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Social network sites in formal and informal learning: potentials
and challenges for participatory culture

Abstract

Social network sites are increasingly
becoming instruments for expression of
personal identity and collective
participation, especially for younger
generations. Participatory practices of
various kinds are frequently leading to
contamination between the different
spheres of youngsters’ lives, including
areas of formal and informal learning
contexts. Alongside the benefits, however,
there are also potential risks that must be
taken into account. The acquisition of
specific skills can help reduce these risks so
that young people can make the most of the
potential of these digital environments.

Keywords
Social network sites; Participatory culture;
Student Voice; Formal and informal
learning.

Stefania Manca
(CNR - Istituto per le Tecnologie Didattiche)

Riassunto

I social network stanno diventando sempre
pit strumenti di espressione dell’identita
personale e di partecipazione collettiva,
soprattutto per le generazioni piu giovani.
Pratiche partecipative di varia natura
stanno  evidenziando  contaminazioni
sempre piu frequenti tra gli ambiti
dell’apprendimento formale e i contesti
informali in cui vivono i ragazzi. Accanto ai
benefici occorre, pero, tener conto anche dei
potenziali rischi a cui si pud andare
incontro se non si possiedono delle
competenze appropriate. L’acquisizione di
competenze specifiche pu0 aiutare a
ridurre i rischi e a sfruttare al meglio le
potenzialita di questi ambienti digitali.

Parole chiave

Social network; Cultura partecipativa;
Student Voice; Apprendimento formale e
informale.

1. Introduction. - 2. Costs and benefits of social networks in adolescence. - 3. Social network sites as

spaces for participatory culture and civic engagement. - 4. Digital literacy and media education in the
social network age. - 5. Conclusion. - 6. References. - 7. Curriculum vitae.

1. Introduction

The use of social network sites has become an important field of study and

research covering many aspects that concern the social and educational contexts
of young people (Greenhow - Askari, 2015; Greenhow et al., 2014; Kio, 2016).
According to a survey conducted in the United States, 76% of adolescents
between the ages of 13 and 18 use social media over an hour every day (Lenhart
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et al., 2015a). A similar survey found that 88% of young people between 18 and
29 who surf the Internet use Facebook, 59% use Instagram, 36% use Pinterest,
34% use LinkedIn and 26% use Twitter (Greenwood et al., 2016). The current
data available on social media use in Italy are not broken down by age group.
However, they show that in January 2017 52% of the Italian population accessed
social media, with a penetration of 47% among smartphone users (Della Dora,
2017). One can easily imagine that, as in other countries, young people figure
most highly in those figures.

Data for Facebook use indicate that this site remains by far the most popular
worldwide, with 2.13 billion monthly active users (Facebook, 2018). Over the
past few years young consumers are increasingly shifting away from Facebook
and towards services like YouTube, Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter and Pinterest.
Nevertheless, Facebook access and usage rates among US teens have barely
changed, thus showing steady interest (Forrester, 2018).

Despite youth’s need for differentiation, with specific value and emotional
benefits seemingly associated with sites like Instagram and Snapchat, young
people’s growing engagement in digital practices and their extensive use of
social media sites are raising demand for learning environments that are based
on, or incorporate, social networking spaces (Greenhow et al., 2014). From this
perspective, the benefits of intertwining in-school and out-of-school practices
have been highlighted in experiences which, for instance, have indicated that
Facebook can provide opportunities for young people to develop contemporary
scientific literacy and adopt environmentally responsible behaviours
(Greenhow et al., 2015).

