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Many things come to mind when we are asked to think of higher education. 
Some immediately envision lecture halls, fast food, fraternities, pep rallies, 
parties, caps, and gowns. However, these days social media is as much a part of 
college life as homework. Over the last two decades, the percentage of college-
aged individuals posting, following, and sharing online has constantly risen. In 
2005, 7% of 18 to 29 year olds were using social media; five years later, that 
number grew exponentially to 76%; by 2019, 90% of people in this age group 
were using social media platforms to connect (Pew Research Center 2019a). 
Many modern-day college students belong to the group known as digital 
natives, due to growing up in a world with the existence of digital technology 
(Prensky 2001, p. 1). Undergraduates and graduate students’ lifelong relation-
ship with electronic devices and digital media creates familiarity with technol-
ogy and in turn, enables many to comfortably use social media as a vehicle for 
culture, news, entertainment, and relationships.

Social media is a form of computer-mediated communication. When joining 
a social network, individuals create profiles that enable them to utilize the plat-
form by viewing, creating, and sharing content. These Web 2.0 applications 
rely on user-generated content and allow people to build personalized net-
works in which they can exchange text, images, and videos.

Although social media is popular with college-aged adults, not all are rac-
ing to create profiles on the same platforms. Social networks vary in popular-
ity depending on the age of the user. However, Facebook is favored by a wide 
range of age groups. Just over three quarters of 18 to 24 year olds have 
Facebook accounts (Pew Research Center 2019b). Co-founded by Mark 
Zuckerberg, Dustin Moskovitz, Chris Hughes, and Eduardo Saverin in 2004, 
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Facebook began as a network designed exclusively for college students before 
allowing others to join in 2006 (Facebook 2020). Capitalizing on its success 
and the popularity of the virtual wall, which allows users to create a digital 
collage of their lives, Facebook has used additional social media tools as 
bricks to build its place in the world of computer-mediated communication. 
The company added Messenger in 2011, allowing users to send direct mes-
sages (DMs) to others on the network for private exchanges (Facebook 2020). 
A year after introducing this intimate communication feature, the company 
hit a milestone in popularity. “Facebook became the largest social network in 
the world, with more than one billion users as of 2012, and about half that 
number were using Facebook every day” (Hall 2019). Also, in that same year, 
Instagram was acquired by Facebook; two years later in 2014, WhatsApp, a 
text, phone, and video application, connecting people globally through WiFi, 
was purchased by the Zuckerberg led company (Facebook 2020). Facebook 
offers a myriad of ways for users to connect with others online. The platform 
offers asynchronous options that allow users to post and reply at their con-
venience as well as synchronous features that enable users to broadcast their 
lives in real time or call someone in their network without even knowing 
their mobile number.

Some groups of people are more likely to use Facebook than others. When it 
comes to this social site, those who have walked across the stage for a collegiate 
graduation are more likely to belong to the network. Specifically, of those who 
have earned at least one college degree, 74% use Facebook compared to 61% of 
adults who have obtained a high school diploma or less (Pew Research 
Center 2019c). When one graduates with a degree, they leave campus with an 
expanded network that may be sprawled out over a state or country, so social 
media provides a convenient way to stay connected. Furthermore, there is also 
a distinction between gender with Facebook users. In the US, three quarters of 
women use Facebook compared to 63% of men (Pew Research Center 2019c). 
By analyzing the predictors of social media usage, colleges and universities can 
identify methods to help their students navigate platforms in ways that will 
complement academic and professional goals.

By examining the Facebook activity of 13 to 17 year olds, there can be some 
insight gained on the social networking habits of incoming undergraduates. 
According to one study, “lower-income teens are more likely than higher-
income teens to use Facebook” (Pew Research Center 2018a). A closer look 
into the data reveals the financial divide. Although many US teenagers often 
use similar social sites despite a breakdown of further demographics, 70% of 
teens raised on an annual household income under $30,000 have Facebook 
accounts compared to 36% of their counterparts living in a home with an 
annual income over $75,000 (Pew Research Center 2018a). Utilizing data on 
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socioeconomics and social media usage can introduce ways for institutions to 
connect with audiences, such as first-generation college students, and share 
knowledge on academic programs and resources available.

Instagram is another popular platform with college-aged adults. Commonly 
referred to as “IG,” or “The Gram,” this social site is also synonymous with (a) 
short-lived stories that disappear from the site 24 hours after they are posted 
and (b) filtered photographs, which allow users to alter their images with 
graphics and airbrushing. Just under six years after hitting the social media 
scene, Instagram reached “half a billion monthly active users, 300 million of 
whom [used] the photo-sharing service daily” (Laurent 2016). Instagram is 
wildly popular with many athletes, actors, and musicians, which college stu-
dents have an interest in and frequently follow on social sites. It is not uncom-
mon for celebs to share breaking personal news and exclusive photos on these 
platforms – capturing the attention of fans. As of 2019, nine years after its 
release, three quarters of 18 to 24 year olds had an account on Instagram (Pew 
Research Center 2019b). IG is beginning to eclipse Facebook as a favorite 
among college students.

Snapchat is a media sharing site that has garnered the attention of college-
aged adults as well. Among those aged 18 to 24, 73% have a profile on the plat-
form (Pew Research Center 2019b). Unlike social networks with some features 
that vanish a day after posting, content shared on Snapchat is designed to dis-
appear immediately after viewing. One study found the fleeting quality of mes-
sages on the platform “reduces self-consciousness in communication” for 
many university students using the app, resulting in unique, humorous, and 
vulnerable exchanges (Xu et al. 2016, p. 1672). In a virtual world where many 
posts can live forever through screenshots and sharing, Snapchat offers a veil 
of privacy due to its short-lived nature. This may be comforting to some college 
students who worry about their light-hearted, dorm room antics coming back 
to haunt their professional life down the road.

The method of concise writing, taught during the undergraduate years, may 
unintentionally help prepare students for Twitter, a microblogging platform. 
In the US, the typical Twitter user is more likely to belong to a younger age 
group, hold a degree, and earn higher wages compared to the average adult in 
the nation. “Overall, 42% of US adult Twitter users have at least a college 
degree, compared with 31% of all Americans. [Forty-one percent] of adult 
Twitter users earn at least $75,000 a year, compared with 32% of all American 
adults” (Pew Research Center 2019d). Twitter originally capped posts at 140 
characters before increasing the count to 280 in 2017, about 10 years after its 
inception (Tsukayama 2017). Twitter users often take to the internet with short 
messages that voice their views on the hot topic of the day or week, often relat-
ing to news, culture, and politics.
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YouTube plugged into the digital scene at a time when just 7% of 18 to 29 year 
olds were using social media; its very first video, “Me at the Zoo,” was uploaded 
in April of 2005 (Grandoni 2013; Pew Research Center 2019a). With a running 
time of 18 seconds, the video has racked up millions of views. The college-aged 
population is using YouTube at higher rates than those of the average adult. 
Specifically, 90% of 18 to 24 year olds report using YouTube compared to 73% 
of all adults in 2019 (Pew Research Center 2019e). YouTube allows people to 
watch public or unlisted videos without creating a profile on the network. In 
order to post videos, users generating content must create a profile and choose 
the name of a personalized channel to which content will be added. Those who 
decide to subscribe to YouTube channels can track content updates. At the 
start of 2019, YouTube amassed close to 44,000 channels and upwards of 
250,000 subscribers (Pew Research Center 2019e). It was forecast that YouTube 
will have 1.86 billion users by 2021, up from 1.35 billion in 2016 (Statista 2018). 
There is an emerging trend of using YouTube in higher education. A growing 
number of online and hybrid college courses use YouTube in various ways. 
Some educators may upload recorded lectures or link to open-access videos. In 
addition, students use the site as a place to upload class presentations and 
share their work remotely.

Many college students identify as gamers and YouTube often draws them to 
its website. Nearly 18% of videos posted in the English language during the first 
week of January in 2019 were about gaming; these videos pulled in 34,347 
median views compared to 11,174 for recorded content on other subject mat-
ters (Pew Research Center 2019e). These videos generally offer tips and tricks 
that gamers can use to maximize their playing experience. According to one 
poll, almost three quarters of men aged 18 to 29 play video games along with 
about half of women in the same age group (Pew Research Center 2018b). 
Furthermore, these videos tend to be much longer than those in other catego-
ries. Specifically, gaming videos from the first week of 2019 alone had a median 
length of 13 minutes compared to 5.2 minutes for others (Pew Research Center 
2019a). Just as students flock to lecture halls to learn about human biology and 
women’s literature, many absorb information from user-generated content on 
YouTube.

One of the most recent social media apps to gain the attention of US college 
students is TikTok. This platform, introduced by the Chinese video-sharing 
company ByteDance, experienced rocketing popularity in late 2019 with more 
than 1.5 billion downloads (Chapple 2019). Although the platform is a favorite 
choice for some pre-teens, many undergrads use the social site to share short 
videos. Some college students and recent grads use TikTok to earn money for 
promoting products and services (Kerr 2019). With an ability to monetize 
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driving audiences to social media pages for branding messages, TikTok joins 
the likes of Instagram, YouTube, and more.

College students spend a great deal of time online and so do others. Surfing 
the web has become one of America’s popular pastimes with 81% reporting 
daily use of the internet; more than a quarter of American adults described 
themselves as continuously online throughout the day, while 45% report pull-
ing up the internet multiple times on a day-to-day basis (Pew Research Center 
2019f). With a few clicks of a mouse or taps on a screen, people can pay bills or 
shop for necessities, all while saving a stamp and time waiting in line at the 
checkout. The convenience of the internet draws many to its webpages. Further 
examination of how frequently the 18 to 29 year old population is online 
reveals that just under half are constantly on the internet while 46% report 
accessing the web various times throughout the day (Pew Research Center 
2019f). This data reflects the essential role that internet plays in the lives of 
young adults. However, one out of ten adults in America reports never going 
online; it should be noted that zero percent of this group is made up of 18 to 29 
year olds; of those who live their lives completely offline, 27% are aged 65 or 
older and 29% have not completed high school (Pew Research Center 2019g). 
Primarily, it is the digital natives and educated populations that demonstrate a 
commitment to living a life with technology.

Many adults with social media accounts check in with their online networks 
as part of their everyday routine. The platform with the largest percentage of 
daily users is Facebook; as of 2019, 74% of adults connect with their network on 
Facebook seven days a week compared to 63% and 61% of those with profiles on 
Instagram and Snapchat, respectively. YouTube attracts just over half of its social 
networking population each day while Twitter draws in 44% of its microblogging 
audience daily (Pew Research Center 2019a). Many social media apps have fea-
tures that ensure users are alerted when someone on their network interacts 
with their post or sends them a DM. Parsing out the minutes of the day devoted 
to social networking, we see that the average internet user spends 2 hours, 
22 minutes connected to platforms, which reflects an increase from 2 hours, 
20 minutes in 2017 (Pew Research Center 2019a). An examination of social 
media usage around the globe reveals the Philippines has consistently ranked 
number one for the highest average of time spent on social media over the last 
few years; in 2019, Filipinos clocked an average of 3 hours, 53 minutes each day; 
by comparison, Americans spent an average of 2 hours, and 3 minutes social 
networking that same year (Statista 2020). Accounted for in part of this number 
are young adults with social media profiles. As college students work to fit 
classes, homework, and other activities into their daily schedule, a number are 
carving out time to connect with their virtual networks.
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Friends and family are not the only ones seeking to connect on social media; 
many colleges and universities have created profiles on a myriad of platforms 
to reach both current and potential future students. Specifically, when it comes 
to prospective students, social media is a viable recruiting tool. According to 
one study, by 2012, 92% of the top 100 institutions in the US were using “social 
media in conjunction with their official websites” (Greenwood 2012). In addi-
tion, the convenience and affordability of using social media as a marketing 
tool is an added advantage to institutions working hard to balance budgets.

Social media not only serves as a virtual magnet to draw students onto cam-
pus, in many ways it helps to promote student engagement. Several institu-
tions, such as University of Delaware, University of Central Florida, and 
Colorado State University, encourage campus influencers to capture experi-
ences ranging from move-in day to game day to off-campus road trips (Kay 
2019; McKenzie 2019). These social media posts offer a front row seat into the 
lives of students at their respective institutions; they serve as a virtual tour 
without the scripted appeals from campus faculty, staff, and administrators. 
Some institutions, such as George Mason University and Temple University 
extend control of the campus social media platforms to students for a day 
(Stroller 2016; McKenzie 2019). The choice to entrust this responsibility to stu-
dents demonstrates the bond between the institution and its students. 
Furthermore, it can serve as an incentive for students to envelop themselves 
with school spirit in hopes of also becoming a social media ambassador.

Colleges and universities are helping students break into the lucrative busi-
ness of social media. Some are offering courses centered on becoming an influ-
encer to help students sharpen not only the focus on their hand-held cameras, 
but also their strategies. University of Southern California offers a course on 
“influencer relations,” in conjunction with the institution’s school of commu-
nications and an on-campus club (Rosenblatt 2020). For those college students 
interested in earning more than just a few credits on subjects related to social 
networking, some places of study are offering degree programs in this bur-
geoning field. Several institutions are combining a bachelor’s degree in mar-
keting with a concentration in social media. At the graduate level, some 
universities are offering master’s degrees in social media (Somers 2016). Many 
educators and administrators recognize the role that social networking plays 
in the lives of most. Designing collegiate courses and programs that provide 
students with a portal into the digital world is a growing trend.

Social media plays a pervasive role in the lives of those pursuing higher edu-
cation. It serves as a constant virtual companion for many with wide-ranging 
implications that can make the difference between succeeding and being set 
back as an undergrad or graduate student.
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Introduction

Earning good grades is often high on the list of goals for students pursuing a 
post-secondary education. After all, it is only once a student has stacked up the 
required course credits that they can earn a degree, and walk off the gradua-
tion stage toward new possibilities. To help foster academic success, many stu-
dents and faculty are turning to social media. Thanks to its widespread use 
among college-aged adults, compatibility with mobile devices, and no-cost 
model, many consider it to be a logical vehicle to enhance learning.

Social Media and Student Engagement

It is likely that most students can recall, at one point in time, sitting in a class 
and hearing only the voice of the instructor or perhaps the proverbial crickets 
when a question was posed to those in the room. To combat this, social media 
is being used to promote engagement in courses. There is a myriad of reasons 
why platforms are being used to connect students to course content and one 
another. Public university students who used Facebook for class-related dis-
cussions expressed an appreciation of sharing content in a virtual space 
because it is familiar, visually appealing, and easy to use (Hurt et al. 2012).

Embedding social media in courses can aid in the creation of community. 
Just as students are exploring new subject matter in their classes, they are 
meeting new people on campus. For some, it can take time to feel comfortable 
asking questions and sharing insights with those inside the classroom walls. 
Studies show that when undergraduates use social media to connect, they 
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begin to relate to their educational peers. Sheeran and Cummings (2018) found 
that “students with either an official or unofficial Facebook group in at least 
one of their courses did have an increased sense of belonging.” Undergraduates 
enrolled in an introductory-level course reported experiencing closer connec-
tions with classmates and feeling like a valued addition to the class, as a result 
of their Facebook discussions (Hurt et al. 2012).

The frequency of engagement on social media is likely to increase when the 
professor is involved in the exchanging of posts. In a study examining the 
required and voluntary use of Twitter in class, in conjunction with the regular 
and infrequent participation of faculty on the social site, it was found that 
parameters set for usage affected both engagement and grades; as noted by the 
researchers, “faculty engagement on the platform is essential in order to impact 
student outcomes” (Junco et al. 2013). Just as the instructor is essential in the 
physical classroom to facilitate learning, they are also important in digital 
learning spaces.

Many students enjoy social media and the memes, photos, videos, and more 
that it has to offer. Researchers have found that coupling social sites with 
higher education can lead to positive feelings. Students in an undergraduate 
calculus class, who participated in a Facebook group focused only on dissemi-
nating instruction, reported feeling not only more engaged in the course, but 
more satisfied with it as well (Gregory et al. 2014). Using social media to sup-
plement collegiate courses can be a way to increase the joy of learning.

Sharing Videos, Sharing Knowledge

Using multimedia in the classroom is a practice that has been in play for dec-
ades. Before the existence of the ever-popular video sharing platforms, educa-
tors infused multimedia into their lectures through projectors and television 
screens that rolled into lecture halls on four wheels (Rusk 2000; Berk 2009). 
Many faculty and students use platforms like Vimeo and YouTube to create 
and share content; these were introduced in 2004 and 2005, respectively 
(Grandoni 2013; Vimeo 2020). Although these social media sites are typically 
used differently by students and instructors, both groups benefit from usage.

Faculty often use video sharing sites to record the dissemination of informa-
tion. An example of recording lessons can be found by examining Khan 
Academy, which provides customized educational plans through instructional 
videos “that empower learners to study at their own pace in and outside of the 
classroom” (Khan Academy 2020). Through the ease of creating media on video 
sharing platforms, faculty can independently record and share videos with their 
students in both on ground and online courses. Unlike a live lecture, students 
can continually reference videos for a refresher of the original content, if needed.
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In addition, educators can share open-access videos, created by others, with 
students to aid in the clarity of course concepts. Using videos in the classroom 
can be beneficial for students (Berk 2009; Malouff and Shearer 2016). One 
study examined impressions of students regarding the use of videos in the 
class. “When asked if they find multimedia, such as YouTube, to be helpful for 
academic purposes, the majority (80%) reported that they did” (Fleck et al. 
2014, pp. 29–30). The audiovisual element can provide visual examples, depict 
instructions, display artifacts, and more. “Textbooks and teaching materials 
can lack the diversity that is present in the student population and/or the soci-
ety in which our students will interact” (Fleck et al. 2014). However, instruc-
tors can compensate for this limited diversity by supplementing course 
materials with multimedia that is reflective of the campus and regional 
population.

Just as many students use pen and paper or laptops and printers to complete 
collegiate assignments, they can use mobile devices and video sharing plat-
forms to capture and deliver oral presentations. With the growing trend of 
using virtual presentations and videoconferences in higher education and the 
workplace, students are developing critical communication skills (Marlow et 
al. 2017; Al-Samarraie 2019). Researchers have found there are advantages 
when students use YouTube as the vehicle to deliver oral presentations, which 
include convenience for large and online classes, effective use of class time, 
and the ability of students to examine their individual performance; further-
more, students who utilized YouTube to present their oral assignment acknowl-
edged an increase of skill, confidence, and knowledge after the presentation 
(Malouff and Emmerton 2014). Video sharing platforms give students control 
over their content; they can revise and edit their final product just as they 
would be able to do if they were writing an essay for a composition course – all 
while simultaneously gaining the experience of fine-tuning their oral commu-
nication skills.

