneficial affordance of SNS that 

may help to support successful educational experiences (Selwyn, 2009).  It has also been 

argued that SNS (or tools like them) may help to improve communicative efficiency 

(Towner & Munoz, 2011), lead to more openness (Roblyer, McDaniel, Webb, Herman, & 

Witty, 2010), foster learner participation, community building, and social presence (Lee 

& McLoughlin, 2010; Minocha, 2009), combat learner isolation and alienation (Galusha, 

1997), and provide other positive transformations in classrooms (Levickaitė, 2010; 

Gallon, 2010). 

Though some educators are experimenting with a variety of social media in their 

teaching (Couros, 2009), including SNS like Ning (Arnold & Paulus, 2010; Brady, 

Holcomb, & Smith, 2010), Elgg (Dron & Anderson, 2009), and Facebook (Wang, Woo, 
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Quek, Yang, & Liu, 2011), empirical research remains scant on instructor experiences 

and student outcomes.  Nonetheless, many continue to argue for the potential benefits 

SNS may afford for informal learning (Greenhow & Robelia, 2009; Selwyn, 2009) and 

student engagement (Junco, 2012; Junco, Heiberger, & Loken, 2011). This interest in 

SNS is further reflected in the emergence of educational support sites that incorporate 

SNS type technologies. For example, OpenStudy connects learners together in a type of 

virtual study space, and universities are currently being targeted as clients for more 

academically-focused social networking services like GoingOn, which allows faculty and 

students to construct connected, academic identities online. 

COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE 

Though discussions surrounding SNS in particular have been largely silent on 

issues of identity, educational and other literature have at least begun delving into the 

issues of identity and community participation, and this is especially true in the case of ad 

hoc professional communities. The literature on Communities of Practice, for instance, 

holds that “the mix of participation and non-participation that shapes our identities has to 

do with communities in which we become invested,” that “our identities form in this kind 

of tension between our investment in various forms of belonging and our ability to 

negotiate the meanings that matter in those contexts” (Wenger, Communities of practice: 

Learning, meaning, and identity, 1998, p. 188), and that Web 2.0 technologies may be 

useful in community development insofar as they provide tools for optimal configuration 

of a community (Wenger, White, & Smith, 2010). According to a Communities of 

Practice approach, identity formation is a “dual process” that exists as we mutually invest 

ourselves in a community, thereby identifying with it, and are shaped by how others 

respond to our activities, thereby negotiating our identity in response to social feedback, 
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through a “social ecology” of identity formation (Wenger, Communities of practice: 

Learning, meaning, and identity, 1998, p. 190).  Currently, this identity formation is 

taking place more and more in digital habitats or habitats of technology (Wenger, White, 

& Smith, 2009). 

For our purposes, an important aspect of the Communities of Practice view of 

identity and social participation relies upon the understanding that individual identity is 

shaped by both participation and non-participation on the part of both the individual and 

the community, the node and the network. That is, as nodes intentionally participate in a 

network, their actions and inactions weave into and impact the actions and inactions of 

the network of individuals around them, thereby establishing, negotiating, and reifying 

the identity of the individual in the context of the community. Such negotiation, however, 

becomes increasingly complex in a digital and participatory world, because “identity and 

affiliation today are increasingly sites of contestation between market forces aiming to 

recruit consumer loyalties through popular culture media and individuals and social 

networks seeking to re-appropriate popular culture content and forms for our own 

purposes” (Lemke & Van Helden, 2009, p. 152). Such contestation is further 

problematized in SNS contexts, as the contexts of personal and professional community 

participation are collapsed around the individual (Marwick & boyd, 2010), and lines 

between an individual’s multiple (or at least segmented) identities are blurred or 

altogether removed. 

 This milieu has led to a contemporary culture that represents “a heteroglot mix of 

marketed identities and media cultures in uneasy relation with the spontaneous 

productions of individuals and online communities” (Lemke & Van Helden, 2009, p. 

152). In this modern, participatory, and networked world, individual identities become 

“dynamically responsive to immediate opportunities” and are “highly adaptable 
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constellations of identifications and affiliations, with threads of continuity braided into 

unique life-and-learning biographies” (Lemke & Van Helden, 2009, p. 153). This notion 

of the self as a constellation of identifications seems especially poignant and illustrative, 

in that it suggests that a modern notion of the self may comprise an interpretive 

representation of how our participation in a variety of diverse spheres (e.g., personal, 

professional, etc.) are unified in a symbolic manner through the connections of meaning 

that we make between them. 

The limitations of a Communities of Practice view for understanding an 

individual’s identity constellation is herein discernible, in that its scope is limited to 

understanding the individual within a specific community, intentionally performing a 

specific practice (Wenger, Communities of practice: Learning, meaning, and identity, 

1998). What happens to the identity of the individual, however, when contexts are 

collapsed, participation in a closed community becomes public, or one’s history of 

participation remains persistent and visible? SNS participation brings all of these issues 

to the forefront in that many popular authentic identity SNS today seek to plot that 

constellation for us, through the use of social and machine algorithms, and to share it 

with the world. If, however, identity formation is indeed a meaning-making process, then 

what issues arise as technologies are developed to find this meaning for us and to 

ultimately reveal our authentic identities to ourselves and to those with whom we share 

diverse communities and Discourse spaces? 

THIS STUDY’S PLACE IN THE LITERATURE 

Though extant literature that considers issues related to online social participation, 

network thinking, and identity is rich and diverse, an underlying theory for understanding 

the relationship between SNS participation and one’s sense of self seems to be lacking. 
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This topic stands to become an essential venue of research for understanding the 

Discourse spaces of online SNS and the resultant identities that pre-service teachers are 

forming.  As institutions and researchers begin to incorporate SNS into teaching and 

learning, it is essential for them to understand how such integration impacts the identities 

of participants. Complicating issues of power and identity transformation will arise in 

conjunction with such practices. Thus, it is the purpose of this study to lay a groundwork 

for understanding how pre-service teachers’ identities are connected with their SNS 

participation and what this means for the process of becoming a professional educator. I 

proceed on the assumption that identity is not an unchanging element of the essential self 

nor merely a description of one’s actions but is, rather, a negotiated, meaningful 

constellation of social practices reflected in a variety of communities and that one’s 

participation in communities and meaning-making of identity formation is influenced by 

a variety of factors through a variety of media. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

The central question of this study is: How does exposure to professional 

expectations impact pre-service teachers’ senses of online social identity? Since 

answering this question requires the establishment of a theory regarding the interaction 

between complex social concepts (i.e. pre-service teacher sense of identity and 

professional requirements), grounded theory was employed to meet this end. Historically, 

grounded theory was developed in order to improve the rigor and quality of qualitative 

research in the social sciences. In the eyes of its founders, Glaser and Strauss (1967), 

grounded theory aims “to move qualitative inquiry beyond descriptive studies into the 

realm of explanatory theoretical frameworks, thereby providing abstract, conceptual 

understandings of the studied phenomena” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 6). Since its inception half 

a century ago, grounded theory has changed, and what constitutes grounded theory today 

may be somewhat different from what Glaser and Strauss envisioned early in its 

development. In Glaser and Strauss’s view, “a completed grounded theory [meets] the 

following criteria: a close fit with the data, usefulness, conceptual density, durability over 

time, modifiability, and explanatory power” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 6), yet recent disputes in 

the social sciences reflect deep-seated questioning of how to achieve these ends in 

research. Rather than nit-picking about what constitutes authentic grounded theory, 

however, or launching into philosophical discussions about ‘what we mean by grounded 

theory now,’ this study uses grounded theory, in line with what Charmaz (2006) suggests, 

as a set of “flexible guidelines” (p. 6) and not “methodological rules, recipes, and 

requirements” (p. 9). 

As a result and at a fundamental level, this study operates from a symbolic 

interactionist perspective rather than from a positivist perspective and thereby resembles 
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grounded theory guidelines as more fleshed out by researchers like Charmaz (2006), 

Birks and Mills (2011), and Stern and Porr (2011), though this may deviate some from 

how the approach was initially formulated by Glaser and Strauss (1967). More on the 

divergence of these perspectives may be found in Charmaz (2000), but for the purposes 

of the current study, I will utilize frameworks outlined by the aforementioned authors to 

structure the guidelines of the study and will rely upon pragmatic implementations of the 

guidelines rather than methodological purism. Additionally, it is the purpose of this study 

to present an “interpretive portrayal,” not an “exact picture” of the phenomenon and, 

therefore, the methods and practices utilized herein will be highly interpretivist and will, 

as a matter of course, avoid attempts at objectivity and “assume that neither data nor 

theories are discovered … [but that] we are part of the world we study and the data we 

collect” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 10). 

In order to generate theory, this study follows guidelines set forth by a variety of 

writers but that may be roughly encapsulated in seven steps laid out by Charmaz (2006). 

Namely, the grounded theory approach utilized in this study relies upon a process of [1] 

gathering data, [2] coding, [3] memo-writing, [4] theoretical sampling, [5] reconstructing, 

[6] writing, and [7] reflecting (Charmaz, 2006), all performed in an iterative, constantly 

comparative manner. In so doing, this study relies upon many concepts originally 

established by Glaser & Strauss (1967), like simultaneous involvement in data collection 

and analysis, constructing analytic codes and categories from data, sampling aimed 

toward theory construction, requiring the researcher to remain in a state of abstract 

wonderment, and so forth, but also shies away from some guidelines, like waiting to 

write the literature review after having developing an independent analysis, in favor of 

other interpretations, like the value of sensitizing concepts and bracketing. This study’s 

methodology and assumptions will now be described in more detail. 
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ANALYTIC ASSUMPTIONS 

Scientific analysis has often focused upon either deduction (or subsumption) or 

induction (or generalizing). Deduction relies upon tautological equivalencies between 

logical statements. For instance, a logical statement might be that “if a student passes the 

assessment, then learning occurred.” Deductive reasoning would then lead us to 

determine if a given student passed the assessment, and if she did, then we could 

deductively determine that she had learned something. That is, “the single case in 

question is subordinated to an already known rule” (Reichertz, 2007, p. 218). However, 

given the complex and contextual nature of social science and educational research, rules 

are rarely valid or universal, and much of what we do is intended to generate new 

knowledge rather than to determine if a given case is tautologically equivalent to some 

universal law, thereby making deduction of little value for knowledge-producing research 

in our field. 

Induction (both qualitative and quantitative), on the other hand, relies upon 

probabilistic inference to determine if the properties of a sample transfers to a totality. In 

other words, it extends “the single case into a rule” (Reichertz, 2007, p. 218) and only 

produces knowledge insofar as it “proceeds from a limited selection to a larger totality” 

(p. 219). Thus, if a sample of random students scored well on a test, then we might 

inductively determine that a larger population with similar properties would do likewise. 

The limitation of induction, however, is that it does not have power to generate new 

knowledge; rather, it only yields new versions and extensions of what is already known 

(e.g., to new populations, groups, properties, etc.). 

In grounded theory, however, the goal of research is not to seek for tautological 

equivalency or to yield new versions or extensions of what is already known. Rather, the 

goal of grounded theory, and the reason that it is being used in this research study, is to 
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produce theory about phenomena found in the world and to build new, powerfully 

explanatory models of it. In order to do this, grounded theory as it is used in this study 

may be said to rely upon abduction as an analytic framework. Originating from Peirce 

(1931-1935), abduction “consists of assembling or discovering, on the basis of an 

interpretation of collected data, such combinations of features for which there is no 

appropriate explanation or rule in the store of knowledge that already exists” (Reichertz, 

2007, p. 219). Somewhat contrary to the other methods described above, abduction 

proceeds from a result to two unknowns (i.e. the rule and the case) and thereby represents 

a creative, cerebral process that requires “a mental leap” on the part of the researcher to 

discover these unknowns (Reichertz, 2007, p. 220). 

In this formulation of abduction, discovery becomes dependent upon the 

researcher making unexpected leaps into creative space that may be influenced by a 

variety of factors including pure chance and the ability of the researcher to make novel 

connections. As a metaphor, the researcher embarking upon abductive work resembles 

less the lab coat wearing experimentalist and becomes more like the storm chaser who 

seeks to catch a glimpse of lightning as it strikes. By putting oneself in situations where 

the mind can interact with phenomena first-hand, the researcher engages in a “game of 

meditation” or “daydreaming,” wherein the mind is free to seek new convictions and new 

attitudes toward data and one’s own knowledge (Reichertz, 2007, p. 221). In so doing, 

the researcher willingly places him or herself into “a state of preparedness for being taken 

unprepared” by new realizations and truths (p. 221), and through this abductive process, 

the researcher creates mental constructs to understand phenomena that are never 

definitively complete, but are accepted on a provisional basis for their immediate 

usability in the given context (p. 222). 
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This “game of meditation” is not only allowed by grounded theory, but it may be 

argued that grounded theory even counts on it and enables it (Reichertz, 2007, p. 225). 

Though there are many variations of grounded theory, and though for instance Glaserian 

grounded theory and Strauss’s initial formulations may be more inductive than abductive, 

this study builds upon more recent work in grounded theory and assumes that abductive 

reasoning is necessary for creating a usable model for understanding the connection 

between pre-service teacher SNS participation and identity by allowing the mental 

flexibility necessary to witness and accept it. As such, this study seeks to follow the 

advice of Peirce (1931-1935): “Enter your skiff of musement, push off into the lake of 

thought, and leave the breath of heaven to swell your sail. With your eyes open, awake to 

what is about or within you, and open conversation with yourself: for such is all 

meditation” (Vol. 6, p. 315)! 

SAMPLING 

According to Morse (2007), qualitative sampling (and grounded theory sampling 

in particular) should follow three guidelines. First, sampling should target interviews and 

focus groups to get targeted data. Second, sampling should seek to locate excellent 

participants. And third, sampling should seek to be efficient. Following these guidelines, 

initial sampling for the study was convenience-based and consisted of asking students in 

a pre-service teacher education program in a large, southern university whether they 

would be willing to participate in the study by taking part in an initial interview and a 

focus group at two time intervals. All targeted students were first-semester teacher 

preparation students who had a program requirement to receive training in social media 

professionalism. This training was used as a teachable moment, described further below, 

and focus groups occurred after the training. 
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The target of the study was a large university in the Southwest with a prominent 

college of education and teacher preparation program. For this study, only pre-service 

teachers in elementary education were targeted; reasons for doing this are explained 

further in the limitations section.  Elementary education training in the target college of 

education takes part in a three semester professional development sequence starting the 

students’ junior year. Pre-service teachers are organized into cohorts, and in the target 

semester of the study, six new cohorts, each with around 20 students, were beginning the 

professional development sequence. Faculty members in the college of education who 

were starting new cohorts of pre-service teachers in the targeted study semester were 

approached via e-mail to ask permission to enter their classrooms and to invite their 

students to participate in the study. In this recruitment session, the researcher took 5 to 10 

minutes to explain the purpose, importance, and potential problems of the study in brief 

and provided students with a copy of the informed consent forms and contact information 

so that they could then contact the researcher if they were willing to participate. In total, 

five faculty members were contacted, who taught in five different cohorts. Each cohort 

averaged around 20 students, and of these each cohort included between one and six 

consenting participants.  After being contacted by interested students, the researcher 

scheduled a time to meet with each potential participant individually to answer any 

questions and to obtain informed consent.  Participant signatures were collected on 

informed consent documents at this time, and each participant was given a copy of the 

informed consent document. Additionally, the researcher agreed to compensate each 

participant with a $25 gift card at the conclusion of the research study. 

Though participation in the training session was a program requirement, 

participation in the study was voluntary, and some students chose to not be interviewed 

or to not take part in the focus groups. Students were contacted in their classes; short 
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presentations made to groups of students illustrated the purpose of the study and the 

intended outcomes of participation. Student participants’ ages ranged from 20 to 29, and 

most were traditional students (e.g., first-time undergraduate students who entered the 

program within a few years of completing high school). All participants were female, due 

to a heavily imbalanced gender distribution in the teacher education program at the target 

institution. 

As the study progressed, theoretical sampling was ongoing as directed by constant 

comparative analysis, reflective memoing, and concurrent data generation and analysis 

and consisted of interviewing additional students and conducting additional focus groups 

for clarification, filling in theoretical holes, or broadening theoretical concepts. As Birks 

and Mills (2011) explain, theoretical sampling “often occurs when you want to find out 

more about the properties of a category, conditions that a particular category may exist 

under, the dimensions of a category or the relationship between categories” (pp. 10-11). 

As a result, the grounded theory process informed the development of theoretical 

sampling groups, and data generation occurred throughout the entire reflective process.  

SENSITIZING CONCEPTS AND BRACKETING 

This study was conducted in such a manner as to consider the role that the 

researcher plays in the data generation process. Rather than viewing the researcher as a 

dispassionate, objective observer with no preconceptions, prejudices, or assumptions 

about the subject matter, this study accepts that the researcher is human and, therefore, is 

subject to such factors and that all perceptions of the world come already interpreted. 

Such a confession is neither new nor unique to this study. In the words of Birks and Mills 

(2011), “researchers are a sum of all they have experienced” (p. 11). As a result, 

researchers should seek to become sensitive to their own positionality in relation to the 
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observed. “The concept of theoretical sensitivity acknowledges this fact and accounts for 

it in the research process. As a grounded theorist becomes immersed in the data, their 

level of theoretical sensitivity to analytical possibilities will increase” (Birks & Mills, 

2011, p. 11). 

In their initial formulation of grounded theory, Glaser and Strauss (1967) argued 

against performing a literature review before collecting data. In so doing, Glaser and 

Strauss anticipated that any prior research into the topic would skew or direct the 

researcher’s findings.  As Charmaz (2006) explains, however, refusing to conduct a 

literature review before collecting data makes little sense in the context of formal 

research environments and ignores the fact that researchers will always have some level 

of prior experience with the phenomenon being studied: “Professional researchers and 

many graduate students already have a sound footing in their disciplines before they 

begin a research project and often have an intimate familiarity with the research topic and 

the literature about it … We may begin our studies from these vantage points but need to 

remain as open as possible to whatever we see and sense in the early stages of the 

research” (p. 17). And, as Strauss (1987) himself later came to explain, the researcher’s 

knowledge of the phenomenon is nurtured by experience “whether the experience is 

personal, or derives more ‘professionally’ from actual exploratory research into the 

phenomenon ... or from theoretical sensitivity because of the researcher’s knowledge of 

technical literature” (p. 12). As a result, I will use Blumer’s (1969) notion of “sensitizing 

concepts” as “a place to start” from but also recognize that these vantage points are “not 

the end” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 17), thereby allowing our sensitivities to enrich and 

empower the research process without dictating the final result. 

True Glaserian grounded theory requires the researcher to look upon the world 

with new eyes, judging phenomena on the grounds of the current experiences themselves, 
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rather than through the lens of pre-established beliefs and theories. However, a 

philosophical dilemma arises with such an approach, if we consider whether a researcher 

can ever truly look upon phenomena in the world without using pre-established lenses. 

Even if they are unstated, researchers carry with them certain assumptions and 

experiences that shape their inquiry in a variety of ways, and though a researcher may 

seek to distance herself from such preconceptions to become a pure, sensing thing 

without pre-established categories of discernment, few would argue that pure objectivity 

in such matters is possible. As a result, the researcher has a choice: either she can accept 

a type of naïve objectivism, thereby ignoring the impact that her unstated preconceptions 

may have upon the subject matter, or she can attempt to understand how her 

preconceptions influence and shape her findings and seek to intentionally limit and 

counteract these effects through transparency and self-reflection. From a 

phenomenological perspective, this latter option is sometimes referred to as “bracketing,” 

wherein the researcher places his or her previous experiences and assumptions into a 

clearly defined box so that they, too, become elements of the study. 

For the purposes of this study, bracketing is preferred to naïve objectivity, in part 

because the researcher recognizes his own many, varied, and long-standing experiences 

with the phenomenon in question. The literature review presented in the previous chapter 

helps to frame this bracketing of the researcher in terms of theoretical assumptions and, 

to repeat the claim above, was especially necessary in this study, because the researcher 

had already read much on the subject before developing a methodology for pressing 

forward. Perhaps equally important to recognize, however, is that the researcher’s 

experiences with SNS are not limited to the reading of theory and studies performed by 

others. As a result, the researcher will now provide a brief summary of autobiographical 

information about himself and his experiences with SNS in order to clearly define his 
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experiences with the phenomenon being studied and in order to express a certain level of 

reflexivity (cf. Birks & Mills, 2011). 

PERSONAL EXPERIENCES WITH SNS 

Reflexivity is not a one-time event, nor can a researcher simply state his or her 

assumptions and experiences at the beginning of a research process and assume that 

reflexivity is accounted for, because being truly reflexive requires one to be perpetually 

recursive: “turning back on one’s own experience” (Steier, 1991, p. 2). Thus, reflexivity 

is an ongoing process that requires the grounded theory researcher to proactively write 

about actions and feelings in a manner that takes into account influences on the 

researcher’s thinking and the impact they may have upon findings. However, given my 

previous experiences with SNS and prior research that I have conducted on related topics, 

a short narrative of reflexivity upfront seems appropriate in order to set the stage for what 

follows. 

I, the researcher, am no newcomer to SNS. Though most SNS users today are 

relatively new, having first joined an SNS in the past two to four years or less, I began 

using similar sites over a decade ago and have participated in a variety of online social 

networking contexts ranging from anonymous-type teen social network/discussion 

communities (e.g., Bolt) and popular authentic identity systems (e.g., Facebook) to social 

gaming platforms (e.g., Steam, Everquest, etc.) and professional social networking 

environments (e.g., LinkedIn, Academia.edu). These experiences have led me to conduct 

myself in certain ways when using SNS that reflect particular assumptions and values 

that I have acquired over time with regard to their use. As a result, my mind is in no way 

a tabula rasa when it comes to social network participation, and I have many sensitizing 

experiences with these phenomena that may allow me to connect with research 
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participants in valuable ways, but these prior experiences may also color the direction of 

the research endeavor in accordance with my own prejudices and assumptions. 

As a former teacher, I experienced the tensions of professional life and personal 

identity first-hand as I tried to juggle my Facebook identity, wherein I was connected 

with friends, classmates from long ago, family members, church members, and so forth, 

with my professional expectations as a teacher. As many teachers realize, this tension is 

brought to the forefront when students, parents, administrators, and colleagues attempt to 

connect with you in an SNS. My experience as a high school teacher was somewhat 

unique, because the school I taught at was a charter school that created a slightly different 

culture from those that are typically created in public school settings. In our school, 

parents, students, and teachers regularly communicated with one another, and there was 

an overarching culture of openness and sharing. Despite this, however, connecting with 

students in online spaces always felt somewhat problematic, and as a result, I did not 

connect with my students in SNS. 

Beyond mere use of SNS, I have also conducted studies on SNS and have been 

involved in the design and development of social networking technologies and platforms. 

For instance, I have conducted previous phenomenological research on faculty members’ 

lived experiences in SNS, and, as a result, I have developed certain understandings and 

beliefs about how professionals in academe view such spaces and students’ participation 

within them. Additionally, I have professionally implemented an open source social 

networking platform (Elgg) for several cohorts of pre-service teachers and have even 

designed and developed plugins to augment that platform’s behaviors.  This suggests that 

I have grappled with the design of SNS and have considered how design decisions impact 

issues of accessibility, participation, and identity. 
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Further, and perhaps of more specific concern on a personal level, I have grappled 

with issues of privacy and persistence of personal information online in my own life, and 

these concerns have led me to recently delete my Facebook account.  This came about in 

light of recent changes to the platform (most notably the Timeline feature), which 

effectively nullified my desire to use Facebook as a platform for connecting with friends, 

family, and acquaintances. This decision may make me somewhat of an anomaly in 

current social networking trends and reflects, to a certain degree, my concerns for privacy 

and some of the discomforts and personal tensions I have experienced as a result of my 

own social media use. My final status update that I posted to Facebook, and then later 

posted on my blog, is as follows: 

New announcements at F8 on Facebook changes push my personal limit, 

so I’m deleting my FB account. If you want to connect with me further 

through social media, feel free to follow me on twitter ( 

http://twitter.com/roycekimmons ), or you can also find me at my website ( 

http://kimmonsdesign.com ). I realize that most of you won’t; so, I bid you 

adieu. Methinks it will take two weeks for my account to be removed, but I 

will not be able to check in during that time. So, if I don’t respond, it’s not 

personal. But then, was it ever “personal?” It’s Facebook. 

My experience of leaving Facebook was, I think, particularly interesting, because 

it was surprising to me how difficult the process was at a psychological level. Many, if 

not most, of the people with whom I was connected on Facebook did not maintain any 

other current communication method with me; we did not know one another’s email 

addresses, phone numbers, etc. In the case of friends from high school, for instance, any 

contact information I had for these friends from my past would have been outdated, and 

even if the information had been up-to-date, I likely would have not used it to 

communicate with them in any meaningful or sustained manner. Thus, by leaving 

Facebook, it was as if I was leaving hundreds of such connections behind and severing 

the only communication medium that I had established with many people who, at 
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different points in my life, had meant something to me on a personal or social level. After 

a few weeks, I found myself less and less disturbed by this phenomenon, but I was 

initially quite worried that I might offend people that I genuinely cared about at some 

level or that I might not be able to contact someone that I might desire to in the future, 

because I had severed the Facebook connection. As I reflect back on this experience now, 

I feel that this was an unwarranted fear, because though I have not perhaps maintained 

the same level of communication with many people that I had before, I feel confident that 

should the need arise I would be able to reestablish communication with people in my 

past as needed and as appropriate. 

While I was still using Facebook, my Facebook profile was completely private to 

myself and my friends, and I only tended to connect with people through Facebook that I 

already had some form of social relationship with in my offline life.  Further, I tended to 

use the platform for non-professional communication (e.g. joking with friends, sharing 

photos, etc.), and I always felt hesitant to connect with colleagues, employers, and others 

associated with my professional life through the medium, because I generally felt that the 

information I shared in Facebook (e.g. religious beliefs, political stances, etc.) was too 

personal to share indiscriminately with professional connections.  Despite this well-

defined use of the medium, I soon found myself increasingly concerned with Facebook’s 

approach to privacy, or lack thereof, and experienced a variety of issues with my use of 

the tool that tended to stem from collapsed contexts between groups of “friends” (e.g. 

fellow church-goers vs. fellow students in my graduate studies vs. former students that I 

had taught), limitations of the medium (e.g. character lengths of posts), and inherent 

assumptions of the medium (e.g. static/historical/authentic identity construction and 

representation, etc.).  Though I ventured into Google+ briefly as I was concluding my use 

of Facebook, these experiences have stayed with me and shaped my behavior to the 
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extent that I use no SNS for authentic identity, personal-type social communication at 

present. 

Currently, as a doctoral candidate and graduate research assistant, I experience 

different tensions in my SNS use. Most of my concerns now have shifted to consider 

what kind of footprint I am leaving online and what artifacts I am leaving in online 

spaces where potential employers, colleagues, and supervisors can find evidence of my 

participation.  As a result, I now utilize Twitter and LinkedIn in a professional manner for 

connecting with colleagues and persons of professional and academic interest, and I use 

Steam, a gaming community with enhanced social networking features, to play PC games 

with online acquaintances.  In Steam, however, I utilize a pseudonym and avatar and 

connect with very few people through the space who know my authentic identity, such 

that my activities in that medium cannot easily be linked back to my authentic identity. 

My choice to participate in Steam in this more anonymous manner is not due to a concern 

that my participation in that medium, or any other media for that manner, is in any way 

inappropriate or shameful, but, rather, I feel that certain aspects of how I participate in 

online spaces should not be visible to everyone.  Thus, in some ways, my personal use of 

SNS has moved away from social construction and maintenance of an authentic identity 

to become focused more on professional identity management and anonymous 

exploration and participation with activities that I enjoy (as in the case of Steam). These 

confessions may reflect personal reservations and concerns on my part regarding social 

media, privacy, and professionalism, but I remain interested in understanding how a 

variety of professionals construct and maintain identities in online spaces, and my 

movement away from certain aspects of participation in specific communities reflects 

more my uncertainty and existential questioning of such media than an altogether 

rejection of their benefits and potential use. 
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In addition to these experiences with SNS, I have also worked with pre-service 

teachers in a variety of settings, including settings in which I have trained them to think 

about and react to professional expectations regarding SNS. As a technology trainer in a 

large college of education, I regularly work with faculty and pre-service teachers in order 

to help them to more fully integrate technology into their teaching and learning. 

Additionally, our college has recently required that we begin training teachers in social 

media use, so that they can recognize the potential problems associated with using social 

media once they are in K-12 classroom settings. As a trainer I have conducted such 

trainings and have attempted to help students to reflectively consider how they use social 

media, including SNS, both personally and professionally and, thereby, have developed 

preconceptions of my own related to how students are using these sites, what their 

perceptions are about SNS, and what complexities are associated with their use. To 

illustrate, my experiences with pre-service teachers have led me to believe that they use 

SNS as an extension of their own identities. I also believe that external attempts to 

regulate how teachers use SNS are problematic at best, because they tend to regulate an 

aspect of teacher identity expression and maintenance, which could be construed as being 

similar to other types of identity expression and maintenance, such as social interaction, 

community engagement, church attendance, and so forth. These preconceptions certainly 

shape the form this study has taken and also explains why I have found the subject 

interesting. Fundamentally, I feel that before any decisions can be made regarding 

professional regulations of SNS, we should fully understand how and why teachers are 

using them, what their beliefs are regarding them, how their use reflects who they are, 

and ultimately what we are asking them to give up or to change if we ask them to give up 

or to change their social network participation. These biases will certainly shape the form 
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this study takes and are necessary for me to recognize in myself as I proceed to 

qualitatively analyze the data. 

DATA GENERATION METHODS AND ANALYSIS 

Depending upon our epistemological assumptions, our theoretical frame, and the 

role we view the researcher taking in the process of research, we may alternatively view 

the researcher’s interaction with data as a process of collection or generation. Data 

collection relies upon a more traditional positivist view, in which the studied 

phenomenon exists independently of the researcher, and the researcher acts as an 

objective observer. However, as Birks and Mills (2011) point out regarding the role of the 

researcher in grounded theory, “when generating … grounded theory, the researcher is 

actively involved in the production of material that will be analyzed using [grounded 

theory] methods” (p. 74). As a result, Birks and Mills substitute “data generation” for 

“data collection,” when referring to this step in the process, and I will follow suite. 

In order to generate data for this study, volunteers were asked to participate at 

three points in time or to take three steps in the research process. The first point in time 

consisted of an intensive interview with the researcher before the training, the second 

consisted of peer focus groups immediately after the training, and the third consisted of 

delayed focus groups, which took place two weeks after the training. Each of these data 

generation steps served a specific and unique purpose in answering the research question 

and will be described further below. True to the spirit of grounded theory, however, this 

study did not rely upon specific pre-defined steps to establish methodological purity, but, 

rather, relied upon memoing and constant comparative analysis of findings throughout 

the process to direct the study in a self-reflective manner. Underlying methodological 

decisions related to how the study progressed is the desire to understand and follow 
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individuals over time so as to understand how SNS participation and professional 

expectations impact the identity of teachers.  What this looked like in practice will be 

addressed below in the context of each phase of the study. 

Initial Interviews 

Intensive interviews were conducted with pre-service teachers in order to 

ascertain their perceptions of their own social participation in SNS and to interrogate 

their perceptions of their identity and how participation in such spaces impacts their own 

identity development and maintenance. That is, the purpose of this phase was to 

determine the pre-service teachers’ online social identity, as structured by their voluntary 

SNS participation and experiences, prior to the administration of the training. This 

interview was also intended to give the researcher an understanding of to what extent 

participants had already considered professional expectations and problems associated 

with questionable SNS participation. As such, this interview served to establish an 

understanding of students’ baseline identities, awareness, and participation before they 

were heavily introduced to issues of professional expectations by the researcher. 

Charmaz (2006) describes this type of intensive interview as a “directed 

conversation” that permits an “in-depth exploration of a particular topic or 

experience…[and] fosters eliciting each participant’s interpretation of his or her 

experience” (p. 25). Such interviews differ from traditional interviews in that “the 

interviewer’s questions ask the participant to describe and reflect upon his or her 

experiences in ways that seldom occur in everyday life” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 25), thereby 

generating data that would not be discernible with pure observation. These intensive 

interviews were intended to elicit thoughtful reflection from pre-service teachers on why 

they structure their participation in certain ways, what this means to them, and how this 
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relates to their identity. As such, these interviews were intended to “go beneath the 

surface” and to explore participants’ “thoughts, feelings, and actions” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 

26), since these are all important aspects of identity. An outline of guiding intensive 

interview questions may be found in Appendix A. 