However, from the point of view of educational research, attention has
focused on the acquisition of critical skills and digital competences necessary
for an aware social network use and the identification of their potential for
formal and informal learning (see Manca - Ranieri, 2013, 2016, 2017; Ranieri -
Manca, 2013). As pointed out by several authors (Anderson - Dron, 2017; Crook,
2012; Ranieri - Manca, 2013), the main feature of these environments seems to
be to favour the active construction of experience and the availability of
informative and cognitive resources of various nature. Further added value
may well derive from the expansion of learning contexts through access to
authentic contents and external experts, to professionals and teachers of various
subjects, as well as the possibility of mixing daily life with learning, and
personal interests with educational objectives. But social networks are above all
the places where a large part of the social life of adolescents and young adults
unfolds and where the digital dimension is constantly mixed in everyday life
(Boyd, 2014).
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In this paper I will examine the most recent findings from the literature
regarding the benefits and risks related to the use of social media and social
networks by younger age groups. The investigation will also consider the
characteristics of the participatory cultures expressed in these environments in
connection with the school culture, and the importance of media education and
digital literacy as essential foundations for a safe and conscious use of
networking sites.

2. Costs and benefits of social networks in adolescence

As we have seen, studies investigating the prominent role that social media and
social networking sites now play in society show steadily increasing use,
particularly on the part of young people. Scholars have highlighted that the
greatest benefits deriving from use of these environments are related to
development of identity processes and aspirations, as well as to peer
engagement (Subrahmanyam - Smahel, 2011; Uhls, 2015). Moreover, young
people can benefit from these sites to support the growth of self-esteem,
increase social capital and obtain social support to sustain the complex
processes of self-expression, factors of crucial importance for the development
of identity in adolescence (Best et al., 2014; Ellison et al., 2011). Indeed, the
importance of social networking sites in the lives of many young people was
recently highlighted by the American Academy of Child and Adolescent
Psychiatry (AACAP, 2017). It is argued that social networking can present
youth with various opportunities, such as staying connected to friends and
family (especially those living abroad), developing new social contacts with
peers with similar interests, sharing content of self-expression such as art work,
music, and political views, and developing and expressing individual identity.
Specific studies have reported, indeed, that there are more and more cases in
which teenagers use social network sites to build new friendships and cultivate
existing ones (Lenhart et al., 2015b).

Social environments are increasingly perceived, therefore, as an integrated
part of everyday life, whereas until fairly recently they were considered as
something separate, an expression of ‘online life’ running parallel to ‘offline life’
(Baiocco et al., 2014; Reich et al., 2012). However, the ways in which young
people inhabit these environments leave many adults perplexed about how the
representation of the self and the mechanisms of privacy are managed. This
attests to a generational, as well as technological, gap in which the ‘old” rules
are somewhat extraneous to younger generations.

Issues concerning the lives of young people in digital environments are of
particular interest to US scholar Danah Boyd. Her recent book on teenage social
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networking (boyd, 2014) explores questions of identity and privacy, as well as
dangers like dependency and bullying. She invites us to reconsider the
perspectives and points of view that adults, be they teachers, educators or
parents, express about the way young people use technologies, especially social
media. Boyd stresses that adolescents' creativity manifests in a thousand
different ways and that young people develop coded behaviours which may
seem to undermine their privacy or psychological integrity, but that for them
are expressive codes through which they are able to communicate and be
understood by one another.

By the same token, a number of risk elements undoubtedly exist that need to
be considered; cyber pornography, cyber paedophilia and threats from
malicious people of all kinds all too often feed the anxieties and nightmares of
adults. The persistence and potential viral spread of contents posted online, of
whatever nature these may be, can fuel persecutory behaviours that can have
dramatic consequences, especially for an adolescent struggling with the
construction of a nascent adult identity (Uhls, 2012). Other risks reported in the
industry literature underline the propensity to conform to models and lifestyles
that the Internet helps amplify and which can not only generate unreal
aspirations, but also represent a source of frustration for young people
(Common Sense Media, 2015). Other reported risks involve exposure to large
amounts of commercial advertisements which may not be age appropriate, the
risk of identity theft, and reduced amount of time for physical activity (AACAP,
2017).

As we will see in the following sections, the importance of fostering media
literacy competences concerning the use of these digital media is an essential
task for teachers, parents, and all those who care about the well-being of young
people.