Social Media Groups and Good Grades

Traditionally, many students clock hours engaging in class, reading, complet-
ing assignments, and more to achieve high marks in their respective courses. 
As faculty develop lesson plans and flip classes, “where events that have tra-
ditionally taken place inside the classroom now take place outside the class-
room and vice versa” (Lage et al. 2000, p. 32), social media continues to gain 
traction among students and educators. Two popular platforms being used for 
educational purposes are Facebook and Twitter; use of these sites can lead to 
better academic performance for those working to obtain degrees. Writing is 
a part of the college experience. Regardless of major, students will have to 
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express themselves and synthesize the ideas of others many times during 
their careers as students. As a microblogging site, Twitter lends itself to self-
expression in a limited number of characters. One researcher found the plat-
form helped students strengthen writing skills and connect with audiences. 
“The brevity of the tweets forces students to express their thoughts concisely 
and is believed to develop reflection and writing skills while expanding the 
class community” (Kassens 2014). The ability to communicate a focused mes-
sage is a transferable skill that will benefit students in class and the 
workplace.

Although many college and university classrooms may not have literal bells 
ringing to signal the end of a lecture, the time spent in class is monitored. 
There are only so many minutes in a day and hours in a week that students 
can spend in a classroom parsing information, posing questions, and sharing 
their interpretations. However, Facebook allows students and faculty to 
expound upon in-class discussions or bring forth new points for class explora-
tion. Gregory et al. (2014) report that participation in Facebook groups for 
class-related discussions resulted in higher grades when compared to partici-
pation levels of students in the same course without the required use of the 
platform. A study of an introductory mass media course, designed with the 
option to access supplemental course material on Facebook, uncovered that 
university students who voluntarily used the social site achieved higher grades 
at the end of the course (Bowman and Akcaoglu 2014). There’s evidence to 
suggest that using social platforms in courses can aid in comprehension. In 
one study, the use of Facebook led to undergraduates understanding an 
increased amount of course content (Hurt et al. 2012). Twitter has also been 
found to improve grades among students. In a study comparing two large lec-
tures, with one designed to incorporate the microblogging platform, Junco et 
al. (2013) found “requiring students to use Twitter as part of the course is 
important in affecting academic outcomes” (p. 284). Social media is becoming 
a central part of higher education for both digital natives and digital immi-
grants, whether one was born into the world of digital media or their fingers 
stumbled upon it later in life.
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As an undergraduate student, I thought of social media as a place to share 
funny videos, connect with family members who lived overseas, and where 
some posted hurtful messages. During sophomore year, my perspective 
began to change when I enrolled in a communication course focused on per-
suasion. This class took a service-learning approach by having students apply 
theories of persuasion to an anti-hate social media activism campaign. My 
experience in Dr. Lisa Hanasono’s persuasion class taught me how social 
media can be used as a tool for civic engagement and activism in the class-
room and beyond.

Social Media in a Persuasive Communication Course

At the beginning of the semester, the professor announced that we would be 
actively using social media in class and collectively launching a campaign 
focused on anti-hate social media activism. As a student, I was excited. I was 
rarely, if ever, told it was okay to use social sites in class. Hanasono (2017) 
explains the approach to this course in “Making a difference: A community-
based campaign that promotes diversity and inclusion.” Throughout the 
semester, we used social media during in-class activities, as part of out-of-class 
assignments, and in our semester-long group project.

As we learned about theories of persuasion, social media posts were often 
used as examples. Theories would be applied to posts as a way for us, as 

Social Media and Civic Engagement 
in the College Classroom: Reflections 
on a Social Media Campaign 
Promoting Diversity and Inclusion
Drew T. Ashby-King
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students, to connect course content to examples present in our own lives. 
When given the opportunity to use social media during in-class activities, we 
would search social sites to find posts that were strong examples of what we 
were discussing in class that day. As the semester progressed, we also wrote 
persuasive messages that could be posted on different platforms, taking into 
consideration the features of each (e.g. Twitter’s character restriction) and how 
theories could be effective or ineffective guides when writing persuasive social 
media posts based on the unique characteristics of each platform.

Social media was also central to the activities and assignments outside of the 
classroom. In small groups, we took what we learned through in-class activi-
ties and applied it to our larger assignments. Throughout the semester, we had 
to persuade our friends and family to engage with our campaign’s social media 
platforms and ask them to create anti-hate messages that supported the mis-
sion of the campaign. Toward the end of the semester, as a summative assign-
ment, each group took charge of posting on one of the campaign’s social media 
platforms by applying what we learned throughout the semester in a setting 
that would be viewed by everyone we persuaded to engage with the 
campaign.

Reflecting on This Course’s Role in My Academic 
Success

Looking back on this experience, I can see the role it played in my learning and 
development as an undergraduate student. This class connected my interest in 
how individuals used social media with my academic coursework. It high-
lighted the issues of diversity, inclusion, and social justice that I was learning 
about in class and through my co-curricular activities. It provided an example 
of how social media could be used for civic engagement and was the founda-
tion for my undergraduate thesis project, which allowed me to explore these 
ideas further. The experience of incorporating social media throughout the 
course kept me engaged in class, shifted my perspective on how social media 
was related to civic engagement, and shone a light on how other coursework 
connected to my experiences.

Using social media in class and to engage with the instructor contributed to 
my academic success. It gave me permission to use a form of communication 
that is often thought of as a disruption in the classroom. Throughout my col-
lege experience I was often told that technology, especially smartphones, was 
distracting and should not be used in the class even if I was using said technol-
ogy to engage with relevant material. I found that when social media and tech-
nology were integrated into the course, I was less likely to use it when I was not 
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supposed to and was more engaged. Coming into class, I knew that I did not 
necessarily need to look something up right away when listening to a mini 
lecture because shortly we would be doing an activity where I could use my 
phone or computer. Acknowledging technology and social media as a resource 
available to students ensured that these platforms were no longer distractions, 
but opportunities allowing me to further engage with course content.

The approach taken in this course kept me engaged as a student and chal-
lenged me to think about social media as a space for dialogue and delibera-
tion. I often engaged with social media as a distant observer, regularly 
checking several platforms (e.g. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram), but rarely 
posting content of my own. Although this is still my general approach to 
engaging with social media, this course challenged me to think about its pos-
sibilities more broadly. Throughout the course, I was introduced to move-
ments (e.g. the Arab Spring) that used social media to liberate citizens and 
communicate with the world. I now understand social media as platforms 
where folks can organize, where people can build community, and as a place 
for dialogue, and possibly deliberation. The application of theories of persua-
sion to a social media context allowed me to understand that when used 
intentionally, social media could be a place where citizens enact change. By 
engaging social media and technology and using them in different service-
learning contexts, instructors could have the opportunity to inspire a change 
in students’ perspectives.

Framing the campaign around diversity, rather than simply applying theo-
ries of persuasion to social media, I began the process of thinking about plat-
forms as possible sites for civic engagement and meaningful activism. Examples 
like #BlackLivesMatter, and later #MarchForOurLives, created discussions 
about the hashtag activism I saw people using on social media as a way to 
facilitate change on issues present in the communities I was in. Social media 
posts were generating in-person conversation, but I also wondered about the 
possibility of dialogic and deliberative conversation in online spaces. This con-
nection spurred my academic success because these ideas became the founda-
tion of my undergraduate honors thesis (Ashby-King and Hanasono 2018) 
where the findings were later published. When thinking about the transforma-
tive learning that occurred in the course for me, I wanted to see if this was 
happening for others. Although this example may not reflect every student’s 
experience, instructors can use it to consider how to connect their coursework 
to topics that will be meaningful for those enrolled. This could be done for 
semester-long work or for individual assignments where students are selecting 
their own topics. Connecting course material, civic engagement, service-learn-
ing, and students’ everyday experiences on and offline could provide the con-
nections students need to promote their academic success.
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Relating the material in this single class to my everyday life illuminated the 
possible application of what I was learning throughout my full college experi-
ence (curricular and co-curricular engagement). As a resident advisor and ori-
entation leader, I was learning about diversity and inclusion as they related to 
working with my peers in the residence halls or welcoming them to campus. In 
the classroom, I was learning about crafting anti-hate messages that could be 
posted on social media. This provided the foundation for later reflection on 
how not only this coursework, but all of my coursework, could connect to my 
jobs, involvements, and interests outside of the classroom. If instructors can 
help students draw these connections, social media is an avenue to do this 
because it is central to the lives of most Generation Z students and has the pos-
sibility of enhancing student learning and academic success.

Conclusion

Often, as students and instructors, we think of civic engagement through the 
lens of volunteerism and political participation, such as voting. However, there 
is so much more to being engaged with one’s community. College and univer-
sity instructors have the opportunity to facilitate these broader connections. A 
semester-long project that launches an anti-hate social media campaign is one 
approach. However, it can also be done on a much smaller scale. Have students 
search social media for examples of concepts being introduced in class and 
connect discussion back to the issues their posts bring up. Have students con-
sider how they would make their argument in class on social media. What sort 
of support or evidence could they use and how would they consider the limita-
tions of their chosen platform? The platforms may change, but social media is 
here to stay. As an undergraduate student, I benefitted because an instructor 
was willing to bring social media into the classroom. As an instructor myself 
now, I try to do the same thing. Social media does not have to be a barrier to 
academic success and when used effectively, it can help students apply their 
learning well beyond the walls of the classroom. Students, as was the case for 
me, may not know how influential their learning can be just yet.
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When I began my search for a doctoral program, student supports and aca-
demic rigor were top requirements in selecting the right program and educa-
tional institution. As a student services professional, it was very important for 
me to identify and select a program that would be able to provide the flexibility 
(as I planned to continue to work full-time during enrollment) and support 
services (advisement and guidance) that I knew I would need to be successful. 
The selection of a hybrid low-residency program appeared to meet the criteria. 
Reflecting now, I realize it never occurred to me what a tremendous magni-
tude of peer interaction and support would be needed and how it would 
enhance my experience.

As a hybrid low-residency program, we would have a blend of instruction 
and course engagement using the college’s learning management system cou-
pled with monthly in-person residency weekends. The program began with a 
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slow rollout in July, a remote program orientation, and our first (and only) 
completely online course. I navigated this course well by creating my own 
structure, based on assignment due dates, and other aspects as identified in the 
syllabus. It was in the first week-long residency that I realized the influence 
and importance that peer support would have on my doctoral process. My 
cohort spent the week getting to know one another, working in small groups, 
and creating shared memories. These memories included long nights drinking 
coffee, tea, soda, and other caffeinated beverages to stay awake to complete 
assignments; sharing laptops to get the work done (when a classmate’s laptop 
died); and having dinner in the cafeteria (commenting on how good the food 
was considering it was a college cafeteria). At the conclusion of this week-long 
experience, I felt like I had the beginnings of a bond to get through our resi-
dency encounters.

Facebook Group

We arrived on campus for our first fall residency session. During our Friday 
evening dinner break, a college representative asked us all to subscribe to the 
program’s Facebook page. Of course, we all had questions (and even some con-
cerns) about the content that some might share. This sparked a conversation 
among the cohort of the possibility of using Facebook to communicate outside 
of our college issued email accounts. Within minutes, a cohort member had 
created the private group on Facebook and sent out invitations. For full trans-
parency, I was a bit skeptical. To this point, I had only used Facebook to share 
photos and as an event search engine. It was unclear to me how this private 
group would allow us to support one another. Initially, we only used the page 
to share generic information and then, one day, that all changed. Someone 
shared the news of a work transition. Immediately, we all began to share con-
cern, words of encouragement, and most importantly new opportunities as 
well as resources to help manage this transition. Within two weeks, the cohort 
member had several promising leads and thanked everyone for helping. Wow! 
This private group on Facebook instantaneously became the conduit to pro-
vide information, an opportunity to network, and a source of emotional sup-
port. For the remaining years of our program, our private Facebook group 
became our safe place to share unfiltered complaints, concerns, encourage-
ment, feelings, and moods without judgement. This virtual space provided a 
dwelling for us to support each other and hold each other accountable. It 
helped to make it feel that our cohort was more than just faces seen one week-
end a month and a full week once a year. We were accountability partners and 
cheerleaders, who knew firsthand the challenges we all were experiencing.
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Google Docs and Google Hangouts

We made it through the first semester, the start to a new year, and spring break 
was on the horizon. Of course, we were all excited about the break, but con-
cerned about the next class, the instructor, and the new group projects. We all 
had the same question. How could we effectively complete a group project and 
presentation when we would only meet in person twice during the course? 
With confirmation of the group project and expectations, we set out to begin 
the work. We began with a Microsoft Word document to jointly draft our pres-
entation outline and content. Unfortunately, it became clear that this tool 
didn’t allow us to all work on the content in real time simultaneously. A cohort 
member suggested we try Google Docs. Using this Google application provided 
the opportunity for us to collectively create a product that equally represented 
our collaborative effort in one voice, one document, and in a timely manner. 
Google Docs to the rescue.

In preparation for the oral presentation, the group wanted to have an oppor-
tunity to practice the delivery of the content and facilitation using a visual aid. 
Skype was very popular, so naturally we began there and quickly experienced 
some of the limitations and frustrations of working within the permissions of a 
free account. Due to our success with Google Docs, the group agreed to try 
Google Hangouts. We set a date and time and off we went. The setup was 
extremely easy, and connection was flawless. Google Hangouts allowed us to 
simulate our presentation and refine our delivery strategy. Additionally, it pro-
vided us a more personal connection to see faces, kids, pets, and home work-
spaces. Google Hangouts created the feeling that we were working in our 
homes together as a unit, although we were many miles apart.

Google Voice and Pinterest

Fast forward to the last year of the program. The end was near with only one 
more major challenge to conquer – the dissertation. My proposal had been 
approved and cleared all institutional review boards. As I prepared my partici-
pant agreement forms, I was concerned about the most effective mode of com-
munication to list on the forms. As I spoke with classmates and mentors, 
another Google application was introduced – Google Voice. After additional 
research, I discovered that Google Voice provided the establishment of a voice 
line with message capabilities. It was easy to configure and activate. No more 
worries about personal contact information on flyers or lack of reachability if 
needed.
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In finalizing my forms and thinking about attractive visual advertisement, 
using Pinterest as a source of inspiration proved to be an asset. Pinterest 
allowed me to create virtual clipboards to gather ideas for potential products. 
Additionally, sharing boards on Pinterest with my mentors allowed for a more 
creative display of ideas that was quick to navigate, easy to share, and elicit 
feedback. Who knew? Using this application on a mobile phone could be effec-
tive for entertainment and professional work.

Transferable to the Professional World

As I reflect on my expanded use of social media during my doctoral program, I 
must admit that without the platforms, several aspects would have been more 
isolated, difficult, and time-consuming. I began the program with a very lim-
ited view of the capabilities, different applications, and usage of social media. 
In fact, I limited the focus to surface level displays of events in one’s life. Now, 
I have a greater appreciation for the ways in which social media can be used as 
a support tool to foster the exchange of ideas, promote collaboration, eliminate 
barriers, and enhance professional development opportunities.

Now that I am on the other side of the equation, as a full-time faculty 
member, I look for appropriate ways in which to incorporate social media 
elements into my courses. I continuously strive to embrace how social 
media can be an effective teaching and learning tool. Due to the reality of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the norm is no longer the same. In a week’s time, 
all levels of the education industry shifted to a completely online delivery 
format. In this new reality of a global health crisis, using social media plat-
forms to provide support is fundamental. The current circumstance prompts 
us to become operators of social media to communicate, collaborate, and 
create. It is time to think outside the perimeters. Individuals can do more 
than set up an audio conference call or use email as a way to exchange ideas. 
To help prevent isolation try videoconferencing. Freeconferencecall.com, 
Google Hangouts, Microsoft Teams, and Zoom provide an option for video 
sharing and real time chat. Use Instagram, Snapchat, and Twitter to obtain 
real time insight into the well-being of colleagues, family, friends, and 
students.

With the practice of physical distancing, it is more imperative now than ever 
before that we fully embrace the use of social media platforms. I chose to apply 
and enroll in a hybrid low-residency doctoral program. Back then, I underesti-
mated the impact that peer interaction and support would have on my educa-
tional journey. My experience has shown the value of using social media as a 
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communication tool and support mechanism. During and after the pandemic, 
those lessons learned can be applied to my professional life to help my students 
navigate this unprecedented time and to continue to connect with colleagues 
and fellow educators. It is time to put to work the lessons learned by serving as 
the support that a student like me needed.
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When I reflect throughout my life, it becomes difficult to imagine what it 
would have looked like without the influence of social media. I never really 
considered myself social media savvy, but I have held a presence on many of 
the big social media sites. Use of social platforms allowed me to connect and 
build relationships with administrators and students as I transitioned into the 
first year of my overall collegiate experiences at predominantly White institu-
tions (PWIs). I relied primarily on social media sites such as Facebook, 
Instagram, and GroupMe, which exposed me to offices and events on campus 
during my undergraduate experience. Social media use has enabled me to con-
nect with other graduate students of color while also contributing to my sense 
of belonging at PWIs.

Background

Before going forward, it is imperative to name the identities that I hold as they 
play a role in social media’s impact and utilization. I am a Black cisgender man 
with a newly acquired identity as a first-generation doctoral student. Those are 
the most salient identities that have impacted my use of social media.

My journey through higher education began in 2011 as I entered my under-
graduate institution directly from high school. As I moved through college, I 
relied predominantly on Facebook as my main social media avenue. I was able 

#Isucceed: Impact of Social Media on 
Academic Success in Higher Education 
Programs
Carlton Smith
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to instantaneously connect with offices on campus, administrators, and cam-
pus leaders. However, I recall using Facebook to keep track of social events, 
auditions, and determine potential social circles and roommates. The social 
elements of social media began to further entangle themselves in my everyday 
life. If I had been told that my academic and professional career would be tied 
to my evolution of social media use in 2011, I would have been highly 
skeptical.

It’s also important to note how my social media presence began, as opposed 
to how it is utilized today. In the beginning, my Facebook profile was reminis-
cent of most high school profiles: graduation photos, statuses reflective of teen-
age trials, and the occasional internet meme. I would like to think my current 
social media presence is more curated and strategic in comparison to my early 
years with these platforms.

Networking

While I initially began my social media existence with Facebook, by the time I 
entered my post-undergraduate life as well as graduate school, I had acquired 
accounts with LinkedIn and Instagram. I had additionally discovered how to 
best utilize privacy features on Instagram and Facebook. LinkedIn and 
Facebook became my primary networking tools to not only learn more about 
the field of higher education, but to connect and discuss with other scholars 
and practitioners, more specifically, Black individuals that hold those roles as 
well as other people of color. Through mentors and overheard conversations, I 
was introduced to social media communities centered on both people of color 
and Black people in the field, respectively.