Each of these intensive interviews lasted between 45 and 60 minutes. Interviews 

were transcribed. Coding for interviews consisted of three steps: 1) line-by-line coding, in 

which in vivo codes were used, 2) focused coding, in which convergence in the data was 

sought, and 3) theoretical coding, in which “coding families” were developed to highlight 

possible “causes, context, contingencies, conditions, [and] dimensions” of the 

phenomenon (Stern & Porr, 2011, p. 71). The goal of theoretical coding was, in the words 

of Charmaz (2006), to specify “possible relationships between categories” developed in 

focused coding (p. 63), or as Glaser (1978) puts it, the process sought to “weave the 

fractured story back together” from the pieces that were previously created by 

analytically breaking the data apart (p. 72). 

Memoing additionally occurred throughout the interview process and consisted of 

the researcher reflecting upon the process as it progressed. By employing constant 

comparative analysis in this process, the form of the interviews changed somewhat as 

time went on in order to allow the researcher to dig deeper into categories that were 

beginning to emerge. 

The final goal of this process was to generate a theoretical understanding of how 

pre-service teachers view their own online social identities, and saturation was believed 

to be reached when new coding families ceased to be produced. It was anticipated that by 

performing these three coding steps carefully a level of “precision and clarity” would be 

added to the analysis, thereby making the generated theoretical model more “coherent 

and comprehensible” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 63), and the generated model was a substantive 
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theory or theory that is only applicable to understanding a phenomenon within the 

specific substantive area of pre-service teachers; the study did not seek to cut across 

substantive areas to produce formal theory (Charmaz, 2006). It is believed that this 

approach allowed for saturation to be reached more quickly with the target sample group 

without requiring the researcher to branch out into other populations. 

In these interviews, participants were asked about practices and beliefs relevant to 

their own SNS use and identity management in online spaces.  These interviews took 

place one-on-one with participants in a private room.  Given students’ busy schedules in 

local public schools and with coursework, I supposed that some students might be more 

willing to participate in the study if they could participate in interviews via video 

conferencing software, but all participants preferred face-to-face interviews.  All initial 

interviews were audio recorded, and each lasted no more than 60 minutes. 

Training Session 

The training session employed in this study was a required module in the pre-

service teacher education program at the target university and consisted of presenting 

information to students about professional expectations of moral turpitude and legal 

mandates associated with SNS use in the teaching profession at the federal, state, and 

local levels. Additionally, the module presented examples of teachers who were punished 

as a result of non-compliance with these expectations and mandates, highlighting cases of 

job termination, suspension, and incarceration. The researcher served as the trainer in 

these training settings and led discussions with students on the topic of professional SNS 

use. An outline of these trainings is provided as Appendix B. 

Though these trainings were required for all pre-service teachers, and the 

researcher was involved in the design and delivery of the materials, students were not 
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required to participate in the study merely by participating in the training. As a result, 

participation in the study remained voluntary, and having the researcher involved in the 

training did not threaten to compromise study findings. Additionally, the focus of the 

study was not to determine what students learned from the trainings or to determine if the 

training was effective, and thus, the content and educational outcomes of the training 

session are not a central tenet of the research. Rather, the focus of the study was to 

determine how students reacted to this content and adjusted their participatory identity as 

a result, which will be further explained hereafter. Thus, for the purposes of this study, 

the training session merely served as a teaching moment, bend in the road, or case 

intended to influence the generation of data in subsequent phases and to affect self-

awareness in the participants. 

In the targeted college of education, the training session is a program requirement 

and is not designed to be a part of the research.  Therefore, all students in the courses 

were required to attend the training, regardless of participation in this study.  The training 

session is required by the department in order to help combat problematic teacher 

behaviors that have arisen (both locally and nationally) as teachers participate in SNS in 

questionable ways.  For the purposes of this study, issues discussed in the training were 

used as a starting point for further discussions in the focus groups and follow-up 

interviews.  Participant data was not collected during the training, but issues and 

complexities introduced in the training were revisited in focus groups and follow-up 

interviews.  The researcher had conducted such training sessions in the past with similar 

groups and conducted all training sessions as part of his employment with the university. 

Each training session lasted 20 to 30 minutes. 

The training session consisted of a short introductory animated video, which 

introduced some issues and complexities associated with being a teacher in a world 
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where social media is prevalent. The facilitator then provided examples from news 

articles in which teachers were punished or met some kind of negative outcome is result 

of their inappropriate, illegal, or unwise social media participation. The facilitator then 

went over some basic laws, restrictions, and requirements that influence teacher 

participation in digital media and then opened it up for discussion to the group. The group 

then discussed what these issues mean for them as pre-service teachers and what they 

need to do to prepare for the professional workplace. 

Focus Groups 

Focus groups were conducted shortly after the training (typically on the same day) 

with between 6 and 8 volunteers in each group, representing the participants of the cohort 

that received the training on that day.  The purpose of the focus groups was to elicit group 

discussion on issues brought up in the training session regarding cultural norms in SNS 

use, professional expectations, and societal expectations of teachers.  The researcher 

believed that a focus group would be useful in this context, because the discussion 

questions were more concerned with societal and cultural issues than with personal SNS 

use, that participants would help one another articulate the complexities of the issues, and 

that participants would feel more at ease to participate in a group when the discussion 

was not focused on their private online lives.  Focus groups took place in a closed room 

with only study participants and the researcher present and were scheduled based on 

participant availability. All focus groups were audio recorded and lasted 60 minutes. 

The purpose of conducting these focus groups was to determine students’ initial 

reactions to the training sessions and the issues it brought out. Through the initial 

intensive interviews conducted prior to the training session, the researcher gained an 

understanding of student online social identity in terms of their SNS participation and 



 71 

their previous thoughts and beliefs about professionalism in these spaces. It was 

anticipated that the training, which proposed certain provocative stories relating to 

teacher professional identity, would lead students to question aspects of their online 

participation and identity. Thus, these focus groups sought to discover how the portrayal 

of real-world examples of teachers being punished for their online participation might 

impact pre-service teachers’ pre-existing perceptions of their own participation in those 

spaces.  Unlike the intensive interview, which sought to guide students to reflectively 

consider their SNS participation in perhaps new ways, the focus groups were intended to 

descriptively understand students’ immediate thoughts and feelings in order to identify 

tensions between their online identities and what they believe their professional roles as 

teachers should or must be (cf. Figure 2). Guiding questions for the focus groups may be 

found in Appendix C. 

Focus group discussions were transcribed and coded, following a similar process 

used with the intensive interviews, and memoing was again utilized throughout the 

process. Three focus groups were conducted in all, and memoing and line-by-line and 

focused coding of each focus group assisted the researcher in preparing for the next.  The 

focus groups were structured much like the intensive interviews outlined above, but 

special care was also taken to facilitate participation by all participants and included the 

researcher asking open questions initially but also asking direct, follow-up questions to 

attempt to elicit participation by all. Interaction between participants was also valued, as 

the researcher resisted interrupting the dialogues between participants in order to allow 

social negotiation of the issues between participants. It was anticipated that dynamics of 

power would be less of a concern in this setting than in the intensive interview setting, 

because participants were surrounded by peers with which they were well acquainted 

through their cohort experience and the directive role of the researcher was diminished. 
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Figure 2:  Focus groups sought to understand the moment of impact between the 

training session and online participation and identity. 

Follow-up Interviews 

Follow-up interviews took place one to two months after the focus groups.  The 

purpose of the follow-up interviews was to determine what participants had been thinking 

about in the interim regarding their online SNS use, how their SNS participation had 

changed or was anticipated to change in the future as a result of professional 

expectations, and whether participants felt ready to have their SNS participation become 

subject to societal scrutiny.  These interviews took place one-on-one with participants in 

a private room, and the same protocols used in the initial interviews were used to 

maintain confidentiality.  All follow-up interviews were audio recorded.  Each of these 

interviews lasted between 15 and 25 minutes.  Since this study required participants to 

remain involved in the study throughout all phases, attrition was a real concern in the 



 73 

study design, which is why the researcher chose to compensate participants with a $25 

gift certificate upon completion of the follow-up interview. 

Participation 

Not all participants were able to complete all three phases of the study.  Though 

all eighteen participants completed the initial interview, only eleven participated in one of 

the three focus groups, and 15 participated in the follow-up interview (cf. Table 1). 

 

 Initial Interview Focus Group Follow-up Interview 

Anita Yes No Yes 

Brinley Yes Yes Yes 

Callista Yes No Yes 

Daphne Yes Yes Yes 

Evangeline Yes Yes Yes 

Fiona Yes Yes Yes 

Gretchen Yes Yes Yes 

Helen Yes No No 

Ingrid Yes Yes Yes 

Jacqueline Yes No No 

Kelli Yes Yes Yes 

Lynleigh Yes Yes No 

Nora Yes Yes Yes 

Penelope Yes No Yes 

Winter Yes No Yes 

Violet Yes Yes Yes 

Yasmine Yes Yes Yes 

Zoe Yes No Yes 

Total 18 11 15 

Table 1: Participation in different phases of the study varied somewhat. 

ENSURING QUALITATIVE RIGOR 

Part of the value in doing grounded theory is that its guidelines introduce a certain 

level of qualitative rigor to the qualitative research process. By including researcher 

reflexivity as a central and on-going element of the research endeavor, for instance, this 
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study sought to keep all assertions, biases, and conclusions carefully framed within the 

context of the researcher’s experience, thereby improving rigor (Hall & Callery, 2011; 

Mruck & Günter, 2007). Additionally, as constant comparative analysis was utilized, via 

memoing, coding, and selective sampling, the researcher sought to articulate findings and 

the research process in a manner that emphasized understandability and fit, both of which 

are key elements in ensuring qualitative rigor (Kearney, 2007).  Peer debriefers were used 

periodically throughout the constant comparative analysis of data in order to help the 

researcher stay on target and remain reflective of his own practice. Additionally, the 

researcher met regularly with his advisor or other committee members to discuss 

emergent issues and to talk through the overall research process as it moved forward. 

To illustrate how the coding process led to themes and, eventually, to theory, an 

example of transcript lines, in vivo codes, and focused codes are included in Table 2.  

Transcript lines were delineated based upon the completion of an idea and varied in 

length from a few words to a few sentences.  This variation came for three main reasons: 

1) participants often had difficulty expressing their ideas concisely or stumbled in 

explaining an idea, 2) some ideas were complex and required further explanation, and 3) 

participants would sometimes tell stories to illustrate an idea.  Transcript lines were then 

translated into in vivo codes to condense and clarify the thought as I understood the 

participant to be expressing it.  In so doing, care was taken to, whenever possible, use the 

original language of the speaker so as to limit my interpretative bias.  In total, nearly 

twelve thousand in vivo codes were generated.  In vivo codes were then analyzed to 

generate the underlying idea of each statement.  Essentially, I asked myself “what is the 

underlying idea here” or “what idea is at the heart of this statement?”  In the cases 

provided in Table 2, the underlying ideas or focused codes were determined to be 

negativity, positivity, and annoying, but overall, nearly forty focused codes were used. 
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Transcript Line In Vivo Code Focused Code 

One of the reasons I don’t post statuses 

is because I guess for most people 

statuses are like complaining and … 

Doesn't want to complain 

online 
Negativity 

It is the negativity, but then sometimes 

it’s like just 10 a day, and you’re 

bombarding my Facebook wall with 

tragedy. 

Bombardment of 

negativity by others 
Negativity 

Some people get angry at the situation 

and then vent on Facebook … 

Some people vent on 

Facebook, but she doesn't 
Negativity 

I don’t try to present my emotional side 

on Facebook. 

Doesn't share negative 

emotions  
Negativity 

I’ve known a lot of people who would 

post a lot of really obnoxious emotional 

things on there on MySpace and their 

Facebook walls and I just felt that was 

unnecessary.  

Negative emotional stuff 

is unnecessary, but many 

do it  

Negativity 

"I hate my life."  Why would you say 

that?  You know?  You don’t really have 

reasons to hate. Do you know what I 

mean?  There’s always something going 

on. 

Some people post 

negative things, but she 

doesn't understand why 

when there's always 

something positive going 

on  

Negativity 

I don't like being really dramatic or 

serious. 

Doesn't want to make it 

too dramatic or serious  
Negativity 

As if they want you to ask more about it 

or they don't really want you to know, 

but they want you to know at least a 

little ... 

Doesn't like 

leading/secretive posts 

about drama that try to 

string you along  

Negativity 

There’s a couple of people, and I’m just 

like "how could that many bad things 

happen to you every day?" That’s not 

normal. 

It's not normal to be 

always negative 
Positivity 

Table 2: This sample excerpt of transcript lines with accompanying in vivo codes and 

focused codes was used to generate the theoretical code polished/co-

constructed identity, which was an eventual element of the Acceptable 

Identity Fragment. 
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Transcript Line In Vivo Code Focused Code 

Friends will put up pictures of me and I 

put pictures of like I got a new rabbit 

recently, and I put the picture of her, and 

so everyone would say "awww, how 

precious!" 

Shares positive things Positivity 

… if something really great happens … 
Shares positive 

experiences 
Positivity 

My brother's going to have a baby. I 

post something like "Can’t wait to be 

called Aunt [name]!"  Something like 

that. 

Shares family members' 

positive experiences 
Positivity 

I choose not to put things like that. 

She doesn't put things up 

to make people jealous or 

for attention 

Positivity 

I don’t really post stuff like that. I know 

some people that I guess do post a little 

bit more emotional stuff on there. 

She doesn't post sad stuff, 

but some do 
Positivity 

Yeah, I try to be positive and just try to, 

you know, be sarcastic and mess around. 
 Tries to be positive Positivity 

I’m bombarded with these questions all 

the time that I don’t look at. 

Doesn't like receiving 

updates from the group 
Annoying 

No. I’m not the type of person that’s like 

"Oh, I just ate a chicken sandwich." And 

I would never use Twitter, because I 

don’t care about you and your statuses. 

Thinks posting about 

mundane stuff is 

unnecessary 

Annoying 

… about their daily routine and stuff.  I 

don’t see why people need to know 

about that. 

Daily routine information 

is unnecessary 
Annoying 

I always thought they were really 

annoying. I don’t really care about the 

grocery store or if you are having a great 

lunch with your best friend. 

Has never posted lots of 

status updates, because 

status updates about 

mundane things are boring 

and no one really cares  

Annoying 

It’s annoying the people who are doing 

that, because I have friends on Facebook 

who post like 10 things a day. 

When people post too 

much, it's annoying  
Annoying 

I probably haven’t used the chat feature 

in like a year or over a year just because 

I started to think that it’s annoying. 

The chat feature is 

annoying  
Annoying 

Table 2: Continued from previous page. 
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Once focused codes were generated, theoretical codes emerged by considering 

questions like “what do these focused codes have in common” or “how do these focused 

codes relate to one another in the context of my research questions?”  In the examples 

listed in Table 2, it was determined that negativity, positivity, and annoying were all 

related to how participants viewed others’ participation in SNS and how they chose to 

polish their own participation and digital presence in response.  Thus, the theoretical code 

that emerged from these focused codes was polished/co-constructed identity.  This 

theoretical code alone, however, did not tell the full story, because it was clear from other 

focused and theoretical codes that participants very clearly believed that they were 

sharing only a small aspect of themselves, that this aspect of themselves was not entirely 

indicative of their whole selves (i.e. authentic identity), that they were being honest in 

their representations of themselves, and that they act differently in different social 

contexts.  By pulling in multiple theoretical codes that on the surface seemed to tell 

slightly different stories and asking “how do these pieces fit together,” the Authentic 

Identity Fragment (discussed below) emerged as an overarching theory or narrative of 

what I was seeing. 

PROTECTING CONFIDENTIALITY AND PRIVACY 

Subjects were allowed to cease participation in the study at any time, and any 

information gathered about subjects was not shared between settings (e.g. data collected 

during interviews was not brought up by the researcher in focus groups, etc.).  Research 

participation occurred in three settings (i.e. two interviews and a focus group), wherein 

subjects were reminded that they were being audio recorded and, in the case of focus 

groups, that they should respect the privacy of fellow participants.  However, the 

researcher acknowledges that confidentiality cannot be guaranteed.  Participation in the 
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study was voluntary, and consent forms with names and contact information was kept in 

a separate location from interview and focus group data.  Pseudonyms were used in 

transcription and memos, and all data was kept in secure locations.  Pseudonyms were 

used in focus groups and interviews.  Students were assigned a number in these settings 

(with a tri-fold card in the focus group to identify each student to the other participants in 

the focus group by an assigned number).  In these settings, participants were encouraged 

to refer to themselves and others by the assigned pseudonym so that actual names would 

not be present in audio recordings.  Consent forms were numbered, and the numbers were 

listed in a spreadsheet with pseudonyms (so as to separate user names from data).  Digital 

data (i.e. audio files, transcripts, memos, pseudonym spreadsheet, etc.) was stored on a 

password-protected computer, and consent forms were stored in a locked safe at the 

researcher’s residence. 

ASSUMPTIONS, DELIMITATIONS, AND LIMITATIONS 

Any research study brings with it certain assumptions, delimitations, and 

limitations, and recognizing these issues can add power to the validity and strength of the 

study. One assumption of this study is that pre-service teachers are going through a phase 

of transformation in their lives, in which they are becoming professionals. An initial 

assumption by the researcher was that pre-service teachers would not have had any 

exposure to professionalism or may not have considered how their online lives might 

change as a result of their becoming teachers. However as the research study progressed 

in its planning phases, the researcher came to recognize that pre-service teachers may 

very well be grappling with issues of professionalism and identity already and that the 

teaching moment used in the research study to bring up issues of professionalism may 

only be underscoring some of the issues that they are already grappling with. In 
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recognition of this, questions in both interview sessions were adjusted to consider the 

possibility that pre-service teachers may have already considered some of the issues 

brought up and that they may already be on the path to becoming professionals in this 

way. However an assumption remains that teachers are on the path to becoming 

professionals and that by discussing these issues, they will be able to articulate the 

process that they are going through. 

A delimitation of the study is that it focuses entirely on pre-service teacher 

identity and professionalism and therefore may have little transferability to those who are 

developing professional identities in other spheres and along other career paths. This 

limitation is necessary to support explanatory power for the study and is also 

understandable given the problem that this study is seeking to address: namely the issue 

of inappropriate teacher participation in online spaces. 

A limitation of this study lies in the fact that only a certain subcategory of pre-

service teachers was interviewed as part of the study. That is, only female pre-service 

teachers who were preparing to receive certification in elementary education were 

interviewed. No secondary education or male pre-service teachers were included in the 

study. Part of this decision was due to ease of sampling (only elementary pre-service 

teachers were invited to participate), part of it stems from intentional focusing of the 

study to make it manageable, and part of it is due to interest and representation (males are 

heavily underrepresented in the elementary pre-service teacher program at the target 

university and none accepted the invitation to participate). Though the findings of the 

study may have some applicability to secondary education and male pre-service teachers, 

it may be that teachers in that age category or who are male may have a different 

experience in becoming professionals in online spaces.  With regard to age of students, 

this may especially be true since the students that secondary teachers work with may 
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attempt to connect with them or interact with them differently through social media, and 

because the issues that secondary students face are different than those faced by 

elementary students.  And with regard to gender, it seems that any study that seeks to 

understand identity in a social space would be impacted by gender roles and experiences, 

and as a result, this study may have limited applicability to understanding pre-service 

male teachers’ experiences in online spaces. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

All study participants used at least one social networking site (SNS) on a regular 

basis, and most used more than one.  All participants had Facebook accounts, making 

Facebook the most popular SNS represented in the study.  Twitter and Pinterest were also 

popular, with ten out of eighteen participants having accounts in each (in addition to their 

Facebook accounts; cf. Table 3).  Beyond these three sites, other social media (e.g., 

Tumblr, Instagram, Reddit, etc.) were briefly mentioned by one or two participants but 

seemed to only be used sporadically. 

 

 Facebook Twitter Pinterest 

Anita Yes No No 

Brinley Yes No No 

Callista Yes Yes Yes 

Daphne Yes Yes Yes 

Evangeline Yes No No 

Fiona Yes Yes Yes 

Gretchen Yes No No 

Helen Yes No Yes 

Ingrid Yes No No 

Jacqueline Yes Yes No 

Kelli Yes Yes No 

Lynleigh Yes No No 

Nora Yes Yes Yes 

Penelope Yes Yes Yes 

Winter Yes Yes Yes 

Violet Yes Yes Yes 

Yasmine Yes Yes Yes 

Zoe Yes No Yes 

Total 18 10 10 

Table 3: Participants had an account on at least one of these three major SNS: 

Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest. 
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SITE-SPECIFIC PARTICIPATION AND BEHAVIORS 

The way participants reported using SNS varied by site, and even within sites, and 

different communication methods were used to communicate with different people or to 

sustain different types of relationships.  There was a clear connection between how pre-

service teachers viewed their participation in online spaces and the modalities that they 

used.  As participants talked about different media and modes of communication, it 

became apparent that in their minds certain types of communication were considered 

more personal, private, or privileged, while other forms were more impersonal.  This led 

them to communicate and to present themselves, in terms of the types of things they 

shared, differently via different media. 

MySpace 

No participants actively used MySpace at the time of interviews, though most had 

used the site at some point in their lives and this participation helped to form how they 

understood and used SNS thereafter.  Those who used MySpace tended to use it in junior 

high and early high school but then transitioned to Facebook around the eleventh grade 

year.  When making this transition, participants either deleted or simply stopped using 

their old MySpace accounts, leaving them dormant.  Lynleigh illustrates: 

I was on MySpace off and on. I’d delete my account, and get back on, and 

then delete my account. But then everyone was on Facebook. Like 

everyone! All my friends were on Facebook for a while, probably about a 

year, before I signed up for it, basically because people would tell me 

things they were doing on Facebook, asked me if I checked on Facebook. 

… I wanted to see what all the fuss was about, but as soon as I opened a 

Facebook account, I deleted my MySpace. 

Nora’s situation was similar: “I joined Facebook, because everyone was moving off of 

MySpace into Facebook.  So, I did that [too].”  Winter further explains that even though 

she “obsessively” used MySpace and preferred some aspects of MySpace to Facebook, 
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once peers started moving to Facebook, there was little reason to stay on MySpace: “No 

one was really using MySpace anymore, and so I could not really keep contact with 

people on that,” but once she made the transition, “I still became just as obsessed with 

[Facebook].”  Given these experiences, it seems that although participants no longer 

actively use MySpace, recognizing their previous use of that SNS is important for laying 

the groundwork for their later uses of other SNS. 

Participants did not talk much about what they used to do on MySpace and 

generally either treated it with a wry smile or felt that they did not do much of anything 

on it.  Violet expressed it this way: “MySpace was kind of trashy. … I don’t even know 

[what I did on that site]. It was so long ago.”  Callista similarly expressed difficulty 

remembering: “I was more immature [then], and I don’t even remember what I would put 

on [MySpace], but it was crazy stuff.”  And Anita answers shortly: “MySpace is gone.”  

Brinley went through a “hippie phase” on MySpace, and Winter role-played on MySpace 

with her friends, pretending to be people with exotic lives.  Generally, for participants 

who used MySpace to any degree previously, their narratives of that site suggested that it 

represented a phase in their lives that they were at least somewhat embarrassed about and 

that no longer represented who they were as maturing college students and pre-service 

teachers, and it seemed that participants were trying to create some distance between the 

people they were on MySpace and who they are now. 

Facebook 

Participants’ uses of Facebook are more varied and complex, and as a result, in 

almost all interviews and focus groups, Facebook was the SNS that was talked about the 

most.  Almost all participants started using Facebook in high school, typically around 

their eleventh grade year (ca. 2007 or 2008) and tended to replicate what they had 
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previously been doing on MySpace, with a few changes that initially seemed subtle.  

When Facebook first expanded beyond the walls of Harvard (ca. late 2005), it was only 

available to users at select universities, then any university, then some high school 

students, and only after gaining popularity did it become available to anyone over thirteen 

years of age (ca. late 2006).  This created a collegiate aura around Facebook, such that 

participants viewed it as more mature than MySpace and a place to act like college 

students rather than high school students.  As a result, the shift to Facebook for many 

students symbolized a shift in maturity and a fresh start in their online social identity 

development away from the immaturity that was MySpace to the more mature, collegiate 

atmosphere of Facebook. 

Initially, the people that participants connected with on Facebook were the same 

people that they connected with on MySpace: friends and classmates who had accounts.  

The major difference, though, seems to be that Facebook quickly became more popular 

amongst their classmates than MySpace ever had been, and so their “friends” lists grew 

much more quickly, connecting them with many more people online.  At this early stage, 

and throughout their use of Facebook, participants expressed concerns about connecting 

with people that they did not know or who were not expressing an authentic identity (e.g. 

people not being themselves or who were impersonating others).  Part of this caution 

about only connecting with real people that they knew in real life stemmed from explicit 

warnings from parents, teachers, youth leaders, and others, part of it stemmed from what 

they viewed to be the “creepiness” of letting people you did not know or with a made up 

identity to know private details of your life, and part of it stemmed from a sense of 

fidelity to the understood purpose of the site, which was to extend existing real life social 

relationships and not to make new ones. 
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When participants graduated from high school and went to college, they began 

adding new groups of people to their Facebook “friends” lists.  Roommates, classmates, 

sorority sisters, and collegiate religious group members made up the bulk of new peer 

additions, but they also began connecting with people in different life situations from 

themselves, including parents and other family members (who were now geographically 

distanced), high school teachers (who generally would not befriend the participants on 

Facebook until after they had graduated), high school underclassmen (who now began 

viewing the participants in more of a role model fashion), and even college professors 

and teaching assistants.  These new types of connections and the participants’ new 

geographic locations led them to begin using Facebook differently.  Since they now lived 

further away from most of their connections from high school and found themselves at a 

prestigious institution, they typically began to use Facebook as a method of 

“documenting” (Gretchen) their college experiences for those who were not a part of it or 

to brag or to show off the exciting things that they were doing in front of former high 

school classmates, who might have gone to different institutions or might not have been 

fortunate enough, in participants’ minds, to move away from their hometowns. 

At the same time, however, it appears that overt and subtle pressures began to be 

exerted on participants to use Facebook in new and different ways or to think about their 

use of the medium in ways that they previously had not considered.  Since they were now 

connecting with parents, aunts, uncles, grandparents, and other close family adults so that 

these elderly connections could remain tuned in to how they were doing at college, many 

participants began censoring themselves for a more diverse and mature audience. As 

Evangeline expressed: 

One time … I said ‘f*** this’ or something like that [on Facebook], and 

[my aunt’s] like ‘Gasp! Why are you saying that?’ … I thought I’m not 

even close to her, and I thought she’s not even going to look at this, but 
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she does, so she took it kind of personal. … [So,] now I just don’t post 

anything personal that much on Facebook 

Additionally, as some of the participants became involved with sorority and 

religious groups on the college campus, they received clear guidelines on content that 

they should not post to Facebook and became deeply socially connected with peers who 

were maintaining certain moral or ethical standards with their Facebook use. Callista 

explains that her campus Christian organization emphasizes the following: “Don’t put 

stuff on [Facebook] that’s going to make you seem like this person that you’re not or to 

put our organization in a bad name.”  Similarly, sororities seemed to be very interested in 

maintaining a certain image for their organizations also and used Facebook to both screen 

potential members and to watch the online behaviors of current members who might have 

the potential to tarnish the image of the sorority through indiscretions. 

In contradistinction to these pressures, most participants turned twenty-one (the 

legal drinking age in the United States) either during their sophomore or junior years of 

college, which, in this study’s institution, is the first year of the professional development 

sequence (PDS) for pre-service teachers.  Participants view alcohol to be an integral part 

of their university’s social and party scene, and of all potentially problematic content that 

participants worried about posting to Facebook, alcohol was the most common.  

However, students’ experiences with alcohol on Facebook typically did not begin when 

they turned twenty-one, since many talked about drinking alcohol as minors.  Those who 

drank as minors were very careful to hide their alcohol consumption at that time by 

censoring pictures and not talking about it on Facebook.  This self-censorship stemmed 

from the illegality of such behavior and extended to other illegal activities as well (such 

as drug use), which they feared could get them into trouble with police or school officials 

or might jeopardize college plans if an admissions person were to find their content.  
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Once students turned twenty-one, either before the start of their teaching PDS or near the 

beginning of it and were safely in college, this censorship was called into question for 

many of them.  Violet explains: “I don’t have as much censorship about alcohol 

[anymore], because I am 21, so I’m not breaking any laws.”  At this point in participants’ 

lives, they generally reported feeling that if drinking alcohol is now legal for them, then 

they should be able to express that part of their lives without fear of judgment or reprisal. 

Similar feelings seemed to be the norm for participants’ peers when it came to 

partying and revealing clothing.  Participants reported that most of their peers cavalierly 

shared photos from parties and Spring Break that often depicted themselves drinking and 

wearing swimsuits or other clothing that might be considered inappropriate or 

unprofessional.  Most participants voiced restraint over their own current sharing of such 

media online in the follow-up interviews and focus groups (which took place shortly after 

Spring Break), but made it clear that many of them had previously posted such things on 

a regular basis without considering issues brought up in the study (like professionalism) 

and that their friends had noticed their changes in behavior and were at times 

disapproving of them. 

It is also noteworthy that most considerations that participants made regarding 

“inappropriate” content on Facebook, before, during, and after the training module, 

revolved around photographs and not other content formats like text and video.  Many 

participants rarely if ever posted text messages on Facebook and very few posted videos, 

but virtually all posted photos, and these tended to revolve around leisure activities and 

having fun.  As many participants pointed out, the purpose of Facebook is to share 

positive and fun things about yourself and what you’re doing either for the enjoyment of 

others or for bragging rights.  As Zoe explains: 
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It seems like most people that I know … [when they] start college … have 

these ridiculous problems of pictures of how awesome your life is and all 

of your freedom, … [because you have] freedom to do things differently 

than you would have in high school. 

Photos make a useful medium for college students to express and share their newfound 

freedom quickly and with many people.  The old adage that a picture is worth a thousand 

words takes on more meaning when we contrast this with structural decisions in 

Facebook and other SNS like Twitter to limit characters in text posts, which further limit 

the ability of text to efficiently convey lots of information quickly about college students’ 

lives.  Further, as participants go about their lives, they are regularly taking photos of 

their goings-on (often made easier by the use of a smartphone or other device that they 

carry with them daily) and see sharing photos through Facebook as a quick, efficient, and 

fun way to communicate.  However, in so doing, they also recognize the potential for 

photos to be problematic in terms of subjective interpretations by viewers and lack of 

context.  Brinley explains that certain photos should not be placed online at all, like 

“sexual photos” or “photos of girls in bikinis or working out or people … going to 

[bars].”  More considerations of what kinds of photos are and are not appropriate to share 

online will be explained below, but generally speaking, the participants worried much 

more about photos than other types of media (e.g. text, video, etc.). 

The only consideration related to text-based communication on Facebook that was 

mentioned in any detail had to do with casual swearing.  Culturally, participants often 

find themselves surrounded by a peer group who use profanities and vulgarities in 

common, everyday language, and this bleeds over into Facebook.  As such, when 

participants swear on Facebook (or Twitter), their behavior is often more congruent with 

that of their peers, and when they do not swear, their behavior stands out and sometimes 

becomes the subject of ridicule.  This can lead to social backlash when participants make 
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concerted efforts to clean up their language on such sites (or in real life), as peers 

sometimes interpret such self-censorship as being like a “goody two shoes” (Violet). 

As stated at the outset of this narrative of Facebook, participant use of the 

medium varies greatly, and there were several exceptions to the issues raised above.  

Some participants never post photos to Facebook, some do not drink alcohol or would 

never post about drinking if they did, and some never use profanities on Facebook and 

have surrounded themselves with others who act similarly.  That having been said, even 

participants who felt like they “don’t really have anything to hide” (Violet) on Facebook 

recognized their behavior changing over time in conjunction with participation with the 

PDS and the study.  In their minds, they have essentially become more and more private 

on Facebook as time has gone on, and many of them viewed this to be a regular part of 

growing up or maturation. 

This shift to more privacy and less participation on Facebook seems to have been 

in part due to a lack of time as students’ schedules became busier and busier with PDS 

responsibilities, but it also reflected fears and concerns regarding professionalism and 

their future careers.  At the end of the study, participants explained that they were much 

more aware of what they and others were posting on Facebook and that even if they did 

not feel that they needed to change anything about what they were doing, they certainly 

were more reflective of their actions on Facebook than they were just a few short months 

before. 