3. Social network sites as spaces for participatory culture and civic engagement

Issues concerning the lives of young people in digital environments are of
particular interest to US scholar Danah Boyd. Her recent book on teenage social
networking (Boyd, 2014) explores questions of identity and privacy, as well as
dangers like dependency and bullying. She invites us a greater propensity to
cultivate their political interests in social circles and in social media (Smith,
2013). Therefore, it can be argued that digital media offer new possibilities for
participation and empowerment at different levels: individual, through the
development of skills and exposure to different points of view; collective,
through sharing and exchanging information and benefitting from the
multiplicity of opinions; and social, through civic commitment and democratic
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participation (Greenhow - Li, 2013). For example, in a study that involved
young people between the ages of 16 and 25 using a Facebook application to
discuss environmental-related socio-scientific issues, it was found that
Facebook provided them opportunities to develop scientific skills and to adopt
environmentally responsible behaviours (Greenhow et al., 2015).

In the educational field, research has shown that young people are
increasingly eager to intertwine the participatory practices of social media and
social networks with those of school or related to the school (Greenhow et al.,
2014). According to these studies, it is a question of overcoming the traditional
boundary between social and civic commitment and curricular activities linked
to schooling. Integrating social networks into school practices, according to
some authors, could help educators rethink learning moments by leveraging the
forms of interaction familiar to young people (Grion - Bianco, 2016).

Indeed, social networks not only represent an integral part of the normal
media habits of young people (Asterhan - Rosenberg, 2015), they are an
excellent out-of-school communication channel between students and teachers
that can improve relationships, knowledge and mutual understanding (Ophir et
al., 2016). Learning environments that leverage these habits could support "the
(re) construction of those 'bridges' between the informal and the formal,
between young people’s world and the school" (Grion - Bianco, 2016, p. 137).
Therefore, it is important to "give greater weight to the role and prospects of
young people in the school environment, both in research and in the field of
educational reforms" (Grion - Bianco, 2016, p. 136). From this point of view, the
pedagogical perspective of the Student Voice movement (Grion - Cook-Sather,
2013) can provide useful stimulus for reflecting on the potential of technological
tools for "legitimizing" students' points of view as expert members of the school
communities and for improving the quality of education and participatory
cultures (Manca - Grion, 2017).

Some experiences in civic engagement and participation in the school context
have reported, for instance, that students who used Facebook as a learning
environment showed greater enthusiasm and participation than their peers who
did not (Usher II, 2013). Facebook has also proved crucial for students to
develop an interest in forms of political and civic participation (Kassem, 2013).
Moreover, a recent Italian study showed how the informal use of Facebook
contributed to developing competences of participation and civic engagement
in a group of teenagers (Lenzi et al., 2015). More generally, social networks can
be seen as a "third space”, an intersection between social and leisure space, and
between school and study (Aaen - Dalsgaard, 2016).
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4. Digital literacy and media education in the social network age

As we have seen, participatory culture mediated by social networks is
impacting in many areas, including civic engagement, political participation
and social commitment, as well as in educational contexts (Jenkins et al., 2015).
However, the explosion in social networking activity does not appear to have
been accompanied by a corresponding development in associated digital skills.
The need to acquire effective skills related to the use of social networks
becomes, therefore, of primary importance (Hsieh, 2012).

In fact, social network sites raise a number of issues that take on new
dimensions, such as personal identity management, online security and privacy,
questions that demand new and innovative answers. The striking effects related
to the lack of skills suitable for managing digital relations have recently been
portrayed in popular cinema. Films such as Catfish (2010), Disconnect (2012)
and Her (2013) help us to recognise the social-relational and emotional
dynamics generated by these new digital environments, with sometimes
unexpected results. These include the creation of fictitious identities on
Facebook, the boom in sexually-oriented videochats, identity theft, the
propensity to form emotional bonds (even fall in love) with manifestations of
Artificial Intelligence represented digitally as virtual ‘people’ (for an analysis of
these films with a view to media education, see Manca, 2014).