After meeting with the career center at my undergraduate institution, I 
learned how to cultivate a strong LinkedIn presence, but also how to infuse my 
profile with my own flair in order to connect. Beyond simply listing my roles 
and responsibilities on my profile, I began to share articles and papers that I 
had written in my undergraduate career as well as my master’s program. The 
articles were posted to help me stand out during my job search as a method of 
showcasing my expertise beyond a resume and cover letter. I remember the 
first day in my post-master’s degree role. My new supervisor indicated that she 
had read my articles on my LinkedIn profile and wanted to give me additional 
responsibilities in line with my expertise indicated through those publications. 
The articles also opened up conversations and exchanges of ideas from other 
individuals in higher education and future mentors by fostering digital dis-
course through agreement or challenge.
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As my online network grew, so too did my social network at conferences and 
conventions. Even if we had not physically met before, our discourse over 
social media allowed us to greet each other as old friends and continue our 
conversations without well-lit screens. These connections led me to my next 
social media group for Black student affairs practitioners and scholars on 
Facebook. This group became a place of affirmation, challenge, support, and 
celebration as we kept each other aware of changing institutional and national 
policies and how they would impact our work going forward. Not only did 
social media allow me to connect and build with my own community, but I 
was able to remain current in the field while gaining new knowledge and 
insights from other professionals.

Academic Success

Social networks are essential to creating community and support structures 
on an interpersonal level; Black students, without these networks at the inter-
personal and institutional level, may potentially experience social isolation 
(Strayhorn 2013). The experiences of “social isolation, alienation, or psycho-
logical stress may lead minority students at PWIs to withdraw from college” 
(Strayhorn 2013, p. 117). As I reflect on my experiences in both of my higher 
education programs (master’s and doctoral), I am thankful that I built social 
networks through social media in order to build community and sense of 
belonging. However, these social networks have served, at multiple points in 
time, as academic tools as well. Faculty in both graduate programs have either 
required social media participation and engagement as a grade component or 
strongly encouraged the usage of platforms, such as Twitter.

With participation serving as a critical part of my grade in both graduate 
programs, I have seen the evolution of modern methods of participation count-
ing toward my grade. I remember that active social media engagement could 
substitute physical and public engagement through responses to discuss 
prompts online. In-person class discussions that were once the prevailing 
method of securing portions of my grade shifted into the background to allow 
online discourse to take center stage. As someone that additionally identifies as 
an introvert with social anxiety, speaking in class would frequently trigger 
anxiety attacks resulting in me remaining silent for the duration of the course, 
so as digital alternatives began to proliferate, I found methods of accessibility. 
I could engage in discourse with my classmates, fellow scholars, and faculty 
through a keyboard, through a like, through a retweet, or through a direct 
message.
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Social media use, for me, went beyond participation and into practical 
assignments as well. During a class centered on community colleges, we were 
tasked with working with local community colleges on a variety of projects, 
with my group working directly on an honor’s college renovation. Social media 
allowed us to communicate in real time with administrators and students as 
we restructured the program and created a lasting proposal. Social media pro-
liferation created pathways to academic success that would not have existed a 
decade ago.

Online Gaming as Social Media

In the early iterations of video games, lack of internet connectivity prevented 
me from considering them as forms of social media. However, as gaming con-
soles continued to upgrade and modernize, I have come to view my current 
gaming habits as a form of social media. Modern consoles now come with the 
ability to connect to central hubs through the internet allowing players to com-
municate across the globe, post status messages, and exchange text messages, 
which aligns with my personal view of social media.

Gaming, for me, has evolved beyond playing the actual games into connect-
ing with individuals within my field that also game, with friends from high 
school and college, and with individuals that I mentor. I spend most nights 
with a headset on talking about modern issues in the world, within higher 
education, and in life to friends and colleagues.

Within the field of higher education, I have been able to locate a gaming 
community as well. As we have worked to connect not only professionally, but 
personally, our gaming has become a form of self-care especially due to experi-
encing a pandemic. As we cope with the massive shifts happening at our 
respective institutions, brought on by the pandemic, we are still able to provide 
social updates, interact, and virtually connect through online gaming hubs.

Gaming, as I have quantified it through my own experiences, has become a 
greater tool for social media to men than the standard social media applications. 
I have forged friendships, professional partnerships, and even mentorships 
through the headset with individuals both in and outside of my field of study.

Conclusion

Social media, and its evolution, created avenues for me to participate, connect, 
and build. However, its most notable impact exists within the realm of aca-
demic success as it created avenues of accessibility for students, like me, to 
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remain engaged in discussion and active learning. Actual assignments that 
were social media friendly created another layer of creativity and accessibility. 
As gaming platforms continue to advance, their social media tools allow me to 
remain connected across distances and in real time.
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Introduction

The road to earning a degree is not always a smooth one; it can be riddled with 
obstacles along the way. As many students embark on their educational jour-
neys, they often keep their mobile devices in tow, which is how 90% of the 18 
to 29 year olds using social media access the platforms (Pew Research Center 
2019). Although social media can be used to connect with friends, family, and 
strangers as well as public figures and organizations, there is some evidence 
that these platforms could interfere with academic success.

Time Spent on Social Media

Effective time management is important to those with their sights set on earn-
ing degrees. Carving out time to work, eat, sleep, and socialize often takes 
some forethought. For many students, time is at a premium as they navigate 
two and four-year degree programs or the varying lengths of their respective 
graduate studies. Those who are able to weave in time to access social media 
while pursuing academic goals tend to access sites at high frequencies. When 
polling undergraduate students, researchers asked respondents to report the 
number of times they accessed specific platforms; Emerick et al. (2019) reports 
students logged into Instagram 87.2 times and Facebook 69.2 times on average 
in a week. A closer examination of social media habits uncovers that Americans 
devote just over two hours on average to social networking activity on a daily 
basis (Statista 2020). For many, social media is an integral part of their lives.
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Negative Impact on Grades

For some students, their use of social sites can directly impact the grades they 
earn. Research uncovered that one group of undergraduates was significantly 
impacted by their time on Facebook. Specifically, time spent on Facebook was 
a negative predictor of GPA (grade point average) for freshmen; this was not 
the case for sophomore, junior, and senior respondents (Junco 2015). This data 
suggests an opportunity exists for faculty, staff, and administrators to aid 
incoming students by developing supports that help students address time 
management regarding social media as they transition to undergraduate life.

Furthermore, the way in which students spend their time can impact their 
academic performance. Some researchers are exploring the implications of 
using Facebook to multitask. With this social site offering options to post, 
share, direct message (DM), call, stream live videos, and more, users have sev-
eral ways to connect with their network. Facebook activity can have a negative 
effect on both preparing for class and GPAs (Jacobsen and Forste 2011; Burak 
2012; Junco 2012, 2015). Moreover, Jacobsen and Forste (2011) find that first-
semester grades are adversely impacted due to multitasking with various elec-
tronic media. Junco (2015) points to a decline in the GPAs of college freshmen, 
sophomores, and juniors due to multitasking. While simultaneously navigat-
ing social sites and paths to obtaining degrees, students must master how to 
best manage their time.

Online Distractions

Social media and the mobile devices used to access it can be a hindrance for 
some users. It can take attention away from people and places, among other 
things. Many people are in constant possession of their mobile devices. Ninety-
five percent of college students bring their phones into the classroom daily and 
92% use them to send messages in class; most of those polled believe faculty are 
largely unaware of how students are using phones while class is in session 
(Tindell and Bohlander 2012). The majority of students in two separate studies 
believe that phones should be allowed in class (Berry and Westfall 2015; 
Pettijohn et al. 2015). Cell phones in the classroom are now as commonplace as 
textbooks and writing utensils. However, the usage of them in class for non-
academic purposes comes with implications.

Mobile devices are often used for off-task activities that interfere with in-
class lessons and out-of-class assignments (Clayson and Haley 2013; Flanigan 
and Kiewra 2018). Although most college students report bringing their phone 
into lecture halls, many view social media itself as a catalyst for deviation; of 
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the undergraduates polled, more than 78% agree or strongly agree that social 
sites are a distraction (Emerick et al. 2019). Like choosing an academic major 
or specific section of a course to enroll in, many adults pursuing degrees in 
higher education must also decide which activities most align with their aca-
demic goals.

Privacy Concerns

Many question just how much of an “open book” they want to be on Facebook, 
Snapchat, Twitter, TikTok, and the other social networks. While some college-
aged adults agree to share with audiences on their virtual networks, some 
question whether they feel comfortable connecting with their professors 
online. In one study, students expressed an appreciation of incorporating 
Facebook into class time, but they worried about blurring the lines of academic 
and personal life when adding faculty to their social networks (Dennen and 
Burner 2017, p. 186). Researchers examined the student perspective on engag-
ing with faculty on social media for academic purposes. “The results indicate 
that students are concerned with privacy but are more willing to connect with 
faculty if the connection is ‘one-way’ and participate if social media is a volun-
tary part of class” (Al-Bahrani et al. 2015). Furthermore, some students have 
concerns about the permanence of their academic involvement on social 
media. Just over half of students polled indicated they prefer to delete their 
social network activity at the end of the semester (Dennen and Burner 2017, p. 
180). Just as social media users can adjust their social network settings, college 
students aim to control their virtual contributions to the academic arena.

Some students use their online platforms as virtual spaces to vent about mat-
ters related to academics. This can be a concern for many who do not wish to 
extend this channel of communication to faculty and classmates. Dennen and 
Burner (2017) asked respondents to identify their social media activity; just 
over 10% posted unfavorable comments about professors and students; com-
plaints about the course itself were made by 18%; approximately one quarter 
griped about homework and poor student habits respectively; while 72% shared 
details about their social lives. By extending social network invitations to peers 
and faculty on campus, students may further engage in impression manage-
ment, and adjust the version of themselves that they offer to specific 
audiences.

Although many students choose to spend their time swiping and scrolling 
their mobile devices to access social media, the time spent and the activities 
they engage in can be counter-productive to their educational goals.
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Introduction

On the last day to turn in grades, I was obsessing to find out what I had earned 
in the two courses I was taking for my doctorate program. I had been doing 
well the last two years. I was able to earn a respectable GPA without being 
obsessive. I had been happy with my progression. However, this particular 
semester was hard. I took statistics and I really struggled with it. When I finally 
saw my grades, I sighed in relief because I did not fail one of the hardest courses 
I have ever taken. I felt good about myself that semester.

That all changed when I saw a post from a classmate with the screenshot of 
his grades that semester. We took the same statistic class together. He received 
an A and I did not. He also took a course that I had taken my first semester in 
the program. He received an A in that course as well and I did not. I felt weak. 
I felt like I did not belong in the program and that I am not good enough. One 
post was all it took for me to question if I belonged. I would have lived in bliss 
had I not seen his post. Of course, I was not the only one to have a negative 
feeling about a social media post.

You Don’t Belong Here
Catherine G. Molleno



37The Power of Social Media

It is also important to note that not everything has been negative about the 
existence of social media. Digital natives, defined as adolescents living in 
developed nations where technology has been an important part of their cul-
ture, education, and life, have used social media to create a virtual community 
(Allen et al. 2014, p. 18).

The Power of Social Media

I have been a product of social media. When I was in high school, Myspace 
was popular, and Facebook started to open up their membership outside of 
the .edu email when I was in my senior year. I have taken a break from 
Snapchat and TikTok in the last couple of years, focusing mostly on Facebook 
and Instagram as my social media platforms. I am also very involved in 
Twitter.

When I saw my classmate’s grades at the end of the fall semester in 2019 on 
Facebook, I felt depressed and not good enough. It is already difficult to be a 
woman in higher education where I feel like people will see that I am not 
enough. Vannucci et al. (2017, p. 163) wrote that social media can cause stress 
in individuals as they see negative feedback toward them or engage in negative 
social comparisons. This is what I did. I compared myself to my classmate. I 
compared my grades and my intelligence to him after seeing the post of his 
grades. He has the right to post whatever he wants or is proud of on his own 
social media. That is his personal decision. However, my anxiety, self-worth, 
and stress levels have been impacted by that post.

Primack et al. (2017, p. 1) wrote about whether social media usage can inten-
sify or improve mental health conditions, such as depression and anxiety in 
users. The researchers reported that depression and anxiety may be less 
because of social media usage and more about how many social media plat-
forms are used (Primack et al. 2017, p. 4). Individuals already prone to depres-
sion on social media are searching through different platforms to see which 
one they belong to and feel comfortable with. I may not want to accept it, but 
validation from people that I am smart and good enough to earn my PhD is 
important for me. I am motivated when people are letting me know that I am 
good enough to finish this program.

Liu and Ma (2018, p. 2) wrote about the constant comparisons of people on 
social media. I perceived my classmate as superior to me. Liu and Ma (2018,  
p. 2) mentioned that this situation causes negative feelings toward the issue or 
the person. It could also cause jealousy and envy (Liu and Ma 2018, p. 2). These 
types of feelings cannot be controlled and happen naturally. I could not have 
just told myself to not feel jealousy and envy when I saw that post. The first 
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thing I thought of was that I am not good enough. I had to convince myself not 
to feel that way.

Social media users have struggled with comparing themselves to social 
media influencers and their friends. We try to compare our day-to-day life to 
what we see in other people’s posts. It reminds me of the Netflix show The 
Circle where contestants only see and interact with each other via a social 
media platform. The contestants judge one another based on what they see on 
their profiles. There were a few catfish characters on the show and not many 
people successfully guessed that those people were playing characters. It was 
also easier to portray a character instead of themselves. I do not know the 
amount of work that my classmate did. I do not know his day-to-day life. I do 
not know if he has a full-time job. I also do not know how far he drives to get 
to class. I only compare his success to mine because I saw his higher grade. I 
did not take the time to understand all of the work he has done. I am only 
aware of my work and myself, but because social media shows us the positives, 
I have thought of myself as not good enough.

I also felt guilty. I felt like no one could have understood what I was feeling. 
I also felt like I could not have reached out to my cohort because I could have 
been perceived to be a hater. I would have seemed ungrateful about the grades 
that I earned if I had reached out to my cohort. The feelings of envy and jeal-
ousy have shame attached to it. I am ashamed that I felt jealous instead of 
being happy for him. I am ashamed that I thought I was better than him so that 
he should not have received those grades. I am ashamed to think that he did 
not work as much as I did and that it is not fair that he received better grades 
than I did. There was so much shame attached to the envy and jealousy I felt.

Social media makes people feel connected, but also makes people feel alone. 
I was alone with my own thoughts and feelings when I saw his post. I did not 
want to reach out to my loved ones about how small and insignificant I felt. I 
know that my initial feelings and depression when I saw his grades seemed 
illogical. However, feelings of inadequacy do not always make sense. The first 
semester of my program, I received a lower grade than I expected, and I was 
upset about it. My partner did not understand why it was such a big deal to me. 
I already had shame associated with freaking out about a lower grade after  
that first semester. I did not want my partner and family to judge me if I told 
them how I felt about seeing another classmate’s grade. I also did not want to 
admit to myself that I was upset about it.
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Conclusion

Social media has brought people together. I can easily reach out to family in 
the Philippines and friends I met all over the world. I can find professional 
groups that have helped me talk about best practices. I have used social media 
to display my successes and travels. I am just as guilty of showing only the good 
things about my life. I do not tell people my pains and struggles on social 
media. I had a negative reaction to seeing my classmate’s grades, but I know 
that other people have also felt the same way when I share my success. We all 
need to be mindful that we do not see the whole picture on social media.
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My eyes peel open before the sun rises in the morning. I try to figure out what 
day it is, what time it is, and run down how the day will look. My mind shifts 
and I wonder what I have missed. I want to know what happened in the world 
while I slept. To answer these questions, I peek at my phone to check for new 
alerts and anything else I should be aware of.

I open the first social media site (usually Facebook) and the scrolling begins. 
Moving the screen with the stroke of my thumb feeds a hunger I can’t describe, 
but what I do know is social media allows me to explore and view parts of the 
world I might not otherwise have the privilege of seeing. It gives me a chance 
to look into the windows of other people’s lives; I can celebrate, mourn, and 
worship. The pins, the posts, and the ads are tailored for me and my interests.

Change the Perspective: Online 
Distraction to Recharging Online
Chandra Herring-Morrow 
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A Painful Decision

In my first year of graduate school, we had a visit from a former student who 
had just completed her program. Every time we had a former student come 
into our class we would hang on to every word. Surely they knew what they 
were talking about. Our professors were careful to not bring in anyone who 
would offer advice that did not align with the school. They were strategic about 
getting us the information via former students because they knew we wanted a 
road map and model on how to survive the doctoral journey. We were con-
vinced that the advice of these former students had been dipped in gold, 
wrapped with a bow, and had a diamond on top. We believed that if we just 
followed the advice, then we would one day be a former student offering advice 
to a new group.

One day we had a newly hooded doctor come visit the class. Her skin was 
clear, her hair was combed, and she was full of energy. She was a model of 
what we were hoping for and wanted to be one day – finished! She looked 
rested and relaxed. Meanwhile, we were tense, our hair was all over the place, 
and there were bags under our eyes. Personally, I was tired, my back was in 
knots, and my self-diagnosed attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) 
had me all over the place. I always had 32 tabs open on one laptop and more 
on my second. I had notebooks and journal articles everywhere. I was a mess 
and needed advice on how to get out. I was excited to be in grad school, but 
after one class, I began to realize it was about to get real. Getting out is not an 
easy feat.

Anyway, I digress. This woman talked to us about her dissertation process. 
She told us how she used the library and shared little tips to help pace our-
selves, so we could get through. I was enthusiastic that she was giving us real 
tips, not theoretical information that I had to formulate myself. What she was 
saying was practical, something I could use. Then she muttered dreaded words. 
For her to finish, she had to remove herself from social media. I thought, “Wait, 
what? Sis, no. Say it ain’t so. Augh!” I stopped taking notes. This was big for me.

After class, I pondered this new information, which was a game changer. I 
didn’t want to do it, but I decided that if I was going to be serious about school, 
I would have to give up social media. It was a painful decision.
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Reconciling the Distraction

One day I was locked into writing. I was finding my groove and cranking out 
words. Then I hit a wall (that happened a lot) figuring out how to do APA for-
matting. On top of that, I kept second guessing myself, wondering if I said 
enough, or if what I said was clear and concise. I needed a mental break and I 
broke my hiatus from social media.

That is when I realized social media was not an enemy for me. It was an 
escape, a mini vacation from the pressures of school. Being in grad school was 
exhilarating, but it was also exhausting, and it wore on me. Sometimes (actu-
ally, most of the time), my mind would get cloudy, and I would have trouble 
concentrating. School was like carrying around a weighted blanket. There are 
so many benefits, but it was heavy, and I needed a break. I needed something 
to clear my mind. I tried many ways to escape. I exercised, ate, crafted, and 
spent time with family and friends. However, when I was doing all those 
things, I was always acutely aware that I was taking time away from school and 
the guilt was getting to me. I needed a different kind of escape; one I could 
enter almost subconsciously without being fully aware I was engaging. Social 
media made it easy to escape. It didn’t require a lot of planning ahead of time 
and I could access it pretty much anywhere.