Twitter 

Though not quite as complex as Facebook, participants’ uses of Twitter also have 

variety.  Some use Twitter in a purely observational way to “follow celebrities” or 

“comedians” (Daphne), to “look at other peoples’ tweets” that they think are “funny” 
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(Nora), or to “keep updated” (Winter) on current events.  Almost all participants leave 

their Twitter profiles completely open to the public, because, similar to Pinterest, they do 

not feel that there is sufficient private information about themselves reflected in their 

Twitter profiles to merit caution, and they do not think that many people are using 

Twitter.  Others, however, use Twitter to share their thoughts, beliefs, and interests and 

struggle to some degree with Twitter’s privacy binary of either making tweets public to 

the world or private just to their friends.  These participants, for instance, use Twitter to 

post “quick little thoughts” (Winter), “to vent” or “share an opinion” that they “don’t 

really want others [on Facebook] to see” (Winter), to share “quirky” things about 

themselves (Fiona), to update a status “every hour or so” (Jacquelyn), to “retweet 

something” that they think is “worthy of being retweeted” (Kelli), to share “something 

that” they “did in class” (Callista), or to share “information that” they “read about on 

CNN or the Washington Post” (Fiona). 

Twitter in some ways is seen as “more new” (Winter) than Facebook and more 

mature, adult, or professional than Facebook or Pinterest.  There is a sense that “you can 

learn a lot of stuff” from using Twitter (Yasmine), whereas Facebook is generally seen as 

being more for social communication, and Pinterest is for entertainment and fun.  

Additionally, since participants have had Twitter for a shorter period of time than 

Facebook (typically less than a year or so), do not connect with as many people, are less 

concerned that potential employers might try to look them up on Twitter, and do not 

share much personally identifiable information through Twitter, participants feel that they 

can post more freely to Twitter than they can to Facebook, that they can say more 

eccentric things, and that they do not need to worry so much about annoying or offending 

others. 
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However, some participants have Twitter accounts and never use them, because 

the kinds of things that Twitter seems to be used for are not interesting to them, like 

posting “irrelevant” information about your day (Winter).  Ingrid explains that Twitter is 

used to post mundane information about daily life like “I’m going to the grocery store,” 

but that sharing such details about herself is something that she’s “never really been 

into.”  Thus, several participants went through the process of creating Twitter accounts, 

because it is “newer” than Facebook (Violet) and because some of their friends were 

getting started on it, but now they find themselves not knowing how to use Twitter in a 

manner that is socially valuable to them. 

Pinterest 

Pinterest is viewed as a public and largely impersonal space, and participants use 

it to explore their interests and express what interests them, much like “window shopping 

online” (Violet).  All those who have Pinterest accounts have created them within the 

past year, and the way they use Pinterest is largely impersonal, because participants do 

not, for instance, use it to communicate directly with close friends or to share any sort of 

private information. Though Pinterest allows users to connect the service with their 

Facebook accounts (and thereby to connect with the same people from Facebook in 

Pinterest), participants typically only connected with a select few Facebook friends on 

Pinterest and did not set their Pinterest activities to show up on Facebook.  “You don’t 

really talk to people much on [Pinterest]” (Callista), because it’s more for exploring your 

own interests in a way that is “addicting and fun” (Nora).  Participants use Pinterest to 

find healthy recipes, to gain artistic inspiration, to discover new teaching resources, or to 

make whimsical wedding plans.  Thus, Pinterest is seen by participants as a fun online 

space largely disconnected from their everyday social lives and is more focused on 
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content than people and social interaction.  This gives participants a generally positive 

outlook on Pinterest, because they feel that it is an emotionally uplifting environment 

where they can explore their interests with limited and controlled social interaction that is 

structured around the types of things they’re interested in and with people who share 

similar interests.  As Yasmine explained: “I think things like Pinterest are more 

constructive [than Facebook], because … no one really like puts anyone down.  It’s not 

negative.”  Since Pinterest is less focused on people and interpersonal communication, 

but rather emphasizes exploring content that is interesting to you, participants do not use 

it to share deeply personal information, which can regularly lead to “drama” (Yasmine), 

or to communicate with people on a personal level.  Thus, participants put less self-

identifying information on their Pinterest profiles and care little about who is able to see 

what they do.  

AUTHENTIC IDENTITY 

Any SNS that requires or encourages users to be identified in the site by their real 

names or to use real profile pictures has an embedded value of trying to get users to 

express and share an authentic identity. Each of the SNS discussed above attempt to do 

this to varying degrees. MySpace, as the first, was still largely anonymous in its view of 

how people should participate through it, which allowed users to either be themselves 

online and to create a MySpace profile indicative of who they felt themselves to really be 

or to explore alternative realities or identities.  As Winter explained regarding her use of 

MySpace in high school: 

My friends and I … always kind of wanted to be in the popular group in 

my school. … They were always like the hot guys in there, so I guess I 

would sometimes make these people [on MySpace] … to live vicariously 

through them, and sometimes I would pretend to be like a girl, like a really 

pretty popular girl, and I would mainly do it to mess with people. … I 

made a MySpace of … a really hot guy one time, and I basically just did it, 
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because he was hot, and I made pictures of him, and he was like a model 

that my friend and I liked, so we did that, and we kind of made up what we 

thought his life was about, and … we had fun doing that. … We had a 

blast! 

This type of exploration with identity and anonymity, however, did not carry over 

when participants started using Facebook. Facebook has a very clear understanding of 

identity: it views it as authentic and singular, and it is based on one’s history.  Timeline, a 

new feature in Facebook at the time of writing, aggregates and organizes a user’s content 

based upon when it was posted and portrays the self as an aggregation of the content that 

one shares over time.  Timeline starts from “birth,” which is defined as the time one 

created their Facebook profile, and organizes all the content one has ever posted by year, 

displaying more recent content toward the top of the page.  In this way, Facebook 

attempts to mimic and portray its users’ authentic identities by showing a linear history of 

activities and frowns upon non-authentic practices (like using pseudonyms or having 

multiple accounts).  Facebook even builds this authenticity out further to not only 

replicate details of its users’ lives and their networks of friends but also their connections 

to family members.  Thus, while participants might have used MySpace without their 

parents’ or siblings’ knowledge, they are encouraged on Facebook to declare who their 

family members are as one more method for portraying themselves authentically.  

Unanimously, participants viewed people who try to act anonymously, use multiple 

accounts, or utilize a pseudonym in Facebook as “creepy.”  They likely felt this way, 

because this is not how the system is intended to be used, and because recent years have 

produced a large number of news stories in which sexual predators and others intent on 

doing harm make use of SNS to target victims.  As such, anonymity and self-exploration 

that were viewed as playful and acceptable on MySpace are seen as scary and potentially 

dangerous on Facebook. 
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Though Twitter and Pinterest do not have the same expectations as Facebook for 

using real names, identifying family members, and so forth, they do allow users to 

connect their accounts with their Facebook accounts, and it seems that once users are 

used to the Facebook model of authentic identity they stick with it. That is, when 

participants moved to Twitter and Pinterest, they did so using their real names and using 

profile pictures depicting their real selves. Thus, it seems that, amongst participants, the 

only anonymous or exploratory use of SNS took place in high school at a time that most 

participants looked back to with embarrassment and viewed as a sign of immaturity.  As a 

result, it seems that the way participants currently use and plan to continue to use SNS 

revolves around maintaining real life social relationships in an online space in a way that 

accurately reflects their authentic or real life identities. 

However, this issue becomes a bit problematic when we begin to ask questions 

about what constitutes an authentic identity, because participants did not share their 

whole selves online, did not view their Facebook profiles as complete pictures of who 

they are, and considered their identities to be evolutionary, growing, or associated with 

life phases. In other words, participants viewed their participation on Facebook as 

accurately reflecting a very small part of who they are at a specific moment in time.  

Thus, when on Facebook, participants are acting like themselves, but not like their 

complete selves.  Rather, they are acting as themselves in certain historical and social 

contexts. In their words: 

You can’t see all of who I am [on Facebook], because I don’t put it on 

there. I don’t put my faults on there … It’s the internet. If someone really 

wants to get to know who I am, then I’ll hang out with them and not just be 

their friend on Facebook. It can kind of show who I am but not exactly 

who I am.  So they have to get to know me to know my strengths and 

weaknesses and my faults and what I like to do outside of my likes on 

Facebook (Callista). 
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I use [Facebook] to project who I am, but at the same time I don’t let 

people in on my daily life (Brinley).  

I don’t think you can really show yourself through these sites, but I think it 

can give people an impression (Winter). 

Does it represent me well? Probably not, because I really restricted a lot 

of things.  Does it represent me well? … No. … Facebook doesn’t really 

represent me as a whole person (Evangeline).  

At the heart of this issue is the idea that people act differently in different social 

contexts, and the things we communicate and share in the way that we present ourselves 

changes depending upon our audience. As Gretchen explains: “I act a different way 

around my parents than I do around my friends.”  Though this may not be indicative of 

having multiple identities, and changes in our behaviors from one context to another may 

not be “drastically different” (Lynleigh), it does reflect the idea that we express our 

identities differently in different contexts and intentionally limit or structure how we 

participate in different contexts for social efficacy. However, since most participants 

connected with a variety of people on Facebook and other SNS and only a very few used 

settings within the sites to structure their participation with different groups of people 

(e.g. Facebook lists), they are struck with a conundrum: how to present themselves and 

participate in a way that is socially acceptable in a variety of contexts with diverse social 

groups. 

When participants were asked why they did not use settings to limit themselves to 

only communicating or sharing with specific groups or subgroups of people (e.g. family 

members) on SNS, participants generally replied that doing so was confusing or difficult, 

meaning that it disrupted the stream of their participation and required them to take steps 

and think about issues that they would not naturally have to think about. On the other 

hand, participants also reported that by grouping people in different context groups, those 
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people could easily take offense for being treated in a certain way. For instance, Winter 

explains the process of adding her father as a Facebook “friend”: 

I wouldn’t … let him be my friend for a while.  He said something, so I felt 

bad, and I was like: ‘It’s really not that big of a deal.’  And then I 

censored him from things, and he noticed that, too.  So he asked me about 

that. … So now I just kind of am more conscientious about what I’m 

posting. 

In Winter’s example, she first felt social pressure from her father to add him as a friend 

and then felt more social pressure to group him with friends that she shared intimate 

information with. As a result, she included him, but ended up structuring her participation 

to be suitable to him rather than structuring him in the site in a way that allowed her to 

continue to participate with others in her social circles in the manner that she desired and 

was accustomed to.  Others had similar experiences, in which they felt social pressure 

after trying to structure their Facebook participation in a way that would have allowed 

them to express themselves in different social contexts, because others viewed 

themselves as having different types or levels of intimacy with the participants than the 

participants felt.  So, even though the participant might not want to share everything with 

a grandmother or acquaintance, the grandmother or acquaintance might easily take 

offense or “might feel bad” (Winter) if they realized that they were being treated as 

something other than the closest of friends.  These factors led participants to limit the 

way they expressed their authentic identity in SNS and led to their sharing something 

more like an Acceptable Identity Fragment. As the term implies, the identity they 

expressed was accurate in the sense that it was a part of them but was not complete and 

was framed in a way that would be pleasing to others. As Fiona explained, Facebook 

reflects her life, “but not all of me.” 
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Acceptable Identity Fragment 

A person’s Acceptable Identity Fragment (AIF) represents that part of a person’s 

authentic identity that he or she shares with particular groups of people.  Similar to the 

underlying principle of Google+’s use of Circles and Facebook’s use of Lists to organize 

people according to their relationships to the user, the notion of an Acceptable Identity 

Fragment is based on the premise that people act differently when they are interacting 

with different social groups and that when social groups are mixed, people act differently 

still.  Figure 3 depicts a simple Acceptable Identity Fragment that reflects how a female 

college student, for instance, might choose to express her identity in a social context that 

included friends and family members, like a graduation dinner.  Though the student 

might express some aspects of her identity only around friends (e.g. partying, discussing 

romantic interests, alcohol or drug use, etc.) and might express some other aspects of her 

identity only around family (e.g. fears for the future, money troubles, nostalgia, 

homesickness), when put into a social context that includes both groups, she may choose 

to only act in particular ways that are appropriate for both groups together.  The value for 

the student in expressing authentic identity only within the Acceptable Identity Fragment 

is that it allows her to function in a social context that includes different groups of people 

without negatively impacting her social relationships with either group (e.g. alienating 

family members vs. leading friends to think she’s childish).  The trade-off, however, of 

expressing identity only within that shared space is that it may prevent the student from 

expressing her full authentic identity and may lead to those she is communicating with to 

misjudge her authentic identity based upon its limited expression. 
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Figure 3: A simple example of an Acceptable Identity Fragment. 

It seems to go without saying that a person’s Acceptable Identity Fragment would 

change based upon a variety of factors including how divergent the social groups might 

happen to be, the number of groups interacting in the social context, and the individual 

person’s varying concern for or awareness of appropriate expression with each group.  To 

consider the first issue, if the example college student’s friends and family are fairly like-

minded and culturally homogenous, then her Acceptable Identity Fragment might include 

a larger portion of her authentic identity, while, as Figure 4 depicts, if the two social 

groups are more divergent (e.g. have different values, expectations, etc.), then the 

student’s Acceptable Identity Fragment shrinks, meaning that her ability to express her 

authentic identity decreases. 
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Figure 4: An Acceptable Identity Fragment is expected to shrink if social groups in the 

context are more diverse. 

Similarly, as new social groups are added to the context, the student’s Acceptable 

Identity Fragment is reduced further, as depicted in Figure 5.  Just as some expressions of 

authentic identity might not be appropriate for family or friends, certain expressions of 

authentic identity may not be appropriate or socially beneficial to express around 

professors, colleagues, employers, or casual acquaintances.  Complaining about unfair 

homework requirements might not be appropriate if a professor was in the room, making 

light of unfavorable work conditions might not be appropriate if an employer were 

present, and so forth.  In every case, certain expressions of who you are, what you think, 

what you believe, and how you feel might not be appropriate for a given social group, so, 

as more social groups are added to any context, the number of ways that one cannot 
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appropriately express himself/herself increases, leading the Acceptable Identity Fragment 

to shrink. 

 

 

Figure 5:  An example of an Acceptable Identity Fragment shrinking as more social 

groups or circles are introduced to the context. 

Considering pre-service teachers’ uses of SNS with an Acceptable Identity 

Fragment frame in mind, aids in understanding why many participants have struggled 

with issues of identity, sharing, and privacy.  As pre-service teachers connect with 

multiple groups of people in an SNS, they are led to restrict their expressions of their 

authentic identities to an Acceptable Identity Fragment, and as they connect with more 

and more social groups and as those groups become more diverse, the pre-service 

teachers’ Acceptable Identity Fragments shrink more and more to the point that they no 

longer express much at all of an authentic identity, thereby making the medium useless 

for expression.  As Evangeline explained: “I don’t like Facebook anymore, just because I 
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feel like it doesn’t fully represent me, and I don’t want people to just walk into my life 

and not see where I come from.”  Prior to entry into the PDS, Evangeline used Facebook 

as a method for raising political awareness and advocating for causes that she feels are 

important.  Describing one instance regarding a law that she did not agree with, 

Evangeline explained: “I described what [the law] was, and I was like, ‘Wow, if you 

don’t read this, just delete me! We can’t be friends!’” Having been used to only 

connecting with likeminded people on Facebook, Evangeline was shocked when one of 

her close friends asked her “what’s wrong with you,” and others with whom she was 

connected began treating her as if she was an “extremist,” which she did not think 

accurately reflected her authentic identity.  As she explained: 

I guess I kind of see myself one way, but then I realize other people see me 

in a different way, and so I’m like did you even click on the link do you 

even know what’s going on? … I kind of see myself as an activist, but I 

think other people might see me as ... extreme liberal or something or 

controversial or maybe I make them uncomfortable or something … I 

thought I was just acting like an activist. I didn’t think it was an extreme 

thing … [As a result,] I’m not expressing myself anymore. 

Though Evangeline thought she was behaving appropriately for her Facebook social 

context, and her post accurately reflected her authentic identity (i.e. her thoughts, 

passions, and beliefs), she was surprised to receive social backlash for that expression. 

One likely reason for this is that Evangeline did not realize how many social 

groups she was now connected with on Facebook, or she did not realize how divergent 

the groups actually were.  As Figure 6 depicts, for a person to successfully operate within 

an Acceptable Identity Fragment requires her to have an accurate understanding of the 

different groups in the social context and how similar or divergent they are. Without this 

understanding, that person might think that she is acting within an Acceptable Identity 

Fragment when that may not be the case (consider the dark area).  In this example, a 
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student might believe that she is acting appropriately in a given context if she recognizes 

that friends and colleagues are present, but once she becomes aware of the fact that 

acquaintances and family members are also present in the context, then she will realize 

that some of her behaviors and expressions might not have fallen within her Acceptable 

Identity Fragment for the four groups. 

 

 

Figure 6: If a person does not recognize all of the social groups she is connected with, 

she might unknowingly act in a way that is inappropriate for the context. 

Evangeline goes on to explain that now she recognizes that her initial post was 

“kind of extreme” and that she “wouldn’t do that anymore,” but it’s telling that this 

experience has led her to the point that she no longer likes Facebook, because it does not 

fully represent her.  This poignant example reflects a common experience amongst study 

participants.  Participants gauge the social impact that their participation has on the 



 103 

people around them and then appear to adjust their behavior to affect the social outcomes 

that they desire. The issue, however, is that in most social circumstances we are not 

prompted or led to share information about ourselves that may necessarily lead to tense 

social situations, and we do not enter most social contexts with the desire to share our 

complete authentic identity.  Both of these issues, however, are problematic for pre-

service teachers’ uses of SNS. 

Consider this scenario: when meeting a classmate to work on an assignment 

together, it is typically unlikely that issues of each participants’ political views, religious 

beliefs, sexual orientation, and so forth would be brought up. The same goes for casual 

conversation that a person might have with a roommate, former acquaintance from high 

school, colleague, or extended family member. However, on Facebook this type of 

information and much more is elicited from individuals and shared prominently on 

individuals’ profile pages.  Thus, if you were to connect with someone that you only 

knew in class on Facebook, you might quickly become aware of his or her political 

views, religious beliefs, sexual orientation, and other elements of his or her identity that 

would not have been shared with you in the context of your classroom experience. This 

means that the context for participation changes between people as they interact on SNS 

and, as Evangeline’s example showed, can quickly lead to problems, misunderstandings, 

and unwanted or unfair judgments. In Evangeline’s case, the type of language that she 

used did not seem extreme to her, because it represented how she would talk to her very 

close friends.  However, since she was connected with diverse groups of people through 

Facebook, many of which were cohort members who had different political beliefs and 

racial identities from her, she felt that they interpreted her behavior differently than she 

would have liked and judged her unfairly as an extremist, because she was 
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communicating in a way that was uncomfortable for them but would have been 

comfortable for her under different contexts. 

As a result of this experience, Evangeline decided not to post things of a political 

nature on Facebook anymore, and though she continues to have very strong political 

beliefs, she chooses to keep those beliefs more to herself now and not to share them.  

This behavior was common to all participants and resembles Goffman’s (1959) 

explanation that people will sometimes “feel obliged to destroy an interaction in order to 

save their honor and their face” (p. 245). Almost all participants described their decision 

to become more private in their online participation as a result of what they referred to as 

“growing up,” and no participants found themselves becoming more public (or sharing 

intimate information with more people) as time went on.  This finding suggests that not 

only do participants have an Acceptable Identity Fragment that they operate within when 

online but that this fragment shrinks as time goes on (i.e. reflects less and less of who 

they really are) and that they view this as a natural part of growing up and maturing.  In 

the participants’ minds, being outspoken and sharing indiscriminately one’s passionate 

thoughts or feelings is a sign of immaturity, whereas privacy and cautiousness is seen as a 

sign of maturity, suggesting that SNS’ attempts to elicit the open sharing of intimate 

information actually backfires in the long-run and leads participants to share less intimate 

information as time goes on. 

Paradoxically, in this way, only posting a little bit online may be more compatible 

with expressing one’s authentic identity than posting a lot might be.  When you share 

more private information, views, and beliefs in an SNS, since that sharing will always be 

done without clear contextual boundaries, there seems to be a high likelihood that people 

will misinterpret your authentic identity from those items.  To prevent such 

misunderstanding of your authentic identity, participants in SNS might prefer to shrink 



 105 

their Acceptable Identity Fragment and just share a smaller piece of themselves that will 

not run the risk of being misunderstood. In other words, when pre-service teachers 

participate online, it seems more important for them not to be misunderstood than it is for 

them to be understood, and they would rather that the wide range of people that they’re 

connected with on Facebook were left in the dark with regards to who they really are than 

to draw false conclusions based on snippets of information that they might find here and 

there. Yasmine explains: “people are very scrutinizing of what you do on Facebook, so 

sometimes it’s better just to observe.”  And Fiona follows up: “I want people to know me 

for myself. I don’t want people to know me behind the screen. I want people to actually 

go out with me, and have fun, and get to know me.”  For Fiona, this part of herself that 

people can see “behind the screen” is only meant to serve as a “teaser;” it gets people 

interested in her, but she does not want to reveal too much, because she feels that you can 

only really get to know a person by being around that person in real life, and if you were 

to judge her based solely upon what she did online, you would not get a full picture of 

who she is.  For Fiona, what she does online merely represents “snapshots of my life; 

they’re not what I am as a person.”  And Lynleigh follows up: “I don’t want people 

thinking bad things of me, because of something that’s on my digital site.” 

This fear of having their authentic identities misinterpreted, misunderstood, or 

unjustly judged may stem from a variety of factors. Some participants expressed it in 

conjunction with elements of their identities that they felt were not socially accepted, like 

sexual orientation, or that might be unpopular, like political or religious views. However, 

others feared being misunderstood or misjudged simply because they were different.  

Gretchen shared the following: 

I don’t want the girls that are in my [cohort] to see some of my stuff that 

they might judge me for, because I have this Asian pride thing, but then 

most of the girls in my cohort are white, and so if I put anything like Asian 
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jokes or anything like that, they won’t understand. So, I kind of feel like I 

shouldn’t bother them … it shouldn’t show up. 

Gretchen’s example illustrates that even in cases where it would be important for others 

to understand certain aspects of her participation in order to really understand her 

authentic identity, she prefers not to include “Asian pride” in her Acceptable Identity 

Fragment out of fear that cohort members might draw incorrect conclusions about her 

authentic identity.  As a result, she seems to prefer to remain either a mystery or to be 

thought of as just like everyone else (in this case, not Asian), because sharing intimate 

information about her identity makes her vulnerable to misunderstanding and ridicule.  

Other participants mimicked Gretchen’s concerns, were very worried about what others 

thought about them, and shaped what they did online in response to these considerations. 

As an Acceptable Identity Fragment shrinks, the information participants share 

online shrinks as well, because they become afraid that if they share specific aspects of 

their lives, then they will be labeled and viewed only in terms of those specific items.  

Thus, though a pre-service teacher may, for instance, be bisexual, conservative, Muslim, 

or Christian, if she connects with groups that might be heterosexual, liberal, non-Muslim, 

or non-Christian, then she may intentionally restrict that aspect of her identity to prevent 

becoming known as “the bisexual,” “the liberal,” “the Muslim,” or “the Christian.” As far 

as Facebook and other SNS go, this is important to recognize because though a person 

may have certain aspects of her authentic identity that are central to that identity, unless 

she is connected only with people that she believes will not misjudge her based upon a 

knowledge of that aspect of her identity, she may be led to suppress it or to mislead her 

audience. 

On the flipside of this, however, those participating in SNS are also led to share 

information about themselves of a certain type or in a certain way that positively 
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promotes themselves, ignoring negative or mundane aspects of their lives.  Thus, though 

the Acceptable Identity Fragment is a snapshot of one’s life, it is not a representative or 

indiscriminant snapshot. Daphne describes this aspect of Facebook as follows: 

You get on Facebook and see all these pictures of your friends having a 

great time on all these adventures, getting engaged, and having kids, and 

everything, and it kind of creates this whole comparison thing. Like: why 

am I not there like they are? Why is my life not as exciting as this 

person’s? 

Participants tend to use Facebook to talk about exciting things and to share only the most 

positive and perhaps boastful information about themselves.  In Brinley’s words: “I use 

[Facebook] to project who I am, but at the same time, I don’t let people in on my daily 

life.”  Jacquelyn concurs that her participation is very light-hearted and jovial: “[I] try to 

be positive and just try to … be sarcastic and mess around.” 

Since they also see themselves somewhat as entertainers of their audiences, 

participants are also careful to not post information that is mundane or overly dramatic or 

emotional.  In their words: 

I don’t really care about the grocery store or if you are having a great 

lunch with your best friend (Violet). 

I’m not the type of person that’s like ‘Oh, I just ate a chicken sandwich.’ 

… [And] I don’t want to come off like I’m complaining all the time … I 

think I put more of the happy on Facebook, because I don’t really 

complain on Facebook, so no one knows the frustrated side [of my life] 

(Anita). 

I don’t try to present my emotional side on Facebook … I’ve known … a 

lot of people who would post a lot of really obnoxious emotional things on 

there, on MySpace and their Facebook walls, and I just felt that was 

unnecessary (Lynleigh).  

I don’t like being really dramatic or serious [on Facebook] (Kelli). 

There are some people that just kind of like put whatever. It’s like brain 

throw up … If I am having a bad day, I won’t write it on Facebook. I’ll 

just not say anything (Penelope). 
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These behaviors of over-emphasizing the positive and ignoring the negative or mundane 

leads pre-service teachers to present themselves in a manner that is somewhat skewed or 

distorted.  Taking it perhaps to an extreme, Helena explains:  

There’s not a picture that I put up [of myself] that’s not been through 

Photoshop … There is an intense way that I want to appear. There’s a 

certain vocabulary that I want to use. There’s a certain quality of thing I 

want to post that, you know, hopefully puts me in a good light. 

This “good light” may not accurately reflect who pre-service teachers really are, but, 

rather, may reflect an idealized or exciting version of the self.  Yasmine explains part of 

the culture surrounding this obsession to seem exciting: 

I think people on Facebook try to make themselves seem more fun or more 

exciting. I know a lot of times I’ve been with girls, and they are like: 

‘Okay, we got dressed up in this cute outfit, let’s take a picture.’ You 

know? And I went to Las Vegas … and everyone was like trying to take all 

these pictures and put them up on Facebook.  As soon as you got to the 

place, everyone would want to check in and stuff like that as soon as we 

landed.  Everyone wants to say ‘I’m in Vegas.’ So … you want to make 

yourself look more exciting.  I think I probably do that too. 

Being reflective, Fiona also recognizes this in her own life as a younger college student 

but feels that the attempt backfired as it led others to begin to view her as being a party 

girl: 

A lot of my high school friends think that ‘Oh, [Fiona] goes to 

[university], she probably parties a lot.  She probably does nothing, gets 

bad grades, because she drinks or whatever.’ And at first I feel like I can 

understand where they’re coming from, because my first years in college I 

did put up a lot of photos about myself going out having fun. 

For this reason, some participants intentionally try to limit even the exciting or fun 

information that they might put about themselves online.  Nora explains: 

I wouldn’t want to be completely myself on Facebook, because I don’t 

want like 2000 people knowing about everything about me. So, I don’t 

think I’m completely seen on Facebook as how I am.  You only see a little 

bit of who I am. 
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These examples suggest that participants try to project a certain image on Facebook that 

they feel is representative of their authentic identities but that omits or ignores certain 

aspects of who they are and that the types of things they omit, like mundane information, 

emotional rants, or negativity, are in response to “annoying,” “inappropriate,” or 

“immature” content that they see peers sharing. 

From these findings, I can conclude that though pre-service teachers view SNS 

participation as an expression of the self, it is an intentional, censored, repackaged, and 

necessarily incomplete expression of the self in the form of the Acceptable Identity 

Fragment. Since pre-service teachers know that their authentic identities will be judged 

by these fragments, they restrict, polish, and somewhat distort them to affect a positive 

judgment.  According to the participants, certain sites were more or less reflective of their 

authentic identities (i.e. for some, Twitter was the most reflective, while for others, it was 

Facebook), but this seemed to have less to do with the media themselves and more to do 

with the social groups that the participants were connected to through them and the 

amount of personal information they felt comfortable sharing in each via their Acceptable 

Identity Fragments. 

Privacy and Intimacy of the Medium 

As discussed earlier, the ways that participants used different SNS (i.e. Facebook, 

Twitter, and Pinterest) differed greatly. Having discussed the Acceptable Identity 

Fragment above, we can now consider some of the reasons and ways that participants 

used these sites differently. As previously mentioned, participants tended to view 

themselves as becoming more private as time went on. In their minds, “private” meant 

one of three things: either they were only sharing with a specific group of people and did 

not allow others (e.g. anonymous users) to see, they kept information private to 
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themselves, meaning that they would not share with anyone, or the types of ways they 

were communicating were becoming more one-on-one (as with a phone call) and less 

one-to-many (as with a status update). Since all participants had used Facebook, much of 

the discussion of privacy revolved around issues that had arisen for them while using 

Facebook. Many of them found Facebook privacy settings to be “not user-friendly and … 

confusing” (Anita), and many expressed concerns about how Facebook used their data 

and shared it with third parties. I will talk more on this subject later in our discussion of 

professionalism, but there is an aspect of privacy and the medium that pre-service 

teachers use to communicate that seems to connect with authentic identity and how they 

express themselves. Namely, participants viewed certain methods of communication as 

being more personal, private, intimate, or socially meaningful, while other forms were 

viewed as being more impersonal, public, detached, or meaningless. 

In participants’ minds, technologies that broadcast information tend to be less 

personal and less useful for maintaining social relationships with people that they have 

strong connections with.  For instance, many participants expressed that they no longer 

connected with very close friends much through Facebook status updates or messages, 

because they would use other more intimate and direct media, like text messages, phone 

calls, or e-mails, to communicate with those types of people. For them, communications 

technologies seem to exist on a continuum of private to public, personal to impersonal, 

intimate to detached, and meaningful to meaningless.  Technologies which connect 

people one-on-one, like telephone calls, text messages, and e-mails, tend to be more 

private, intimate, and personal, while technologies that connect them with multiple 

people fall on the other side of the spectrum (cf. Figure 7). 
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Figure 7: Communication technologies exist on a continuum from Impersonal to 

Personal. 

An SNS like Twitter, for instance, falls more on the public, impersonal side of 

things, because when you communicate through Twitter, you are typically posting to an 

audience, and anyone can follow you. Pinterest is likewise on the public, impersonal side 

of things, because anyone can see the types of things that you are interested in, and the 
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types of information that participants are communicating through that site (e.g. likes, 

wants, interests, recipes) are not of a private nature. Further, though these sites may have 

features that support more direct one-to-one interaction (e.g. Twitter direct messages), 

participants reported not using such features, because the only people they would use 

them with are close friends whom they prefer to text via cell phones.  Facebook, 

however, is more complicated, because it houses a variety of technologies that range 

from very public to very private. So, just as posting a status update in Facebook might be 

very public and impersonal, using the direct message or chat feature would be viewed as 

being very private and personal, much like a text message on a telephone. 

The existence of technologies within Facebook of a mixed privacy nature creates 

problems for pre-service teachers, however, because, on the one hand, they are 

connecting with people in Facebook that they might only be comfortable with 

communicating with in a very public way, but Facebook provides them instant access to 

communicate more privately as well. Kelli recounts the following story: 

I was on Facebook [at] like three or four in the morning doing homework 

and … these two guys chatted me, and I was like: ‘Why are they chatting 

me? I never talk to these people. It’s three in the morning. Why are they 

awake?’ 

Participants are generally connected with a large number of people on Facebook (ranging 

from a few hundred to thousands), but they generally only actively try to communicate 

with a very small percentage of these people.  As Gretchen explains: 

If my good friends want to talk to me, they will text me or Skype or 

something, but on [Facebook] chat … you have a lot of friends, I have like 

two hundred, which to me is a lot, but not all of them do you want to talk 

to. 

Nora continues: 

I [Facebook] Chat sometimes, but I don’t really like talking to people … 

because I feel like if I’m going to talk to someone, and it’s someone I 

would talk to every day, then I’d rather talk to them on the phone. … I’m 
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not going to get into deep conversation with someone over Facebook chat 

…. I know Facebook chat [allows you to talk directly with people], but … 

it’s not as personal. I mean, texting is almost the same, but yeah, on 

Facebook, if you post something on someone’s wall, everyone can see it, 

but if you like texted someone, only they could see it. 