There is therefore a need to work on identifying social media literacy skills
that can equip individuals with the means to reap the benefits digital
environments offer while limiting their critical impacts (Vanwynsberghe, 2014).
In this perspective, social networking skills might comprise a combination of
technological, cognitive, social and ethical skills needed for critical evaluation of
social networking sites in terms of their reference contexts, as well as the
relevance and reliability of shared contents (Manca, 2017; Ranieri - Manca,
2013).

According to the digital literacy framework proposed by Calvani and
colleagues in recent years (Calvani et al., 2010, 2012), digital competence is the
capacity to explore new technological situations, analyse and critically evaluate
information, build collaborative knowledge, and gain awareness of personal
responsibilities towards oneself and others. In light of this framework, digital
competence applied in social media environments involves at least four
dimensions: technological, cognitive, social and ethical.

The technological dimension includes both procedural skills necessary for
technical access and use of social media, and more sophisticated knowledge
related to understanding the grammar that governs the design of the platform.
Moreover, it includes more advanced skills of a metacognitive nature, such as
those concerning awareness of one's way of relating to social media, and the
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ability to evaluate the potential for solving problems in everyday life.

The cognitive dimension regards the ability to decode and evaluate the
reliability of information resources shared in social media and the credibility of
the sources from which these derive. It also includes the ability to create content
that is original or based on the remix of pre-existing resources located on the
network. The ability to evaluate how suitable certain contents might be for a
particular audience also falls within this dimension.

The social dimension includes the ability to communicate with others in an
appropriate manner and with respect for the norms of netiquette. It also covers
the ability to work collaboratively through social networking tools and to
actively participate in networks of interest.

Finally, the ethical dimension comprises the capacity to nurture one’s online
identity, to protect oneself and one's own privacy, bearing in mind that “privacy’
is a very dynamic concept with limits that vary depending on different contexts
and situations. It also includes the ability to behave appropriately and with
respect towards others, and to be able to use these tools for ethically relevant
purposes.

In an Italian research project investigating these aspects, Maxia and
colleagues involved students and teachers at a secondary school in a dialogue
on the theme of the relationship between new media, rights and digital
citizenship (Maxia et al., 2014). The objectives focused on the acquisition of
awareness of students” responsibilities and the natural consequences of their
online behaviours, as well as their online rights and the positive use of the
Internet. In another Italian experience, an episode of bullying on Facebook
involving classmates at a secondary school was the trigger for fostering
students” reflection on the episode, but above all for promoting their greater
awareness of the behaviours displayed in the episode in question (Delfino,
2013).

Social media literacy also implies developing users’ skills in making the most
of the potential that social networks offer for engaging in active participation in
a profitable way. For example, using a closed and protected environment to
experiment with the participative methods that can be put in place on open
social networks like Facebook could prove an effective strategy to develop
argumentative skills without affecting factors of distraction (Denicolai, 2013).
Another project aimed at promoting young people’s capacity for critical
understanding and active use of media in the political arena engaged students
on topics of media participation and citizenship through analysis of political
party websites and of the Arab Spring uprisings (Ranieri - Fabbro, 2015).

To conclude, the importance of developing media education and digital
literacy skills applied to the social media field is a fundamental measure to
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master these environments effectively, both in terms of preventing dangerous
behaviours or uses, and in that of fostering a conscious participatory culture.

5. Conclusion

In this paper we have seen how the potential of social media and social network
sites is spreading on many fronts: contribution to the psychological
development of adolescents (not without risks, as mentioned); the intertwining
of online and offline social dimensions; the creation of spaces for civil and
political participation; and contamination between spaces and times dedicated
to leisure and those devoted to school and study.

These contaminations present educators and teachers with new challenges.
The greatest potential of social networks is, indeed, also the area in which we
run risks that we need to be aware of. From this point of view, it is essential to
rethink the educational models that traditionally inform teaching and learning
in school and university classrooms. The pedagogies that implicitly underlie
these models embody a cultural background that we need to rethink if we really
want to assign greater weight to the role and the prospects of young people in
their daily lives.
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