Let me be clear. I had to change the narrative of social media in my own 
head. There were times when I heard the nagging voice saying, “Don’t waste 
your time,” or “You should be working.” I had to reconcile with myself that 
while it was a distraction, it was just what I needed. While in school, I wasn’t 
spending a lot of time with my family and friends, and I felt lonely and out of 
touch. Social media was a way for me to stay connected when I didn’t have the 
time. It helped to fill gaps when I felt like I was missing out. Rather than beat-
ing myself up about being on social media, I had to learn that sometimes I 
needed a break – a break from my own reality.

Each of my social media pages is set up differently and speaks to a different 
part of me. I missed the Myspace phase, so when Facebook came along, I 
wasn’t exactly sure how to set it up. I didn’t know who I should interact with 
on my page, but I slowly learned, and Facebook became a part of my daily rou-
tine. As Facebook grew, my page grew. Facebook saves me. I join groups – 
crafting groups, educational groups, and women empowerment groups. If 
there were groups in the early days of Facebook, I wasn’t aware of them. 
However, I have since joined a group of people who are working on or com-
pleted their doctorate. I go on Facebook to keep up with friends and coworkers, 
to watch their lives unfold. I get to see their children, who seemed like tiny tots 
only a few pictures or posts ago, graduate. Instagram entertains me. It keeps 
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me up to date with pop culture. I see the latest fashions and the silly, but enter-
taining beef people have with one another. I follow a lot of beautiful babies and 
happy couples because they just warm my heart. Pinterest inspires me. Twitter 
just makes me mad; however, it also informs me with educational, political, 
and news tweets. With Twitter, I am careful to include a wide range of folk who 
have divergent opinions. It gives me a broader lens to look at the latest issues 
happening in the country and around the world. I want to be informed, but I 
must admit, Twitter often triggers me. There are days when I say it’s time to 
stop reading tweets, but my fingers move to the next story, which means nope, 
read one more tweet. I’ve recently gotten into Snapchat and TikTok. I keep 
those light because let’s face it, they aren’t that deep.

When I got to that place where I couldn’t write one more word or have one 
more over the top intellectual thought, social media gave me the space and the 
grace to let my mind wander. After scrolling, I felt satisfied, caught up; I was 
content, recharged, and inspired. My mind was clear and ready to tackle the 
next paper, the next line of my dissertation.



Successes and Setbacks of Social Media: Impact on Academic Life, First Edition.  
Edited by Cheyenne Seymour. 
© 2021 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2021 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

44

Ty Wilson, MA is a freelance copywriter, blogger, and host of the podcast “Single 
and Happy in Charlotte.” She has worked with several magazines, blogs, law 
firms, religious leaders, travel agents, tech enthusiasts, and the Associated 
Press. Expanding on her love of language, Ty is certified to teach English as a 
Second Language (ESL) to students of all ages in China, Korea, Taiwan, and 
Brazil. Honored with an Outstanding Communications award as an undergrad, 
Ty holds a BA in Communications, MA in Urban Studies, and is studying to 
earn her PhD in Communications. Most of all, Ty is a doting mother to her 
daughter, Tyra, and a family of cats who have found shelter in her Charlotte, 
North Carolina home.

For African Americans in academia, racial division is a mainstay. Support is 
not always reachable. To see the divide spill over into social media is frighten-
ing. Given the impact that platforms have on real-life experiences in the Trump 
era, there is evidence to see how social media becomes a reflection of real-life 
thoughts and actions; this could lead to detrimental outcomes for all minori-
ties, including African Americans.

As a communications student studying for a PhD, I understand the impor-
tance of having a presence on social media that will inspire future generations. 
I also understand the results of having such inspiration blocked by a racial 
divide. I believe there is a need for a social media version of the civil rights 
movement where access to grants, journal authoring, and other academic 
resources are accessible to all, regardless of race. I challenge academic leaders 
to consider incorporating more social media activity into their approaches to 

To Be Liked: Social Media’s Impact 
on African Americans in Academia
Tyjuana Wilson 
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support academia, also regardless of race. If academic leaders attempt to spear-
head this, positive outcomes will abound.

Some African American college students believe they are not viewed “in a 
positive light” (Patterson 2017, p. 47) while on campus. Additionally, many do 
not believe their school listens to them; of those polled by Patterson (2017), 
70% felt this way. Furthermore, many learners surveyed did not feel that those 
leading their school’s social media efforts “understood the cultural background 
of minority groups” (Patterson 2017, p. 41). This serves as evidence to support 
a need for social media involvement from academic leaders that includes a 
safe, online haven for African American students. This is unfortunate for both 
institutions and students given how relevant social media is today. Individuals 
have reported spending an average of over two hours posting, tweeting, and 
sharing on a daily basis; social media is consumed by those who engage in the 
utilization of more than one social media platform with mobile devices being 
the “major driver” of social media usage (Mander 2017). Given this data, sites 
like Instagram and Facebook should be perceived as virtual hotbeds for educa-
tional leaders seeking to connect with African American college students and 
vice versa.

Many members of academia, including students, are “visually and techno-
logically oriented” (Boyce 2017, p. 22). This creates a great opportunity for fac-
ulty to incorporate social media into their educational planning. The researcher 
refers to this as an “excellent pedagogical strategy” (Boyce 2017, p. 23) that will 
assist learners in turning their education into something they can put into 
practice when engaging within postgraduate environments. In short, African 
American students could become more tweet-worthy when they are sharing 
thought-provoking content that they have amassed, analyzed, and even criti-
cized in an educational social media setting.

The importance of showing that African American people are a race of 
many facets is more important now than ever, given the widespread, world-
wide usage of social media. How we are perceived in the world is prevalent on 
social sites. Therefore, it is important that we are shown in a positive light and 
that light should be powered by education. Oluwoye et al. (2017) compared 
both African American and African male students; researchers found the 
respondents from the United States spent more time on social media follow-
ing the music and lives of rappers. African respondents concluded that 
American hip-hop artists, such as Desiigner, Young Thug, and Future, have 
helped to increase the glorification of drug use among their fanbase in the US; 
the African students surveyed believe some of what constitutes African 
American culture is unsavory rap music, not academia (Oluwoye et al. 2017, 
p. 67). Faculty must realize the missed opportunities that could have been in 
place to reach their students on social media. Those on social sites log on “to 
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interact with their peers and to see what activities others are engaged in” 
(Oluwoye et al. 2017, p. 65). This time spent on platforms offers unforeseen 
chances to engage in tutoring sessions, writing assistance, and postgraduate 
guidance.

While social media could prove to be beneficial for African American schol-
arship, it may also lead to unwanted online discourse when sharing content 
regarding topics that are unpopular, to state the least, with mainstream social 
media account holders. Take #ColinKaepernick, for example; the hashtag 
alone stirs immediate controversy on Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and other 
platforms. This is due to the athlete’s stance on the mistreatment of minorities 
in the United States. Kaepernick has been a trending topic over the years; one 
in search of equally balanced posts and tweets about him is likely to find them-
selves “sifting through a high volume of data” (Boyce 2017 p. 27) that includes 
unfavorable opinions. Likewise, students who search for the former San 
Francisco 49ner quarterback could find themselves with a learning opportu-
nity when thinking critically about the present and comparing it to past treat-
ment of African Americans (Boyce 2017).

There are other underlying reasons for encouraging more social media-
based college studies, reasons which might affect how a student today is able to 
navigate through his or her world tomorrow. While Hall (2018) reports that 
use of social sites has a non-significant impact on the depression of African 
American students, the researcher also states that further data is needed to 
ascertain how these students, attending both predominantly White institutions 
(PWIs) and historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) navigate 
social media under a clinical depression diagnosis. Further examination could 
result in dialogue to, perhaps, seek solutions to support depressed African 
American student social media users.

While I have presented reasons for becoming more proactive toward African 
American college students using social media, I must fairly note that, as a stu-
dent myself, Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and other platforms can become 
distractions from educational success “with possible repercussions” 
(Giunchiglia et al. 2018, p. 184). Academia must gain an understanding of how 
students use technology and learn “its detrimental effect” (Giunchiglia et al. 
2018, p. 184) on their academic performance. As faculty consider utilizing 
social media to reach African American students, institutions should accept 
the responsibility of training students on how to use their time on social media 
wisely. More importantly, students must learn how to use social media for edu-
cational purposes and understand the benefits of using platforms to further 
achieve their educational goals.

The prevalence of social media is seen throughout the world, especially 
now following the outbreak of the novel coronavirus. Social media proved to 
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be a godsend for many users. However, social media should be a place to 
access various kinds of information, educational items included. College and 
university leaders need to make efforts to better serve their African American 
learners through social media. Moreover, being a responsible social media 
user is a two-party job; there is no point in making educational tools accessi-
ble for students if the students will not use platforms in a way that will fur-
ther develop their collegiate journeys. Greater strides could lead to 
advancements in research and cultural awareness that benefit an entire aca-
demic community.

References

Boyce, T. (2017). Putting learning into practice: Integrating social media, crowd 
learning, and #ColinKaepernick in an introductory African American history 
class. Radical Teacher 109: 21–28. 10.5195/rt.2017.394.

Giunchiglia, F., Zeni, M., Gobbi, E. et al. (2018). Mobile social media usage and 
academic performance. Computers in Human Behavior 82: 177–185. 10.1016/j.
chb.2017.12.041.

Hall, D.A. (2018). Online social media use and depression in African American 
college Students. Doctoral dissertation. Tennessee State University.

Mander, J. (2017). Daily time spent on social networks rises to over 2 hours. 
GlobalWebIndex (16 May).

Oluwoye, O., Whembolua, G.-L.S., and Merianos, A.L. (2017). Extending the 
reach: The Influence of social media and culture on substance use among 
African and African American male college students. Spectrum: A Journal on 
Black Men 6 (1): 59–75. 10.2979/spectrum.6.1.03.

Patterson, S.Y. (2017). Campus racial climate: How university social media affects 
African American student inclusion at predominantly white universities. 
Master thesis. Oklahoma State University.



49

Authenticity and Facades

Part II

Successes and Setbacks of Social Media. Edited by Cheyenne Seymour
© 2021 John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
ISBN: 9781119695233



Successes and Setbacks of Social Media: Impact on Academic Life, First Edition.  
Edited by Cheyenne Seymour. 
© 2021 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2021 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

51

Introduction

Social media can serve as a virtual mirror of life, broadcasted before a network 
of people. Despite the possibility of using filtered and fictionalized content to 
craft a profile, many users aim to deliver the most authentic version of them-
selves. The word authentic can be defined as “real or genuine; not copied or 
false; true and accurate” (Merriam-Webster n.d.). Applying authenticity to 
social media often involves an exploration of authentic identity, which can be 
explained as the connection between a person’s offline identity and online par-
ticipation (Kimmons 2014). Part of presenting the authentic self includes social 
media users deciding what to post, share, like, and follow as a reflection of 
their identity. This decision-making process involves impression management. 
According to Metts and Grohskopf (2003) impression management is the use 
of communication strategies that impact how an individual is viewed.

Identity is a layered composite. Physicality, personality, behavior, cognitive 
capabilities, motives, and group affiliation reflect identity (Brewer 1991; 
Proudfoot et al. 2018; Popescu 2019). An individual is not simply just a college 
student or just a basketball player or just an abstract artist. “Upon the establish-
ment of an identity, an individual will strive to manage others’ impressions of 
this identity in order to achieve their personal objectives” (Proudfoot et al. 
2018, p. 20). Social media platforms have varying features, but all provide vir-
tual avenues for identity to be displayed and managed. Users can upload pho-
tos and videos that showcase their physical appearance; compose about me 
descriptions that depict personality, achievements, and aspirations; join and 
follow groups that reflect their social roles. The choices a user makes on social 
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sites, with the swipe of a finger or click on a mousepad, can “influence the lik-
ing and respect they receive from others” (Bareket-Bojmel et al. 2016). The 
choice to present the authentic self to online social networks requires an 
understanding of one’s identity and a conscious effort to engage with others in 
a manner that reflects the true, offline self.

Reflecting Personality and Values

In a day and age when many people aim to live their best life, many college stu-
dents are choosing to express an authentic life on social media. A study of 17 to 
22 year olds uncovered that these college-aged respondents were not present-
ing “an idealized virtual identity” on social platforms; instead, they were show-
casing their true personalities (Back et al. 2010).

An observation of social media activity highlights similarities between charac-
teristics and behaviors in both daily life and online activity. Specifically, research-
ers found the Facebook walls of undergraduates were akin to their lives offline. 
“Extraverted individuals had larger online social networks, agreeable individu-
als had more posts by their friends, and people who experienced more emotional 
support in everyday life had more friends on Facebook and more emotional 
expression from friends on their Wall pages” (Ivcevic and Ambady 2013).

The interest in displaying one’s true self, as a college student, may begin long 
before walking into a campus courtyard or searching for an e-book in the uni-
versity’s online ebrary. Teenagers are sharing an increasing amount of informa-
tion about themselves as the years go on. A study of teens with social media 
accounts found an increase in the percentage sharing their personal photos, 
school, town/city, email address, and phone number in comparison to data 
collected six years prior (Pew Research Center 2013). A study of Canadian 
teens, ranging from 13 to 19 years old, uncovered an “oversharing” of informa-
tion; an examination of the older teens in the study revealed a “nothing to 
hide” mindset, and as a result, they did not view privacy as relevant to them 
(Adorjan and Ricciardelli 2019). Although privacy is concerning for some, 
many digital natives do not let it hinder them from sharing with their online 
social networks.

Institutions Benefiting from Authenticity

Colleges and universities stand to gain from the authentic social media pres-
ence of their students. In part, current students aid in the recruitment of pro-
spective students through social media posts that reflect their true experiences. 
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“The perceived authenticity of social media can affect prospective students’ 
reactions, interactions, and engagement with institutions of higher education” 
(Sandlin and Peña 2014, p. 342). These elements can influence decisions on 
where to enroll. More than half of college students participating in a survey 
revealed that social media aided in their college selection (Sandvig 2016). 
Social sites such as Instagram, Snapchat, and YouTube allow prospective stu-
dents to envision themselves at the institution (Turner 2017).

Furthermore, when potential students are able to relate to the identity of 
those sharing their experiences, it heightens the value of authenticity. 
“Identifying with college student bloggers becomes the key to internalizing the 
material, and thus, perceiving it to be authentic. This suggests that college-
bound students need to know that if other students with whom they identify 
‘fit in’ at the institution, then they can too” (Sandlin and Peña 2014, pp. 342–
343). The growing popularity of student social media takeovers also plays into 
this notion and provides a lens into student life that only another student can 
offer.
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Social media has become a critical tool within classrooms as it provides stu-
dents and faculty with the ability to access critical information as well as com-
munity (Hentges 2016). This is true within our graduate program in Higher 
Education and Student Affairs (HESA), a two-year master’s program that cent-
ers on social justice in praxis. Each of us have used social media in different 
ways to leverage learning about issues of inequity and oppression, as well as 
finding community and acceptance regarding our identities. In this way, social 
media has served as a vehicle to learn about ourselves as well as a space to con-
nect what we learn in class to the larger social world. This has provided both 
affordances and constraints as we work to apply what we learn in the class-
room to what we see on social media. This includes how social media mediates 
our experiences and our identities. We explore those affordances and con-
straints in the next section, discussing how each of us used social media within 
the context of our HESA graduate program. Katy, a faculty member, along with 
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Sam and Luz (two graduate students), share ways that social media has 
enhanced learning opportunities, particularly about identity, as well as fatigue 
from constant immersion in these topics.

Katy’s Perspective

I am a trans* identified faculty member and teach courses about systemic 
oppression, specifically within the context of higher education. I teach about 
ways that racism, sexism, classism, homophobia, transphobia, and other sys-
tems of oppression mediate individuals’ abilities to gain access to and persist 
within institutions of higher education. My students are future student 
affairs practitioners; it will be their job to assist other students with every-
thing from admission into higher education institutions to social and aca-
demic success. The field of student affairs requires ten core competency 
areas, one of which is Social Justice and Inclusion. This competency outlines 
that student affairs professionals should have an ability to engage with stu-
dents in an equitable manner and work to raise social consciousness of stu-
dents (ACPA and NASPA 2015). My students are expected to not just learn 
about socially just practices, but to be able to engage and facilitate these 
inclusive practices.

To help students learn about these competency areas, in my classes I have 
students read canonical texts from our field as well as social media posts 
and stories of first-hand accounts. During the #MeToo movement, I had 
students read about different protests that occurred on college campuses 
related to sexual violence. In addition, I used social media stories about the 
protests on racial injustice that occurred at the University of Missouri at 
Columbia. My goal with using social media was to provide students with 
real-life and current examples of how different groups of students experi-
ence their college campuses differently. It is also important for me to pro-
vide opportunities for my students to see themselves and their identities 
reflected. While colleges and universities are becoming increasingly more 
diverse, much of the literature continues to center on the experiences of 
dominant identity groups.

The social media allowed me, as a faculty member, to provide opportunities 
for students to learn more about the current landscape of higher education as 
well as for students to see diverse perspectives and find community. What I did 
not consider was the emotional labor this placed upon students within my 
classroom, particularly as it pertained to their labor regarding their identity. 
While social media allowed my students to gain perspective, to hear from 
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many whose experiences were not reflected in their higher education text-
books, and was a place where they could find community, it was also a place 
where hurtful information could be shared. In the next section, Luz and Sam 
discuss their own interactions with social media and how it provides benefits 
as well as drawbacks.

Luz’s Perspective

I identify as a first-generation Latinx student. I am a daughter of Mexican 
immigrants. Throughout my time in higher education, I have attended pre-
dominantly White institutions (PWIs) which meant that I was often the only 
Latina in the classroom. When I began graduate school, I was pleasantly sur-
prised to meet student affairs professionals that looked like me and shared 
similar experiences. Throughout my time as a student in the HESA program, I 
engaged in many conversations regarding social justice topics and the ways in 
which understanding my own identity as a queer Latina was an act of resist-
ance. These conversations inside of the classroom allowed me to not only 
express myself and share my experiences, but also allowed me to educate my 
peers on the way in which I experience the world and how the world influ-
ences my existence. Outside of the classroom, I utilized social media to validate 
my experience and find a community of powerful women of color. I have uti-
lized social media to engage in discourse. However, social media has also nega-
tively influenced my experiences because of the negative ways in which bodies 
of color were constantly portrayed. In this way, social media sometimes became 
a negative influence in my perception of people of color. Social media has been 
a tool for social interaction and creating community. It also contributed to my 
burnout because I constantly have to understand my identity while advocating 
for myself and sharing my experiences.