This suggests that pre-service teachers are connected with a variety of people on 

Facebook, but that many of these people are not people that they “would talk to every 

day.”  If we consider this in light of the Acceptable Identity Fragment, then it seems that 

by bringing in a variety of technologies with varying levels of personalness and privacy, 

Facebook is intended to be a diverse space suitable to a diverse array of relationship 

types, from deeply personal to casual or impersonal.  However, it seems that participants 

prefer to keep deeply personal relationships, and the communications associated with 

them, restricted to particular media and separated from the less personal and less intimate 

relationships that they have in great number on Facebook.  In this sense, it seems like 

Facebook in particular is an ambiguous and confusing space for participants, because on 

the one hand, they’re connected with a large number of people (e.g. high school 

classmates, cohort members, etc.) that they may not have or seek to have deep personal 

relationships with, and yet Facebook both elicits the sharing of intimate information from 

them and encourages them to use technologies that are more personal than such 

relationships might merit. As a result, when pre-service teachers talk about becoming 

more private, part of what they’re talking about is that they are moving away from using 

communication methods that are public and impersonal, and thereby communications 

with people that they are not closely connected with, in favor of communicating more 

strictly with people that they have strong personal relationships with through media that 

support one-on-one communication (e.g. phone calls, text messages, etc.).  In 

Evangeline’s words: “I noticed that people use Facebook for different things. … At first, 

I thought we’re all using it for the same thing, but no. Yeah, I’d rather talk one-on-one.” 
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Control and Sharing 

Another issue that impacted how participants felt they could express their 

authentic identities through SNS had to do with the level of control they felt they had 

over information that was shared about themselves online. Penelope explains: “You can 

find out a lot about a person by who they’re friends with on Facebook or how other 

people tag them in posts and things like that, and those are more [visible to others who 

aren’t your friends].”  Some participants expressed this concern when talking about 

private information that they share with individuals on SNS who might in the future use 

information against them, while others talked about private or potentially inappropriate 

information about themselves that is shared by others in a playful or culturally anticipated 

manner.  The most common example stems from Facebook and the ability it gives users 

to tag others in photos. Many participants talked about how careful they are when they 

attend parties or when they are drinking alcohol to control pictures that they post that 

might not fit within their Acceptable Identity Fragments. However, Facebook enables 

participants’ friends to post potentially problematic content about them and to then 

connect it back to their identities.  As a result, though pre-service teachers might carefully 

structure their Acceptable Identity Fragments in a particular way, this structure is 

undermined when other people post content and connect it to them.  As Figure 8 depicts, 

pre-service teachers see themselves as only being able to exercise a certain level of 

control over their online identities, encapsulating their actions in those spaces.  However, 

just as their actions influence how others might interpret their authentic identities, so too 

does information about them that is shared online by others and is thereby outside of their 

control.  Though pre-service teachers might be able to exert some level of influence over 

others in guiding them to share certain content or preventing them from sharing other 
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content, exerting this influence upon others also has potential consequences for pre-

service teachers’ social relationships and authentic identity. 

 

 

Figure 8: Pre-service teachers can only control their actions, but how others view them 

online and interpret their authentic identities is influenced by information that 

others share about them (which they can only influence). 

When discussing this issue as it pertains to Facebook, there are essentially two 

things happening: first, a “friend” posts content about the pre-service teacher, and then 

the “friend” (or someone else) “tags” the participant by name in the content, thereby 

connecting it back to her identity. So, if a pre-service teacher is at a bar or a party or the 

beach, pictures of that event might be posted online and be used by others to judge her 



 116 

authentic identity. As Callista explains: “it’s kind of difficult thinking about [how] you 

can’t really control what other people tag you [in].”  As a worst case example, Lynleigh 

provides the following story: 

I saw a friend of mine that posted a picture of another friend with two 

bags of weed in both hands and a joint hanging out of her mouth, and this 

is years I think after this happened. He posted this picture of her on 

Facebook, on her profile, and I could see it, and I’m not friends with her. 

When such content is posted, pre-service teachers have the option to untag themselves 

from it, and some participants have used this ability to untag themselves from content 

that was potentially inappropriate or that fell outside of their Acceptable Identity 

Fragments. Callista explains: “My birthday was in January, and my friends tagged me 

[in] some pictures that I wasn’t crazy partying, but I had a glass in my hand, because it 

was my 21st birthday.  So, I untagged myself from those.”  Winter further explains: 

On Facebook, I can’t help what my friends put up, but I can untag myself, 

and I like some of the pictures.  … [but] I don’t think pictures that I don’t 

look sober in are okay, so I’ve untagged those. 

Other participants use this ability to control other judgments of their identity or for 

further polishing their Acceptable Identity Fragment in certain ways.  For instance, Violet 

claims to always untag “pictures that I look ugly or fat in.” 

Either way, for a pre-service teacher to untag photos or other content that has 

been linked to her can bring negative personal and social side effects. Winter explains: 

I’m having to untag a lot of [pictures], and it’s kind of sad. I mean I go 

through and be like ‘oh, that was such a fun night,’ but I can’t have this 

picture anymore of me to memorialize it. … I like being tagged in them, 

because it reminds me of things like good memories. 

By untagging content, participants may feel like they’re disowning valuable memories.  

This also has a social dimension, as Yasmine explains: 

I untagged [a picture], and then people get offended, because they shared 

it, and I was kind of like ‘hey, … I don’t want this to be associated with my 
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profile,’ and then people get offended. So, it’s kind of a balancing act I 

guess. 

When friends, for instance, post pictures from a social event and then tag pre-service 

teachers in them, this is seen as a positive social gesture on their part, essentially saying 

‘we did this together.’  However, if the pre-service teacher disassociates herself from that 

event by untagging the content, this is seen as a negative social gesture, essentially saying 

‘we may have done this together, but I do not want it to be associated with my identity.’ 

Posting pictures on Facebook of social events and tagging everyone involved is an 

expected social practice by pre-service teachers’ peer groups, and when they do not post, 

tag, and share, there may be some degree of social backlash or misunderstanding.  

Yasmine provides the following story: 

My roommates got upset, because one of our sorority events was a formal 

that I took pictures at.  Us and all of our dates, and they were like ‘you 

haven’t posted pictures yet,’ and they keep reminding me, and I was like 

‘well, I don’t want to put those on Facebook.’ … We didn’t do anything 

wrong. We’re all in formal gowns, but I just didn’t want people to see that. 

… So, now they’re like ‘we’ll just take the pictures,’ and they don’t want 

me to take pictures anymore. 

Since Yasmine chooses to control and restrict her Authentic Identity Fragment to a 

degree that excludes revealing formal gowns, her friends interpret this as negative social 

behavior, do not allow her to be in charge of taking photos anymore, and, we can 

probably assume, would have posted such pictures of Yasmine if they had been the ones 

taking the pictures.  Similarly, Violet proactively tells her friends not to take certain 

pictures of her, like when she is “drinking a margarita at a restaurant,” and in response, 

her friends tell her “whatever, you’re stupid,” and she feels that they treat her like she is a 

“goody two shoes.”  Both of these cases reveal that although pre-service teachers can 

influence others in the types of things that they post and can use their own self-control to 
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intentionally structure their Acceptable Identity Fragments, doing so brings with it social 

consequences that may be painful, unexpected, and marginalizing. 

Contemplating this issue, Helena offers the following insights: 

I think that some of the people that I’m in classes with now … have to be 

worried when they go to a party. They have to be worried, you know, when 

they say something. It could always come back … [perhaps even] 

anonymously, and they could not be able to address it. You know it could 

show up on the internet, because I feel like they all have 700+ friends. I 

don’t even think they know who they are friends with, so all of those 

people that they’re friends with have the ability to affect the image of who 

they are by posting a picture and tagging them in it. I think that’s … a big 

thing to deal with, [because] what you put out there you just have no real 

control over its interpretation. When I’m speaking to somebody face-to-

face, I can see how they’re responding. I can, if there’s confusion or … 

we’re talking back and forth, I can provide clarification. That doesn’t 

exist [online], and for me that’s really important, you know? So, I would 

never want somebody to misconstrue what I say and then have a negative 

outcome from that. 

Further, Penelope explains that “I know what I’m trying to do,” in terms of presenting an 

Acceptable Identity Fragment, “but I don’t ever really see how people are reacting, 

especially to Facebook, … because I can’t control them.  I can only control myself.”  

This lack of control that pre-service teachers feel they have over what is posted about 

themselves and how personal information is interpreted by others leads them to be more 

careful about the types of things they post and to be critical of their peers who are not as 

careful.  Hypothetically responding to peers, Anita quips: “Quit telling me to [act a 

certain way on Facebook], because I’m not going to. Quit telling me to make kissy faces 

in photos, because you look like a douche.”  Nora further observes: “I don’t think a lot of 

people think about how much they should restrict [online content]. I don’t think they 

think of the consequences that could come from what they put on Facebook.”  Pre-service 

teachers find themselves surrounded by peers who may not be as aware of the 

consequences of their online actions as pre-service teachers might be, and this creates a 
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social environment for pre-service teachers that can make it much more difficult for them 

to structure their Acceptable Identity Fragments in the ways they want.  Gretchen, 

however, is hopeful that this will not always be the case and that her peers will eventually 

mature and become more aware as well, but in a moment of self-reflective honesty, she 

concludes: 

I still make some dumb choices, because I am in college, and peer 

pressure and your friends make you go out to bars and stuff, and … I try 

not to be around the cameras as much, but there is a chance that what I’m 

doing can be caught, and it can be construed as bad, even if I’m just 

holding someone else’s drink or something. So, … I’m hoping that … as I 

leave college that … it won’t be as bad. 

Growing Up and the Digital Present 

If an SNS has an embedded value that directs users to connect their participation 

in the site with an authentic identity, then it follows that that site has certain philosophical 

assumptions about what constitutes an authentic identity. For instance, it goes without 

saying that any SNS built on an understanding of authentic identity accepts that identity 

is somehow connected with social interaction. However, unlike social networks that exist 

in the real world, SNS utilize technologies that may fundamentally alter social 

interactions and the information flowing through them. One clear characteristic of digital 

technologies that set them apart from previous technologies which were used to maintain 

social networks, like spoken language, is that digital technologies are persistent and allow 

for the perpetual storage and retrieval of information. Thus, by virtue of the fact that SNS 

use digital technologies to store and retrieve information in an ongoing, ever-available 

way, it seems that such technologies may operate fundamentally differently than social 

networks in the real world and may reflect a very different understanding of authentic 

identity. 

Evangeline opens up this discussion by observing the following: 
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In a way … [Facebook] also sets a certain philosophy of how you should 

think about time. Like, I think lately I’ve been thinking, I know this sounds 

crazy, but I’ve been thinking of time like: ‘Why do we have to think it’s 

linear?’ You know? Like, this happened, and then this happened, and this 

happened. The past is the past. … You’re no longer experiencing the past, 

and the past influences the present, but right now you’re living in the 

present.  You’re not living in the past anymore. 

She then points out that Facebook, and especially the new Facebook feature Timeline, 

treats time as linear. She continues: 

It’s a different mind frame from what I would want to think of how time is 

… Why do you have to go back years before, and I know it could be 

helpful, but is it really necessary thinking of yourself like that or seeing 

yourself like that on a social networking site? I don’t know it’s just odd to 

me. 

This is odd to Evangeline, because she does not think of herself in a historical way. That 

is, she does not see her current authentic identity as a summation of past events and 

thinks that it’s odd to present herself to others in a way that treats her identity as a 

historical entity.  She continues: 

Who I was in 2008, when I was in high school, before I graduated … I 

don’t want people to see that, … because it is who I was then, but that part 

of my life is over. … So, I actually forgot about it myself. 

That is, in Evangeline’s mind, her authentic identity is not framed by those previous 

experiences, and it seems odd for her to make those experiences available to other people 

in a way that will lead those people to interpret her authentic identity from those past 

experiences. 

One of the conclusions that this suggests is that, for Evangeline, authentic identity 

is evolutionary, formative, or experimental, or at least that it changes over time or in 

conjunction with different life phases. Yasmine explains: 

One of the good things about going to college is that you can reinvent 

yourself, if you want, and problems you had in high school, or all that kind 

of stuff, it goes away or it can go away if you want it to, and the same 
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when you get a job.  As soon as you graduate from college you can … 

reinvent yourself. 

Most participants talked about their pasts in this manner. They also saw themselves in a 

transitory phase, transitioning from being college students to professionals, and talked 

about earlier transitory phases, like when they were transitioning from being high school 

students to college students. In this manner, the way that pre-service teachers see 

themselves is not static, persistent, or historical, but is more flexible to change and 

subject to transitions in life.  However, what does it mean for pre-service teachers that 

some SNS make assumptions about authentic identity that do not take into consideration 

life transitions or reinventing of the self? Namely, if pre-service teachers do not see their 

identities as static, cumulative, or historical, then what does it mean for them to use a site 

like Facebook, which treats authentic identity in this way?  Yasmine points out that on 

Facebook “there’s all of this data from when you were 17 or 18. It’s just weird that that’ll 

be there forever with the Timeline, even when we’re 40. … I don’t want anyone seeing 

that.” 

Most participants voiced similar concerns. Though they generally did not feel like 

the content they posted when they were in high school, for instance, was necessarily 

inappropriate, illegal, or wrong, they had difficulty understanding how their previous life 

defined their current identities and expressed concern that others viewing their Facebook 

content would not accurately understand their authentic identities based upon content 

from so long ago.  In their words: 

In high school, you go through stages. So, I went through a hippie stage in 

high school. So … that was definitely portrayed on my MySpace. Now, I’m 

a junior in college, so my phase now is a little more grown-up, and at the 

same time, as I’m growing up, it kind of follows me, … but, at the same 

time, the person that you are as a freshman in high school is a lot different 

than the person you are as a junior in college, … [and] that’s the scary 

thing about the web in general is it’s on the web, and it’s there forever 

(Brinley).  
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I still feel like my Facebook is immature, in a sense, and … my profile 

pictures are really outdated. … I have one of me jumping from when I was 

probably sixteen (Winter). 

This concern for digital persistence is further exacerbated by Facebook’s timeline feature.  

In participants’ words: 

Because they did the new Timeline thing, … you can go back really easily 

and see what I was talking about in 2007, … but I think that [what I say 

and do is] just different now (Yasmine). 

Zuckerberg [is] making everyone’s Facebook go to Timeline, which I 

personally think is stupid. I don’t like it. … I don’t understand it. I think 

it’s difficult.  But they’re like: ‘So, if you had anything that you thought 

was in the past go through and find it and delete it’ (Anita). 

These findings suggest that the manner in which Facebook, in particular, treats pre-

service teachers’ online participation, its relationship to authentic identity, and its 

presentation to others is very different from the way that pre-service teachers view those 

things for themselves.  It seems, rather, that pre-service teachers see themselves in a state 

of becoming more mature, more professional, or more grown-up, and that Facebook and 

the way it treats identity inhibits this or problematizes the process by treating identity as 

historical, persistent, or static. 

Social Connection, Distance, and Disconnection 

Another aspect of how pre-service teachers use SNS revolves around the notion of 

remaining connected with people, events, phases in life, and information. Different SNS 

serve different purposes for pre-service teachers in terms of connection. Facebook, for 

instance, allows pre-service teachers to stay connected with people that they know in real 

life. As a result, it is common for participants to have a large number of Facebook friends 

that they do not talk to on a regular basis but that they still feel a connection to as a result 

of the medium. Twitter, on the other hand, enables pre-service teachers to connect with 

information about what is going on in the world and to follow people that they are 
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interested in but would not know in real life, like celebrities. And Pinterest allows pre-

service teachers to stay connected with passions and interests, like cooking, teaching, the 

arts, home design, wedding planning, and so forth. Each of these SNS allows pre-service 

teachers to connect with something or someone slightly different and, as a result, they use 

them in different ways and there are different implications for their use in each case. 

One telling example of this is the different attitudes that pre-service teachers have 

toward the possibility of deleting specific accounts. Even in the cases where participants 

no longer actively used Facebook but instead used Pinterest or Twitter on a more regular 

basis, they felt that deleting Facebook would be much harder for them to do, because 

instead of merely disconnecting from information, as they would if they deleted a Twitter 

account, or disconnecting from interests and entertainment, as they would if they deleted 

a Pinterest account, deleting Facebook would mean disconnecting from real people from 

their lives and pasts.  Zoe explains: “One of the main reasons I use Facebook now is that 

my friend who’s in Peru that’s like the only way that we can communicate. So, [without 

Facebook] I wouldn’t be communicating with her, and she’s a close friend.”  Lynleigh 

follows up: 

I kind of have this digital persona with like my family and friends that if I 

were to suddenly drop out of Facebook I would lose connections with a lot 

of people that know me and are excited about new important things that 

are going on in my life. 

Winter concludes: 

A lot of the people I was really close with in [previous state] I don’t have 

their phone numbers anymore, and I don’t connect with them through any 

other way. … Some of the people too were people I was really close with 

at one point, when I lived in [previous state]. And then something 

happened, and we don’t talk anymore.  Those are people I really like to 

look up on, because I don’t talk to them as much, so I don’t know what’s 

going on. So, I have to rely on statuses and pictures, but my friends I was 

closer with in [previous state] I can send them messages and we’ll just 
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talk back and forth and look at pictures and will talk on the phone 

sometimes. 

That having been said, most participants do not use Facebook to communicate 

with close friends or people that they have strong relationships with, but rather use it to 

“keep tabs on people and what they’re doing” (Winter) at a distance.  When pre-service 

teachers want to talk to their close friends, they will “text or call” (Ingrid), and so, 

deleting a Facebook account would not generally interfere with their close social 

relationships, but would impact more distant relationships.  In their words: 

The people I care the most about, to like spend time with and talk to, I 

know I could just text them or hang out with them. … It’s not like I would 

lose contact with all these people that I care so much about. I guess I’d 

lose contact with some people or just having the ability to read about their 

lives, but … I’d still have my closest friends and family and stuff (Kelli). 

I don’t necessarily think that I would be disadvantaged or sad [at losing 

Facebook], but it’s probably kept me closer with people that I would’ve 

lost touch with a lot faster and I guess that’s probably it, that I would lose 

touch with a lot more people (Violet). 

I would probably delete [Facebook], but I keep up with people that I guess 

I wouldn’t talk to on the phone from high school and maybe friends who 

have moved away or something, and so I use that more for just keeping 

updated with friends that I wouldn’t normally [keep up with] (Callista). 

[Regarding] some people from high school who are back home, 

[Facebook is] kind of the only way that I can see what’s going on in their 

life and the only way that I keep in touch with them. So, … I would lose 

contact with those people if I left Facebook (Daphne). 

The vast majority of relationships that participants have on Facebook are of this sort: 

more distant, not close friends, and not people that they would readily keep in contact 

with in real life or via other media.  Though losing Facebook would certainly impact 

these relationships, participants did not seem to worry much about that possibility, 

because those relationships are not essential to their sense of well-being.  In Nora’s 

words: 
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I would probably lose touch with people that … I don’t talk to all the time, 

like certain people that I’m not too close with, … but also [if] I’m not 

going to keep a personal relationship off the internet, [then] I don’t know 

if I need them in my life to begin with. 

This lack of concern about losing connection with people that are more socially distant 

from participants reflects the superficiality of participant relationships with those people.  

Yasmine explains: 

I think you definitely would fall out of connect with a lot of people that you 

necessarily wouldn’t know, but I think that the friendships that you are 

connected with [on Facebook] are more at a superficial level, because on 

Facebook I still know a lot of people that I haven’t talked to in like eight 

years from middle school and stuff, and we follow each other. So, … I 

think that the friends that I have would stay the same, because I see them 

every day, but the ones that I don’t see very frequently, I would probably 

fall out of touch with them. 

In this way, it seems that participant connections to distant relationships are more 

maintained for reasons of entertainment value or fear of offense than mutual concern and 

social well-being.  Typically, participants reported only having a relatively small number 

of close relationships that were essential to them in this way.  Penelope illustrates: 

If I just deleted my Facebook permanently, didn’t go back to it, how would 

that affect my life? … I would lose a lot of connections. People like my 

family members in Germany or I have friends who moved away or friends 

that I had when I was a kid and I was thinking: ‘Are these relationships 

necessary in my life?’ And the answer is ‘no,’ because, really, you only 

need a few friends to be functional. 

Thus, even though the types of relationships impacted by leaving Facebook would 

typically be of a more distanced or weaker nature than the strong, everyday friendships 

that pre-service teachers value most highly, participants equated leaving the medium of 

Facebook with severing ties with people from their pasts and in their lives.  Though these 

ties may not be seen as essential, the fact that they equate ceasing use of the medium with 

severing social ties can make it much harder for them to leave the medium and perhaps 



 126 

explains why though many participants no longer post much of anything to Facebook 

anymore, they keep their accounts alive and active. 

This is in contrast to participants’ MySpace experiences: As participants moved 

away from MySpace to Facebook, they generally deleted their MySpace accounts or 

ceased to check them.  However, as participants have started using Pinterest and Twitter 

more, they still “check in” on Facebook and want to be sure that it accurately portrays 

them.  Why?  Perhaps one way to frame this issue is to consider that while MySpace, 

Twitter, and Pinterest reflect more “what I am interested in” in the minds of the 

participants, Facebook represents more “who I am and what are the social connections 

that make me who I am.”  As a result, deleting Facebook or altering one’s participation 

on Facebook would be akin to deleting the self or altering the self, whereas deleting or 

altering any of the other mentioned accounts would be more like deleting or altering an 

entertainment service.  This finding suggests that, of the studied SNS, Facebook is most 

connected to participants’ senses of identity and that they see it as an extension or 

representation of themselves, whereas other SNS are treated more as services that need 

not be connected to the self in any meaningful way.  But additionally, the part of the self 

that participants maintain through Facebook is less the on-going social self that lives in 

constant connection with close friends, but is a different self that seeks to artificially 

maintain shallow connections with people that are socially distant. 

Informal Learning Communities and Shifting Fragments 

Five cohorts of teacher education students were represented in the study, and in 

each case, students in the cohort autonomously decided to create a Facebook group for 

the cohort as an informal learning support space.  These cohort groups exist 

independently of formal coursework and outside the purview of course instructors and 
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teaching assistants but were created by and for students.  Participants used these groups 

for a variety of purposes, including getting to know their classmates, keeping up on 

assignments and announcements, and sharing resources.  Connection with the cohort 

through Facebook offered participants significant advantages, in that it represented an 

informal learning space (cf. Selwyn, 2009) that provided them with social learning 

opportunities.  In their words: 

Someone posts something [to the cohort group] pretty much every day 

(Zoe). 

If there’s a question about an assignment, then we post that to the wall of 

that cohort group, and we can all just respond (Brinley). 

[With the cohort group,] we can kind of keep our classwork organized 

(Daphne). 

We help each other with homework and share … funny little teacher things 

(Winter).  

[We use the cohort group] to keep track of homework or ask questions, 

whereas before we would have to ask the professors (Gretchen). 

[We use the cohort group to] see when homework assignments are due 

(Penelope). 

It’s just faster and easier than e-mailing or texting (Jaquelyn). 

Someone [started the group] … so if we have questions, like ‘oh, do we 

have to buy this book’ or stuff like that (Yasmine). 

We post homework assignments. We don’t post answers to homework 

assignments. … Last night [someone asked] ‘are we supposed to have a 

lesson plan tomorrow,’ and we’re like ‘yeah, you need to do that’ (Nora). 

For these pre-service teachers, the Facebook group had become a space to support their 

learning.  Some participants even reported that they started using Facebook, or kept using 

it after wanting to delete their accounts, specifically so that they could remain connected 

to the cohort group, revealing how beneficial they consider that space to be as a learning 

support.  Several participants even expressed that their main activities on Facebook over 
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the course of the semester revolved around the cohort group and that it was the main 

reason they checked in on Facebook on a daily basis. 

However, due to this shift of coming to use Facebook as a learning space in 

addition to a social space, certain changes have occurred that seem to impact pre-service 

teachers’ Acceptable Identity Fragments.  Since there is academic value for the 

participants to connect with cohort members on Facebook, they do so, even though they 

would not ordinarily want to share that part of their lives with them.  Gretchen explains: 

“I don’t want the girls that are in my professional group to see some of my [Facebook 

content] that they might judge me for.”  As a result, Gretchen elected to use Facebook 

features to limit who can see certain content about her.  She goes on to explain: “I [only 

allow cohort members to see certain things], because I want to be friends with people in 

my cohort, but on the other hand, they need to be able to work with me later.”  This 

relationship goes both ways.  Not only are pre-service teachers concerned about what 

they might share with cohort members, but they are also concerned about what they 

might see.  Brinley explains:  

I have seen pictures of girls with their heads in a toilet like really, really 

messed up.  I wouldn’t want that to be a picture of me. … [Over] Spring 

Break, I saw a lot of girls in my cohort at the beach doing body shots and 

stuff that’s not really appropriate professionally. 

This forced social relationship, in which pre-service teachers find themselves 

concerned about both seeing and showing too much to their learning community peers 

has real implications on their practice and professional relationships with one another.  

Brinley goes on to explain: “You can’t post like ‘Sorry, I didn’t come to class today; I 

was at the beach,’ or something, because what if that gets back to your professor?”  

Gretchen laments “I miss being able to skip class,” and explains that she changed her 
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name on Facebook to her mother’s maiden name upon entering the cohort specifically 

because, in her words: 

I didn’t want [my cohort members] to look me up and see bad stuff. … You 

might as well hide most of it. … I spend from 8 to 4 with the cohort people, 

and then I go home and do homework. So, all the people that I see [in 

daily life] are part of the cohort. 

In Gretchen’s view, though she needs to use Facebook to keep her connected with the 

cohort learning community, she also needs Facebook to maintain her connections with 

“everyday people” outside of the cohort, and mixing the two on Facebook makes it 

difficult for her. 

For some cohort members, this shift to using Facebook for connecting with a 

learning community undermines their desires to use Facebook in the first place, 

especially if they have to drastically alter what they’re doing.  Lynleigh explains: 

I don’t think I would enjoy [using Facebook just for learning], and I also 

don’t think I would want to be on like a work social networking site if it 

were just for people in my cohort or just people I work with. I mean that 

would be kind of bland. 

Yasmine agrees: 

It’s kind of made me want to just get rid of [Facebook]. I mean, we use it a 

lot, which we’re even talking about in my cohort, … but it’s just kind of 

weird that that’s how we communicate as a cohort, is on Facebook. But, 

really, some of us are even saying it’s probably not the best thing to even 

have a Facebook now … as a teacher. 

Evangeline recounts an experience that brings these issues to a head, in which she feels 

that some of her cohort mates were being cliquish and were making fun of another cohort 

member.  When Evangeline confronted her cohort members about it, she quickly began 

to sense that she was being excluded from their social group and felt vulnerable for 

having her private Facebook information visible to them.  In her words: 

We’re kind of close now, and I don’t think I want them [close to me 

online]. I don’t think I’m interested in them anymore. Some problems 
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came up, and ... we’re all friends on Facebook, we have this cohort group 

page, and so we became friends, but now I don’t think I really want them 

to see [my personal information] … I wouldn’t mind being friends with 

them in real life, physically, I guess. It’s just that I don’t want them to 

know all that [private information] about me. … But now I’m in this 

cohort, and I am just like ‘I’m not even going to post [what I want to post] 

on Facebook, because I don’t want to create any drama.’ …  If I could 

deactivate my account and still be updated on what the [cohort] group 

thing is [doing], I totally would do it. 

This social falling out with her cohort members has made it difficult for Evangeline to 

utilize the learning community and to simultaneously speak her mind and be herself 

online.  Unlike Gretchen, Evangeline does not think that it would be effective to restrict 

what certain groups see, because she feels that doing so would be “too messy” and might 

cause other drama.  She goes on to explain: 

Some people … don’t deserve to know everything about me, because 

maybe they don’t care as much or they’ll use it against me or something 

like that to intentionally harm me. … If I share a lot of things on 

Facebook, they could easily turn those things for their discussion points 

with each other. … It’s so stupid. They’re just ugly people. So, that’s 

probably why I don’t post everything or want to post everything, … 

because now I’m forced to be friends with these people, and so I’m kind of 

forced to invite them into my life. … [But] I don’t think they deserve to be 

there, so I’m not going to post those things anymore, because they are so 

immature, and they would use it to benefit themselves and to harm me, 

because that’s what they do. I don’t want to be friends with people like 

that, but I guess, because they’re in my cohort, I have to become friends 

with people like that, and now it’s just drama. 

Though Evangeline’s example may seem a bit extreme, it reflects her struggle to make 

sense of a tension that comes into existence by collapsing learning and professional 

communities together with participants’ preexisting social communities, as Gretchen and 

Yasmine also expressed.  Because Evangeline does not want to open herself up to social 

ridicule and judgment from her learning group peers, but nonetheless feels the necessity 

to connect with her cohort to support her learning, she no longer feels that she can use 
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Facebook to safely express herself and, rather, chooses to cease using the medium for 

social purposes. 

This same tension and outcome may explain the move to “privacy” that was also 

expressed by many of Evangeline’s peers.  Though they may not have articulated the 

dilemma to this extent or perhaps felt it so acutely, they all have found themselves thrust 

into a social learning environment wherein an expected behavior is to connect with their 

cohort members on Facebook.  As they do this, though, they are forced to shrink or adjust 

their Acceptable Identity Fragments to compensate for this new group of people, who 

may be either very similar or very different from themselves.  Some might, as Gretchen 

expressed, choose to split up their behavior on Facebook, so that they can effectively 

participate in multiple communities or as multiple identities, but this seems to be foreign 

to how most participants have come to see their online identities and smacks of the 

“creepiness” discussed earlier of not acting like oneself.  So, instead of developing 

multiple identities to operate in multiple spaces, pre-service teachers elect to socially 

disengage from such spaces and to become “more private.” 

Lateral Surveillance and “Getting Your Creep On” 

One term that was part of the participants’ vernacular, and which I was not 

acquainted with before interacting with them, is “creep” as a verb for following what 

someone else is doing in an SNS, often without their knowledge.  Participants talked 

about “getting their creep on” by observing the content and information that others post 

online.  This may take the form of periodically going to an ex-boyfriend’s Facebook wall 

to see who he has been talking to, what his relationship status is, and who his female 

friends currently are, combing through a high school acquaintance’s photo albums to find 

out about engagements, weddings, and babies, or befriending a potential romantic interest 
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for the purposes of seeing what their interests are, how they treat others, and what they 

were like in high school. 

This behavior corresponds with Andrejevic’s (2005) notion of lateral surveillance, 

in which “spouses, friends, and relatives” engage in “peer-to-peer surveillance” of one 

another, for the purposes of reestablishing the “everyone-knows-everyone-else’s-business 

world of traditional village life, [thereby] undoing the anonymity of urbanized 

modernity” (p. 481).  In this way, pre-service teachers use tools like Facebook to 

entertain and inform themselves by watching others and consider it to be a necessary 

element of how they stay connected to the world.  However, though almost all 

participants talked about gradually using Facebook less and less over time, what they 

were generally referring to is limiting their posting on Facebook, and not limiting their 

viewing.  In fact, almost all participants, even after completing the training module, 

explained that they “check” Facebook multiple times a day, meaning that they “check up 

on” their peers, even though they may not be actively sharing any new information about 

themselves. 

The reasons that pre-service teachers do this are twofold.  First, they consider 

others’ participation on SNS to have entertainment value, and, in that way, they switch to 

Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest throughout the day, much like they would switch on a 

television talk show or radio station.  Violet explains: “It’s fun to look at people [you’ve 

known] and see what’s going on in their lives.”  As a result, some use SNS as a type of 

social entertainment channel, where they go to see what the newest gossip or happenings 

might be and to kill time.  In their words: 

[If] I’m waiting for someone outside of the building, well I’ll just go 

refresh my Facebook on my phone while I’m waiting, … [or] I don’t want 

to write this paper, so I’m going to go look at this person’s Facebook for a 

few minutes … I will look at it and see like who’s got engaged, who’s got 
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married, who’s dating who, or like looking at girls’ dresses and say ‘that’s 

pretty.’ Like a lot of girls from my high school, they have babies, so I kind 

of felt like ‘I wonder where your life is going.’ Or if there is like a couple 

from high school that I thought was really cute, I am like ‘I wonder when 

they’re going to get married.’ Things like that (Anita). 

[On] Twitter I usually just follow a bunch of celebrities. … I like to watch 

a lot of reality TV shows.  So, like usually when this new show is on, the 

person will tweet something about the show [while it’s playing], so I just 

catch up with all that stuff.  … I get on [Facebook] late at night and kind 

of see what everyone has written … and just kind of see what’s going on 

with them (Jaquelyn). 

I wake up [and] go through my regular morning routine, and then right 

before I leave, I’ll scroll through Facebook. … [Without Facebook, I 

would be like] ‘I wish there were some magical place I could go and see 

what all my friends are doing.’ … But it kind of seems natural, because … 

our society is evolving into technology so much that there should be a 

place you could go to be social … on the internet, and I think that’s why 

there’s Facebook and MySpace and social forums and things like that 

(Penelope). 