Sam’s Perspective

I identify as a White queer person. In many of my classes, I am one of the only 
out LGBTQ+ students. This means that when LGBTQ+ topics are brought up 
in and out of class, I often feel pressure to educate my peers. Sometimes after 
new topics were introduced, my peers and I would go to social media to post 
about new things we learned. Often topics of identity turned into a debate or 
discussion in these virtual spaces. During the beginning of my graduate school 
career, I would always jump on these threads and use all the language and 
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knowledge I had to educate and inform about LGBTQ+ experiences and dispel  
myths. This led to me using so much energy to learn about concepts in my 
schoolwork, think about them critically, and understand how race/class/sys-
tematic oppression influenced those concepts, as well as to debate my exist-
ence online. I started to feel like I was drowning, doing tasks I had done before. 
I would be quick to snap when watching the morning news. I could not let my 
schoolwork go. I ended up needing to take a break from seeing any posts on my 
social media feeds that were not from cat cafes or animal shelters. I have had 
many conversations with my faculty mentor (Katy) about struggling with feel-
ing like it is my job to educate in class as well as on social media about 
LGBTQ+ topics and my own identity. I am new to social justice work and I 
have not been able to separate my personal from my professional life.

Katy’s Conclusions

There are clear affordances of using and utilizing social media in and out of the 
classroom in the HESA graduate program. For me, it provided students with 
information about class content that teaches students about lived experiences 
on college campuses. It also provided students with the ability to see them-
selves reflected. It was critical for my students to recognize that there are stu-
dent affairs practitioners who share the students’ identities. As Luz mentioned, 
her identity became an act of resistance and she found support for that through 
these social media communities. Yet, using social media, as both Luz and Sam 
pointed out, can lead to feelings of negativity and burnout, despite finding 
community and inclusive spaces. For Sam, social media was potentially 
another space where she had to educate others about LGBTQ+ topics and 
where she felt that she had to defend her existence as a queer individual. Thus, 
there were clear affordances and constraints with using social media.
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In her 20 years as a higher education professional, Tara M. Hart, EdD has 
served in the areas of admissions, residence life, student involvement, student 
conduct, student transition, student retention, and administrative leadership. 
Hart’s background includes dedicated service at both private and public insti-
tutions in the states of Nebraska, Texas, Arkansas, and Missouri. She began 
utilizing social media in 2006 when her Greek Life President showed her this 
“Facebook thing” in which she realized how two personas could exist for 
someone – physically and digitally. Tara has continued to stay current with her 
students by expanding her social media knowledge and utilization umbrella to 
Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat, and TikTok.

I joined Facebook in 2006 with the help of my Greek Council President. 
Fourteen years ago, colleges and universities needed a minimum number of 
students to request a school Facebook account. As a higher education profes-
sional who worked in student activities, I learned about the emerging social 
media from my students. The various student organizations I advised utilized 
Facebook as their communication tool. My student leaders helped me stay cur-
rent and understand how social media influenced them. As I observed how 
students utilized social sites, I quickly realized how they were letting me see 
their personal lives. Through this social media window, I did not want to 
observe how their actions may violate our student code of conduct. I became 
conscious of how I portrayed myself and was tasked to create social media poli-
cies within our student code of conduct. The professional dilemma centered 
around friending my students. I wondered how my students would perceive 
our friendship when I held them accountable for decisions and actions not 
aligned with our institutional mission.

I decided to friend my students, but I instilled quite a bit of self-discipline 
when utilizing this social media tool. I felt pressured to have a professional 
presence due to our closeness in age, but I assumed roles with different pur-
poses. I was seen as the engaging, student-focused professional who cared 
about their transition to and engagement with our institution, yet also enforced 
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policies and procedures specific to student organization conduct. Thus, I felt 
compelled to serve as a positive role model for my students to learn how best to 
utilize social media as a campus leader and future professional.

As social media evolved beyond Facebook and the school-only accounts, 
various connections emerged within an intergenerational platform. Individuals 
showcased their lives and found validation or worth through the number of 
friends, followers, likes, tagged photos, and comments on a particular status, 
picture, or post. Ten years after joining the social media world, my online per-
sona started to change. My social media umbrella expanded from Facebook to 
now include Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, and Twitter. Each of these social 
media venues provides a different platform for me to communicate or connect 
with family, friends, acquaintances, students, athletes, and/or complete stran-
gers. I realized the words and actions of my true self needed to be shared with 
others. I let my guard down to show the social media world my authentic self.

Professional Social Media Tara has become unapologetically authentic. My 
social media presence primarily includes inspirational quotes, body image 
focus, and my husband’s and my love story. I let those I know well and mere 
acquaintances into my social media life to help them feel heard, understood, 
and supported. I hope my growth in authenticity helps each individual under-
stand how successes and setbacks mold their uniqueness.

Inspirational Quotes

Quotes speak to many people searching for purpose or experiencing a variety 
of emotions. When I moved to Texas from Nebraska, the personal struggles 
were real with minimal connections outside of work, while my work life 
encapsulated an abundance of change, including institutional leaders. Being 
13 hours away from my known home of 30 years, I needed to remind myself 
about my purpose despite the challenges of being an outsider. Being outside of 
my comfort zone helped me personally relate to new students coming to col-
lege for the first time.

I found quotes I resonated with and shared them with my social media fam-
ily. My quotes were inspirational, pertaining to determination, positive mind-
set, and strength. I received numerous affirming likes and comments to help 
with my loneliness. Eventually, I decided to share why I felt drawn to a particu-
lar quote. As I started to encounter more political situations during my career, 
I searched for quotes addressing ethical and moral responsibility. I wanted my 
selected quotes to speak loudly about behaviors and decisions, and to be 
reflected upon by my students, my higher education colleagues, my friends, 
and myself. To be clear, I did not put the issues I was facing in my professional 
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life on display for everyone to know specific details; instead, my intent was to 
provide reflective and some in-your-face type statements for my social media 
family to relate to alongside me.

Currently, I post quotes at least three times a week to continue inspiring oth-
ers. I receive comments or personal messages from my Facebook, Instagram, 
Snapchat, and Twitter friends/followers sharing how these quotes speak to 
them and their purpose/need. I appreciate knowing and understanding how 
words, powerful when spoken, are just as powerful to be read in a moment of 
elation, frustration, and/or reflection.

Body Image

What did we do before the filters of Instagram and Snapchat? Right, we posted 
real pictures of what we looked like without the wiped-out wrinkles or intensi-
fied make-up. In our society, we continue to make assumptions and/or judge-
ments about others by how they look. We are not only being unfair to these 
individuals, but also unfair to ourselves. Pictures of a body promoting strength 
instead of a slender frame continues to be a controversial topic. As someone 
who has tried almost every known diet, let me share how I came to post real 
pictures of myself specific to fitness.

Everyone likes to look fabulous, but the focus is on a slender build being 
beautiful – a big-boned individual such as myself was quite self-conscious. I 
exercised and when I started losing muscle, I was seen as skinny. When post-
ing pictures, I would have nearly a dozen comments about how good I looked. 
The ego boost was there, and it felt good…until it did not feel good. When I 
would start to see the scale go up, and I was no longer fitting into my skinny 
clothes, I started to struggle. I did not want any sort of physical presence on 
social media. I would post a social media check-in to my bootcamp or talk 
about my workout regimen, but I still struggled with getting bigger, and I 
avoided posting full body pictures. What I did not realize is I was starting to 
gain muscle from the new high-intensity interval training program. I con-
vinced myself I needed to lose weight and my success was defined by a number 
on a scale. I made the choice to join San Angelo CrossFit convinced to see the 
scale go down.

CrossFit taught me many things about myself. First, I had never touched a 
barbell and wanted to hide during our foundations class. Not because the peo-
ple were unwelcoming, but I was very unsure of myself and my body. I felt fat 
and did not see the results I had hoped to immediately. I wore capri pants in 
the sweltering Texas heat and I continued to see my legs grow in size along 
with my backside. Even though my pants did not fit, and I was frustrated, I 
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continued sharing my journey as a CrossFit athlete with my social media fam-
ily. I had two close friends in my CrossFit world who helped me understand 
not only my potential, but that the perceived skinny in the fitness world was 
strength. I loved my squat booty (insert the peach emoji) or how muscular my 
arms looked during certain lifts. I ventured into wearing shorts and through-
out the years they became shorter, yet functional for my desired sport. I posted 
videos of lifts, both successful and unsuccessful, showing my emotion…my  
passion…my imperfect body – cellulite and all. I found the same people who 
said I looked fabulous at a size 4 were applauding me as a badass size 10 
CrossFit athlete. I shared publicly how I desired to be strong for my own func-
tional lifestyle. The San Angelo CrossFit community allowed me to show 
extreme vulnerability not only in the gym, but to my social media family. My 
social media presence allowed me to connect with individuals and CrossFit 
athletes around the world. Most importantly, I inspired women to take charge 
of their health and to embrace their body. I preached about exercise contribut-
ing to overall health, but nutrition is 90% of the needed focus. Our lives are 
roller coasters with many internal and external influencers contributing to not 
only how healthy we are, but how healthy we actually see ourselves. I still want 
to post pictures that show off my muscle or my lifting accomplishments, but I 
also know I need to be authentic with my continued struggles with health and 
fitness.

Love Story

Love stories are everyone’s favorite and social media makes personal lives very 
public. When I went through a divorce, I realized how my life was on public 
display within the social media world when I changed my relationship status. 
I lost friends, both in person and on social media, and learned from the hurtful 
actions I experienced. Thus, when I started dating a faculty member at my 
institution, we decided to keep it private for two reasons. First, he had two 
teenage boys. We needed to consider their feelings about their father dating 
someone who was not their mother. Second, we were an interracial couple, 
which is still not accepted by some.

Since both of us experienced a failed marriage, we wanted to ensure our 
relationship was solid before introducing me into the boys’ lives. After we 
dated for seven months, I met his sons and loved learning about them and 
witnessing how they were like their father. After nine months of dating, we 
decided to make our relationship public knowledge – social media official. Our 
first picture showed him supporting me after I finished my marathon with a 
hashtag of #bestkeptsecret. Many happy comments surfaced with this picture, 
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because our family and friends enjoyed seeing both of us happy. The few who 
knew about us as a couple affirmed our happiness. One of my aunts messaged 
me asking how my parents and other family members reacted to the new man 
in my life – not because he was new, but because he was Black. We knew our 
relationship would be judged for many reasons, but our social media family fell 
in love with our evolving relationship.

After a year of dating, he moved to a different state and our social media fam-
ily followed every moment we shared publicly, both in-person and virtually. 
The new hashtag #wemakelongdistancework perpetuated others to follow our 
long-distance relationship with continued encouragement for us to “keep 
fighting the good fight,” in hopes we would eventually be together again. Our 
social media family witnessed our marriage proposal, the wedding planning, 
and our wedding – the best day of our lives. As a married couple, Dr. Husband 
and Dr. Wife emerged and continued to exemplify how a long-distance, dual 
higher education couple, and interracial marriage provided and continues to 
provide daily challenges. Our social media family follows the ups and downs 
we encounter as we have two homes in two different states. Our love story is 
special to us, but social media has allowed us to share the raw feelings we expe-
rience from various perspectives and situations.

I know my social media presence influences others to be their authentic self. 
I know others’ social media presence influences me daily. Overall, I am no 
longer being the positive “nothing is wrong in my life,” professional on social 
media. I opened my life to share my truth with others. I know within my heart; 
I need to be myself to truly inspire others. I am genuine… compassionate… 
badass…and unapologetically authentic.
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Michael R. Williams, EdD is the Assistant Director of the Student Success 
Center at Virginia Tech and serves as the Scholar in Residence for the National 
Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) Men and 
Masculinities Knowledge Community. In his current position, he facilitates 
critical multidisciplinary discussions on the layers and intersections of race, 
gender, and sexuality as Administrative Faculty. Michael is extremely enthusi-
astic about assisting students to find spaces where they can exist in the class-
room and beyond. He aims to establish rapport with students to help them 
understand that higher education is essential to their personal development. 
His scholarship focuses on Black masculine identity development, social media 
content, and social justice implementation methods. In addition, he hopes to 
expand pedagogical understanding of Hip-Hop, Rest, and Black male imagery 
in order to foster revitalizing and responsive learning.

Introduction

For Black men who feel inability to express their authentic selves, the voyage 
for feeling secure in their masculine image becomes a decision between reject-
ing membership in the Black community and denying their stigmatized identi-
ties, while accepting the ideals of hegemonic masculinity (Mathews 2010). The 
dominant narrative behind masculinity frustrates some Black men and pre-
vents them from expressing themselves fully through stylistic mannerisms (i.e. 
walk, talk, fashion) and cultivating a healthy concept of masculinity. Often, 
this journey starts with Black boys at the young age of 10 (Hawley and Flint 
2016). As a remedy, Black men have used defined and undefined psychological 
defenses, such as cool pose (Majors 1987) to cope with combating inadequacies 
from racism and failing to meet the tradition of [White] masculinity. By ana-
lyzing conversations via Twitter, outside viewers can see Black men as they 
interact within their demographic and with those outside of their social  
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group as they work to dismantle the ideation that preconceived notions project 
on Black men. The purpose of this interpretative phenomenological analysis 
(IPA) study was to examine the masculine identity development of five Black 
men who participate in Twitter. The research question used to navigate this 
phenomenon is “How do Black men make sense of their masculine identity 
while engaged on Twitter?”

Masculinity

Masculinity is complex and varies across spectrums of racial and ethnic iden-
tities (Connell and Messerschmitt 2005; Pelzer 2016). Masculinity studies 
began in the 1980s with the seminal works of Men, Masculinity, and the 
Process of Sociological Enquiry (Morgan 1981); Men’s Studies Modified: The 
Impact of Feminism on the Academic Discipline (Spender 1981); The Making 
of Masculinities: The New Men’s Studies (Brod 1987); and “The Social 
Construction of Ethnicity and Masculinity of African American College 
Men” (Johnson 2013). Connell’s (1995) social theory of gender focuses on 
gender as a relational construct rather than a concept. These constructs of 
masculinity continue, measured by long withstanding performances that 
reinforce stringent practices of patriarchy and violence. In the boundaries of 
this research, I sought to differentiate between maleness and masculinity; I 
define maleness as the characteristics of the male sex and masculinity as the 
habits or traits that society considers to be appropriate for a man. This 
research examines the often forgotten, but colossal difference amongst the 
racial lines of masculinity between Black and White men. Current and future 
scholars must be mindful of how traditional notions of Euro-American man-
hood have influenced historical and fictional constructions of masculinity 
(Leak 1997). Since the prescribed notions of masculinity have been cut from 
the cloth of whiteness, Black men and their existence are viewed as the blem-
ishes on the fabric. After all, the true blemish is whiteness’ thirst for control 
and colonialism.

Digital communication is interactive, especially on Twitter, which allows for 
exchanges through a variety of affordances (Evans 2016). These interactions 
are similar, if not the same, to those between Black men on the streets, in bar-
bershops, classrooms, sports arenas, and the Black church. By way of Twitter 
utilization, the sense of belonging and connectivity in these spaces allows 
Black men to internalize the socialization of masculinity. The new vehicle to 
carry these interactions out is via tweets, images, and hashtags. Furthermore, 
in the public discourse for moments of crisis, Twitter and other social media 
platforms have been extremely informative in providing up-to-date news, 
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research, and various forms of other information (Brummette and Sisco 2015). 
The reccurring images of police brutality and the resulting Black deaths seen 
with Mike Brown, Tamir Rice, and George Floyd (not to exclude Black women 
or trans individuals killed due to police brutality) have created heightened 
awareness around public moments of crisis. Thus, the instances of unjustified 
death, emotional silence, and trauma frequently felt by Black men during the 
navigation and learning of their racial and masculine identities could be 
described as shocking, unexpected, and terrifying (Patton et al. 2017, p. 226). 
Twitter provides users with the ability to communicate vivid accounts of the 
world, themselves, and others, a processing mechanism that occurs as a result 
of previous trauma.

Theoretical Framework

Blumer (1986) noted the twofold method of symbolic interactionism as (a) an 
individual interacts with an assigned meaning to the objects (e.g. people, 
things, ideas) in their environment and (b) meanings inform individuals’ 
beliefs about the world and shape their behaviors (Chan 2017). The useful-
ness of Twitter reinforces the creation of belongingness to interactions once 
limited by distance and language barriers. In addition, as Twitter allows 
meanings to be explored and developed, the transformation and interpreta-
tive process assist users to make sense of and handle physical objects that 
constitute their social worlds (de Nooy 2009). Through the ongoing process 
of engagement with followers and the use of Twitter analytics, research has 
found that sharing of everyday experiences and chit-chat online helps people 
establish common ground and brings people together (Chen 2011). The 
nature of Twitter interactions depends on the content and community one 
subjects the self to in order to be a member (Chan 2017). One of the most 
popular Twitter sub-communities is Black Twitter. This analysis employs 
qualitative research to focus extensively on participants’ experiences by com-
municating their engagement with a unique phenomenon (Marshall and 
Rossman 2011; Macias 2015). I chose symbolic interactionism as a vehicle to 
explain the evolving experiences of performing masculinity for Black men. 
These negotiations between Blackness and masculinity articulate the 
stances of cool pose and intersections of masculine identities based on social 
engagements (Snyder 2017). In addition, this inquiry combines symbolic 
interactionism and qualitative methods to allow Black men the space to 
interpret the sense-making process of their understanding of masculinity by 
way of Twitter. The expressions conveyed through tweets mimic a diary. 
Symbolic interactionism has three core tenets of (a) symbols, (b) objects and 
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(c) acts or social acts to build conceptual understanding (Blumer 1986; 
Williams 2019, p. 19). This theoretical framework provides a critical lens to 
examine how individuals interpret objects (i.e. masculinity) and how this 
process causes unique behaviors (Benzies and Allen 2001). Finally, the most 
critical element of symbolic interactionism explains the “active and willful 
ever-changing constructions of actions and social actions” (Stryker and 
Vryan 2006, p. 6).

Findings

This research study, grounded in the IPA approach, sought out the experiences 
of Black men who utilized Twitter as a method to navigate their masculine 
identities in digital spaces. The following section will summarize each finding 
in relation to the research question, literature review, and theoretical frame-
work while offering recommendations for practice and future research.

Maleness

The participants had to reflect on their immediate introductions with mascu-
linity, the individuals who taught them about masculinity, and their transition 
into manhood by way of maleness. In multiple instances, two participants 
expressed their lack of a definition when citing masculinity; specifically, Black 
masculinity. On numerous occasions, four of the participants were able to 
describe performative actions that passed as being either masculine or being a 
male. In two interviews, Participant 1 and Participant 2 expressed masculinity 
in relation to femininity and patriarchal power, respectively. Acknowledging 
the proximity of masculinity to the overarching system of patriarchy allows me 
to target the cause of men attempting to be masculine rather than the effects of 
patriarchy.