[Facebook is for] looking through something, just because you’re bored. 

… Twitter, I just get on it, because I’m bored. … Sometimes you have 

friend suggestions, and you are like ‘oh, I forgot you,’ kind of forget they 

existed, and … then people getting married or having kids. They don’t 

really talk to [you], but you used to be really close to them, and so that’s 

kind of cool to see that (Callista). 

I’m a silent observer. … [Using Facebook is] kind of just like a filler. Like 

I’m sitting around waiting for class to start; let me get on Facebook. Or 

I’m bored, and TVs not interesting right now; I get on Facebook. So, [if I 

left Facebook, I’d] have to figure out something else to do with those little 

times like that (Kelli). 

I feel like I want to know more about people. I’ve always been curious 

about people and all of that, but I think with Facebook it kind of creates 

this idea of wanting to know more (Gretchen). 

[How much I use Facebook] depends on how focused I am in class. Like 

today I just wasn’t. I’m tired today, and I had a long week, so I was just on 

Facebook like all of class. … I don’t like [Facebook] very much, but the 

only reason I still use it is because people have put [up] pictures, and I 

love looking at pictures … so I can keep updated (Winter). 

I just kind of [get on SNS] for fun. … Facebook is like creeping on other 

people, just like seeing what they’re up to … [I] see what all my friends 
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are up to at different schools and stuff and look through their pictures 

(Nora). 

I used [Pinterest] a lot during finals to kind to distract myself from 

studying (Fiona).  

Despite this interest in social interaction, gossip, and the alleviation of boredom, some 

participants recognized problems with how they were using SNS, ranging from it being a 

waste of time to being nosy and encroaching upon others’ rights to privacy.  In their 

words: 

I kind of feel like, in some ways, [Facebook is] a waste of time, but it’s 

also like an indulgence for me … I mean I like looking at other people’s 

risqué material (Lynleigh).  

I feel like a lot of the time [using Facebook is] just seeing what everyone 

else is doing. … It is kind of being nosy, actually. … People like to use 

Facebook to kind of be nosy and stalk other people … it is very gossipy 

and nosy (Brinley). 

My sister found her teacher on a dating website and went out [and] 

printed a million copies of [her profile] and put it all over the school. … 

So embarrassing (Yasmine). 

These statements suggest that even though the participants receive a great deal of 

entertainment value from following and “creeping on” people in their lives, they do 

recognize that such behavior is gossipy, addicting, or distracting. 

However, the second reason that pre-service teachers use SNS as a form of lateral 

surveillance is more utilitarian.  Namely, they use information gleaned from SNS to 

inform social decisions in their lives.  Yasmine talked about how her sorority uses 

Facebook to screen out potential members as follows: 

We use Facebook a lot to check out girls who are in high school, … I 

know there’s been a lot of examples of us finding things out on Facebook 

and then wanting to not have girls in our sorority based on stuff we found. 

Just as Yasmine’s sorority uses Facebook for determining who might be good candidates 

for their organization, other participants use the medium for vetting potential romantic 
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interests or for informing their relationships with former romantic partners.  In their 

words: 

[I use Facebook] to stalk potential boyfriends. … Some of my friends look 

at their ex-boyfriends, and they’re like ‘oh, that girl is so ugly’ if he has a 

picture with them (Violet). 

I can’t say that I haven’t been above stalking images of an ex-boyfriend 

and finding out things about their life (Helena). 

This process of social vetting is also used more generally, though, to inform friendships, 

relationships with acquaintances and colleagues, and choices regarding children’s 

teachers. Winter explains: 

I like looking at old friends [on Facebook] and talking with them and new 

people I meet that are people I may be working with in the future. I like to 

look at their stuff. … It keeps me updated on a lot of things … I like 

looking at people who I don’t know … I will go through their pictures and 

look at their clothes and stuff and even if I don’t know them or I’ve talked 

to them once … I can usually find people that I’ve met … I know I’m 

probably going to look up my [child’s] teacher or their tutor or something 

just to get a little background on them. 

From these statements, we see that pre-service teachers use SNS to “creep on” social 

connections in order to inform their future relationships with those people, but such 

utilitarian uses of SNS have clear problems if we consider our earlier discussions of the 

Authentic Identity Fragment, issues of control and sharing, and growing up and the 

digital present.  Some participants recognized these problems, while others did not.  

Yasmine offered a clear example in which her peers’ lateral surveillance was 

problematic: 

I know a lot of people have changed or lost a significant amount of weight, 

and [other] people are like ‘oh my gosh!’ … I have a friend [that] didn’t 

know [this one guy I know], and he was so heavy in high school, and I’m 

like ‘what does it matter now? He has a great personality!’ They’re like 

‘okay, [he] didn’t do anything in high school, he was so lame in high 

school,’ and I’m like ‘he’s a senior in college now! That’s okay. People 

change.’ But it’s just kind of weird … because it’s out there and it’s easily 

accessed that people … think that you should maybe judge a prospective 
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[boyfriend] based upon how they were five years ago. … I just think that 

maybe people don’t [realize] that’s weird, but I think when you talk about 

it, they [realize] that’s not good. 

In Yasmine’s example, her peers were judging a prospective boyfriend based upon who 

he was in high school (e.g. weight, activities, etc.), and though she thinks that this is 

unfair and weird, she feels it is a common occurrence amongst her peers with the 

medium.  Perhaps this is because pre-service teachers buy into the belief that Facebook 

reflects authentic identity when it comes to other people, while simultaneously rejecting 

the principle when considering how Facebook portrays themselves.  That is, they 

recognize that their online participation is merely an incomplete Acceptable Identity 

Fragment, but nonetheless feel that they can judge others’ authentic identity based upon 

their limited online participation.  Gretchen brings this issue to a head by pointing out the 

following:   

It kind of scares me sometimes to think [that] I want to know [people 

more] through a virtual … screen than I do as an actual person. What 

about me? I’m the one who wants people to know me [as] an actual 

person. So, it’s kind of conflicting to try to figure that out. 

PROFESSIONALISM 

The primary goal of the study was to determine how pre-service teachers’ views 

of professionalism related to their online participation and authentic identities and how 

using the training module as a teaching moment impacted this relationship.  To discuss 

these findings, I will first consider pre-service teachers views on professionalism as taken 

from their initial interviews before the training and then consider any changes to these 

views after the training, as described in focus groups and the follow-up interview, and I 

will then discuss some specific issues that arose out of this shift. 
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Before the Training 

When initial interviews were conducted, many participants talked about being 

careful online out of professional considerations.  They tended to talk very generally 

about issues of professionalism and the appropriateness of content they shared but 

nonetheless tended to believe that they presented themselves in both a fun and 

professional manner within SNS.  In their words: 

I definitely try to keep [my Facebook content] more professional. ... There 

are pictures of me at bars and having fun with friends, ... so [my online 

persona is] fun-professional, a good mix like of work and play (Anita). 

I don’t really have anything too crazy on [Facebook], I guess. My page is 

pretty professional ... My mom always tells me not to put anything up that 

I wouldn’t want my grandmother to see ... If I think it’s questionable, then 

a future employer is most definitely going to think it’s questionable ... I 

don’t know necessarily what the line is, but, like I said, anything that your 

grandmother would approve of, I guess (Ingrid). 

[My Facebook content is] pretty professional (Brinley). 

I definitely wouldn’t allow a picture of me [drunk] on the floor. Bars [are] 

okay, but on the floor of the bar, not so much. … I do have pictures of me 

at the beach and wake boarding and at the bars, … [but] I don’t have 

statuses like ‘Oh my God, I got so wasted this weekend!’ (Anita).  

I try to present myself in a fun way, but … now that I’m getting closer in 

my profession, I’m trying to keep it [more strict] …  I’m trying to keep it 

professional (Jaquelyn). 

I try to act differently on Facebook than I do in real life, … because I had 

just heard so many warnings about jobs and employers looking at your 

Facebook profile (Lynleigh). 

[My profile on Facebook is] just pretty put-together and classy. …  The 

way you dress in pictures and what you’re doing should definitely reflect 

how teachers should act (Nora).  

I don’t put anything that could be bad professionally for me (Evangeline). 

Despite these explanations, participants generally had difficulty articulating issues like 

what professionalism in SNS actually looks like and what constitutes appropriate and 

inappropriate action online, and their answers were rather diverse. When pressed to 
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define behaviors that might be inappropriate, most participants began by talking about 

underage drinking and pictures depicting alcohol use and abuse.  As they reported: 

A lot of … the people that I associate with, most of them you know, drink 

before they’re 21, so it’s not really different once they turn 21. ... Probably 

pictures like you partying and drinking and stuff are probably not 

something that a business is going to want to see (Ingrid). 

No obscene pictures or anything like that … like when you go to parties 

and stuff and maybe even pictures with an alcoholic beverage or 

something might be considered … [inappropriate] maybe (Jaquelyn). 

I think that even when you are of legal drinking age, I still don’t think it’s 

that appropriate to be putting pictures of yourself when you’re drunk on 

Facebook (Zoe). 

The only picture I have on [Facebook] of me drinking alcohol is one drink 

on my 21st birthday, and I was at a restaurant, so that’s not a big deal, 

and the things that I post are not going to be anything that [a potential 

employer] would worry about (Callista). 

I wouldn’t post pictures of me throwing up [from alcohol use]. ... I would 

[tell others to] take down the party pictures. ... I would take down stuff 

where you are, I don’t know, on a table or something like that 

(Evangeline). 

I’ve had my underage drinking going on, but in those photos I was always 

very careful about what I put, especially on Facebook, because before I 

was 21, I used to have photos of me at parties with cups and stuff. I always 

make sure that no one can see what’s inside of the cup in that picture, so I 

always tilted towards me. And then whenever there was a picture of me 

holding a beer, I would always put it behind me so no one could see it. So, 

those pictures I always have to be cautious about that (Fiona). 

Before I was 21 there was never any pictures of any alcohol in the 

background. I’m never holding a cup, even if it’s water. ... I don’t have as 

much censorship about alcohol [now], because I am 21. … I’ve had 

students be like ‘Do you drink beer?’ and I’m like ‘Well, I’m 21, so I’m 

allowed to drink beer’ (Violet). 

This emphasis on alcohol use may reflect the pre-service teachers’ current culture 

as college juniors in a university that has various subcultures that value social drinking 

but also may reflect self-awareness about alcohol use that began in high school.  As Fiona 

and others mentioned, many participants either drank while underage themselves or knew 
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of others who did, and, as a result, their cultural group had to think through issues of 

underage drinking on SNS in high school in order to stay out of legal trouble.  If they had 

to think through the need to censor their alcohol use on SNS while in high school and 

their early years of college, then it seems that this worry and concern would likely 

transfer to professional angst about the subject now that they are transitioning into 

becoming teachers, while other potentially problematic content, like cussing, risqué 

photos, and so forth, might not be central to their reasoning about professionalism, 

because these had not been areas of concern for the participants in earlier stages of their 

lives.  This is perhaps evidenced in the fact that all participants agreed that content 

depicting a person as being drunk (e.g. on tables, under tables, on bars, etc.) or suffering 

the effects of alcohol poisoning (e.g. vomiting) should not be placed online.  It is 

important to note however, that participants had different views of alcohol use on SNS, 

ranging from those who believed that it would be okay to show themselves drinking 

responsibly online, if they are of legal drinking age, to those who felt that alcohol 

references of any kind would be inappropriate.  Most participants fell in the former camp 

and believed that since it was legal for them to drink, then there should be no reason for 

them to hide their responsible drinking, but there were still several who fell into the latter 

camp. 

Once they had at least mentioned alcohol, many participants stopped when 

attempting to list behaviors that might be inappropriate, which suggests that most of 

participants’ concerns for professionalism in SNS revolve around depictions of drinking.  

However, others expanded the discussion of inappropriateness to include the sharing of a 

variety of items and behaviors, such as risqué photos, crude language, vulgarities, illicit 

drugs, and illegal activities.  The following excerpts highlight some of the diversity of 

these beliefs: 
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I try not to post, you know, curse words or inappropriate photos ... I don’t 

post anything in any way risqué usually ... [because] you need to put on a 

professional persona in a sense. ... I don’t put [risqué photos] up. I don’t 

take them. ... Photos of girls in bikinis or working out or people, you know, 

going to [a bar] or different bars and ... dancing on top of the bar, ... 

sticking my middle fingers up ... There’s no photos of things like that 

(Brinley). 

I stopped cussing on Facebook ... I was definitely much more risqué 

before [a year ago]. … I would talk about past boyfriends or whatever and 

subtle humor with my friends (Lynleigh).  

I don’t ever like flick off the camera or anything (Winter). 

Inappropriate things [shouldn’t] be put on Facebook, like bad pictures, 

like nude pictures. ... I don’t have like any wild photos or anything like 

that. I think I could definitely take some pictures down from maybe like on 

vacation if I’m wearing a swimsuit. ... If anyone’s doing anything illegal, 

they shouldn’t put that on Facebook (Nora). 

Pictures with drinking too much, exposed like swimsuits or clothing, and 

then statuses [might be inappropriate].  It’s like no cuss words, no ‘I’m 

going crazy tonight and doing this.’ Like don’t come off as a wild person, I 

guess. I guess nothing that would be illegal to do (Kelli). 

I definitely don’t use inappropriate language. ... I’m not breaking any 

laws, but I still ... don’t have any crazy raging party pictures. ... Abiding 

by the law is a good start, and I’m going to be a teacher, so I probably 

shouldn’t have provocative pictures or inappropriate language. … People 

[shouldn’t] trash talk … their boss on Facebook. ... If somebody was 

smoking out of a bong ... that would be something that shouldn’t go on 

Facebook (Violet). 

Pictures of [me] at a foam party probably would not go over well when 

I’m trying to get hired as a teacher, ... [or] status updates about crazy 

weekends, ... because people get crazy at those parties, and they lose 

control. Who knows what goes down. You might get a record from it, 

especially if you are underage (Fiona). 

Despite the openness of some of these confessions and the diversity of belief, almost all 

participants tended to think that they outperformed their peers in terms of how 

appropriately they presented themselves online, and none seemed to think that their 

behavior was more risky than that of their peers.  Universally, participants agreed that 
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illegal activities (e.g. illicit drug use, underage drinking, etc.) were professionally 

inappropriate to post in SNS. 

Differences in opinion, however, on content depicting alcohol use and the 

appropriateness of other content (e.g. bikini photos, cussing, etc.) seemed to be closely 

connected with whether or not participants felt that teachers were held to a different 

standard than their peers in other professions (e.g. engineers, doctors, lawyers, etc.).  In 

these initial interviews, many participants did not feel that there were any differences in 

cultural expectations between teachers and other professionals, considering 

professionalism to be merely a matter of maturity that people grew into as they left 

college and moved into the “grown-up” world.  Fiona explains: “I think [expectations of 

professionalism] are the same [for everyone] … you always want to present yourself as a 

professional, and I think that … it factors into who you are as a person.”  Jacquelyn 

agrees: “I don’t think [professionalism for teachers is different from others], I just think 

maybe in general, whenever you’re applying for jobs, I’m pretty sure people want to see 

someone who is more professional than [someone who], I don’t know, who’s always 

been crazy.”  And Violet follows up: “I think that we all are expected to have a 

professional side of our lives.” 

Alternatively, others felt that teachers were held to a different or higher standard 

when compared to other professionals.  Kelli explains: 

I feel like teachers have to be saints. They can’t have anything wrong, 

even like as far as if you’re a teacher and get a DUI or DWI, you could 

lose your ability to teach, when other professions don’t even have to worry 

about that, and so I feel like on Facebook it’s kind of similar. 

Recognizing disparities in professional expectations between themselves and peers in 

other professions, participants seemed to believe that the difference stemmed from 

teachers’ relationships with and responsibilities toward children.  In their words: 
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I think that there’s probably even a higher expectation for teachers just 

because we’re going to be working with kids, and so, we have to think 

about what would be appropriate to them, because what would be 

appropriate to someone our age or older is not necessarily something that 

they’re going to want to see. And also their parents are … trusting us with 

the most precious thing in their life, which would be their kid, and so they 

want someone who has … good values, good morals. … I definitely think 

that teachers are probably held to a higher standard as far as Facebook is 

concerned than a lot of other companies and businesses and stuff (Ingrid). 

I definitely … feel like other peers and friends of mine that do not want to 

go into a profession with children are able to, I guess, put crazy photos up 

if they want and things like that,  … [because] other professions aren’t 

dealing with children (Brinley). 

I have the experience of having been in the art world. [In the art world] it 

really didn’t matter. … I had bosses who had nude photos of themselves 

[online]. … In fact, the crazier you appear maybe the more creative you 

would be, and the more fun you would be to work with, which was 

important. As teachers, we have to be concerned with every culture out 

there, because every child goes to school. So every parent, you know, is 

going to be judging who their child is around. I mean you have to fit 

within the realm of what all these different people see is acceptable 

(Helena). 

This recognition that the difference stemmed from teachers’ relationships to students 

further led some participants to justify such scrutiny, explaining that they believe that 

teachers should be held to a higher standard than their peers.  They explain: 

I feel sort of like that because we are placed in responsibility of kids … we 

should hold ourselves to the highest standards. [Some other professionals] 

work with other people their age, so it’s not like you could be influencing 

them, and … [your students] could look you up … [on your] Facebook 

account. … That can influence … [and] can be a bad image for a kid. You 

don’t want them to see that. It’s kind of like how doctors and lawyers are 

held to a higher standard, because they’re so responsible for such a big 

and important thing (Evangeline). 

If I was a parent, would I want my student’s teacher to have pictures of 

her drinking on Facebook? ... Because children are so naturally inclined 

to follow examples, especially people who they view above themselves, like 

someone who’s leading them, would I want my son’s teacher to have 

pictures of her drinking on Facebook? No. … So I kind of understand … 

why … there’s so much pressure on us not to post those kinds of things. … 
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I think that with other professions there is less of that pressure, because 

you are not working with their kids. … It’s not like they are entrusting 

their child to you for seven hours a day, five days a week for … there’s 

like 140 days in school. … I feel like there’s a little bit more pressure on 

teachers (Penelope). 

I think that there are certain expectations that I think a teacher should be 

and what other people think a teacher should be and that I am definitely 

going to keep that up on [SNS]. … We’re going to be dealing with kids 

every day. We’re going to be dealing with parents every day. … We also 

are role models, like somebody who is just, I think, an accountant, who 

are they a role model to other than maybe their kids or something or the 

intern below them? … We have so many people looking up to us that we 

should give a positive appearance (Nora). 

Even in these cases, though, hard and fast rules of appropriateness were difficult 

to come by but often included phrases like “nothing bad,” “no partying,” “no alcohol,” 

“no drunk pictures,” “no cussing,” and so forth. In general, the issue seemed like a fuzzy 

area for the participants. Even if they had clear rules for themselves, they had difficulty 

universalizing these rules and explaining how rules might apply to teachers generally.  

They also had no recognizable source that they could look to for clear standards of 

appropriateness (i.e. what is and is not okay). Some participants had adopted self-

imposed standards (like not posting content “that I wouldn’t want my grandmother to 

see” [Ingrid]), but these standards were generally treated as intuitive or as personal 

convictions. 

Further, for most participants, their senses of professionalism did not feel to 

constrict what they were doing or to lead them to act in a way online that they lamented. 

Rather, most saw their willing self-censorship as an important behavior that either 

reflected their desires for privacy, their processes of growing up, their aims to be seen as 

“a good girl” (Brinley), or their concerns for others to get to know them in real-life 

situations. Thus, though most self-censored to some extent, they did not feel like they 

were losing anything by doing so but were, in our framework, willingly beginning to 
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adjust their Acceptable Identity Fragments “to fit within the realm of what all these 

different people see is acceptable” (Helena), even if they could not yet clearly articulate 

exactly what would be acceptable to “all these different people.” 

Age Differences and Prior Professional Experience 

Most participants’ ages ranged from 20 to 21, and few mentioned having any type 

of former employment that led them to think about their online participation.  Two 

participants were significantly older than the rest.  Helena and Lynleigh were both in 

their late twenties, but Lynleigh’s views on SNS seemed very much in line with her 

younger peers, while Helena was a bit of an oddity in that she seemed to have thought a 

lot about professionalism in SNS previous to our interviews and could articulate with 

clarity what she viewed to be appropriate and inappropriate behavior for pre-service 

teachers in online spaces. 

Unlike her younger peers, who had recently transitioned from high school and had 

used Facebook throughout those formative years, Helena had worked for many years in 

professional settings and is a newcomer to Facebook, having used it for only about a year 

and a half. Helena considers herself to be a very private person and is hesitant to share 

personal information online, and a major part of the reason for this is that she enjoys the 

control that face-to-face communication gives her in making sure that the people she 

communicates with do not misrepresent or misunderstand what she says.  For that reason, 

she feels that spaces like Facebook make it difficult for people to manage others’ 

perceptions of themselves.  She does, explain, however, that this might just stem from her 

experience growing up: 

I didn’t grow up with [SNS]. Perhaps people growing up with it are going 

to be … more capable of communicating more fluently and more civilly. 

For me it just seems like there’s no way it can work, but maybe it’s just my 

mindset. 
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Because her peers are using Facebook, Helena feels social pressure to participate 

in it as well.  However, she does not use it very much and only occasionally resorts to it 

to “creep on” people from her past (e.g. ex-boyfriends). Given her professional 

background, Helena is critical of her peers and believes that their lack of experience in 

professional settings makes it difficult for them to make wise choices when deciding 

what to share online.  In her words: “a lot of their lives are still in this really small 

bubble, and they don’t really see past that and see the repercussions that could come from 

negative things.”  She believes that there is a “blurry line” that her peers do not 

understand between professional and personal.  She explains: “When you are being hired 

for a job, [potential employers] are going to look at your Facebook, but … [younger 

people] don’t understand that those social things that they put out there can negatively 

affect their professional lives.” Additionally, she feels that teachers are in a difficult 

situation professionally, because expectations for them require that they carefully remain 

inoffensive to everyone, whereas other professions, like artists, would not have this 

requirement. 

Her professional background gave Helena a head start on her peers, in some ways, 

but Helena also experienced many of the same tensions faced by her peers and 

empathizes with them.  She explains: 

[They need a greater ability] to control what’s put out about them, … 

[because they] have to fit into a mold. [They] have to be, you know, 

incredibly [politically correct] and that’s kind of a scary world, too, 

because then [they’re] not being expressive or creative. 

Ultimately, she feels safe with her online participation in large part because she is so 

private, but she feels that her peers are not that way, and for this reason, she believes that 

they have a lot more to worry about. 
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With regards to privacy and professional experience, Helena was not wholly 

distinct from her peers, since some others, like Penelope, had previous professional 

experiences that informed their views or similarly considered themselves to be so private 

that they had little to worry about with their online participation.  Nonetheless, Helena’s 

point of view represents one side of a spectrum of professional awareness that none of 

her peers could completely match, and her uniqueness seems to have been a difference of 

degree rather than kind.  That is, she was saying similar things to her peers and 

recognizing similar tensions, but she had taken them further than any others had at that 

point in time, and we may conclude that this distinguishing characteristic may not wholly 

be entwined with her age, since some much younger peers were starting to move in that 

same direction, and since her age peer, Lynleigh, was in many ways further in the other 

direction than many of the younger participants. 

After the Training 

As described previously, the training module was designed to teach the 

participants about issues like moral turpitude in teaching contracts and state legislation 

and the authority that school districts have to pass judgment on teachers who violate 

moral turpitude in electronic media.  In so doing, the training module catalogues a list of 

teachers who have been fired for a variety of offenses, which is intended to shock pre-

service teachers into considering how their own behaviors in online spaces might be 

problematic in the future.  The training module shocked and surprised participants in a 

few key ways.  First, it seems that participants were not completely aware that their 

behavior would be watched and scrutinized by others, and this realization surprised them.  

In their words: 

[The training module] shocks you … to be like ‘Oh, I need to watch what 

I’m doing’ (Gretchen). 
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I hadn’t really thought about [the scrutiny] and how every little thing that 

you do can come back to bite you in the butt (Zoe).  

I have a very laissez-faire attitude toward things, and [while taking the 

training] I was like: ‘Why do you care? Your kids don’t know in 

prekindergarten, they’re not reading [Facebook profiles], so why does it 

upset you so much?’ (Anita). 

Most participants, though, had at least considered the fact that their behavior might be 

under scrutiny.  However, even many of these were surprised at the severity of the 

scrutiny.  They explain: 

I was surprised at the reasons that people could actually be fired (Anita). 

The only thing that shocked me was people getting fired for not something 

illegal. … People just didn’t like it, and so that’s kind of crazy, because it 

is like we are teachers, but we are also people too (Callista). 

I was really surprised … about how serious it is. Before I had this mindset 

that ‘yeah, I don’t want people to think this about me,’ but I thought 

people could still choose to post stuff, even if they didn’t care what people 

thought, and it’s their freedom to do that, but if you choose this profession 

you have your freedoms almost taken away. You don’t have the choice to 

post absolutely anything, because you could lose your job or other 

consequences (Brinley). 

There are … small things that teachers did [that got them fired], and I 

don’t know, you may just not realize the implications of that, but you have 

to be so aware at all times that any possible thing you do can and will get 

out there (Zoe). 

These responses suggest that though the module may not have introduced online 

professionalism as a new subject to the participants, it did raise their understanding of the 

severity of the issue and led them to be more self-aware of the minutiae that they post 

online.  Ingrid explains: 

I’ve always been aware that I need to be careful about what I put on my 

Facebook and stuff, but I guess … I’m even more aware of the importance 

of it. So, I’ve always kind of been aware, but just doing all of this has 

made me kind of just even more careful about the kinds of things that I’m 

putting on the internet about myself and my students. 
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Others agreed that participation in the study had helped them to become more 

self-aware, even if it had not led them to drastically change their behavior.  In their 

words: 

I don’t think that I’ve changed my [online behavior] all that much. I think 

I’m even more conscious of things I’m posting than I was before just 

because I know that I’m going to be applying for jobs soon (Violet). 

I wouldn’t say that I’m putting up anything different, but I’m definitely 

thinking about things a lot before I put them up. … I don’t think I ever had 

anything inappropriate, … but I just want to be very careful (Nora). 

Previously I hadn’t thought of you are putting this out there and anyone 

can see it. … I hadn’t really thought about that and … so now it’s just like 

I’m very cautious about putting things up (Zoe). 

I’ve just been more careful … I think it’s a really good experience thinking 

about it, and it’s definitely something I think is going to affect a lot of 

people in the future (Yasmine). 

I’ve been a lot more careful about what I post, because you never know 

who knows someone else. So, if you post something, especially about when 

you’re in the classroom, if you post something about a kid, retell a story 

about a kid, or you describe the kid, someone who knows someone could 

tell that parent and you could get into a lot of trouble (Penelope). 

I think that the level of awareness has definitely gone up since taking the 

module and thinking about it. I know that I always want to present myself 

in a positive way and not in a negative way, and so I guess that Facebook 

and Twitter and some of the other social sites that I use could be a way for 

me to continue that, and I do think there’s a pro in censoring myself a 

little bit more, because it forces me to be aware of how I’m presenting 

myself (Fiona). 

I guess I feel like I do have more of an understanding of what’s expected, 

like that your personal life does reflect on you professionally, and I never 

really thought about that before (Gretchen). 

In addition to the study and the training module, however, participants were also 

involved in their professional development sequences (PDS), which involved teacher 

education coursework and discussions with their instructors on issues related to 

professionalism, so it is likely that their increased self-awareness did not come solely as a 
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result of the training module or participation in the study.  However, some participant 

feedback suggests that participants felt their development of self-awareness outpaced that 

of their peers, who only completed the training module, as a result of their participation 

in the study.  In their words: 

Towards the middle of the semester, Spring Break, I saw all my peers 

[who were not participating in the study] with pictures of alcohol or 

something else (Brinley). 

I don’t think [my cohort members who were not part of the study] were 

affected [by the training] very much at all (Nora). 

Some of my friends in my cohort, who friended me, I see them post stuff, 

and I’m just like ‘I don’t think that picture of you in a swimsuit should be 

on there,’ but I think that this experience made me a lot more aware of it, 

and I like it. It’s good (Gretchen). 

Though only the training module was intended to be a teaching moment, it seems that the 

entire study served as a teaching moment, or had a Hawthorne effect, on participants and 

influenced them to become more self-aware about their online participation in a way that 

they felt to be valuable.  In particular, participants found the focus groups, and the 

opportunities they afforded for talking through these issues with their peers, to be most 

valuable.  They explain: 

 [These issues are] not something that you would just talk about normally 

unless you are in this kind of situation. So, I thought that was helpful. … I 

think especially when we did our [focus group], talking to people that are 

my age, and being able to go through the process with them was helpful 

and hearing their thoughts, because they’re in the same position as me, 

and they’re going to be teachers like me as well (Ingrid). 

Talking about it in the [focus group], when the other girls and I came in 

here, that was probably the most influential meeting, because we all talked 

about it, and I saw what other people look at and what other people think, 

and I like … the discussion and to see what they think is going to be 

questioned. … I had never thought about their religion or politics until 

talking with them, so it was nice to get other aspects to make sure that I 

have the most professional Facebook as possible (Nora).  
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I think that [online professionalism] would actually be a good thing to 

discuss a lot more with other pre-service teachers who didn’t do this 

[study] (Gretchen). 

In addition to gaining self-awareness, though, it seems that reasoning through these issues 

with their peers may have also empowered participants to become more vocal in their 

peer group about issues of professionalism.  Brinley explains: 

When I do see fellow cohort friends do something [questionable online 

now,] I would probably mention to them like ‘Hey, I know you can get in a 

bind if this is ever brought back up,’ so I kind of look out for these girls. … 

[Before participating in the study,] I probably would’ve felt like it wasn’t 

my place … I probably would have just looked at it and thought ‘that’s 

probably not a good idea,’ but now I would probably say something for 

sure. 

Though part of Brinley’s newfound willingness to speak up on these issues certainly 

comes from the deepening relationships she had developed with cohort members over the 

semester, from her response it seems that her increased knowledge on the subject, 

particularly of teachers who have ‘gotten into a bind’ from inappropriate content, now 

allows her to feel more comfortable to talk about these issues with her peers.  Thus, 

though participants may not have drastically altered what they post online as a result of 

participating in the study, they seem to have developed greater interest and comfort in 

engaging other pre-service teachers in these issues, which suggests that though they may 

have been acting intuitively before, they may now feel more comfortable rationally 

discussing their behaviors online.  I will now discuss how this shift in self-awareness 

impacted and interacted with participants’ authentic identities in a few key ways. 

Fear and Confidence 

As the study progressed, participants discussed a variety of issues that led them to 

feel either afraid or confident about their online participation.  Factors contributing to 

confidence included having a strict “moral pointer” (Violet) with regard to things they 
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post, being private in terms of who they share things with, and posting on sites that they 

do not feel to be widely read or accessed.  This third point is especially interesting and 

deserves a bit more explanation, because even though participants might post personal 

information publically on the web through a site like Tumblr or Twitter, they feel more 

confident about posting such information to those sites merely because they feel that their 

peers and potential employers do not access them as much as they might access 

Facebook.  Thus, the obscurity of the venue, even though the venue may not employ any 

privacy settings, encourages pre-service teachers to share more information, and in 

contradistinction to this, part of the reason that pre-service teachers have gradually posted 

less to sites like Facebook seems to be a result of their witnessing these sites becoming 

more and more popular.  In other words, the more popular a site is, the more fear pre-

service teachers have when posting to it, whereas if a site is more obscure, then they will 

feel more confident in sharing personal information on that site, regardless of the site’s 

privacy settings. 

Fear in posting information online was also influenced by other factors, which 

included the number of pictures participants had on a particular site, the existence of 

potentially inappropriate content, and changing site preferences with regard to privacy 

and sharing.  This last factor arises in large part as a response to Facebook, which has 

developed a negative reputation amongst participants for changing user privacy settings 

with little or no warning and for making privacy settings difficult to understand and 

manage.  Winter laments: “The new Facebook is just so confusing to me.”  Anita agrees: 

“[Facebook’s] privacy settings are not user-friendly, and they’re confusing.”  This 

confusion leads some pre-service teachers to live in uncertainty as to how private or 

public their content is, and, as a result, they are fearful to post anything, further leading 

them to disengage from taking an active participatory role in the medium. 
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There also seems to be a “big brother” type fear of Facebook and other large sites, 

in which pre-service teachers fear what information such sites are gathering about them 

and how readily they are sharing this information with third parties.  In a focus group, 

Nora warned her peers that “the government has software where they can get past 

privacy. … They have programs where they can get past all your privacy settings, and we 

work for the Texas government, so they can get past all the privacy settings.”  Yasmin 

continues: 

Anytime you put your interests or songs or anything [on Facebook], all 

the advertisements specifically target towards you. They are targeting you, 

and that’s why people pay so much to advertise on Facebook. … 

Sometimes people forget … that Facebook is a billion-dollar company.  