Subsequently, I asked participants to describe what it means to be masculine. 
Participant 4’s response showed the disconnect from the traditional thinking of 
masculinity. He replied, “I think masculinity is best understood as what it’s not. 
So, it is also understood as in relation to femininity. So, masculinity is every-
thing that femininity isn’t and vice versa.” Another response came from 
Participant 2, where he talked about the complexity of masculinity between 
Black men and society. The initial response allowed me to deconstruct mascu-
linity and patriarchy. He says, “I think masculinity is [a] complicated and vexed 
thing when it comes to Black men. Cause this society both, I mean, in relation to 
the history of it, excluded Black men from certain visions of patriarchal power.”
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For the Black men in this research, their entrance into masculinity came 
at various performative measures. Until now, it was not only their perfor-
mance that mattered, but the approval from others on their masculine per-
formance mattered as well. The patriarchal system remains unyielding as 
performative measures of masculinity are often seen as gold standards of 
maleness, and if these are not acknowledged, violence ensues. In similar 
methods, sports are another vehicle that recycles traditions of performing 
masculinity. From his football experience, Participant 4 shared, “I think to 
be masculine can be, some might say to be strong, some might say to be 
dominant, some might say to be assertive, forthright, muscular; all these dif-
ferent things.” In addition to Participant 4’s comments, Black men are also 
judged by other men in proximity to them. Participant 1 talked about judg-
ing men on metrics that are important to him, “You could be the hardest 
person in the room, but then you don’t take care of your business, and so for 
me that doesn’t make you a man.”

Conclusions

Finally, the initial thematic finding explained Black cis-gender men’s desire 
to define masculinity for themselves and gain the same access to the club of 
manhood set by whiteness and reinforced by other communities of men. 
Given that masculinity has been passed down, reinforced, or shaped by patri-
archy, masculinity is the route to maleness that is achievable, but not desired 
if by way of violence. In no way should masculinity or maleness include vio-
lence or neglect the sexuality spectrum of identities. By allowing Black men 
to define their masculine identity, the internal community of men will com-
bat the inherently patriarchal norm that White, straight, cis-gender males 
are owners of power and masculinity. By shifting the power dynamics, mas-
culinity would no longer be an exclusive club, but rather a revolving door. 
Secondly, the inseparable link between masculinity and performative acts 
weighs more heavily on the actions deemed as masculine rather than the 
individuals doing the acts. In this instance, it is essential to become aware of 
the linguistic disconnect between what is being said and actions to be carried 
out. I noticed how the understanding of masculinity and the performatives 
are at opposites when sexual orientation is considered. The performative lin-
guistics of masculinity cannot be gendered, as the gendered idea upholds the 
pillars of patriarchy. Instead, it is better to understand and define masculin-
ity in its relation to femininity and the intersections between the two, 
respectively.
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The research conducted on Black masculinity generally describes a wide 
range of context, specific behaviors, attitudes, and repositioning practices that 
delay Black men’s academic success (Allen 2017, p. 271). Academic leaders 
have ignored the troubling trends regarding the recruiting, retaining, and aca-
demic success of Black men. The second recommendation of this research 
encourages faculty and administrators to consider reevaluating the develop-
ment of their curriculums and services for Black men. If left untouched, a 
White hegemonic society continues to ignore how Black males enact agency 
in responding to structured barriers (Allen 2017, p. 269); these barriers are 
highly visible in curriculums and student success services delivered as a path-
way to support Black male achievement. The process of counter-storytelling 
and redesigning curriculums and services for Black men is useful to under-
stand the historical and political power, privilege, and oppression of margin-
alized communities in the United States (Zinn 1994; Beatty and Salinas 2016). 
While social media provides an assortment of opportunities to share and 
spread messages, I find it to be a necessity for Black men to have a reflection 
of themselves in education and media. The most considerable disadvantage 
for Black males is the lack of control in imagery and the inconsistent ideology 
of masculinity. The previous images of Black men have notoriously been 
identified under the limited lens of an athlete, thug, or entertainer. Using 
social media in education can uncover interactive and information motives 
for its use (Neier and Zayer 2015). This review has also presented numerous 
efforts that institutions could use to help Black males cope with masculinity. 
Technology can also help with the aspect of connecting online communities 
across various mediums.

Based on the findings of this study, one recommendation for future research 
is to examine digital identity development across multiple social media plat-
forms and include a global perspective. Amongst the culture of social media 
users, Facebook has a family-oriented emphasis, Twitter presents news at one’s 
fingertips, and Snapchat reveals only seconds of an encounter. In each differ-
ent medium, users can showcase every facet of their identity. While this study 
only examined Twitter, other platforms would cause different interactions 
with followers, and users will find a different method to cope. In another ave-
nue, incorporating the findings of this research introduces new ways institu-
tions of higher learning could market to perspective Black male students. With 
the technological advancements of social media and mobile devices, having 
information accessible at any time of the day at unimaginable speed eases the 
tension many first-year students might have when it comes to searching for 
answers about arriving at a new institution. Access to new social media plat-
forms and online information might address some of the existing disparities in 
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access to information about college, providing students with a potentially 
unbounded source of information about college life, costs, and application 
requirements (Brown et al. 2016).

Each participant had a different entry of exposure to masculinity, and while 
navigating masculinity, each experienced violence and pressure to conform. 
These findings bring forth the necessary steps for organizations and institu-
tions of higher learning to stop circulating limiting imagery regarding support 
of Black men in society.
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Introduction

Social media is not a mirror reflecting authenticity for all users. For some, it is 
more like a veil that allows individuals to determine if and when to display 
their true self to online social networks. The permanence and pervasiveness of 
social media can cause many to tread carefully on social platforms by sharing 
only a sliver of their life or even an alternate version. A profile picture posted 
today can pop up on a search engine for years to come. One comment on a 
media outlet’s post can attract a counterargument from a stranger. A video of a 
course-required presentation, publicly uploaded to YouTube, can become part 
of a class lesson on oral communication semesters later at an institution across 
the country. There are countless reasons that people choose to limit or alter the 
identity shared with their networks.

Does This Post Make Me Look Fa…bulous?

Most people would not go to a professional photographer and demand their 
worst impression be captured. Many would prefer the photographer captures 
their best features in the most pleasant lighting. The same can be said for peo-
ple with profiles on social platforms. Many college students and young adults, 
in general, engage in the practice of taking their own photos, known as selfies, 
and uploading them to their social networks (Barry et al. 2019; Koterba et al. 
2020). When asked to report the number of selfies taken in a week, 18 to 29 
year old men and women indicated they snapped about eight images on 
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average over the course of seven days (Koterba et al. 2020). It should be noted 
that not all selfies make their way to social media pages. Many people may 
swipe through the photo galleries of their mobile devices before finding a sin-
gle image worthy of sharing. Furthermore, some images are filtered or 
enhanced before being shared with others. Individual filters can beautify, 
dramatize, enhance, or creatively alter a digital photo. Social media sites, like 
Snapchat and Instagram, make filtering images a simple task that requires a 
few swipes to activate. Bakhshi et al. (2015) gathered information from photog-
raphers on the impact that filters have on social media audiences; the research-
ers found filtered images are 21% more likely to be viewed and 45% more likely 
to attract posted comments. Furthermore, filters that enhance physical appear-
ance are gaining popularity with patients seeking plastic surgery; some use 
Instagram to present an image of their desired results to surgeons (Youn 2019). 
This strategy allows some to ensure they can achieve their favorite online look 
offline. Filters and the selfie selection process assist in managing impressions 
so people can decide how they want to appear to their online networks.

In addition to managing appearances displayed on social media, many are 
considering which details of their life to share with their networks. “Posters 
may share facts about themselves if such facts reflect favorably upon them” 
(Schlosser 2020). Generally, the information shared is in alignment with an 
individual’s impression management goals. Sometimes this information can 
veer off from one’s true self. “Instead of promoting the value of authenticity, 
[social media] encourages performance. Instead of teaching the rewards of vul-
nerability, it suggests that you put on your best face” (Turkle 2016, p. 109). 
Upon analyzing the social media activity of undergraduates, Bareket-Bojmel et 
al. (2016) found performance goals led to increased levels of comments and 
self-enhancement on Facebook. The ease and convenience of posting on social 
media coupled with the distance afforded between people on social networks 
creates an environment where authenticity can take a back seat to other goals.

Social Media and Online Reputations

Unlike the 1980s rock song in which Joan Jett boasts about not caring about 
her reputation, many young social media users care about their online perso-
nas. Long before enrolling in college courses, many teenagers begin exercising 
forethought on the creation of posts. Older teens, especially, ponder the inter-
ests of their networks when sharing content, while all teens value likes, which 
are seen as a reflection of popularity (Yau and Reich 2019). This consideration 
impacts what makes it into a social media story or is pinned on a virtual wall.
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Teenagers do not only scroll upward, seeking the latest posts to hit the feed; 
some reflect and act on their past posts. Many young social media account 
holders have made changes to previously posted content; almost six out of 10 
have deleted or edited a post; slightly more than half have removed comments 
made by others on their accounts; photo tags revealing their name have been 
taken down by 45%; while 31% of respondents have deleted or deactivated their 
profile (Pew Research Center 2013a). Online impression management is an 
active practice for many young people on social media platforms.

Social Media and Deception

Some individuals on social media are doing more than filtering photos to 
lengthen eyelashes or deleting their raw feelings on hot topics. Some are 
deceiving audiences on social sites. Content and sender deception are among 
the online falsehoods explored by Tsikerdekis and Zeadally (2014); the 
researchers suggested that falsified information is more prevalent in content-
heavy social media, such as microblogs and social news sites; sender deception 
occurs when the identity of a communicator is manipulated.

Social media relies on mobile technology to send messages. When using the 
asynchronous features of these applications, users may not have effective tools 
to aid in the interpretation of a post. Computer-mediated communication can 
lack the verbal and nonverbal cues frequently used with in-person interactions 
(Short et al. 1976; Proudfoot et al. 2018). The ability to hit post or click share 
does not mean the information is factual or objective. It is important that social 
media users exercise discretion.

Protecting Privacy Online

As people broadcast their lives with a tap on a screen, many are worried about 
oversharing or their information getting into the wrong hands on social media. 
This can cause some to be less forthcoming about personal life with their net-
works. Pew Research Center (2013b) reported “86% of internet users have 
taken steps online to remove or mask their digital footprints.” Many wish they 
could take virtual steps to secure their information. In a subsequent poll, 61% 
of Americans reported a desire to have more capabilities to protect personal 
privacy (Pew Research Center 2018).

To shore up privacy, some have chosen to prioritize anonymous posts over 
authentic posts. “Anonymity presumably frees people to disclose identities that 
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they might otherwise wish to keep private, such as marginalized or stigmatized 
identities” (Schlosser 2020). This practice of veiling is also shared by youth. 
“Many teen social media users will make the content they share more private 
by obscuring some of their updates and posts, sharing inside jokes and other 
coded messages that only certain friends will understand” (Pew Research 
Center 2013a). In an effort to achieve anonymity, about one quarter of teenag-
ers polled reported sharing fake names, ages, and locations with their social 
networks (Pew Research Center 2013a). Adult and adolescent social media 
users have reservations about sharing their personal information and thoughts 
online. For many posting means sharing not only with familiar people, but also 
those unknown, thanks to the ability to share, screenshot, and more.
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The use of social media has become a pervasive part of a college student’s expe-
rience. In many ways, college students use it to rewrite their lives. Social media 
has become a tool used to portray facades, making one’s life look as they desire 
it to be, rather than how it is. The frequent misuse of social media is becoming 
an increasing problem in academia. According to Siddiqui and Singh (2016), 
90% of college students use social media networks, spending an average of two 
hours on social media daily. The usage and sometimes over-usage of social 
media can be attributed to the fear of missing out (FOMO); high levels of 
FOMO are related to depression, limited mindfulness, and physical symptoms 
(Baker et al. 2016). While the technology of social media usage has many posi-
tive benefits to the social and academic structures of daily life, there are evolv-
ing challenges with its usage, particularly those surrounding the creation of 
facades.

Rewriting One’s College Experience 
with Social Media
Joi Sampson and Zaiah Sampson
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College Administrator’s Perspective

As a college administrator for 10 years, a large part of my career has been 
spent in academic affairs. What I have been able to observe as a result of social 
media usage by college students is its impact on academic achievement, self-
worth, and their presentation of themselves. College students seem to have 
mastered the art of portraying an identity superior to their own. For example, 
the athlete now looks like the star athlete, when he edits a recording of him 
playing volleyball, and only highlights the times he delivers the perfect serve, 
runs the move in slow motion, and adds a popular soundtrack to the finished 
product. Like is what the anticipated response is to their online post of this 
otherwise flawless volleyball game. Yet, this is one of many examples of how 
students create an image or identity for themselves that enables them to 
rewrite the story of their lives, finding a level of control that is otherwise not 
there. The striving for control becomes attractive and addicting.

During one fall semester, I had a second-year student enter my office, ready 
for their scheduled advising appointment. The meeting was to entail selecting 
classes for the upcoming semester and address how the current semester was 
progressing. Within 20 minutes the first half of the meeting was com-
pleted – classes chosen for the spring that offered the right level of challenge 
while keeping the student on track to satisfy curriculum requirements. The 
last 10 minutes were reserved for review of the current semester and how it 
was progressing. To my surprise, things were going less well than anticipated 
for the student. They admitted to struggling with course content and as a result, 
not doing well on recent exams. When questioned why this was occurring and 
endeavoring to find solutions, the student was less than eager to alter any 
aspects of their lifestyle in order to strengthen their academic career. As the 
typical college administrator, I encouraged the use of the campus library for a 
quiet place to study and increasing study time while limiting socializing with 
friends. When I mentioned the latter, I saw the student’s face change from 
consideration to disdain for the suggestions I offered. The student was dis-
pleased with my suggestion of limiting socialization with friends and increas-
ing study time. They could not understand why they could not have one 
without the other, because their friends were, as they put it “important and 
necessary to their lives.” I laughed and told the student that by no means was I 
suggesting they not have a social life at all. I was merely suggesting that they 
modify it. The student, periodically looking at their smartphone, noted, as 
though nostalgically, all the fun they would be missing if they limited their 
time with friends. This student, who was unrelenting about making changes to 
their social calendar, found themselves failing a couple of courses and earning 
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low grades in others. A seemingly no-brainer choice was the hardest decision 
for that sophomore to make.

At the time, I could not understand why a student would choose socializa-
tion with friends over academic achievement. Yet, coming into the knowledge 
of the idea of FOMO, I better understand this challenge. A student’s identity is 
so wrapped up in the portrayal of who they are – how they appear on social 
media, and it is difficult to dissociate from that state of being. The benefits stu-
dents gain from their social media connections are known as social capital, by 
which students obtain “emotional support, exposure to diverse ideas, and 
access to new information” (Mastrodicasa and Metellus 2013). The most inter-
esting thing about social capital is that all that it helps students obtain resem-
bles what we expect them to get out of their college experience. Yet, how do 
colleges compete with social media?

College Student’s Perspective

Wake up. Check social. Shower. Check social. Get Dressed. Check social. This 
is the average morning cycle of a college student, and I know because I am one. 
Although social media has become a challenging obstacle for me, I am a third-
year undergraduate student. Having recently transferred institutions, I have 
worked hard to find adjustment. Like most new experiences, attending a new 
school can be daunting. Albeit these are typical experiences to be remembered, 
they are daunting, nonetheless. For me it was nerve-racking, a new environ-
ment and culture that had been so different than the one I had grown accus-
tomed to. Yet, I learned quickly that when it came to social media, there was 
little to no difference at all with the new environment.

One of my close friends had nearly three thousand followers on Instagram. 
She had such a high number that Instagram contacted her for work. My sur-
prise and awe quickly turned into annoyance and jealousy. I wondered how 
she could have such a high number of followers while I could not find the 
wherewithal to get more than 30, let alone find the attractive quality necessary 
to get all 30 of those followers to like my posts. Comparing myself to my friend 
caused me to question my self-worth. Was the content on my account lame? 
Or, worse yet, was I lame? I used my account to post my artwork, which I 
thought was pretty good. The work was comprised of still life pieces and celeb-
rities. This was the most real side of myself. No gimmicks, no editing, and most 
of all, no facade. I posted what mattered and secretly hoped it mattered to oth-
ers too. At least enough for them to click that ever so coveted button – loved. I 
felt my page reflected my life, showcasing all that I saw around me, and what I 
thought was interesting. Yet, how was it that no one else, or at least not more 
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than three to five people, felt the same? Meanwhile, my 3K friend used her 
page to post her travel experiences, pictures of socializing with friends, and 
attending functions, like an ice cream event in New York City. My lack of fol-
lowers and limited likes made me feel insecure. The funny thing was, in time, 
I began to recognize the same insecurities within my friend. Yet, how was she 
able to secure such a wide fellowship?

I learned that my friend relied on other people liking her posts to hide the 
insecurity. Her social media usage became like a drug. Every time she went 
out, the camera was up, and the post was uploaded. Of course, from viewing 
the posts, it seemed like a glamorous life. Yet, it was only a facade of a life. This 
experience caused me to struggle with my identity. I did not want to become 
someone else, to be well-liked or have my posts loved. Yet, I did want some 
resemblance of a glamorous life. I question how much of a glamorous life a 
college student can have, though. Most days are filled with long hours in the 
library and in my case, studio, and often many sleepless nights studying for the 
next exam. I have found it to be truly exhausting trying to maintain a facade of 
someone I am not.

With the constant display of the ideal life on my feed – the page that show-
cased the posts of those I was following – I quickly became overwhelmed. 
Before committing to a social media free life, I developed a nasty habit of 
comparing what I saw online to my real life. In college, I met so many peo-
ple, but the ones that stood out to me the most were the seemingly popular 
girls who had active social media pages. Each of their pages told a story of a 
confident, adventurous person, who had plenty of friends. As a result of 
envy, I began to dread the idea of even having to talk to them. I felt inferior, 
low, and while I portrayed my real self, they had what seemed to be the per-
fect facade. The habit of comparing myself became toxic over time and I 
found myself falling into deep insecurity, which eventually led to depression 
and anxiety.