They want to make money.  They’re going to make money. … My dad’s 

company [pays] Facebook to give them access to Facebook pages.  You 

don’t have to be friends with people to gain access, and I think people 

forget that.  They’ve come to see Facebook like, ‘Oh, it’s really friendly, 

and Facebook is free.’  [Facebook wants] to help you get in contact with 

your friends, but ultimately, they are making money off of you and 

sometimes your misfortune. … I think people just don’t really understand 

how quickly Facebook isn’t going to back you up or whatever when it 

becomes your problem.  … It becomes your problem when you lose your 

job. 

Participants feel that their information is being coaxed out of them and then stands to be 

used against them when it is in the best interest of such sites to share that information, 

and such sentiments are not restricted to Facebook, as Anita expressed: “I’m really 

creeped out by Google, and that’s why I don’t have Google+.” 

From these findings, it seems that pre-service teachers’ framings of their 

Acceptable Identity Fragments online are influenced by fears and uncertainties of, and 

sometimes misplaced trust in, the sites that they are using.  This also suggests that 

participants’ online behavior reflects in part their beliefs and feelings about privacy 

settings and how sites are using their personal information.  In general, it seemed that by 
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merely asking questions related to privacy and information sharing through the course of 

the study that participants became less confident about sharing information online and 

began questioning assumptions about privacy and information control. 

Politics, Religion, and Being Offensive 

As the study progressed and participants talked more about what constitutes 

inappropriate teacher behavior online, many began to focus heavily on the notion of 

offensiveness, explaining that as teachers they will need to be careful to not offend any 

students, parents, administrators, or other community members with their words or 

behaviors.  This focus on not being offensive stems from both professional and personal, 

empathetic considerations.  As Helena explains: “I’m very empathetic, so I would never 

want to say something that could be offensive or taken wrong or make it seem as though I 

have a narrow opinion about something that I actually don’t.”  As role models and 

somewhat public figures, participants believed that teachers need to tread carefully in 

certain areas (such as religion and politics), because they will be expected to work for and 

with a diversity of people, representing various beliefs and value systems.  Violet 

explains: 

If you have really strong opinions that are offensive to a majority of 

people or would offend your students or their families, then you shouldn’t 

display those. [It’s] not that you can’t have [those opinions or beliefs], but 

you shouldn’t display them on something like Facebook. 

Some potentially inappropriate content (e.g. nude photos, racial slurs, etc.) seemed to be 

matters of common sense for participants, but only some participants went so far as to say 

that teachers should be punished for such violations.  For instance, Violet and Evangeline 

talked about the importance of not expressing racist beliefs online, because they felt that 

if a teacher is racist or otherwise bigoted, then their “personal beliefs could potentially, or 
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maybe already [have] harmed, [their] students” (Evangeline) and that teachers should be 

held accountable and punished for any such expressions. 

Political beliefs were treated slightly differently, but had a similar outcome.  

Though participants seemed to feel that a plurality of political opinion is a good thing and 

that teachers, like all citizens, should have a right to political opinions, they nonetheless 

seemed to feel that teachers should take care in voicing those opinions.  Just as the pre-

service teachers generally felt that it would not be appropriate for them to express their 

political beliefs and party affiliations in their classrooms, they also felt that they 

“shouldn’t put them in places [like Facebook,] where our students can see them” (Nora).  

For the participants, political beliefs are treated much like any behavior that they might 

be judged for, like wearing a bikini at the beach.  In Ingrid’s words: “I don’t think 

[they’re] really that different, because you have the right to do whatever you want.”  

Violet agrees: 

“If you are a lawyer, you probably wouldn’t have a picture of you in a 

bikini as your profile picture, because you’re trying to have a professional 

thing, and not like that wearing a bikini isn’t professional, but that’s just a 

recreational thing that isn’t in the professional world.” 

In this view, “becoming professional” seems to be equivalent to “becoming apolitical” in 

how you present yourself, but that does not mean that you give up politics.  Rather, 

teachers should find “other outlets” to express political beliefs (Evangeline), which are 

not potentially visible to their students.  In Daphne’s words: “There are lots of other ways 

to express yourself besides Facebook. I mean you don’t have to solely rely on a social 

media site to show everybody who you are. There are lots of other ways to do that.”  

Thus, in participants’ views, Facebook is not the proper medium for teachers to express 

their political beliefs. 
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Religion, on the other hand, seemed to be a different issue altogether for the 

participants.  Barring the case of extreme religious views that espouse bigotry and hatred, 

participants seemed to feel that it was appropriate for them to express religious beliefs 

online even if others might happen to take offense or to disagree with them.  Several 

participants talked about how important their religious beliefs were to them and were at 

least moderately concerned that someone might be offended at or misjudge them for 

those beliefs.  Unlike political views, participants generally felt that though the potential 

for offense might be a concern for religious beliefs, they would, nonetheless, continue to 

express themselves religiously online.  Penelope explains why: 

It would be difficult for my self-concept [to stop expressing my religion 

online,] because I’m so connected to my religion that if I didn’t share it on 

Facebook or if I didn’t put it out there as a part of me, it wouldn’t be 

saying very much about myself. Not that my religion defines me, but … it 

encompasses my life. … [Why] would you … disconnect yourself from 

something that you believe in so strongly? 

This suggests that the relationship between participants’ religious beliefs and their 

identities was much more important to them than the relationship between their political 

beliefs and identity, because their lives were “encompassed” by their religious beliefs.  

That having been said, participants expressed the necessity to keep religion out of their 

classrooms, but strongly felt that they should be able to express themselves religiously in 

spaces that were more public (like Facebook).  Callista, for instance, cannot understand 

what might be inappropriate about “writing an encouraging Bible verse” in a status 

update, Violet likes to share “either quotes about Christianity or how I view my faith or 

Bible verses,” and Penelope clarifies that she is not trying to use Facebook for 

proselytization, but for expression: “It’s not like I’m like ‘Oh, you should believe what I 

believe.’  It’s like ‘Oh, I’m so blessed. Heavenly Father loves me.’”  Penelope concludes: 
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I think I probably could just not say anything [about my religion on 

Facebook], but at the same time, my self-concept comes from [knowing] 

I’m a child of God. … Heavenly Father is real, and he’s a part of my life, 

and so, [not saying anything] would … inhibit [me] from expressing how 

I’m feeling. 

These findings suggest that pre-service teachers are willing to adjust their 

Acceptable Identity Fragments in some ways to fit in with professional expectations, but 

that there are some cases where what may be expected of them cuts so acutely into their 

self-expression that they are afraid of losing their sense of self.  This also suggests that 

some forms of expression (e.g. political views) are considered less central to one’s 

identity than other forms of expression (e.g. religious beliefs).  In this study, though these 

participants clearly felt that religious beliefs were more central to their sense of self than 

were political views, this emphasis on religion may reflect sociocultural values of the 

geographic region, and the emphasis might be shifted in a different context. 

Fairness and Professional Decisions 

Throughout conversations with participants at all stages of the study, there 

seemed to be a clear understanding on the part of pre-service teachers that they were in a 

process of change or professionalization and that this process would continue at least for 

a few more years.  This process and the expectation that they would have to change their 

behavior to meet certain professional requirements were “not unexpected” (Zoe) for 

participants, but many seemed to be surprised at the severity of the professional 

requirement and how seemingly innocuous behaviors on social media are being 

scrutinized by the public (e.g. teachers being fired for seemingly minor indiscretions).  

Upon reflection, many participants came to compare teachers to politicians, with regard 

to the level of scrutiny that their lives are being placed under, and when asked, 



 157 

participants seemed to feel that this level of scrutiny was unfair and unpleasant.  In their 

words: 

It is … shocking that teachers, of all people, can’t really put what they 

want and express themselves through these sites … I feel like kind of its 

unfair why teachers have to worry so much versus everyone else with a 

professional job.… It’s almost kind of sucky that I can’t [share what I 

want] (Brinley). 

I think it’s unfair. I mean as of now we might think we’re okay with it, you 

know, we’re not losing that much, but … you’re only allowed this much 

wiggle room. … I think overall, in the whole population, … we are treated 

unfair (Evangline). 

I do think that there is a difference in what people perceive teachers to be 

[in comparison to other professionals], and I do feel like it’s unrealistic in 

some regards (Penelope). 

Yet, even though participants generally did not believe that the scrutiny they would be 

placed under as teachers was fair, they nonetheless viewed this as a necessary 

compromise for becoming teachers and were generally willing to make necessary 

sacrifices.  They explain: 

We knew what we were getting into, and we knew that we were going to be 

a role model, so we knew we were going to have very high standards 

(Nora). 

It kind of sucks that because you’re going to be a teacher you have certain 

expectations that you might have to carry yourself a little differently. But 

it’s kind of something that you choose. If you choose to be a teacher, it 

kind of goes with that, and I just don’t really see the point of complaining 

(Kelli). 

It’s just something you kind of have to live with … so the slight sadness 

that I might feel by not showing all my spring break pictures to everyone 

in the world compared … to how much I love teaching, how much I love 

being with the kids, it’s not a big deal (Yasmine). 

From these responses, it seems that some pre-service teachers acutely feel the 

pressures of professionalism impacting their online participation and identities, and they 

feel that this is unfair.  However, it’s also clear that pre-service teachers are willing to 
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make this sacrifice, essentially sacrificing a part of their identities, for the greater purpose 

of being able to teach and work with children and becoming role models in their 

communities.  Thus, even at this stage in their professional development, it seems that 

participating pre-service teachers are quite willing to put their students first, even above 

their own desires for self-expression and social participation. 

  



 159 

Chapter 5: Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations 

Social networking site (SNS) use by pre-service teachers is a vibrant ground for 

further research and discussion.  The results in chapter 4 raise various questions related to 

larger societal issues of SNS use, and it seems that based on the findings, I can make 

some recommendations regarding these technologies.  I will now proceed by discussing a 

few of the salient issues raised from these findings and offer recommendations for pre-

service and practicing teachers, school administrators, teacher education programs, and 

SNS developers. 

FRAGMENTS OF THE SELF 

The emergent theory of this study presents the notion of an Acceptable Identity 

Fragment, and the results suggest that pre-service teachers’ AIF in online spaces are 

incomplete, changing, socially negotiated, and heavily restricted. Participating pre-

service teachers only share a very small part of themselves online, and they do not feel 

that this fragment is indicative or representative of who they are as complex, social 

human beings.  Additionally, what and how much information pre-service teachers share 

changes over time and in accordance with life phases such that they feel that as they are 

becoming professionals, they are simultaneously becoming “more private” and are 

seeking for other, less problematic ways of expressing their identities in socially 

meaningful ways. 

These findings lead to a very different view of identity than that held by a naïve 

authentic identity model.  Facebook, for instance, is built on the premise that people have 

authentic identities and that those identities can be expressed and shared in an online 

space by connecting people together as “friends.”  The reality of the situation, however, 

is that human beings find themselves in very few social contexts wherein they are free to 
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express their full authentic identities and, instead, seem to express different Acceptable 

Identity Fragments depending upon the situation.  This is similar to Goffman’s (1959) 

view that “when an individual appears in the presence of others, there will usually be 

some reason for him to mobilize his activity so that it will convey an impression to others 

which it is in his interests to convey” (p. 5) and aligns with Lemke and Van Helden’s 

(2009) notion of identities as emerging from a variety of social contexts as “highly 

adaptable constellations of identifications and affiliations” (p. 153).  This illustration of 

identity as a constellation is interesting, because it implies that identity is an a posteriori 

construct that we must map by connecting the dots between different social contexts.  

Thus, though how we might participate in a specific context (e.g. on Facebook) might 

certainly be useful for plotting our individual identity constellations, extrapolating 

someone’s authentic identity from that single context would be like extrapolating Orion, 

a constellation of seven main stars interpreted by some Western cultures as a hunter, from 

the single star Betelgeuse, the central star of Orion’s belt.  Each social context that makes 

up our authentic identity, like each star in a constellation, is necessarily incomplete for 

telling any kind of story about the larger construct, and if we treat a single context as the 

basis for extrapolating or expressing authentic identity, then we run the risk of 

understanding identity in a very problematic and reductionist way.  Just as saying that the 

constellation Orion can be expressed fully in the star Betelgeuse would reduce the 

constellation from a pictographic two-dimensional entity to a binary one-dimensional 

entity, so too reducing a pre-service teacher’s identity to their participation in a given 

SNS would reduce the variety of social experiences that make up their authentic identities 

to a single, limited point, with nothing to map against. 

The constellation metaphor is of further interest for our discussion, because 

constellations are not realities of the external world.  Rather, they are human mappings of 
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the external world, which vary based upon sociocultural, historic, and individual 

interpretation.  Ancient cultures mapped the stars differently than we do, and they told 

different stories through them.  Thus, though modern western society, with its Graeco-

Roman roots, may see Betelgeuse as being a part of Orion the Hunter, the ancient 

Chinese interpreted it as being part of the White Tiger of the West.  Asking which of 

these two interpretations of this single star is more valid would likely yield no new 

knowledge about the universe, because the way we map the stars into constellations says 

much more about us as sociocultural beings than it does about the heavens themselves.  

An historian studying ancient Chinese astrology would learn little about astronomy but 

would, on the contrary, learn a great deal about Chinese culture.  As with any star, there 

is nothing about Betelgeuse that makes it inherently Hunter-like or Tiger-like.  Rather, 

sociocultural values lead us to interpret it in those contexts or to see it (or not see it) in 

those ways. 

Similarly, trying to differentiate between competing interpretations of identity 

based upon what we observe in a given social context may say much more about our 

sociocultural values and ways of seeing than it does about the authentic identities that we 

are supposedly trying to discern.  Meaningfully recognizing identity is much more 

complicated than merely pointing out something that is readily discernible in the external 

world (e.g. a tree, cloud, building, etc.).  Much like astrologers, as we look at others’ 

behaviors in different contexts, we try to make sense of the pieces and construct mental 

maps to determine how the person’s behaviors in multiple contexts fit together in 

meaningful ways.  Yet, these constructs are created in our minds, and though we may 

think that they reflect reality, and we might even generate arguments and narratives as to 

why they should be interpreted just so, others might interpret them very differently for 

very different reasons.  Thus, it is important to recognize that what we are talking about 
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when we discuss authentic identity is a value-laden, socio-cultural construct of mapped 

interactions between various social contexts. 

The question that this leads to, then, is whether SNS like Facebook are equipped 

to handle such a complex and socially-negotiated view of identity.  Do such SNS depict 

us as Hunters or as Tigers?  Or do they merely depict us as single stars, from which 

observers can map their own (necessarily incomplete) conclusions?  My sense from this 

research is that the latter is more likely than the former.  One’s participation in any SNS 

is merely one fragment of the complex constellation that makes the self, one Acceptable 

Identity Fragment in a field of fragments, which we then use to extrapolate conclusions 

about authentic identity. 

Others may somewhat disagree with this finding. For instance, Marwick and 

boyd’s (2010) discussion of “context collapse” in Twitter, in which they explain that 

users of that medium can develop the ability to maintain communications with multiple 

audiences through it, holds that users of Twitter can successfully interact with people 

from a variety of social contexts within the single context of the Twitter feed.  To do this, 

users of Twitter must develop certain skills in navigating that system and develop a view 

of themselves as “micro-celebrities.”  My response to this, however, is that if we must 

think of ourselves as “micro-celebrities” to use a medium to interact with diverse groups 

of people (i.e. across multiple contexts), then the medium has already changed our views 

of the self.  I would think that few pre-service teachers (or social media users generally) 

think of themselves as micro-celebrities before beginning use of such media.  So, the 

medium assumes that one must change one’s view of the self in order to use it properly.  

By requiring a “context collapse” in terms of those people we talk to and how we talk to 

them, such media also invite a “constellation collapse” in terms of how our identity is 

constructed and expressed. 
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If this study’s findings hold true, however, then the glaring problem is that SNS 

like Facebook do not market themselves in this manner, and we do not treat them in this 

way.  Facebook and other services including Match.com, LinkedIn, and Google+ are built 

on the premise that they can express authentic identity and, by extension, that observers 

can see one’s authentic identity through them.  Facebook has become a multi-billion-

dollar company by convincing investors and advertisers that it knows what participants 

like, who their friends are, what their interests are, where they live, what their beliefs are, 

how they communicate, and what they are likely to buy.  Facebook equates this with 

identity, and we have begun to do the same.  In a telling turn of events, Louisiana 

recently passed a law that requires sex offenders and child predators to disclose their 

criminal status in their SNS profiles (Martinez, 2012), and in response to a California 

lawsuit, Match.com is now screening its site for sex predators (Biddle, 2011).  This turn 

of events suggests that our digital residence in SNS is beginning to be treated similarly to 

our real-life residences and that participants in these spaces are beginning to expect (and 

legally require) a certain level of disclosure from others.  Though the emphasis here is on 

sex offenders, the implications are broader, because these types of requirements suggest 

that we not only have come to believe that a person’s authentic identity can be expressed 

via SNS but that certain interpretations of authentic identity must be expressed via SNS 

or that failure to do so is dishonest, secretive, etc. 

An important question to ask from a societal and educational perspective is: Have 

we accepted this narrative?  When we observe others through a medium like Facebook, 

do we believe that we are observing their authentic selves or do we merely treat it as part 

of the constellation?  Is a person’s behavior on Facebook treated the same way as their 

behavior at work, in a chat room, at church, at a ball game, playing a video game, in a 

classroom, within a learning management system (LMS), or in the shower?  When we see 
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some bit of private information on Facebook, do we think “that must be how she is on 

Facebook,” or do we think “that must be how she is?” 

In education, we need to consider a few issues in light of these findings.  First, it 

has been proposed by some that Facebook and similar sites could be used in educational 

settings to replace or supplement LMS use (e.g. Blackboard, Canvas, etc.), and the 

motivation for doing so likely revolves around the notion that this will improve student 

engagement and social learning.  However, the AIF that students use in Facebook and 

similar sites are likely very different from the AIF that they use in classrooms and other 

academic settings, because students have different goals in each social context.  So, if the 

AIF do not match, then which AIF will survive in the Facebook-like LMS, and what will 

be the costs and benefits of such a transition (both in terms of educational outcomes and 

social expressions of identity)? 

Additionally, if educational administrators are using teachers’ SNS participation 

to make judgments about their identities, how accurate can we expect these judgments to 

be?  If a teacher expresses one AIF at work, another AIF on an SNS, and another AIF at 

home, which of these AIF legitimately represents that teacher’s identity?  Or do they, 

rather, represent Goffman’s (1959) notion of “mobilize[d] … activity” that “will convey 

an impression to others which it is in [the teacher’s] interests to convey” (p. 5)?  Given 

the highly adaptable nature of social participation, educational administrators should be 

careful to pass identity judgments based on a single AIF and should carefully consider the 

social framings of any participation that they are choosing to evaluate. 

Perhaps the true entrepreneurial success of SNS like Facebook lies not in their 

mere ability to connect people or to encourage people to share, but in their ability to 

convince us to identify ourselves and others in accordance with those SNS’ lucrative, 

reductionist interpretations of authentic identity.  Facebook’s initial goal was to reflect 
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real-life relationships in a digital space, yet it seems that has now been reversed.  Instead, 

this study’s participants, and perhaps SNS users overall, now allow the structure of the 

digital space and what they see through it to construct and alter their mappings of the 

social world around them.  This may be a manifestation of what Beer (2008) referred to 

when talking about Facebook and the term “friend.”  Beer argued that others were not 

thinking recursively enough about how SNS influence everyday constructs and how a 

simple term like “friend” being used in an SNS might begin to “remediate and shape 

understandings of friendship more generally” (p. 520).  In this same vein, since Facebook 

and other SNS lead users to think about their identities in SNS along particular lines, it 

seems that doing so may also lead users to begin to remediate and shape understandings 

of identity in accordance with the forms that they take in SNS.  If we force teachers to 

think of themselves in particular ways in SNS, then how are we requiring them to think 

of themselves more generally? 

That having been said, pre-service teachers also need to develop accurate 

understandings of what the risks and benefits are of different AIF in SNS, because they 

may not initially be able to accurately predict the outcomes that their AIF will have upon 

their interests.  The struggle that participants seemed to face with SNS is not whether or 

not to use an AIF, since they already presented carefully constructed AIF at the beginning 

of the study.  Rather, what they seemed to lack was an accurate understanding of the 

social contexts of their participation (e.g. audiences, expectations, etc.), and without such 

understandings, they could not construct AIF that effectively rendered the impressions of 

themselves that best served their interests.  “Appropriateness” in SNS, then, seems to 

heavily rely upon teachers’ development of adequate understandings of issues like moral 

turpitude, community scrutiny, and so forth.  Thus, a goal of future researchers should be 

to develop instruments that measure teacher understandings of these issues and teacher 
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abilities to transfer these understandings to AIF, and a central research question of such a 

study could be: “To what extent do pre-service teachers progressively come to understand 

issues of moral turpitude, community expectations, and their role as teachers throughout 

their teacher education experience?” 

MEDIA AND MESSAGES 

McLuhan (1964) offered the view that the media we use and the information we 

exchange through them in a digital world are indistinguishable from one another.  That is, 

“the medium is the message,” and the two influence each other in unexpected and 

important ways as the hidden assumptions of the medium shape, direct, and define the 

information flowing through it.  If we consider how social networking technologies are 

generally treated in our culture (and in education in particular), it seems that we embrace 

their ability to connect us and to foster communication, but little is discussed with regard 

to the underlying assumptions of such media and how this influences the information 

flowing through them and the identities being expressed, maintained, and developed 

within them. 

This study has pointed out that certain SNS in particular have embedded 

assumptions about identity, the nature of interpersonal relationships, and what types of 

relationships and communication are valuable (and, hence, which are not).  This should 

help us to move away from a naïve view of social networking technologies to an 

understanding that recognizes that they are laden with assumptions, beliefs, and real-

world effects on the interactions occurring and the people communicating through them.  

In this study, participants’ movement between SNS occurred in alignment with phases in 

their lives, how participants progressively came to view themselves, and how they 

wanted others to view them, which means that the choice of when and how to use an SNS 
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is intertwined with issues of identity, professionalism, and considerations of social 

efficacy.  Further, the inability of participants to escape their pasts, in a sense, as a result 

of the persistence and availability of online information makes it clear that using an SNS 

has serious implications for both our current and future social identities. 

Educational institutions, in particular, should take this finding to heart when 

considering institutional policies regarding SNS use.  As institutions continue to label 

certain types of behavior or content in SNS as “appropriate” and others as 

“inappropriate” and thereby attempt to manipulate how students, employees, and others 

participate through them, they should consider the following: Why are these people using 

SNS in particular ways and what does it mean for them to stop using them in these ways?  

Further, we should consider whether the presence of “inappropriate” content in a person’s 

SNS profile represents a major component of that person’s authentic identity, or whether 

its presence in the SNS merely reflects that SNS’s embedded assumptions about 

participation.   Some simple examples include the following: a Facebook profile might 

mention that the person is “interested in men / women,” but the person may not be 

actively seeking out any romantic interests and only responded to this question because 

Facebook prompted them to do so; a person’s Twitter feed might mention movies that the 

person watched over the weekend, but the person may not have liked the movies, agreed 

with their messages, etc.; a Facebook automatic status update might mention that a 

person was viewing a highly biased news article, but this does not mean that the person 

agrees with the article, understood it, appreciated it, or even read it; a person might 

“friend” someone on an SNS for a variety of reasons other than friendship (e.g., academic 

efficiency, social expediency, compassion, etc.), which problematizes drawing 

conclusions about a person based upon their “friends”; or a politically motivated tweet or 

status update might seem extraordinarily pithy, reductionist, or shallow, but this may 
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reflect more the character limits of the sites and devices allowing them, which require 

heavy abridgment of thought, than the shallowness of political thought in the person 

writing. 

In this study, I pointed out that participants present an Authentic Identity 

Fragment through SNS that they do not feel accurately represents who they really are (but 

that they feel is still beneficial for their social participation and expression).  Yet, by 

labeling certain behaviors as inappropriate, institutions are using these fragments to make 

judgments about individuals’ authentic identities and may be misjudging these people 

based on snippets of information that do not accurately represent them. This is true not 

just for fragmented identities that may be construed as inappropriate, but it is also true for 

fragmented identities that may be seen by institutions as worthwhile, valuable, and 

desirable. What are we doing to individuals’ authentic identities, their abilities to express 

them, and their abilities to be active digital citizens and lifelong learners by making 

certain arbitrary designations on what is and is not “appropriate,” and how is this 

influenced by SNS, which have very different assumptions about what is and is not 

“appropriate?” 

It seems like a truism that embedded values of an SNS will impact how people 

participate in them, just as embedded values of an educational institution, a family, a 

church group, or any social setting would do the same.  So, what are the embedded values 

of SNS that might be problematic for educators?  Primarily, it seems that many popular 

SNS expect a certain level of transparency and open sharing on the part of participants, 

which might not be appropriate or socially beneficial in many contexts.  Examples from 

this study in which participants lamented how connecting with cohort members forced 

them to alter how they acted on Facebook suggests that the sharing of private information 

and experiences expected in the SNS may not be suitable for the types of professional 
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connections that educators have with one another.  When forced to join the cohort group 

out of academic expediency, what they could no longer share and what they were now 

able to see about their colleagues disturbed many participants.  Just as the participants did 

not want their colleagues to be that familiar with them, the participants also did not want 

to be that familiar with their colleagues, and the affordances of the medium for 

professional use led to the disappearance of other uses (i.e. they could not be both 

professional and personal on the site at the same time). 

This suggests that before using SNS to support goals of institutionalized 

education as some studies suggest (Helvie-Mason, 2011; Junco, 2011; Mazer, Murphy, & 

Simonds, 2009; Towner & Munoz, 2011), educators and educational administrators 

should carefully consider what they might be asking their colleagues, students, and 

employees to do: become familiar with one another in ways that SNS values.  Would 

administrators, for instance, require teachers to connect with one another on Match.com 

or eHarmony merely because those platforms might be useful for supporting social 

interaction?  Certainly not.  Why?  Because those platforms have clear embedded values 

of connecting people for the purpose of pursuing romantic interests, and it would seem 

ridiculous to attempt to use those platforms for professional purposes out of mere 

efficiency.  Are other SNS, however, so different?  Are their embedded values any less 

prominent and problematic?  Facebook, for instance, started on the Harvard university 

campus and emerged from a tool developed by Zuckerberg to post “photographs of his 

classmates … online next to photos of farm animals to rate who was more desirable” and 

which capitalized on the “voyeuristic” nature of people (Hoffman, 2010, p. 2).  As it 

morphed into an SNS, Facebook’s accepted purpose was to help college students “share 

their most personal details online and stalk each other virtually” (p. 4).  According to Jeff 

Jarvis, director of interactive journalism at CUNY, the understood goal of the early 
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Facebook was to help college students do what they had always done: “party, get laid, 

study, network” (Hoffman, 2010, p. 4).  Some of the design decisions that supported 

these early uses are still present in Facebook’s current format (consider the “poke” and 

prominent biography items like “interested in men/women,” “relationship status,” etc.).  

Rather than being a value-free zone where people are free to express themselves 

the way they would like, Facebook and similar SNS structure the way people 

communicate through them, eliciting certain types of information and ignoring others.  

As such, Facebook additionally has its own culture(s) and norm(s) of behavior, which 

pre-service teachers and others are expected to participate in, and participants are 

rewarded within the SNS when their behavior aligns with what is expected.  Thus, when 

one shares as frequently and openly on Facebook as the medium thinks is valuable, one’s 

social prominence in the site is improved (i.e. visibility in others’ feeds), and if one does 

not, then friends are encouraged to assist in getting the non-participant to share more 

frequently or in desired ways. In addition, Facebook encourages quick assimilation into 

this culture and its norms (e.g., encouraging individuals to suggest people that they might 

know to newcomers). 

Facebook is not alone, however, in having embedded values.  Reflection on any 

major SNS will yield similar results.  For instance, LinkedIn has clear embedded values 

of helping people to present a professional AIF, to make professional connections, to 

share résumés, and to find jobs or hire employees.  SNS devoted to romantic 

relationships, professional goals, and education all have embedded values, which are 

intended to elicit a particular AIF.  These values may be clearly stated or hidden, or an 

SNS might have clearly stated values, which contradict its hidden values.  For instance, 

eHarmony’s stated purpose is to match participants in romantic relationships using an 

algorithm of compatibility, but according to UCLA social psychology professor 
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Benjamin Karney, the only real embedded function of eHarmony’s algorithm is to 

“[screen] out the freaks” (Lewis, 2012).  Further, even seemingly neutral SNS, like the 

open-source social networking engine Elgg, have embedded values, because they make 

certain assumptions about identity, friendship/connection, acceptable site activity, and 

privacy. 

These considerations reflect our earlier discussion of identity as a constellation 

and suggests that any participation in an SNS is always influenced and structured by the 

values of that SNS and that one’s authentic identity cannot naïvely be extrapolated from 

participation in the SNS.  Consider if you entered a school classroom and began 

observing the behaviors of students.  Would what you perceive in that setting give you an 

accurate understanding of who those students are and what they are like in other contexts 

(e.g. at work, at home, on the playground, etc.)?  When children go home, do they 

quickly rush in the front door and take their seats in orderly rows?  When children are on 

the playground, do they only speak after raising their hands?  Certainly not.  Rather, the 

cultural expectations and embedded values of the classroom structure and frame 

children’s behaviors within it but give us little to no understanding of what the children 

are like outside of the classroom and, instead, only really give us an accurate 

understanding of one thing: the culture, structure, behavioral expectations, and values of 

the classroom. 

This leads to one simple question: Are the culture, structure, behavioral 

expectations, and values of an SNS like Facebook conducive to the development of 

professional identities and relationships and to learning that is socially valued?  If the 

answer is no, then, administrators and institutions need to be very careful in any attempt 

to coopt such technologies for educational purposes, because they bring with them an 

entire host of embedded values and expectations that may likely be problematic and even 
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contrary to meaningful learning and professionalism.  We should not, for instance, 

attempt to use an SNS like Facebook to support learning or the development of 

communities of practice merely because we believe its use may improve efficiency or 

engagement on the part of teachers or students without having first carefully considered 

the nature of student-student, student-teacher, and teacher-teacher relationships within 

our institutions, student and teacher identity formation and maintenance in the 

community, and how these relationships and identities will be influenced (and perhaps 

even fundamentally altered) by the medium. 

As an example, Mazer, Murphy, and Simonds (2009) found that Facebook in a 

classroom environment was most effective when teachers were willing to self-disclose 

information about themselves.  From the perspective of this study, I argue that this is 

because Facebook only works as a medium of communication when participants use it in 

ways that reflect its embedded values (e.g. self-disclosure, authentic identity, etc.).  So, in 

order to use Facebook in educational contexts, we must begin to view ourselves and our 

relationships with one another as Facebook does.  This gives the medium a great level of 

power over us – allowing the medium to shape how we see ourselves and our 

interactional relationships with others.  But, is it desirable for us to give a tool like 

Facebook such power? 

A concrete research question emerging from these implications would be: “What 

are the embedded values of a given SNS, and how does its use in education 

fundamentally change the relationships of teachers, students, and administrators to one 

another?”  Though transforming formal education may indeed be a valuable and 

worthwhile goal, we need to carefully consider what we are transforming the educational 

experience into by putting it into an SNS and also question how we are transforming 

ourselves in the process. 
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EXISTENTIAL DILEMMAS OF THE CONTEMPORARY TEACHER IN SNS 

The purpose of this study was never to discover or to espouse best practices with 

regard to how teachers use SNS.  There are already a variety of books and articles written 

on successful uses of these spaces in professional settings, and interested individuals 

should confer those resources for concrete guidelines or answers regarding how-to 

questions (Ivester, 2011; Nussbaum-Beach, 2011; Richardson, 2011).  In contrast, the 

purpose and findings of this study, I believe, offer something even greater to pre-service 

and active teachers that was missing in the literature before: necessary documentation on 

how identity and SNS participation interact with one another and how an understanding 

of this can lead to emergent self-awareness of what it means to participate and/or censor 

oneself within SNS. 

That having been said, forces are at work in public education that are much more 

powerful than the individual teacher, and teachers may find themselves placed in 

dilemmas regarding their own SNS use (or non-use) emerging from societal and 

institutional pressures.  The power that individual teachers have to defy these pressures or 

to influence their adjustment (e.g. encouraging hiring committees to not treat Facebook 

participation as a completely accurate reflection of job applicants’ identities) may be 

minimal at present.  Yet, it behooves us to recognize dilemmas that teachers are facing in 

this regard and to bring them to the forefront to allow for meaningful dialogue on these 

issues. 