And even though by that time I had made the decision to cancel my social 
media accounts, I could still feel the presence of social media around me, every 
time a friend asked if I had seen a picture or a meme. This made me feel left out 
and isolated – watching everyone sit and scroll on their phones. Today, how-
ever, as I watch my friends and relatives addicted to social media and what’s 
going on with other people’s lives, I feel contentment with the decision I made 
almost two years ago to end my social media presence. I found that being off 
social media, I can have genuine relationships with people. I have also been 
able to enjoy my hobbies without fear of criticism and most of all, I feel I can 
put more of my energy into enjoying experiences rather than trying to capture 
them through a camera lens to upload for likes. Life has never felt fuller now 
that I am living it for me rather than for the attention of the world.
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College Administrator’s Conclusion

Colleges have joined the ranks and enlisted on social media platforms. Whether 
that decision was good or if it contributes to the problem of the misuse of social 
media, the result is to connect with students and the best way to do that is to go 
to where the students are – on social media. Having now moved over to the 
student affairs division of higher education, my role has changed, and I have 
an opportunity to help students prepare themselves for their post-college expe-
riences. One of the best ways higher education can position itself in the realm 
of social media is to encourage responsible social media use and discourage its 
misuse. Educating students on social media etiquette is a first step in helping 
students make better use of their social media. It is a small first step, but it is 
one that can have a major ripple effect on academia.
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Social media is arguably one of the most powerful forces in the modern world. 
It is an influential force on social groups, the economy, sharing of information, 
and everyday human interaction. Social media has grown from somewhat 
humble means of slow, dial-up internet connections to platforms that connect 
college students at high speeds. As history has shown, some of the biggest 
social movements began on college campuses. Today, social media can connect 
friends, offer updates on the newest businesses that are opening, and provide 
us with weather updates. It has accelerated the process of globalization and 
given new meaning to being a global citizen.

There are many positive avenues for social media. At its core, it is a vehicle 
for connecting individuals. Various social platforms can connect users who live 
across the street from one another to individuals who live in different coun-
tries. It is also a medium for individuals to start, promote, and share their 
 businesses with little to no cost. This approach created several business oppor-
tunities and collaborations that may not have been possible otherwise.

Social media has also provided many chances to create and promote different 
realities. It is easy to create a facade in the social media world. These facades are 
different in type and scope. There are several popular facades that include 
impersonating or creating someone else, highlighting only perfectly created 
images (using Photoshop) that tell a specific story, and exaggerating success. 
While it can be argued that an individual can create the social media profiles of 
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Privacy to True Self
Lisa M. Wisniewski



4 There’s a Filter for That84

their choice, this behavior may also be seen as reckless and harmful to viewers. 
Social media facades have the potential to be harmful for several reasons. The 
first is in the development of relationships. This is especially true in cases where 
an individual impersonates another or creates an individual (i.e. catfish). The 
false identity could be emotionally, financially, and physically harmful to the 
individual on the receiving end. The second includes altered reality photo-
graphs that demonstrate several falsities. A common falsity is in an individual’s 
appearance. Using photography software and filters, an individual can change 
their appearance. This often sets a beauty standard that is potentially unattain-
able to the viewer. Another falsity is creating a reality that may seem ideal (i.e. 
happy relationship, career success, travel). A creator on social media can tell a 
story through a photograph that may be incomplete or false. This sets another 
standard for viewers that can be unattainable. Finally, social media can be a 
cybersecurity concern. Social sites can be a tool in criminal activity. This has led 
to cases where money has been extorted from individuals, connections with 
vulnerable populations have been made, and accounts have been hacked.

My own experience with social media began a decade ago. I was very resist-
ant to participating on any social media platform. Initially, I felt as though it 
was an invasion of my privacy. This belief began because I was already on 
social media against my will. My friends were posting photos of me on Facebook 
without my knowledge. I would find out from friends or other individuals who 
would see the photo. I finally gave in and created a profile because I believed 
this would give me some control and oversight as to how my image was being 
used on the platform.

At the time, I was beginning my master’s program. This was a larger concern 
in my life and my social media life was left in the background. I would log on, 
add some friends, post once in a while, and then leave it alone. As my friend list 
grew, I began to pay attention to my newsfeed a bit more. This also drove me to 
a lessened desire to check Facebook.

My newsfeed was filled with my friends who were getting engaged, buying 
homes, getting married, and having children. I was happy for them, but it 
made me feel insecure. I had graduate school and I had made a commitment to 
completing my degree. I was in a very different place in my life, but my news-
feed was making me question whether I was not good enough. I thought I was 
not good enough to have the same experiences that my friends were having. 
This thought process eventually made me forget that I was pursuing my dream 
of an advanced degree and it made the experience less important in my mind.

However, I did not let these feelings stop me in my pursuit of higher educa-
tion. I went on for my doctorate and began to use the platform to post some of 
my scholarly updates. At this point, my posts were few and far between. I was 
mostly studying, in class, or working on research. This hardly seemed like 
interesting content to share on Facebook. In between all of this, I continued to 
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see my friends move on with their lives toward their weddings, updates on 
decorating their new homes, and announcing their first pregnancies. This 
made me feel as though my life was standing still. After all, I had been in school 
my whole life, so what did I really accomplish?

I was also only using one platform, which was Facebook. I was aware of 
Twitter and Instagram, but I did not know how to use either platform. I would 
eventually set up a LinkedIn account, but would only log in once a year. I still did 
not understand how the platforms would assist me in my academic career. I was 
heading into a career field that was more traditional and some professors even 
banned phones from class. The message I was receiving from my career field was 
this was not an appropriate tool and it would not help me to move forward.

At the time of my doctoral graduation, I was already working full-time as a 
faculty member at a local college. I was very focused on my new job. I wanted 
to learn more about being a faculty member. I was focused on teaching, com-
mittee work, and my own scholarship. There was hardly time to spend with my 
family, let alone social media. I was mainly using Facebook as a social tool to 
connect with some friends, colleagues, and family members living in Poland. A 
few years into my career as a full-time faculty member, the need for social 
media changed. I found time to write the book I had always dreamed of writ-
ing. To chronicle my journey, I started a blog. I thought it would be simple and 
people would be able to find the blog by themselves. I was very wrong.

I quickly had to learn everything I could about blogging. This included start-
ing a WordPress site, setting up many social media platforms (Instagram, 
YouTube, and Twitter), and learning how to master them all. I have to admit 
there was a strong learning curve. I did not really know what I was doing. I 
spent the next year and a half trying to understand the nuances of every plat-
form. This included learning which features are available on some and not 
others. It also involved how to appropriately message viewers using hashtags, 
key phrases, and photos. To get over the learning curve, I was open to listening 
to experts (i.e. individuals who solely use social media to market for their busi-
ness), making mistakes (i.e. how to tag, who to tag, how long videos can be), 
and working on my content.

I quickly learned, that like academia, there is a process to be followed. There 
is a set of best practices such as having a schedule for posting, engaging with 
viewers, and creating content ahead of time. I naively began thinking that I 
could create a quick caption daily, but I soon learned this was not feasible with 
my schedule, which did not allow the time to craft the message I wanted to 
portray. I also wanted to create content that was relatable and not found on 
many other pages. I had to go back to my academic background and prepare 
my captions like I would any other piece of written work by beginning early, 
having the opportunity to edit, and prepare for feedback. This time the 
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feedback would come from viewer engagement and not my professors. There 
were times during this process where I felt like I was living a lie. I had spent 12 
years working on my degrees to become a full-time faculty member. I had over-
come many obstacles to achieve these goals and had finally made my dream a 
reality. So, what was I doing on social media?

I began to develop an interest in Instagram. As a blogger, I was intrigued by 
the connections that could be made and how information was shared on this 
platform. In the early stages of my blog, my reference points were fashion blog-
gers. I tried to learn from their techniques, but I slowly realized that they had 
a different purpose and audience. Many of their techniques would not work for 
me. I then fell into following many Walt Disney World accounts due to several 
trips to Orlando, Florida. While the content was fun and enjoyable, I also did 
not fit the Disney account template. I tried to look for academics on Instagram 
and these accounts were much harder to find than fashion or Walt Disney blog-
gers. I wondered what I was doing and if I even belonged on this medium.

This caused a bit of an identity and role crisis for me. I needed social media 
to make connections for my blog and book, but I was not sure who I should be. 
Should I be an academic and share research with the world? Should I play 
down my academic side and only display myself as Lisa instead of Dr. 
Wisniewski? I have to admit that this crisis slowed my writing and delayed 
several projects that I wanted to accomplish with the book and blog. I slowed 
myself down because I did not know who to be or how to present myself on this 
platform. I did not realize how much Instagram was guiding my productivity 
and brand. When I figured this out, this was enough to pull me out of the 
facade. I am someone who is very productive, so I was upset with myself for 
allowing my production to slow down. I decided to be myself. It was the only 
person that I knew to be.

Since that change in mindset, I have to say that things took a very positive 
turn. I was able to create new relationships through Instagram. This included 
people in my area and around the globe. I have had several people reach out for 
advice or collaborations. Instagram has provided opportunities for me that I 
might not have seen otherwise. I am glad that when I dropped the facade and 
presented as my true self, the reward (i.e. meeting new people, being an expert, 
collaborations) on Instagram was great.

The other great reward of presenting as my true self on Instagram was the 
feedback I received from viewers. My photos do not get a lot of likes or com-
ments, so I never really know how content is received until I have a conversa-
tion with an individual. Viewers shared how they found my content to be 
relatable and that it helped them. When I hear these stories, I feel as if I have 
come full circle and fulfilled my purpose. As my true self, I am answering the 
question of why I am on social media. The answer is to help.
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The concept of personal branding has been traced as far back as the 1937 pub-
lication of Napoleon Hill’s classic self-improvement book, Think, and Grow 
Rich. At the dawn of the internet age, the idea that individuals should think of 
themselves as “CEO of our own company: Me, Inc.” was popularized by Tom 
Peters (1997) in an influential article that has since flourished to become one of 
the foundational tenets of social media marketing and communications. In a 
TEDx Talk, Tayala Waller (2018) forecasts that “the future of branding is per-
sonal,” pointing to the increasingly crucial role that online influencers play in 
shaping public opinion. Any random Google search for “personal branding” 
will yield hundreds of articles about the necessity of honing a brand and sug-
gestions for how to do so effectively. Among Millennial and Generation Z stu-
dents, the idea that everyone has a responsibility to manage their personal 
brand is widespread and deeply entrenched.

When I first designed a college class called “Writing for Social Media” in 
2012, I was driven by a conviction that social media had the power to unleash 
students’ voices, to foster new modes of educational engagement, and to 
empower students to use their writing to make an immediate impact on the 
world around them. The dynamics of personal branding played a central role 
in the way I conceived the course, and I assigned a book, Ann Handley and  
C.C. Chapman’s (2012) Content Rules, that contains advice like “A unique, 
human-sounding corporate voice is critical if you want to engage, stimulate, or 
excite your audience – especially now, when your content is increasingly an 
essential mechanism through which to define, enhance, and clarify who you 
are” (p. 34). Eager to inspire my students to think big, my introductory video 
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lecture for the class began with the pitch: “Apple. Amazon. Coca-Cola. You. 
Yes, you! You are a brand!” partly because of my efforts to align the class with 
the general tone of discourse about social media self-presentation, but also 
partly out of a sincere conviction that cultivating a personal brand was a useful 
strategy for online communication. I encouraged my students to take this idea 
seriously and to put it into practice as they developed social media content. In 
the following years, the heady utopianism of the early days of social media, of 
Web 2.0, as interactive web platforms were then quaintly referred to, gave way 
to a pervasive sense of disillusionment. I still have a powerful conviction that 
untapped possibilities inhere within internet culture, but these days, the new 
content I write for the class and the discussions I have with the students are 
just as likely to focus on the dangers of social media as on their potential. These 
dangers take many different forms. It is certainly important in a class on social 
media to discuss the more blatant risks: privacy concerns, copyright issues, 
cyberbullying, stalkers, trolls, bots, malware, fake news, etc. But lately, I also 
find myself emphasizing to my social media students the spiritual or existential 
risks posed by the concept of personal branding. While shaping a consistent 
and colorful online identity may be a successful strategy for accumulating likes 
and shares on social media platforms, it is detrimental to a more well-rounded 
sense of self that allows for the kinds of ambiguity, improvisation, and self-
contradiction that are essential components of what it means to be a well-
rounded human being in the real world.

When I teach traditional composition classes, I often emphasize to my stu-
dents the value of emotionally identifying with the point of view that they are 
trying to express in their writing. Students who feel that they are writing from 
the heart tend to write with a stronger sense of intrinsic motivation, and their 
writing tends to be more dynamic and purposeful. In my social media class, 
however, I have increasingly come to take a different tack: to encourage stu-
dents to appreciate the distance and slippage between their online personae 
and their actual human selves. The difference has to do with the different 
degrees of immediacy between conventional printed prose and social media 
communication. The written page is such an abstract and unfamiliar terrain 
for most people, especially for students, that the extra motivation characterized 
by authentic engagement with a writing project can provide a crucial incentive 
to inspire students to project themselves into this strange space and to domes-
ticate it. Printed prose is distant enough, self-contained enough, and static 
enough to represent a writer’s thinking without usurping, upstaging, or dis-
placing the writer. Although writing for social media may seem to have a lot in 
common with writing for any other medium – both involve formulating ideas 
into typed words and sentences – these similarities are largely superficial. 
Whereas a written, printed document presents a picture of a writer’s thinking 



You Are Not Your Brand 89

at a certain point in time, content posted to social media may seem to serve as 
a stand-in for the writers themselves. Rather than putting forward an argu-
ment, social media puts forth a personality, and it is tempting for a person 
writing on social media to see their content not merely as something they 
posted, but as a reflection of who they are.

It is easy to identify some of the elements of the social media writing situa-
tion that promote this existential fallacy. The fact that social media content 
becomes instantly available to an online audience mimics the dynamics that 
characterize face-to-face utterances in the real world. The multimedia nature 
of social media content provides a more compelling illusion of a real presence 
than that presented by printed prose. Furthermore, of course, the growing pre-
dominance of social media communication in our world make Facebook, 
Instagram, and Twitter pages tacit stand-ins for the human beings behind 
them, so that posting a comment to a friend’s page is taken to be the equivalent 
of speaking with them directly, a social practice that cements the existential 
bond between individuals and their social media content. It is now common to 
review a person’s social media accounts as a preliminary to meeting them in 
person, or even as a substitute for meeting them in person, so that our social 
media accounts play an increasingly larger role in defining how we exist in the 
world. Given this context, it is not surprising that social media users feel that 
their social media content defines, enhances, and clarifies who they are as 
human beings, since so much of our reality is determined by how other people 
perceive us. One may come to feel psychologically invested in the content that 
appears on one’s social media pages, since this content becomes a real part of 
their profile, of the way they appear in the world.

The hype around personal branding takes this fusion between social media 
content and personal identity to a higher level. Not only does the concept of 
personal branding insist that you should represent yourself as a brand, but, 
even more inimically, it implies that any human being exists in the form of a 
brand, and that the key to self-realization is the identification and liberation of 
your inner brand. In the personal branding model of psychology, the essence of 
every human being is a logo. The art of personal branding becomes the practice 
of excavating this logo, translating it into a mission statement, finding the rel-
evant target audience, and paring away anything extraneous that muddies the 
picture by deviating from the key message. In this sense, personal branding 
can be thought of as a cultural effort to replace the inchoate potentiality of 
human beings with the most banal clichés of marketing buzzwords. While any 
class in writing for social media would have to acknowledge the pervasiveness 
of personal branding discourse, it seems to me to be irresponsible and vaguely 
evil to encourage my students to participate in this discourse without a major 
dose of critical skepticism.
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To that end, one of the first discussions we have in the latest iteration of the 
course is devoted to interrogating the nature of personal branding and online 
identity in general. In fact, opening up a critical conversation about the uses 
and limitations of a personal branding approach to online marketing and com-
munications turns out to be a more effective way to examine this topic than an 
approach that merely encourages students to echo the corporate philosophy of 
“Me Inc.” Millennial and Gen Z learners tend to be mercilessly astute when it 
comes to detecting inauthenticity and there is plenty of it to be detected in 
personal branding discourse. The perception of such inauthenticity can be one 
of the chief limitations of a personal branding approach since it fundamentally 
undermines both the credibility of the speaker and of the message. Taking a 
personal branding approach too seriously, students have proposed, may also 
limit the branded person’s ability to experiment with new ideas, or even their 
ability to have new ideas.

To the extent that online communication is more effective when it is rooted 
in a cohesive, individual voice, I encourage my students to think of branding as 
a heuristic or discursive strategy, not as a way of being in the world. Rather 
than personal branding, I recommend that students think in terms of persona 
branding. A persona is a mask – it is something you control and manipulate as 
a way of expressing some aspect of your identity, but it is defined in part by the 
fact that it is not you. An online persona is a performance, a role that you play 
with an inbuilt degree of self-conscious irony. At regular intervals, I encourage 
students to reflect on the difference between how they present themselves 
online and who they are in their real-world lives. In my experience, students 
who think about their online writing as the voice of a persona rather than as a 
kind of elemental expression of their core identity prove to be more nimble 
rhetoricians. The free play of irony gives them more expressive wiggle room to 
push themselves into new ways of expressing their persona. At the same time, 
hopefully, the protective shield of the persona allows them to preserve the 
integrity of their own interiority, a kind of firewall reinforcing the boundaries 
between the virtual and real worlds.

These discussions around personal branding are also part of a wider conver-
sation about how we mediate our own relationship with social media, and with 
the internet and technology in general. Social media can help us to build con-
nections, explore the world, and express ourselves, but it can also pose a num-
ber of risks, from the very blatant, such as identity theft and flaming, to the 
more subtle but, perhaps, ultimately more significant risks posed to users’ self-
perception. The discourse of personal branding encourages social media users 
to offer themselves up body and soul to be colonized from within by the osten-
sible imperatives of online marketing. Using social media responsibly involves 
recognizing the corporate bias and existential fallacies embedded in this 
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discourse, developing cognitive and behavioral strategies for regulating one’s 
psychological investment in online content, and for cultivating critical con-
sciousness about the uses and misuses of this form of communication. 
Increasingly, this kind of negotiation is necessary not only for students of social 
media, but for everyone on planet Earth.
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Introduction

Social media is not a party for one; it is a virtual space for countless connec-
tions. Individuals on social sites have many options regarding how they con-
nect with others. A user can choose to link to the profiles of only those they 
know offline; extend and accept connection requests to and from strangers; 
share posts publicly; or send messages privately. Each time one of these actions 
is taken, social media serves as a vehicle to foster interpersonal relationships, 
bringing people together.

Once a virtual invitation to connect is initiated by a social media user and 
accepted by the recipient, in general it allows both to view posted messages, 
images, videos, memes, and more shared by the other. However, public pro-
files on many platforms do not require approval to follow. Bearing witness to 
social media activity helps people understand users’ online identities by way of 
impression management (Proudfoot et al. 2018). Social media content and 
habits can lead network members to develop perceptions of individual users; 
the impressions formed can impact interpersonal relations (Emery et al. 2015).