First, it seems from this study that teachers need to consider the self and how 

participating in SNS or changing or altering their participation in them (or the content 

they have shared or the connections they have developed through them) impacts their 

identity and sense of who they are.  Most participants, and I think that we can extrapolate 

most people, began using SNS without considering all the ways in which their social 
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relationships and expressed identities would be impacted or would change over time in 

conjunction with their SNS participation. Rather, it seems that there was much 

celebration and excitement of the potential for social participation on a massive scale 

(e.g., “here come’s everybody”).  Forethought should be taken, therefore, both regarding 

whether to use an SNS and, if so, how to use it and what Acceptable Identity Fragment to 

portray through it.  Similarly, when teachers feel pressure from society, administrators, or 

institutions to stop using SNS or to alter their use of them in particular ways under the 

guise of “professionalism,” teachers should recognize that such influences, if heeded, 

may have implications on their identities, and the full implications of such an alteration 

should be explored before teachers acquiesce in this manner. 

In some ways, it seems from this study that pre-service teachers are quite 

complacent to their freedoms of expression being taken away, because they may care 

more about their jobs and the children they serve than about themselves.  However, if 

there is a connection between identity and social participation and literacy practices as 

suggested by prior literature (Cazden, et al., 1996; Gee, Identity without identification, 

2009; Ivanič, 1998; Gilpin, 2010; Goffman, 1959), then teachers at all stages should ask 

the question: “Are we really okay with this?”  Are any of us okay with society taking a 

heavy-handed approach to mandating who we can and cannot be or how we can and 

cannot participate in the social world? It seems that to some degree complacence to the 

adjustment of norms of SNS participation are tantamount to complacence to identity 

adjustment; are we okay with this?  With the advent of the internet and social media in 

particular, many have expressed hope in the potential for such technologies to 

democratize social institutions, ensuring equal participation and a voice to everyone 

(Bonk, 2009; Dahlgren, 2000; Gallon, 2010).  Yet, if social institutions are now 

mandating norms of participation in SNS, then it seems that these technologies may be 
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losing part of their transformative and democratizing value.  Though freedom on the 

internet might have been viewed in the past as anarchical and anonymous, it seems that as 

a result of social media, we continue to practice some of the bravado of sharing and 

expression that came from anonymity only to face punishment as our actions are 

discovered, misinterpreted, and unexpectedly linked back to our identities.  Has social 

media become a trap for teachers, with democratic expression serving as the bait to lure 

us in?  Has social media given us more freedom, or have social institutions coopted these 

technologies as a means of drawing us out or making us more tightly governed? 

For these reasons, a teacher in a school district wherein a technology leader makes 

a push for employees to join an SNS like Facebook and to connect with one another in 

the name of fostering communities of practice should be thoughtful.  Such a teacher 

should ask herself questions like: 

Do I really want to be “friends” with every teacher, administrator, parent, 

etc. in my district? 

Do I want them to see intimate details of my life? 

Do I want to see intimate details of their lives? 

How would such revelations change the nature of our professional 

relationships? 

What would happen if some of my intimate details or private 

communications became known to the public? 

In what ways could I get into professional trouble from using this SNS? 

If I’m already using the SNS, then how will I need to change my use of it, 

and what impact will this change have upon my relationships and my 

identity?  

Based on this study’s findings regarding cohort groups, it seems that teachers might be 

eager to please their colleagues and to connect with them in such spaces without thinking 

through the consequences, but essentially, if a district is encouraging teachers to connect 

in an SNS, then they are not just encouraging them to do something different, but to be 
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something different and to potentially make themselves vulnerable to their colleagues and 

communities.  Teachers should recognize, therefore, that an invitation to use an SNS is 

very different from invitations to use other forms of technology in that the use of an SNS 

could quickly lead to problematic consequences on both social and professional levels. 

Some readers might still argue that such problematic consequences could be 

avoided if teachers merely acted in accordance with social norms of professionalism.  

Yet, from this, the enigmatic issue of moral turpitude comes up again and gives us reason 

to pause for our second dilemma facing teachers in SNS.  Teachers must carefully 

consider and come to understand the following issue: What is morally appropriate in a 

given community or context and what is not?  If we lived in a homogeneous society with 

a common unspoken value system, then this would not be an issue, because although 

school contracts might not spell out exactly what is and is not appropriate, everyone 

would interpret moral turpitude in the same manner.  However, in the United States, in 

which this study is squarely situated, we live in a very diverse society with various 

cultural expectations and norms.  What is appropriate to one social, economic, racial, 

ethnic, religious, or political group may be anathema to another, and though we can 

assume that moral turpitude clauses must remain somewhat undefined and elusive so that 

school boards can have the flexibility to act in accordance with the moral pulse of their 

communities, this places teachers in a precarious and problematic situation: If teachers do 

not clearly understand how moral turpitude is defined in a given community, then how 

can they be sure that their behavior online (or even offline) is beyond reproach? 

The simple answer is that they cannot ever know if their behavior matches such 

an ephemeral standard, and, as a result, their only safe choice may be to shrink their 

Acceptable Identity Fragments to virtual non-existence.  This may lead to a kind of 

“don’t ask, don’t tell” cultural expectation for teachers.  That is, we may claim that 
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teachers have a right to hold unpopular political or religious beliefs or to have aspects of 

their identities that others might not recognize or respect (e.g. race, ethnicity, sexual 

orientation, etc.), but it’s problematic for them to express them.  Thus we arrive at a 

situation in which it is okay for a teacher to be Muslim, Christian, Republican, Democrat, 

Communist, gay, lesbian, etc., but it is not okay for them to express that aspect of their 

identity online for fear of the invisible standard that they are held to.  The worrisome 

upshot of this, however, is that if we hold that identity is constructed out of participation 

in social contexts, then an expectation of “don’t tell” or “don’t share” is tantamount to 

“don’t be.” 

The irony is that if a teacher did not believe that her behavior was moral, then she 

would likely not post it in a space like an SNS to begin with.  Thus, though teachers 

might have very clear moral reasoning behind what they elect to share, the problem is 

that others might not follow that same argument of morality.  Hence, though a teacher 

may believe that her life is strictly moral, she may fear to share aspects of her life with 

those in her community and may feel, with many of this study’s participants, that “I have 

nothing to hide, but I’m hiding anyway.” 

This inherent fuzziness of community expectations for appropriate or moral 

teacher behavior seems to lead to a situation in which pre-service teachers equate 

morality and appropriateness with “that which is not likely to offend anyone.”  

Throughout my interviews with participants, they expressed fears about offending people 

and their intentions to limit their participation in order to prevent any unintended offense.  

Yet, it seems to be a sad commentary on our society that teachers are led to define 

morality solely in terms of others’ emotional or ideological responses to their behaviors. 

Afraid that they might offend others by their political beliefs, for instance, they 

intentionally become apolitical in online spaces.  Such willing self-censorship and self-
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awareness seem like they would be good things, if done for the right reasons, but is fear 

of not being hired for a state job a legitimate reason to self-censor one’s freedom of 

speech?  Or is that what the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution is intended to 

protect: the expression of beliefs that others might not agree with?  Does the First 

Amendment exist to safeguard only beliefs, opinions, and religious convictions that are 

non-offensive?  Or does it extend to all beliefs, opinions, and convictions?  If the latter is 

the case, then it seems that teachers may be willingly giving up some crucial First 

Amendment rights out of fear.  Whether private employers have the right to hire or fire 

employees based upon such beliefs and opinions is arguable (since employers have 

rights, too), but it seems odd that public schools (as government agencies) might in this 

case be the violators of teachers’ First Amendment rights, and, yet, while being 

themselves censored, teachers are expected to teach children to become enlightened, 

productive, and free citizens. 

I was frankly surprised with the docility that I sensed from most participating pre-

service teachers with regard to the abridgement of their First Amendment rights.  Overall, 

it seemed that they were quite willing to do whatever was necessary to play nicely with 

administrators and their school communities, even if doing so meant that they would have 

to alter the expression of their convictions in key ways.  Though teacher education 

programs should certainly help up-and-coming teachers to develop a willingness to serve 

and sacrifice for the children that they will teach and to become team players in their 

school communities, this finding leads me to wonder what the cost to teachers may be.  

The major hallmark of democratic government is that it empowers people to speak their 

minds and to express discontent toward governmental institutions without fear of top-

down punishment.  Are we allowing teachers to do this?  Within democratic societies, 

good citizens should be seen as those who participate in the democratic process, 
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including debating political issues, standing for what they believe in, and voting 

according to their consciences, no matter how divisive or offensive their beliefs may be.  

Are we allowing teachers to be engaged, conscious, and proactive citizens?  Are we 

training good teachers but poor citizens? 

As I contemplate the issue of offensiveness in SNS, I am reminded of comedian 

Ricky Gervais’s (2012) response after receiving celebrity backlash for his hosting of the 

2011 Golden Globes, in which he made jokes at the expense of many present.  In reply to 

the furor, Gervais explained: 

Everyone has the right to be offended. And I have the right to offend.  The 

simple fact is, offense is taken, not given. It’s up to you if you’re offended 

or not. … [J]ust because you’re offended, it doesn’t mean you’re right. 

Though Gervais certainly makes a living out of being a social gadfly and eliciting a 

variety of emotions from his audiences, his point seems to have merit.  We choose what 

offends us, and the level of teacher docility that I witnessed in this study, and the fear of 

offending some unknown audience on the part of participants, may be more a reflection 

of our eagerness to take offense and to point blame as a society than a reflection of the 

moral depravity of our pre-service teachers. 

That having been said, it may also be that participating pre-service teachers did 

not recognize any deep significance to their decisions to cease or abridge their 

participation or that they chose to take a practical, though perhaps short-sighted, approach 

to the issue: choosing career advancement with a temporary suspension of their rights.  

Either way, this should still give us pause, because it seems that we may be preparing 

professionals to go into our schools and teach students to become democratic citizens 

when they themselves either do not recognize an abridgement of their freedoms or are 

willing to give up those freedoms for career advancement.  When asked about this issue, 

participant responses tended to be nonchalant, reflecting that they did not think it to be “a 



 180 

big deal” or that ‘it’s just Facebook.’  There does not seem to be, however, any 

constitutionally meaningful difference between speech/expression in SNS and 

speech/expression via other media (e.g. telephone calls, face-to-face communication, 

etc.), and, in fact, there are examples of state legislation on teacher electronic media use 

that treat all communication methods the same (State of Texas, 2010).  So, if teachers are 

willing to allow their freedoms to be curtailed on SNS in the name of moral turpitude, 

then why not in other contexts as well?  And if they are willing to give up those freedoms 

in all contexts, then what has happened to their identities? 

This moral turpitude vs. freedom of expression dilemma seems like an important 

issue for us to consider as a society, and, in my mind, there seem to be only three possible 

solutions: 

1. Moral turpitude in SNS should be removed from teacher contracts as a basis 

of judgment. 

2. Moral turpitude in SNS should be universally and clearly defined. 

3. Great and deliberative leniency should be shown to teachers who violate 

loosely defined expectations of moral turpitude in SNS. 

Of these three, I believe that the third is the only viable solution.  To implement the first 

option would hamstring school boards to the point that they could not reprimand or 

punish teachers for a variety of gross moral offenses that clearly do not reflect the will of 

the community.  As community role models for children, it seems that there should be 

some moral expectation of how teachers should and should not act, and failure to have a 

clause to this effect would not allow the community to regulate those who are put into 

positions of power with their children.  The second option is equally problematic, 

because community values are not universally shared and may change over time, and any 

attempt to clearly lay out every point in which a teacher might venture into moral 
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questionability would likely lead to an extreme level of legalistic morality that school 

boards and communities would be wise to avoid. 

As a result, the third solution seems to be the best solution in this case, and 

communities and school boards should learn to have a certain level of understanding and 

leniency with regard to how teachers lead their lives, both online and offline, and should 

try to help them to make wise life choices.  It is a sad commentary on our educational 

system that a million good things are not sufficient to get one noticed as a teacher, but 

one seemingly “inappropriate” piece of content placed on an SNS can swiftly garner 

national attention.  In this way, the teaching profession seems to have, as many 

participants alluded to, begun to reflect the negativity of the political sphere, in which 

stories focusing on politicians’ character flaws often gain more attention than successful 

decisions involving budgeting, economics, defense, public safety, and so forth.  It seems 

that we have developed as a society in such a way that we are infatuated with finding the 

Achilles’ heels of our public figures and erroneously concluding that the heel is 

indicative of the whole. 

That having been said, none of this high-level discussion may mean much for pre-

service teachers who must, nonetheless, find and maintain jobs in a society that might not 

fully value their rights of expression as free citizens.  Yet, it seems important for teachers 

at all stages of professional life to at least consider what their rights of expression should 

be in a free society and to consider what they are giving up by docilely acquiescing to 

societal demands of appropriateness. Becker (2012) has pointed out that the unclear 

distinction between First Amendment rights of the teacher as an individual and First 

Amendment requirements of the teacher as a state actor may make it difficult for teachers 

who allow social media to blur lines between their professional- and private-lives.  

Findings in this study suggest that some of these issues may be coming to a head as 
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teachers find themselves thrust into situations where they may be asked to alter their 

identity expression and maintenance in SNS in major and undesirable ways. 

The third dilemma facing teachers in SNS has to do with how to present 

themselves in a way that is reflective of their complex and ever-developing identities and 

how to maintain meaningful social connections in online spaces as they pass through new 

phases of life.  As laid out in the findings, it seems that extant SNS have embedded 

beliefs about identity that are naïve and do not fully reflect the negotiated social 

participation that frame pre-service teachers’ identities.  Additionally, teachers have to 

worry about potential employers gaining access to content that they posted in the past, 

during earlier life phases. 

We can assume that even Mark Zuckerberg (2007-2008) hides content from his 

past, since non-friends of the Facebook founder cannot see any content posted to his 

profile in 2008 and only one four-second video from 2007, in which he says “cool.”  So, 

even Zuckerberg recognizes the value of limiting who can see private information from 

his past.  Yet, it’s telling that most stories arising about teachers getting into trouble for 

SNS content surround postings that they thought to be hidden or restricted, and that many 

of the fears that pre-service teachers express about information from their pasts being 

revealed revolve around SNS sharing their information against their will or knowledge. 

To consider whether SNS really understand the predicament that teachers face 

related to information from the past, let’s consider this question: if Mark Zuckerberg’s 

hidden private information on Facebook was made public against his knowledge, what 

kind of consequences would there be for him?  If, for instance, a picture surfaced of him 

drinking at a party in 2007, would this be a matter of concern?  It’s doubtful that a self-

employed billionaire would have much to fear from such an occurrence.  In fact, the only 
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content that might get Zuckerberg into trouble might be postings that depict him doing 

something illegal. 

Does this sound familiar?  If we think back to initial interviews conducted in this 

study, pre-service teachers initially viewed their own online lives from a similar 

perspective: only illegal content was seen as problematic.  The reality of the situation, 

though, is that teachers cannot afford to lead the same type of online life that Zuckerberg 

can, and they only begin to realize this as they go through the process of 

professionalization.  This realization, though, comes only after pre-service teachers have 

spent years posting content online.  Additionally, we should also consider whether 

Zuckerberg and those who design Facebook and other SNS, and set their policies for data 

sharing and retrieval, truly understand the stakes involved with private information being 

made public.  Though a drunk picture for Zuckerberg might mean little more than slight 

embarrassment for him, the same picture could end the career of a teacher (or prevent it 

from even beginning in the case of a pre-service teacher).  Based upon participant 

accounts, it seems that pre-service teachers come to recognize this disconnect over time, 

which leads them to doubt more and more that Facebook and other SNS really value the 

safeguarding of their privacy the way they know that they must. 

These three dilemmas seem to make pre-service (and practicing) teachers’ 

participation in SNS problematic affairs, and though this study is not intended to offer 

any clear solutions, it seems to follow from the included findings that we should be 

mindful of the complexities of the situation.  At the bare minimum, interested parties 

should come to recognize that the role of teachers in society today and the types of 

Acceptable Identity Fragments that are elicited and framed in SNS may not be easily 

compatible with one another.  An emerging research question from this would be: “What 

is the typical or elicited AIF of a given SNS, and how compatible is that AIF with the 
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role of a teacher?”  Additionally, teachers need to gain a greater level of self-awareness 

regarding what it means for them to participate in online spaces and should only do so 

with the utmost intentionality and forethought of potential consequences. 

DEVELOPING SOCIAL SELF-AWARENESS 

Though Hawthorne effects (i.e. study outcomes that are unintentionally 

influenced or produced as a result of participation in a study) are generally unwanted in 

research, and researchers seek to avoid them whenever possible by removing themselves 

and their measures from the observed phenomenon as much as possible, I believe that the 

Hawthorne effects observed in this study merit our attention and may actually teach us 

something very valuable about literacy in SNS.  Though participants were members of 

cohorts in which their peers also completed the online training module, they reported that 

their peers did not seem to be as affected by the subject matter as they had been.  That is, 

it seems that from the participants’ perspective, the teachable moment may have been 

stronger for and had greater effects upon them than non-participants and that talking 

through their own use of these spaces helped participant self-awareness regarding SNS 

use, and subsequent behaviors therein. 

It is also noteworthy that participants found the focus groups to be of the greatest 

worth in this process, because the focus groups allowed them to gain the perspectives of 

their peers and to work through issues of social participation, acceptance, and judgment 

with others experiencing the same cultural tensions as themselves.  Whereas the 

interviews allowed participants to reflect upon their own activities, and the training 

module allowed them to learn from an authority on issues of professionalism and 

consequences, the focus groups gave them opportunities to hear what their peers thought 

and were grappling with in their own lives.  Perhaps this social approach to reflecting on 
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the issue was most valuable, because the types of tensions that the participants face in 

SNS are social in nature, and just as their peers influence them to act and present 

themselves in certain ways, they can also help them co-construct what meaningful and 

appropriate participation in SNS looks like.  An alternate interpretation is that though 

participants had used SNS a great deal before the study, they had never talked to others 

about their intentions on SNS and the reasoning behind their actions.  Thus, though they 

may have naturally acted in certain ways in response to the structure of the system, their 

behaviors and intentions had not been critically engaged either by themselves or in the 

presence of others. 

This seems to be important, because it may be that the types of literacies that pre-

service teachers are lacking can best be learned by opening a social dialogue between 

pre-service teachers.  Ultimately, the way that pre-service teachers act in SNS is a matter 

of personal choice that reflects their adopted values and understanding of risks and 

expectations, but the type of self-awareness that they are lacking may not be personal 

self-awareness (i.e. what I am doing that may be problematic and what I need to do to 

change), but social self-awareness (i.e. what we are doing that may be problematic and 

how we can help each other change).  In a way, SNS have served as bastions for pre-

service teachers in the past where they can stave off the encroaching cultural problems of 

their schools and society at large while connecting with their peers or as a type of peer-

governed clubhouse.  If teachers, parents, or other authority figures tell them that they 

should act in particular ways, for instance, they may use SNS to vent to their peers, voice 

dissent, and receive social and emotional support against such outsider forces.  As a 

result, pre-service teachers may view SNS as a peer-regulated space that exists in 

contradistinction to outside authorities and may, therefore, be more willing to listen to 

what their peers have to say regarding their behaviors within them.  As a result, a 
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question for future research may be: “What methods are most effective for developing 

necessary literacies in SNS (e.g. social dialogue, self-reflection, direct instruction, etc.)?” 

DISCONNECTS BETWEEN LATERAL SURVEILLANCE, IDENTITY, AND JUDGMENT 

In my discussions with pre-service teachers, there was a clear disconnect between 

how participants used SNS to view and make judgments about others and how they 

wanted others to use the sites to view and make judgments about themselves.  Though 

participants recognized that their participation in SNS represented a small, hardly-

representative fragment of their authentic identities that they did not want others to use as 

a sole basis for making judgments about who they are, they, nonetheless, used others’ 

SNS participation to make judgments about those people for both entertainment and 

utilitarian purposes.  As I spoke with participants about these issues, it seemed that they 

were highly unaware of this disconnect between how they treated others and how they 

wanted to be treated themselves. 

Why such a disconnect exists is unclear, but there may be value in considering the 

issue from a perspective of mass media and social exploitation.  We live in a society that 

focuses much attention on the minor details of others’ lives.  Consider how minutiae of 

celebrities’ lives are captured, published, and distributed for large-scale consumption or 

the recent growth in popularity of “reality” television shows, which supposedly take 

everyday, real-life occurrences and broadcast them for the purpose of entertaining a mass 

of viewers.  As a society, we have become acculturated to following the minutiae of 

others’ lives, even people that we have never met, and rarely ask questions about those 

individuals’ rights to privacy and control.  For instance, it is likely that most of us can 

name recent goings-on in many celebrities’ lives, including domestic violence issues, 

weight loss/gain, marriages/divorces, cosmetic surgeries, drug abuse, adoptions, and so 
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forth, even if we do not follow or necessarily care about those celebrities ourselves (e.g. 

at the time of writing, Lindsay Lohan, Mel Gibson, Charlie Sheen, etc, and prior to this 

Michael Jackson, Robert Downey, Jr., Angelina Jolie, Kirstie Alley, etc.).  Rather, the 

media that we consume as a society is saturated with personal information about a variety 

of people who might not want all of their private information to be shared with us, and 

media outlets make big business out of discovering and exploiting such personal 

information for its entertainment value.  Though celebrities have legal recourse via 

defamation suits to fight against some of these forces and to exert some influence upon 

what is shared about themselves,  

Coming from such social moorings, it is unsurprising that when personal 

information about an acquaintance, distant family member, or job applicant is made 

available to us that we would not stop to ask “is this okay?”  When we cannot walk 

through a supermarket checkout line without having the most intimate details of some 

celebrities’ lives exposed to us, then why should we object when Facebook performs the 

same function for various people that we hardly even know?  In our society, it seems that 

personal information need only be kept personal if it is boring.  In this way, Facebook 

and other SNS may be said to perpetuate a social fixation with gossip and the making 

bare of personal details of people’s lives to others who have no legitimate right to know 

such intimacies.  Much like picking up a supermarket tabloid, by using Facebook and 

other SNS, we are given access to the most out-of-context, intimate details of others’ 

lives without having to make any social investment in the relationship (e.g. strengthening 

the friendship, really getting to know the person, etc.).  This seems to be the participants’ 

primary use of Facebook at the present time; they consume much more than they share. 

According to participants, we not only exploit such information for personal 

entertainment value, but we also use it as a basis for judging the authentic identities of the 
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people we observe for our own utilitarian purposes (e.g. determining whether to date a 

person, hire a person, etc.).  Part of the blame for such behavior must reside on the 

designers and developers of such environments, because embedded within their design 

philosophies is the idea that authentic identity can be shared through such media.  

Participants’ confusion and uncertainty, however, about privacy settings, information 

access, and other issues related to who can see what they share reveals that users may 

have a hard time understanding what the social expectations of the environment are.  

Facebook invites and encourages them to share their complete authentic identities, 

without giving them a clear understanding of who can see what and how Facebook will 

use their intimate information for its own purposes.  This leads to a fear to share, on the 

part of participants, and a realization that others will not be able to gain a full 

understanding of who they are through the medium, because they must be very selective 

in what they share.  Further, since they realize that their online participation does not 

represent their full authentic identities, they are angered by the thought that others might 

use it to judge them, while they simultaneously use the medium to make judgments about 

others. 

As alluded to above, I think that this disconnect runs deeper than pre-service 

teachers and professionalism to a large-scale social phenomenon wherein we are 

obsessed with finding out information about others and want to share information about 

ourselves, but we do not want to be held socially accountable for what we share.  

Individuals want to be celebrities in the sense that we want masses of people to take an 

interest in us, but we do not want to be judged for our misdeeds or mundane activities 

(e.g., show up in tabloids at the supermarket).  We want fame without scrutiny.  We want 

to be socially accepted and appreciated for who we really are, but we only seek to know 

others based on headlines, status updates, and the sporadic posting of vacation pictures.  
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We want others to become socially invested in us, but we do not seem to want to take the 

time to become invested in them.  We approach others as consumers, but we want them 

to approach us as adoring fans. 

If this analysis borders on reality, then it seems that participants in social media 

should seriously consider disconnects between how they use the information of others 

and how they would want their own information to be used.  Perhaps a code of ethics 

should be considered with social media in which we not only ask “how would others 

interpret my participation” but also “is the way that I’m interpreting others’ participation 

fair?”  If social media really has made the web all about “you,” then maybe we should 

start thinking more about “others,” because at its present state, it seems that the “social 

web” is more of a “narcissistic web,” which does not reflect what most of us want to 

serve as the basis of our ever-developing online society.  Thus, an emerging research 

question from this finding might be: “How do pre-service teachers respond to disconnects 

between lateral surveillance and their own desires for privacy and control, how would 

they want their own private information to be treated, and what prevents them from 

treating others’ private information with the same regard?” 

THE LEARNING TECHNOLOGIES FIELD, SNS, AND THE FUTURE 

In some ways, the field of learning technologies may currently find itself in an 

identity struggle of its own, wherein researchers and practitioners are attempting to 

negotiate the values and emphases of a variety of interest groups ranging from educators 

intent on improving student learning and practice to political entities intent upon showing 

outcomes or corporations intent upon turning profits.  As with the identities of study 

participants, the identity of learning technologies itself is a contested space that is co-

constructed out of the interchanges and expectations of a variety of interest groups.  
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Currently, much of this interchange, especially as it relates to online learning, seems to be 

focused upon efficiency models of education (Stewart, 2012), the commoditization of 

educational resources and experiences (Noble, 2002), and false promises of technology 

(Oppenheimer, 2003).  Given the highly commercial and market-driven nature of major 

SNS, it is likely that practices surrounding SNS for learning will follow suit, and within 

this milieu of competing voices regarding social interaction, marketing, and learning, it 

behooves us to ask some soul-searching questions related to the field generally and SNS 

adoption in particular. 

This study has led to some potentially disturbing conclusions regarding the 

interconnected relationship between identity and SNS participation reminiscent of 

McLuhan’s belief that “we shape our tools and thereafter our tools shape us” (McLuhan, 

1994, p. xxi).  As researchers in the field of learning technologies, we should seek to 

understand how educational technologies are shaping learners and better recognize the 

implications that technology diffusion may be having upon fundamental human 

constructs, like identity, if we ever hope to accurately understand relationships between 

technology, practice, and learning.  As such, more work should be done in our field to 

critically and deeply examine our assumptions about popular and emergent technologies 

and to keep our optimism regarding their use in check (Selwyn, 2011).  Of all fields, we 

should be the first to ask hard questions of new technologies, the first to consider 

implications of their adoption, and the last to prescribe their non-experimental 

implementation without supporting evidence.  We should be critical of our tools and 

create effective frameworks for understanding their value and risks (Veletsianos & 

Kimmons, under review). 

Utilizing grounded theory, this study provides an example of such framework 

development that should be explored further regarding SNS and learning technologies 
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generally.  Rather than completely relying upon narratives of other fields and the 

assumptions of technology developers to guide our research, we should be proactively 

generating new models of understanding that critically engage and powerfully portray the 

intersect between learners and technology in ways that are valuable to our field and 

humanity.  Thus, rather than rushing to ask “how can we fix education with [insert 

technology here] (e.g., SNS),” we should first ask questions like “what does it mean to 

use this tool,” “what are its embedded assumptions,” and “how will its use change how 

we see the world and ourselves within it?”  Though we talk about disruptive technologies 

(Christensen, 1997) with great ease and excitement, we often fail to recognize that 

disruption in learning experiences may translate into disruption in some of the core 

aspects of who we are as human beings and how we see the world; though we often look 

toward utopian visions of learning in a future world, we have little concept of who the 

inhabitants of such a future world will be.  We understand how technologies work, but 

we do not understand ourselves in a world of technologies. 

As a result, rather than solely exploring affordances and limitations of the newest 

technologies ad infinitum, our field should refocus our attention upon issues like what it 

means to learn, to grow, and to develop within a world bristling with technologies.  

Rather than being techno-centric, we should be more human-centric, and we should use 

our understandings of learning and social science to support our research into the ongoing 

evolution of learners.  Ultimately, if we understand the technology, but do not understand 

the learners, then our research is of little value. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

This study has focused on better understanding the relationship between pre-

service teachers’ identities, social networking site (SNS) participation, and 

professionalization. The overarching research question of “How does exposure to 

professional expectations impact pre-service teachers’ senses of online social identity?” 

has resulted in the development of certain understandings surrounding what has been 

referred to herein as the Acceptable Identity Fragment, or how people structure their SNS 

participation to only reveal certain aspects of their authentic identities.  By exploring the 

Acceptable Identity Fragment’s changing characteristics over time and in conjunction 

with student professionalization, this study has pointed to a variety of new and important 

understandings revolving around pre-service teacher identity, SNS participation, and 

professionalism and raises various questions meriting future research and discussion. 

To triangulate findings surrounding the primary research question, I considered 

secondary research questions.  The first secondary research question asked: “How do pre-

service teachers perceive their participation in online SNS to reflect/impact their 

identity?”  Findings suggested that participants’ SNS participation reflected a small 

fragment of their identities that was true, in the sense that it was not fictional, but was, 

nonetheless, incomplete.  I found these Acceptable Identity Fragments to be intentional, 

somewhat skewed (e.g. favoring positivity and exciting life events to sadness and 

mundane activities), and polished (e.g. only showing the most favorable photos). 

The next secondary research question asked the following: “Does exposure to 

professional expectations lead to a clash in beliefs amongst pre-service teachers regarding 

how they can/should participate in online SNS?  If so, how?”  In response, the study 

found that pre-service teachers had thought about professionalism quite a bit before 
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entering the study, but that they lacked clear understandings of what the professional 

teaching community considered to be appropriate or inappropriate and did not recognize 

the severity of failures to comply.  Many of these expectations did not mesh well with 

what participants were sharing in SNS and the types of participation that their peer 

culture values and expects.  Additionally, even those pre-service teachers who felt that 

they had nothing to fear regarding the professional appropriateness of their online 

participation nonetheless felt angst and concern about private information about 

themselves becoming the subject of public scrutiny and potential misjudgment.  

The final secondary research question was framed as follows: “Do pre-service 

teachers perceive their participation in online SNS to change or evolve in response to 

professional expectations?  If so, how?”  Since, pre-service teachers felt restricted by 

professional expectations and had a sense of fear and uncertainty regarding what might 

be arbitrarily judged as being inappropriate in their participation, they responded by 

shrinking their Acceptable Identity Fragments and becoming “more private” (i.e. sharing 

less information less often with fewer people and no longer sharing intimate 

information).  Through this process, many felt that their Acceptable Identity Fragments 

no longer accurately reflected who they were and that they could no longer be themselves 

or express their identities in online spaces. 

In the process of answering these questions, I discussed a variety of additional 

issues, including the role of informal learning environments in affecting Acceptable 

Identity Fragments, differences in participation norms between sites (e.g. Facebook vs. 

Twitter vs. Pinterest), cultural norms of lateral surveillance, and problems associated with 

data persistence and transitional life phases.  Together, these findings seem to paint a 

better picture of the relationship between pre-service teacher identity, SNS participation, 

and professionalism and allows for a more sophisticated understanding of and discussion 
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regarding SNS use in educational settings.  In this way, this study has been successful in 

bringing to light a variety of issues surrounding SNS use in education that had not 

previously been interrogated in sufficient degree. 

As the researcher, I found great value in conducting this study, because it forced 

me to think critically about issues of identity, SNS and social media use, the socially 

constructed role of the teacher, and technology’s place in society and education.  Many 

study findings surprised me as I progressed through the methodological steps, and the 

emergent theory and narratives of how identity, SNS participation, and professionalism 

interact with one another gradually developed in pleasantly unexpected ways.  Though I 

anticipated to find some connections between these three phenomena, I was perhaps most 

surprised by how deeply connected identity and SNS participation were in the minds of 

participants and how quickly participants willingly altered or ceased their participation 

out of professional consideration.  I was also deeply troubled by how interaction with 

colleagues in informal SNS-based learning environments led to participants disengaging 

from those spaces and felt that participants generally had very little self-awareness about 

how they used SNS and how their behavior in those spaces was being influenced by 

factors outside of themselves. 

As stated early on, the goal of this study was not to produce prescriptive 

guidelines for pre-service teachers regarding SNS use.  Instead, my goal was to 

necessarily complicate the issue in order to open a richer dialogue surrounding SNS use 

in education (and society) generally.  As a result, I believe that the field would benefit by 

future research in many of the areas that I have only briefly explored in this study.  

Specifically, fruitful research could occur regarding the long-term effects of using SNS as 

informal learning environments, whether differences exist based upon geographic area 

regarding beliefs that are core to one’s online identity (e.g. politics vs. religion), and on 
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the impact that institutionally-encouraged or institutionally-mandated implementations of 

SNS have upon educators’ identities and online participation.  Concrete questions for 

future research might include the following: 

 To what extent do pre-service teachers progressively come to understand 

issues of moral turpitude, community expectations, and their role as 

teachers throughout their teacher education experience? 

 What are the embedded values of a given SNS, and how does its use in 

education fundamentally change the relationships of teachers, students, 

and administrators to one another? 

 What is the typical or elicited Acceptable Identity Fragment of a given 

SNS, and how compatible is that AIF with the role of a teacher? 

 What methods are most effective for developing necessary literacies in 

SNS (e.g. social dialogue, self-reflection, direct instruction, etc.)? 

 How do pre-service teachers respond to disconnects between lateral 

surveillance and their own desires for privacy and control? 

Due to its qualitative nature, the findings of this study should not be used to create 

sweeping generalizations or to generate universalistic pronouncements regarding SNS 

use (like the guidelines alluded to above).  Rather, the true value of this study lies in its 

invitation for each of us to ask questions of ourselves regarding our identities, our 

participation in SNS, our educational institutions, and our society and to serve as a 

meager bit of soil from which future research can spring. 
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A: GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR INITIAL INTERVIEWS 

Demographic Information 

 What is your age? 

 What is your gender? 

 Do you currently use an SNS (e.g., Facebook, MySpace, Twitter, etc.)? 

o If so, how often? 

 Daily 

 3-5 days a week 

 1-2 days a week 

 Every few weeks 

 Less often 

 Never 

 Which cohort are you a member of (e.g., C, D, G, etc.)? 

SNS Participation 

 Describe to me how you participate in SNS. 

o Which SNS do you use (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, MySpace, etc.)? 

o What do you share or communicate? 

o Who do you share or communicate with? 

o Do the people you connect with belong to one group or multiple 

groups (e.g., family, friends, etc.)? 

 If they belong to multiple groups, can you tell me what 

these groups are? 

 If they belong to one group, what is that group?  
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 Why do these people only belong to this one group? 

o How often do you use these sites? 

o How long have you used these (or similar) sites? 

 I would like to know the specific ways you communicate with others using 

SNS.  Do you ever: 

o Post comments to a friend’s page or wall? 

o Send a bulletin or group message to a group of your friends? 

o Send private messages to a friend within the SNS? 

o Send I-Ms or text messages to a friend through the SNS? 

o Post comments to a friend’s blog? 

o Add comments to a friend’s picture? 

o Use your cell phone to browse or update your social networking 

profile? 

o Join groups on an SNS? 

 What do you share on these sites? 

o How do you share (e.g., photos, videos, status updates, direct 

messages, etc.)? 

o Do you organize what you share in a particular way (e.g., using 

lists to only show pictures to a select group of friends, etc.)? 

 How do you try to present yourself in these sites (e.g., fun, professional, 

crazy, etc.)? 

 How would people that you connect with through these sites describe who 

you are or how you present yourself through these sites (e.g., silly, 

outgoing, crazy, etc.)? 
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 If you use more than one of these sites, does the way you present yourself 

vary between sites? 

 Are you acting as yourself in these sites or do you act differently online 

than you do in real life? 

o If you act differently, what are the differences? 

 Why do you think you act differently? 

o Do you feel like the way that you represent yourself online is 

reflective of who you really are? 

o Why or why not? 

 How might your life change if you were forced to stop using these sites? 

 Do you play with your identity in online spaces (i.e. represent yourself in 

certain ways at different times)? 

o Why or why not? 

o If so, how do you play with your identity (e.g., use a fake profile 

picture, etc.)? 

 How do you deal with privacy in these sites (e.g., limiting posts to be 

visible to friends only, etc.)? 

 Have you thought about any professional expectations regarding your 

online participation that arise as a result of your becoming a teacher? 

o If so: 

 What have you thought about? 

 Have you felt a need to structure or to restructure your 

online participation to address these expectations? 

 If so, have you made any changes to how you 

participate online to account for these expectations? 
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 If not, why haven’t you felt this need? 

o If not, why do you think you haven’t felt the need to think about 

this yet? 
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APPENDIX B: OUTLINE FOR TRAINING ON SOCIAL MEDIA PROFESSIONALISM 

This training will be conducted by a facilitator who will, using the institutional 

resources as a guide, lead the group of pre-service teachers in doing the following: 

 Identify laws and policies that teachers are expected to follow in relation 

to media communications (e.g., federal and state laws, district policies, 

institutional policies, etc.). 

 Read examples of situations in which teachers have been punished for 

inappropriate or illegal uses of SNS. 

 Discuss issues of subjectivity with regard to teacher behavior and the 

existence and implications of district moral turpitude clauses. 

 Discuss the role of the teacher in society and the teacher as a public figure. 

 Discuss what the establishment and maintenance of “appropriate 

professional educator-student relationships and boundaries” means in 

relation to social media (and especially SNS). 

Institutional resources include: 

 TASB’s School District Employees and Electronic Media statement 

 The State of Texas’s Code of Ethics and Standard Practices for Texas 

Educators 

 University of Texas at Austin College of Education’s Electronic Media 

Policy for Teacher Certification Students 
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APPENDIX C: GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR FOCUS GROUPS 

 Are teacher professional expectations compatible with your online social 

lives? 

o Why or why not? 

 Are any of you worried about how others might interpret your online 

participation in SNS now that you are on the path toward becoming 

professionals? 

o If so, what are you worried about and why? 

o If not, why not? 

 What do you think about the fact that teachers have certain professional 

expectations that apply to them in online spaces? 

o Are these expectations fair? 

 Why or why not? 

o Are these expectations reasonable? 

 Why or why not? 

 What, if anything, do you plan on changing about how you participate in 

online spaces (e.g., restricting access)? 

o If you plan to change something, why? 

o If you don’t plan on changing anything, why not? 

o What do you plan on continuing to do the same? 

 Why? 

 Do you feel ready to have your online social participation placed under the 

same scrutiny that teachers are placed under? 

Why or why not? 
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APPENDIX D: GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEWS 

 Has the way you participate in online spaces changed somewhat since we 

last talked? 

o Why or why not? 

o If so, how has the way you participate changed? 

 What have you been thinking about in relation to your online social 

participation since we last met? 

o What have you worried about? 

o What bothers you? 

o What have you been reflecting on? 

o What has stayed with you from the training and our previous 

discussions? 

 Are there things that you feel like you should change about your online 

participation that you haven’t changed yet? 

o If so, what has prevented you from making those changes? 

o If not, why don’t you need to make any changes? 

 What do you think about the fact that teachers have certain professional 

expectations that apply to them in online spaces? 

o Do these expectations impact the way that you present yourself 

online? 

 If so, in what ways? 

 If not, why not? 

 If you have changed anything about how you participate in these spaces, 

have other people noticed? 

o If so, what have been their reactions or responses? 
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o If not, why do you think they haven’t noticed the change?  

 Do you feel ready to have your online social participation placed under the 

same scrutiny that teachers are placed under? 

o Why or why not? 

APPENDIX E: PARTICIPANT BIOGRAPHICAL BRIEFS 

A brief biography of each participant, based upon interviews and focus groups, 

will now follow with basic demographic information and the researcher’s perceptions of 

the participant. 

Anita 

Anita used MySpace when she was younger but transitioned to Facebook 

sometime in high school and now exclusively uses it. She thinks about professionalism as 

she posts to Facebook and had made changes to her Facebook account before the study 

began, because she was in the process of applying for jobs. Overall, she describes her use 

of Facebook as professional and fun and believes that her viewers would describe her in 

these ways if they were to look at her information and activities.  Though her MySpace 

account is still active and pictures and information from her early high school years may 

be found in that space, she did not feel that this was a matter of concern since viewers of 

her MySpace profile would recognize that the information there was from when she was 

a child and has not been updated in many years. Anita has a handful of close friends on 

Facebook but views the other 200 people that she’s connected with as not being close to 

her. She checks into Facebook regularly (multiple times every day) to see if anything new 

has been added by her close friends and to see what new events have occurred in the lives 

of people that she knew in high school, but she rarely posts status updates or pictures and 

does not attempt to communicate what she’s doing on a regular basis to the group. The 
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few pictures she has on Facebook she considers to be professionally acceptable, because 

though she has pictures of her at the beach or at the bar, she doesn’t have pictures that she 

thinks are too revealing or problematic. In her words, “Bar’s okay, but on the floor of the 

bar … not so much.”  Privacy is important to Anita, so she does not post about aspects of 

her life that she feels should be kept private (e.g. when she’s having trouble with a 

boyfriend, is feeling sad, etc.). The openness of her peers about things that she views to 

be private and their nonprofessional behavior on Facebook sometimes annoys Anita, and 

she does not feel that Facebook is a very important part of her life or that she would have 

to make drastic changes if she were to stop using it overnight. 

Brinley 

Brinley is a former user of MySpace that created a Facebook account her senior 

year of high school. When she and her friends started using MySpace, her parents and 

cheerleading coaches sat her down and warned her to be very careful about what she 

chose to put up on the site, because other people would see what she posted and there 

might be real life repercussions for her online actions. Brinley believes that this message 

has stuck with her and that she does not post anything that is inappropriate or risqué. She 

thinks that most of her peers outside of teacher education are not very mindful about what 

they put online and that she is somewhat of an anomaly among them in that sense.  She 

has around 200 friends and actively talks to about 50 of them. Brinley considers herself to 

be a very private person and doesn’t post a lot about herself, but she maintains a profile 

so that others can contact her if they would like to, and she comments regularly on 

others’ photos and status updates. She believes that many of her peers post emotional or 

sensational things on Facebook for attention or to make others feel jealous, but she 

doesn’t want the attention and drama that comes from doing so. At times in her life, 
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Brinley has deactivated her Facebook account because she realizes that spending a lot of 

time on Facebook can have a negative impact on her academics and upon other goals she 

has set for herself. Though she believes that many people may be addicted to Facebook, 

she does not feel that this applies to her, because she has been able to turn it off at points 

in her life when it was necessary for her to focus her attentions elsewhere, and though she 

knows that she might lose friends if she were to completely stop using Facebook, she sees 

a positive aspect to this and believes that no longer relying on Facebook might enable her 

to strengthen the deep relationships that she already maintains with her core group of 

friends via other media, like text messaging and phone calls. 

Callista  

Callista is a daily user of Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest who feels that she has 

very little to hide in her personal life.  Since, in her view, she doesn’t party or do crazy 

things like many people she knows, Callista feels that her Facebook and Twitter accounts 

are pretty tame and admits that though she has thought about professional expectations of 

becoming a teacher, this has not led her to change anything that she does online.  Callista 

explains that most of her college friends are similar to her and that they have a shared 

moral standard, because “it would be difficult to have a really best friend that wants to go 

party all the time when you don’t, so what do you have in common?”  This common set 

of moral standards, she explains, is in part due to a Christian group that she is associated 

with that has counseled its members to watch anything they put online that might give the 

organization “a bad name.”  Callista will occasionally use Facebook and Twitter to share 

“an encouraging Bible verse” and feels that this is an important part of who she is, 

because if she stopped doing that then, she explains, “that wouldn’t be me.”  In her mind, 

as long as she is “keeping [her religious beliefs] out of the classroom,” then “it shouldn’t 
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be a problem” on Facebook or Twitter, unless she were “to put down other religions,” but 

she believes that everything she posts is intended to be “encouraging” to the people she’s 

connected with.  On the flipside, Callista feels that even though “it’s not bad to go to 

parties,” her peers shouldn’t post pictures of themselves getting “totally drunk and doing 

things that probably aren’t appropriate,” because parents might take offense. 

Daphne 

Daphne occasionally uses Twitter, recently created an account on Pinterest, and 

normally checks Facebook three times a day.  On Twitter, she follows comedians and 

tends to passively observe what her close friends are saying, and on Facebook, she shares 

funny content that she finds online with her friends and family.  Daphne considers herself 

to be a “rule follower” and, as a result, doesn’t think that she has anything to hide online.  

Daphne explains that she tries “to stay away from things that would get me into trouble,” 

which means that she doesn’t party, cuss, or do things that are illegal (e.g. using illegal 

drugs or drinking before she was 21).  Daphne feels that being a “rule follower” makes it 

easy for her to use SNS without having to worry about what she puts up, and though she 

acts like herself in online spaces, Daphne feels that she is able to be “a little more 

extroverted on Facebook than I am in real life,” explaining that her friends often remark 

that her status updates are surprisingly funny.  As a result, Daphne feels that certain 

aspects of her personality might be more apparent online than they are in real life (e.g. 

that she is a Christian, funny, etc.).  Though she keeps things private on Facebook, 

Daphne doesn’t feel an overwhelming concern for privacy and allows her Twitter feed to 

be publicly visible.  This openness stems from the belief that she isn’t doing anything 

inappropriate in her personal life.  Daphne recognizes, though, that sometimes her peers 

post things that are inappropriate, especially when they post party pictures or cuss, and, in 
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talking about a former teacher she had who got into trouble for posting belly dancing 

photos online, Daphne explains: “I don’t have a problem with whatever she wants to do 

in her spare time, but … I do think you have to sort of be careful about what you put on 

there and what people see.” 

Evangeline  

Evangeline uses Facebook but has found herself transitioning recently into using 

it much less.  Considering herself to be an activist on a variety of issues, Evangeline has 

begun to struggle with issues of being connected with cohort members and others through 

Facebook that might not agree with her political and ideological beliefs.  For Evangeline, 

sharing private information about herself with others gives them power and is a privilege 

that she is learning she does not want to give to too many people outside of her close-knit 

circle of like-minded friends.  Evangeline explains that “I don’t like Facebook anymore 

just because I feel like it doesn’t fully represent me, and I don’t want people to just walk 

into my life and not see where I come from.”  Evangeline is fearful that others will judge 

her based upon a single political stance that she might take, perhaps labeling her as 

“extreme,” before they take the time to get to know her.  Additionally, Evangeline has 

found that she has become much less interested in her Facebook friends as she has seen 

how they have responded to (or ignored) her activist posts.  Regarding one political issue 

in particular that she posted some resources about, Evangeline explains: “I was bothered 

that my Facebook friends didn’t care about it ... How can you not be mad about it? ... I 

was like, ‘Wow, if you don’t read this, just delete me! We can’t be friends!’”  Though 

Evangeline has since deleted many of her Facebook friends, she now uses a cohort group 

to keep up on school assignments, and so, she feels that she needs to stay connected with 

cohort members, even though she’s not “interested in them anymore,” and, as a result, 
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she feels that she can no longer use Facebook to express herself (e.g. to post pictures, 

thoughts, resources, etc.).  Evangeline feels that this shift is just a part of growing up, and 

that though “I still do those things [signing online petitions, etc.] on my own, ... if 

[Facebook friends] want to talk to me about it, ... then I would talk to them about it” one-

on-one, but not on Facebook, since, to her, Facebook has become more of a public forum 

with people of divergent perspectives.  Evangeline acutely feels what she senses to be the 

loss of her ability to say what she believes, but at the same time, she thinks that other 

teachers and professionals should be monitored by their employers and punished if they 

voice political or religious opinions, either in public or in private, that might “create a 

violent environment in a work space.” 

Fiona  

Fiona uses Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest on a daily basis but has cut back 

drastically on her Facebook use in recent years as she has attempted to become more 

private.  Part of her reason for doing this is out of concern that through Facebook she was 

becoming too “superficial” and “narcissistic.”  In Fiona’s view, people on Facebook 

generally share superficial information about themselves (e.g. interests, parties that they 

attend, etc.), which may then give others a very incomplete or skewed view of who they 

are.  Fiona explains that now she acts differently: “I try to present myself as a real person. 

I don’t want to look at myself on Facebook and see that I’m really superficial about a lot 

of things. That’s why I took a lot of my stuff down or made it all private where only I 

could see it, and I only post things that are really important to me.”  On Twitter, Fiona is 

much more “laid back” about her participation than she is on Facebook, explaining that “I 

can feel at ease ... I have more fun with it.”  Fiona keeps her Twitter account publicly 

visible so that her acquaintances can see that she’s not hiding anything and because she’s 
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not too concerned with future employers checking it, though she believes they will check 

Facebook.  In each of these media, Fiona feels that what she does and shares are merely 

“snapshots” of her life and “not what I am as a person.”  Fiona’s limited activities and 

self-censoring in each of these media reflects this belief, because she feels that who she is 

as a whole person is very different from the perceptions that someone might get from 

seeing her content on Facebook or Twitter, and, in her words, “I don’t want people to 

think of me in a bad way just by the photos that they see.” 

Gretchen 

Gretchen has used Facebook so much over the past five years that some of her 

friends have referred to her as a “Facebook whore,” but when she started college, she 

began using Tumblr also in order to “document” the experience.  Though Gretchen feels 

that Facebook allows her to be more casual, extroverted, or edgy than she normally is in 

face-to-face conversation, she finds that she must censor what or limit how much she 

posts on Facebook for fear of offending friends or being seen as annoying. In contrast, 

Gretchen uses Tumblr as more of her “own personal space” or as her “bitching space” 

where she can post her thoughts, emotions, and feelings to a few close friends and with 

the internet at large without having to worry about the social repercussions associated 

with her friends who are less close judging her and creating drama in her life.  Gretchen 

keeps Tumblr public, so anyone can follow her if they know her URL, but she only 

knows of four close friends who follow her and believes that the URL is obscure enough 

that employers and other unwanted viewers wouldn’t find it.  It is important to Gretchn to 

keep her Tumblr open for the “catharsis” that comes from talking through her problems 

with an invisible public, and she thinks that if she made it private, then she would be 

restricted in the same way that she now feels restricted on Facebook.  In her words: “I 
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know you’re looking at this, so if I know you’re going to react badly, I’m not going to put 

it. So, if it’s anonymous people, then … it doesn’t personally affect them, so if I say 

something bad, then it’s … okay, because they don’t really know me in person… But if 

it’s only my friends around me, then I probably would put more of a face on.”  Despite 

that, Gretchen doesn’t believe that there’s anything on her Tumblr account that would be 

problematic if an employer saw it, but she has gone to some lengths to clean up her 

Facebook account, even changing her account name to use her mother’s maiden name so 

that others cannot easily find her.  Nonetheless, Gretchen is annoyed at how often 

Facebook changes its privacy policies and currently feels some “paranoia” about what 

may or may not be visible to others on her Facebook account. 

Helena 

Helena is almost a decade older than her cohort peers and uses both Pinterest and 

Facebook. Unlike younger peers who have recently transitioned from high school and 

have used Facebook throughout those formative years, Helena has worked for many 

years in professional settings and is a newcomer to Facebook, having used it for only 

about a year and a half. Helena considers herself to be a very private person and is 

hesitant to share personal information online. A major part of the reason for this is that 

she enjoys the control that face-to-face communication gives her in making sure that the 

people she communicates with do not misrepresent or misunderstand what she says, and 

she feels that spaces like Facebook make it difficult for people to manage others’ 

perceptions of themselves. Though Helena feels social pressure to participate in 

Facebook, she doesn’t use it very much, only occasionally resorting to it to creep on 

people from her past (e.g. ex-boyfriends). Given her background, Helena is somewhat 

critical of her peers and believes that their lack of experience in professional settings 
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makes it difficult for them to make wise choices when deciding what to share online.  

Additionally, she feels that teachers are in a difficult situation professionally, because 

expectations for them require that they carefully remain inoffensive to everyone, whereas 

other professions, like artists, would not have this requirement. 

Ingrid 

Ingrid has been using Facebook for about five years. Ingrid’s parents prevented 

her from getting Facebook when many of her friends began to do so as high school 

freshman, but they eventually allowed her to create an account under their supervision. 

Since she started using Facebook, Ingrid has been careful to only post things that “her 

grandmother would approve of.”  Though her grandmother does not have a Facebook 

account, Ingrid connects with her mother, sisters, aunts, and other family members and 

friends through Facebook on a daily basis and does not feel that she posts anything that is 

controversial or could be construed as inappropriate. She estimates that she has around 

one thousand friends, which she does not classify into any type of list or group structure.  

Ingrid was surprised when she realized that she only really talks to 50 or 60 of the people 

on her friends list and is not sure why she is still connected with so many people that she 

is not really interested in being connected with. The people that Ingrid talks to the most 

through Facebook are her old high school friends that now live far away. Ingrid does not 

think that she uses Facebook as much as her peers and normally uses it to simply post and 

share photos with others. She does not post emotional information or share aspects of her 

life that she feels to be private. For private interactions with her best friends she relies on 

face-to-face communication, texts, and phone calls. Ingrid feels that teachers are held to a 

higher standard of professionalism when it comes to social media than their peers in other 

professions. She has a difficult time identifying exactly where the line should be drawn 
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when one shares information online but feels that the most problematic areas for people 

her age revolve around partying and alcohol consumption. Though Ingrid has friended 

younger students that she has worked with in the past, she recognizes that these types of 

connections for teachers can be very problematic and can lead to potentially 

“compromising situations.” Ingrid, nonetheless, feels fairly safe in the belief that the 

information and media she posts to Facebook are innocuous and would not be 

problematic even if younger children stumbled upon them, as long as the things she has 

shared are understood in context. 

Jacqueline 

Jacqueline started using both Facebook and Twitter around three years ago. 

Though she was first introduced to Facebook by a TA, who created a course group to 

easily communicate with students, she now uses it to communicate with close friends and 

cohort members and to stay connected with family members, friends living elsewhere, 

and acquaintances from high school. She began using Twitter as a way to stay connected 

with her high school friends when she went off to college, but since she now finds it hard 

to know what to say to them, she primarily uses it to follow celebrities and reality TV 

stars. Jacqueline feels that she uses Facebook in a professional way by keeping her 

activities on Facebook private to her friends, not connecting with strangers, and making 

sure that problematic pictures of her are not put online or otherwise linked to her. She 

sees alcohol and partying as being problematic for professional online identity and fears 

that allowing these things to be associated with her may prevent her from being hired at 

some point. Though both of her parents are teachers Jacqueline does not feel that teachers 

are held to a separate standard of professionalism, but she thinks that there are general 
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standards of decency and respect that influence and guide how people interpret 

everyone’s participation in online spaces. 

Kelli 

Kelli uses Facebook on a daily basis and will check into Twitter every week or so 

to see what her favorite celebrities are up to.  Ever since she started using Facebook about 

five years ago, Kelli has been concerned about privacy and has conscientiously sought to 

keep her information on Facebook as private as possible.  She shares pictures and status 

updates about events in her life but doesn’t feel that she shares anything that is too 

private.  After being warned by her cohort coordinator earlier in the semester about 

Facebook, Kelli deleted a few pictures that had alcohol in them and has recognized for 

some time that she would eventually need to restrict herself a little more in the things that 

she posts once she started looking for a job.  To avoid being annoying, Kelli doesn’t post 

pictures or status updates very often and will only share them if she thinks they are 

interesting or funny to her audience.  When she does post things, Kelli posts to everyone 

and has felt sad at times when she has had to self-censor what she posts in order to 

prevent misunderstandings in the wide variety of people that might be reading.  Though 

she has around 500 friends that she likes to check up on and signs into Facebook 

throughout the day, Kelli doesn’t feel like she would lose much if she were to stop using 

the site, explaining that the people she already talks to in real life would still be 

accessible via phone calls and text messages, and the people that she doesn’t talk to are 

no longer close enough to her to lead her to “care so much” about them.  If anything, 

Kelli believes that deleting her Facebook account would give her “more free time” that 

she would most likely replace with another “filler,” like television or casual games. 
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Lynleigh 

Lynleigh is older than most of her cohort members, and some of her friends, 

including her fiancé, believe that she is a bit “Facebook crazed.” Lynleigh uses Facebook 

much like a blog to share information sources for news, media, and so forth with her 

friends and family members, considering herself to be an informed person or kind of a 

social DJ, though she doesn’t share as much information or risqué material as she did 

previously when she previously used MySpace. Though Lynleigh doesn’t seek out 

interaction much on Facebook, she also uses it as a way to keep people who are important 

to her from her past, like family members and friends in previous states, abreast of what’s 

going on in her developing life. That being said, she sometimes fears that her use of 

Facebook distracts her from the present and has thought about deleting her account for 

this reason. In recent years, after being warned by professors about being careful on 

Facebook and coming to understand professional expectations from serving as a 

substitute teacher herself, Lynleigh has removed questionable material from her 

Facebook account, stopped cussing, and sought to be as “copacetic” as possible on 

Facebook. This transition has sometimes been awkward and difficult, because people she 

has communicated with in the past in certain ways are not always understanding of the 

change, and she does not want to offend them. Lynleigh thinks the line of appropriateness 

for teachers is a bit fuzzy but that teachers should be careful not to post materials that 

have depictions of alcohol, tobacco, drugs, or “salaciousness” in them. 

Nora 

Nora uses Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest on a daily basis, and feels that she is 

very thoughtful about what she posts.  She believes that teachers have high standards 

placed upon them by society and that she has always tried to portray a “classy,” 

“Christian” image of herself that is compatible with these expectations.  As a result, she 
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feels that she is a very private person and doesn’t believe that she posts anything that 

might portray her in a negative light, including images that might include “some sort of 

alcohol drink in the background even if it’s not me” drinking it.  She feels strongly about 

not allowing Facebook connections to be privy to certain intimacies in her life and even 

feels confident to allow her “very protective” father to view all that she does on 

Facebook, because she is “freaked out” by “cyber stuff,” and her approach to privacy and 

openness on Facebook is cautious and reflects this uncertainty.  Additionally, she uses 

Twitter and Pinterest very differently or Facebook, more for following trends or looking 

at things that interest her than for connecting with people, so she considers her use of 

those tools to be even less “personal.”  If she were to stop using these sites, Nora feels 

that she would only lose touch with people that she didn’t really talk to in real life, and if 

she isn’t “going to keep a personal relationship off the internet,” then she explains: “I 

don’t know if I need them in my life.” 

Penelope 

Penelope has accounts on Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest, but she only uses the 

latter two when she is “super bored.”  Most of her use of Facebook revolves around 

updating her status “with stupid things,” checking up on people, and planning events and 

activities with friends.  Despite that, Penelope doesn’t feel that she shares much in the 

way of personal information on Facebook and that the information that is there does not 

have the potential to be detrimental to her in the future.  Using the Facebook Lists 

feature, she has tried to structure her participation with different groups, but gave up 

because it was too complicated and has since devolved to sharing posts with “a big mix 

of everyone.”  To prevent social backlash from not participating as much as her friends 

think she should, Penelope ends up “liking” things a lot on Facebook and doesn’t mind 
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when other people tag her in photos.  Though Penelope doesn’t post much on Facebook, 

she doesn’t feel that she has much to hide, explaining that “if my grandma wouldn’t be 

okay with me doing it, I probably shouldn’t be doing it” and that her family and religious 

values lead her to make choices in her life that keep her safe in that regard.  Further, 

though she recognizes that she makes mistakes, Penelope thinks it’s important that she 

doesn’t portray herself as someone who is “seeking those things out.”  Penelope has some 

work experiences that have led her to think that all professionals should abide by certain 

requirements while online (like avoiding complaining and negativity), but she also feels 

that teachers should be especially careful about what they post, because they spend a lot 

of time with the children they teach and must therefore be exceptional role models. 

Winter 

Winter is an avid user of Facebook and Twitter, plays social games, and uses 

Pinterest on occasion.  She uses Facebook to stay connected with people from her past, 

like friends from previous locations, and Twitter to keep up on current happenings with 

her close friends around her or just to post “stupid stuff.”  Winter’s use of the two sites is 

very different in that she uses Facebook for keeping social connections alive and Twitter 

for light-heartedly having fun with friends.  Winter’s Facebook use has declined in recent 

years as she has felt that she needs to watch what she posts much more, but though now 

she uses Twitter to share more than Facebook, she concedes that if she had to give up 

Facebook she says it would “hurt her heart,” because she would not be able to check up 

on her old friends anymore and would therefore be akin to giving up all of those social 

connections from earlier times in her life.  Additionally, Winter finds it upsetting that she 

has to portray a “pristine” image of herself in social media, because in her words: “I can’t 

really be myself … I can’t show my more fun side.”  Winter has begrudgingly untagged 
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herself from many photos and fears losing the memories associated with them.  She 

laments anecdotally: “that was such a fun night, but I can’t have this picture any more … 

to memorialize it.”  Though she understands why parents would want their children’s 

teachers to portray a certain image, and concedes that she likely would have the same 

expectations if she were a parent, social media has been a big part of Winter’s life for 

some time and having to censor herself, or restrict her use of it, has a clear emotional 

impact on her. 

Violet 

Violet has recently been doing most of her status updates via Twitter, but she also 

uses Facebook for sharing and viewing pictures and Pinterest for “online window 

shopping.”  Violet uses these sites “every day, several times a day” and will often use 

them while in class.  Though Violet thinks that these sites certainly distract her from her 

studies and make her less efficient, she feels that they are more of a medium for her 

distraction rather than a cause and that she would likely allow herself to be distracted by 

other things (e.g. drawing, sleeping, watching TV) if she stopped using social media.  

Violet voiced concern for the importance of acting like oneself in social media but also 

believes that anyone in the professional world should carefully self-censor social media 

participation, so that you do not offend others or give the wrong idea about yourself.  

Some things, like her relationship status, for instance, Violet feels are no one else’s 

business but her close friends, and so she does not share what she views as private 

information via social media.  Violet believes that her close friends already know those 

private details via other channels (e.g. face-to-face communication, text messages, etc.), 

and if someone on Facebook is not “close enough with me,” then “it’s not really hurting 

[them] to not know” those private details.  Violet feels that it is okay for her to share 



 218 

images of herself with alcohol, because she is over 21, but that text or pictures that depict 

foul language, illegal activities (e.g. underage drinking, marijuana use), revealing 

clothing, or potentially offensive religious or political beliefs should be self-censored.  

Though Violet believes that all professionals have the same standards applied to them, 

she thinks that teachers are unique, because teachers “have to maintain [those standards] 

24/7” as they go out into the community, “whereas some people don’t.” 

Yasmine 

Yasmine uses Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest daily, checking Twitter alone 

“probably like 15 times a day.”  Similar to many of her peers, Yasmine started using 

Facebook in high school and is now connected with many friends from her adolescent 

years, many friends from her college days (e.g. sorority members, roommates, etc.), and 

many family members.  Yasmine has recently used Facebook less and less and relies 

much more on Twitter to keep her connected with what’s going on in the world and 

Pinterest to keep her up on her interests (e.g. cooking, teaching, etc.).  Yasmine currently 

feels that she is in a transitional period, in which she recognizes that she is getting older 

and wants to be more mature and professional in online spaces, but she struggles with 

dealing with pictures from her past that are still associated with her (e.g. football games, 

sorority activities, etc.).  Even if these pictures are posted by others, Yasmine is 

concerned about offending people by untagging herself, while at the same time, she 

worries that potential employers can “pay Facebook to get access to a page even if you 

don’t want to be friends with them.”  As she looks back over Facebook using the new 

timeline feature, she can quickly see the types of things she was posting 5 years ago and 

wonders “what was I thinking?”  She believes that teachers are rightly held to a higher 

standard of professionalism than their peers and thinks that ideally she should not have 
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anything in social media that might be questionable, but, nonetheless, Yasmine feels that 

“it’s hard” to establish the “really thin line” between having a social life and exhibiting a 

professional persona online. 

Zoe 

Zoe checks Facebook a couple of times every day and logs into Pinterest 

sporadically.  Though she created a Twitter account some time ago in order to follow 

celebrities, she soon lost interest and has gradually posted less and less private 

information in any online space.  Zoe now predominantly uses Pinterest to share recipes 

and feels that people in her generation have gradually lost interest in Facebook such that 

she now feels that “I don’t even know what I would say” in that space.  Zoe still checks 

Facebook, but her use of the medium has changed drastically since high school.  As she 

explains, people of her generation “all just kind of mindlessly check it” now, while they 

use more personal technologies like cell phones and text messages to stay connected with 

people who matter most to them.  In Zoe’s view, this reflects the process of growing up 

and learning to live in an adult world.  Teachers, she believes, have a responsibility to be 

role models to their students, and due to the persistence of online information and the fear 

that someone might see content that to them might be considered inappropriate, Zoe 

keeps her online participation “as private as possible.”  Zoe believes that becoming more 

private is a component of growing up, and she thinks that others would have a very 

difficult time learning anything about who she is from her online participation simply 

because she doesn’t post much anymore and doesn’t feel like she’s missing out on 

anything, explaining that “I … prefer to do things as I do.” 
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