Social media is popular with college-aged adults. Ninety percent of 18 to 29 year 
olds have profiles on online platforms (Pew Research Center 2019a). They are 
using social sites to establish and maintain online connections with friends, fam-
ily, romantic partners, classmates, educators, and more (Pew Research Center 
2007; Al-Bahrani et al. 2015; Toma and Choi 2015; Dennen and Burner 2017). 
Popular with young adults are Instagram and Snapchat (Shane-Simpson et al. 
2018; Pew Research Center 2019b), which are social sites that cater to still and 
moving images, primarily allowing for media sharing of photos and short videos.
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Making New Connections

Just as a student can make new acquaintances in classrooms and campus caf-
eterias, many extend their networks with people they have never had face-to-
face encounters with. This is a popular practice for young social media users; a 
comparison of gender reveals that teenage boys report making new friends 
online at higher rates than teenage girls (Pew Research Center 2007, 2015a). 
Moreover, despite the brevity of messages on Twitter’s microblogging platform, 
users can develop close connections. “Twitter is a robust tool used to build and 
maintain interpersonal and community relationships that range from shallow 
and impersonal to deep and meaningful, depending on the desires of users 
(Bertapelle and Ballard-Reisch 2015). Although many connections begin 
online, some transition into offline relations (Bertapelle and Ballard-Reisch 
2015; Pew Research Center 2015a).

Maintaining Relationships

Many people are using social media to stay connected to relatives – whether 
they live in the same household or on opposite sides of the country. A study 
examining the Facebook activity of parents, with children under 18, found that 
many families are linking virtually; specifically, 93% of respondents reported 
friending extended family and 43% added their kids to online networks (Pew 
Research Center 2015b). Evidence suggests that most parents are not experienc-
ing discomfort when a partner, friend, or relative posts about their child; almost 
9 out of 10 report not feeling this way (Pew Research Center 2015b). Facebook 
is not the only site connecting those who share family history. People with 
social media accounts have followed relatives on other platforms including 
Myspace, Twitter, and LinkedIn; moreover, women reference family as a rea-
son for joining social sites at higher frequencies than men (Pew Research Center 
2011). For many, sharing family ties leads to sharing online social networks.

Friending offline friends is commonplace for many. Social media is a virtual 
space where people can stay connected with individuals that they have formed 
cordial bonds with despite the passing of time and the lengthening of physical 
distance. Keeping in touch with a teammate from Little League or classmates 
studying abroad is a simple and convenient task due to social sites. Many teens 
and adults report using social media to maintain their friendships (Pew Research 
Center 2007, 2011, 2015a; Vaterlaus et al. 2016). Some platforms have a per-
ceived advantage that help friends stay in contact online. In one study, adults 
noted Twitter’s ability to help sustain connections (Bertapelle and Ballard-
Reisch 2015). A group of 18 to 23 year old respondents identified Snapchat as a 
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platform to connect users with close ties, as opposed to unknown users 
(Vaterlaus et al. 2016). In addition, an examination of high school students in 
the UK uncovered that social media provides young people with the virtual 
space to gain experience with relationship management strategies (Wang and 
Edwards 2016). As a result of social media, friends are not only found sharing a 
laugh in the campus auditorium or notes during a study session, they are also 
found exchanging likes and replies in the comments section online.

There are various ways to express one’s relationship status on social media. 
Depending upon the social site used, one can select their level of romantic 
involvement from a prepared list, such as on Facebook, or one can write about 
their status in the bio portion of their profile. Some people use photos to express 
their romantic involvement, perhaps even with the absence of words or cap-
tions. People who post evidence of their connections, such as photos taken as a 
couple, disclose “higher relationship quality” (Emery et al. 2015). Listing rela-
tionship status, sharing photos of the pair, and posting on a partner’s social 
account can increase longevity; specifically, researchers found that performing 
these social media actions led to heightened commitment and increased 
chances of staying in a relationship after six months (Toma and Choi 2015). 
Furthermore, one study found authenticity can impact the relationships of 
those on social media. “Those high in relationship authenticity may be more 
intrinsically motivated to express themselves as part of a couple on Facebook, 
which in turn may affect their global relationship functioning” (Steers et al. 
2016). Just under half of college-aged adults polled view social media as a place 
to express feelings for a romantic partner; specifically, 48% of 18 to 29 year old 
respondents indicated the importance of sharing “love and affection” for their 
partner on social media (Pew Research Center 2020). A notion exists among 
some social media users that sharing relationship details with virtual networks 
makes the relationship real.
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I was never popular. Having a lot of friends was a lot of work and I was too 
exhausted in college. I worked to support myself through several jobs and had 
little time. Both my parents had passed away by then, but my lack of energy 
didn’t mean I didn’t like or care about the people I met and interacted with. 
Some people, I let in.

For a long time, I didn’t have anyone. I was in an abusive relationship. One 
by one, I had stopped calling the people in my life. I’d deleted my social media 
and watched each day pass without connection. I started college then as a com-
muter and was grateful for my time away in class.

Getting out of that relationship took time, but once I did, social media is how 
I regained my footing. I started to reach out to friends again on Facebook. 
Sending a friend request was like saying hello. It was saying I’m alive and I 
remember you. A friend request doesn’t mean that to everyone and the mean-
ing has since changed for me. Then, Facebook was the only way I knew how to 
move forward, and the only way I knew to reach back.

As an introverted person who is great at talking with people, I’m thankful for 
social media being a way for me to build relationships. Conversations are when 
I’m my best self because I’m naturally curious and want to know about others. 
They also exhaust me. In undergrad, all my jobs involved talking with people 
in-person: tutor, conference coordinator, fundraiser, residential life assistant, 
and academic mentor. My committees and clubs were about conversations too. 
By the end of each day I’d return to my dorm room weary. On the days I had 
nothing, sometimes I didn’t come out of my room at all.

I used social media to keep in touch with people then. When I left, I con-
nected with all the professors who made a difference in my life, like my 
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academic mentor, Dr. Heide Estes. She had always been prolific on social 
media and her blog. Connecting with professors on social media meant learn-
ing new things. I enjoyed hearing about specialty news and events I may have 
missed. Sometimes I wanted to learn about the professors’ projects. Mostly, I 
liked remembering them.

When I moved across the country to Boulder, CO for my MFA in Writing and 
Poetics, I finally had a good night’s sleep. I hadn’t realized how anxious I’d 
been until I wasn’t worried I’d be found. It’s not like I was hiding actively. I 
didn’t change my name, but I didn’t want to be seen by the person who’d hurt 
me or by their family. I didn’t want to be contacted and some bad experiences 
immediately after the separation left me anxious. Then that night in Boulder, I 
slept so well, and the next night’s sleep came easy too. I felt myself begin to 
heal, three years later.

The Jack Kerouac School at Naropa University must have believed in me 
then because I wrote about some of this in my application thinking I should be 
myself. They awarded me a fellowship for my poetry. With it came my first 
experience of how social media could be used professionally. I ran the school’s 
Twitter account during visiting writers’ events and readings I helped organize. 
Between my fellowship work as events assistant, being assistant editor of poet-
ics journal, Something on Paper, and poetry editor of literary journal, Bombay 
Gin, I interacted with most of the poets and writers who visited. Many I met 
several times and developed friendships with. I sent each of those people a 
friend request on Facebook too.

My Facebook is a story of the people I’ve met in my life. It’s my way of holding 
onto that memory and checking in. Because I kept my account private then (no 
one could search for me by name or email), I reached out to people often. I 
knew I had to be the one who initiated a connection. The day my now fiancé, 
Matthew, walked into our writing workshop, I sent him a friend request on 
Facebook. Though we didn’t start dating for months, I wanted to reach out even 
then.

When I followed Matthew to Louisiana for his PhD, social media is how I 
kept in touch with friends. There’s so much change when most of the people I 
know are in academia. Visiting writers move to new universities. Graduate 
students graduate and move on. Some people move home, others abroad. I 
liked watching these changes happen for the people I know, seeing slices of 
their life. The way I see it, if they didn’t want people to know, they wouldn’t 
share it. Perhaps they’d like knowing I stopped to appreciate their words.

After a year of working in retail sales in a high-end women’s clothing store, 
I jumped back into academia at the offer of a fellowship at the University of 
Louisiana at Lafayette. I thought, if I’m going to do this, I need to have the best 
chance of success for both of us. I turned to social media to figure out what that 
looked like. Here were all these people I’d met throughout my life who I could 
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turn to for advice. I messaged Dr. Estes and asked what books she’d recom-
mend. I asked people for resources and professional development recommen-
dations. Everyone I turned to said conferences, publications, and awards were 
the way to go. Social media helped set my course of action with faster, more 
up-to-date information than I’d found elsewhere.

The next year, I had teaching responsibilities. Being in front of a classroom 
was tiring for me. Lesson planning came easy for me. I’m creative with assign-
ments. I loved my students. However, teaching that often was not for me. I’d 
worked really hard by pestering for online teacher training, and when it was 
completed, I got to design an online Early British Literature course. That spring 
I was set to teach online, but I asked for my in-person composition course to be 
replaced with working in the writing center as a tutor. I was in the graduate 
coordinator’s office talking with her about this when she mentioned they were 
looking for someone to take on a Professional Writing Assistantship for the 
spring. They needed help with social media and writing content for the depart-
ment’s website. As soon as I heard about the job, I knew I wanted it. I was good 
at that. Because I’m someone that feels better knowing and understanding eve-
rything, I’d actually read each page of their website, and knew what they 
needed. I explained all this to her and said, “Hire me.” I was more enthusiastic 
about wanting that job than anything else in graduate school. That was the 
moment I knew I didn’t want to teach. I argued hard for myself because even 
though I was graduating in a few months, that was all I needed to set their team 
up for success. Over my last semester of graduate school, I grew more than in 
any other. They offered me the job and I opened my world a bit further.

I began to learn about social media and found I knew quite a bit more than 
most people. Also, I found that I knew very little at all. I suppose that’s where 
many start investigating their research question. My new role on the profes-
sional writing team came with training in web writing and website administra-
tion. I led strategy for the semester, ran the Instagram account for  
@ULEnglishDept, and did content writing for the website.

My goal was to get the word out there about things already happening: good 
news, publications, student awards, and events. Content creation, the process 
of thinking up ideas, writing them, and sharing them effectively, came easy to 
me. Though my assistantship was for 10 hours per week, I found time on my 
hands. So, I dedicated those extra hours to professional development that 
would benefit the department website and social accounts.

I learned about accessibility and good communication practices. I discovered 
that connecting online wasn’t just beneficial for a department, it was helpful 
for me. By putting thought and energy into my academic department’s mes-
sage, I was learning how to craft my own. Seeing what I shared resonate with 
an audience I cared about, within my academic community, changed how I 
viewed my personal social media presence.



5 We Are Connected102

Less than a month after starting my position, I took my personal accounts 
public and joined Twitter. A big part of why I stayed away from being public in 
the past was the abusive relationship I’d been in. Not having control over who 
was looking at me or my photos made me anxious. More than that, many of my 
friends and larger network have avoided public social media. They have hid-
den Facebook profiles and private Instagram accounts. Many, like myself, had 
never joined Twitter. For me, the more I learned about social media, the less 
anxious I felt. Understanding each platform felt like having control.

Because of social media, I’ve connected with thousands of faculty and 
researchers around the world. I learned how to reach out to them and have real 
conversations. The networking I’d avoided at conferences seemed easier when 
I could message someone on Twitter, chat there, or ask to set up a call. Social 
media became the place I most visited to stay in touch with my academic com-
munities. It was where I went to ask questions and find solutions. I’m happy to 
say since then I’ve had mostly positive engagements there.

The process of being professional with social media improved my personal 
relationships. When I started being clearer about what I was working on, my 
friends and family felt like they understood. As a result of being visible and 
active on social media, I had more conversations. Social media brought me 
closer to my friends and family because posting was communicating with 
them. Sharing my work life helped me become comfortable sharing more of 
my personal life.

The platform that is most connected to my personal network is Facebook. 
Looking back, I’m surprised by the positive engagements I’ve had there and 
want to share a few. A member of my program found kittens under her shed 
and posted about it. I adopted my grey cat, Bartlet. When I posted about a peer-
reviewed publication, friends I wouldn’t have thought interested, read it, and 
sent me personal messages. I didn’t mention it before, but I was adopted. My 
last semester in grad school, my birth family in Peru reached out to me through 
Facebook and I discovered two sisters there, Patssy and Veronica. Facebook 
had been the platform I’d most avoided and now it was a great source of per-
sonal connection.

Realizing what we can do with social media as researchers, teachers, and 
students helped me understand the benefits. There are many ways we can use 
social media for our academic lives:

●● Share a publication
●● Tell people about your upcoming conference or event
●● Let them know about a resource or article
●● Ask a question
●● Meet new people
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●● Talk teaching and pedagogy
●● Engage in conversations
●● Find groups and communities with similar interests
●● Announce good news
●● Share your research

While I’ve since built a business about helping people share their work effec-
tively online, social media has had a positive impact on my personal life. It all 
started in grad school when I became a professional writer and social media 
manager for my department.

Social Media
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Katie Burr, PhD currently serves as the Associate Director of Assessment at 
the University of Georgia (UGA). Her research interests explore intersections 
of student affairs and anthropology; specifically, examining campus tradi-
tions, construction of campus environments and cultures, and student devel-
opment theory. Katie’s previous professional experience is in orientation and 
first-year experience programming. When she isn’t working, Katie is a mom 
and wife, and enjoys running and being outdoors. Katie earned her PhD in 
Education from UGA in 2020, her MEd in College Student Affairs 
Administration from UGA in 2011, and her BA in Sociology from Elon 
University in 2007.

When I came to the University of Georgia in the spring of 2017 for a campus 
visit as a prospective doctoral student, I met for breakfast with Dr. Merrily 
Dunn, who was to be my advisor. At the time, I was seven months pregnant 
with my daughter, Ruth. I knew Dr. Dunn well from my previous graduate 
school experience as a master’s student at UGA, so our conversation was 
familiar. Dr. Dunn and I talked openly about the joys and challenges of 
motherhood, my excitement and fears, and what life would look like for me 
in the fall as a new mom and full-time doctoral student in the College Student 
Affairs Administration program (as was my plan). She looked me earnestly 
in the eyes and said, “Katie, being a mom and being a doctoral student were 
the two absolute hardest things I’ve ever done in my life. And you’ll be doing 
them both at the same time.” I gulped. “And you can do it,” she added. “Are 
you a member of the Student Affairs Moms group on Facebook?” I shook my 
head. “I’ll add you,” she smiled. Little did I know this group would soon 
become an encouraging, supportive, and invaluable asset as I rapidly began 
navigating a career in higher education as a parent. I joined the group later 
that week. My first interaction with this group occurred before my daughter 
was born, as I anticipated the monumental shift my life was about to take.

It takes a Village: Facebook Group 
Supports #PhDMommy
Katherine H. Burr
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6 April 2017
I’m almost 38 weeks with baby #1 and trying to get things in order at work 
before I’m out. Thoughts on trying to get some work done from home while 
on maternity leave? Is it silly to think this will even be possible? It’s not an 
expectation from my supervisor, but I’m worried about things slipping 
through the cracks over the next several weeks (I oversee our summer ori-
entation programs, so, high traffic time with lots of details to manage).

Sixty-one responses later, I had thoughtful insight from mothers who had 
experienced what I was about to go through. Wisdom poured out from like-
minded strangers who knew about not just the immediate postpartum 
identity shift, but also the long road of student affairs motherhood that lay 
ahead.

With nearly six thousand active members posting at rates of 650–700 posts 
per month, the Student Affairs Moms (S.A.M.S.) group is a dynamic, empa-
thetic community of parents who understand the culture and demands of 
working in Student Affairs. This group connects S.A.M.S. who work in a vari-
ety of functional areas, have experience at different institutional types, and 
hold a wide spectrum of leadership roles. Members span the motherhood con-
tinuum; some join as mothers-to-be (like me) and some have decades of mater-
nal wisdom. Members can post anonymously (via the group’s administrator) 
for advice on sensitive topics, seek a formal virtual mentoring relationship, 
post announcements, and share files. However, the primary function of the 
S.A.M.S. group is the active discussion feed. On any given day, S.A.M.S. posts 
range in topics from first-time mothers seeking advice on newborn sleep hab-
its, to mid-level professionals querying the group on program recommenda-
tions, to seasoned professionals offering perspective based on decades of 
personal experience as mothers in a field with its own distinctive culture and 
demands.

Fast forward six months from my conversation with Dr. Dunn. I began full-
time doctoral work in August when Ruth was 14 weeks old. I was still breast-
feeding and had to pump in between classes on Wednesdays (my long day). My 
partner and I quickly realized that childcare was a necessity; there was no way 
I could get my reading and assignments done while taking care of Ruth during 
the day. She also did not sleep through the night until the very end of my first 
semester. So, I was a sleep-deprived, anxious new mother showing up every 
day as my authentic self, mostly because I did not have time to be anything 
else! My classmates were kind and sympathetic to my balancing act, but very 
few had children of their own. Not wanting to burden them by venting about 
challenges they did not understand, I avidly turned to the S.A.M.S. group for 
comfort, advice, and solidarity.

It takes a Village
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29 December 2017
Sleep advice, moms! My 8-month old was sleep-trained after Thanksgiving 
and was sleeping beautifully through the night 10–11 hours. In the past 
two weeks, she started teething, standing/cruising, and hit a sleep regres-
sion (I suppose) and now is up 2-3x/night. I think it’s normal, but how do 
we get our full night’s sleep back? Let her cry and self-soothe? Pick her up 
and comfort her, hoping it resolves itself? TIA!
(6 responses)

20 May 2018
Talk to me about discipline. Our daughter is 13 months old and her feisty 
little personality is cute, but I want to nip some things in the bud (like 
thinking it’s funny to toss all her food on the floor, or throw a fit when she 
doesn’t get what she wants). Is she too young to understand? What did you 
do for your LOs at this age? TIA!
(17 responses)

I could not have fathomed the challenge of taking on two new identities at 
once: motherhood and student affairs scholar. There are the expected respon-
sibilities of both roles (as a mother, I must feed the baby, clothe the baby, etc. 
As a student, I must do my homework, write papers, etc.) and then there are 
the extras. The extras are tasks and responsibilities that we are socialized to 
believe are necessary not just to fulfill our roles, but to be especially good at 
them. Things like not letting your child have screen time or only using organic 
cotton sheets with laundry detergent made from chemical-free essential oils. 
Things like proposing conference sessions and writing extra articles on the side 
to begin developing a scholarly identity. These added pressures impacted my 
ability to balance everything. In a spinoff of the S.A.M.S. group specifically for 
S.A.M.S. pursuing doctoral degrees, I sought advice and a sense of 
camaraderie.

11 September 2018
For the #phdmommies who are partnered, how do you connect with your 
spouse/s.o.? I find that with our school and work schedules, my husband 
and I are like ships passing in the night. Any “free” time I have I feel should 
be spent studying or writing. And I’ve thought about intentionally schedul-
ing regular date nights (or something), but I worry that would feel forced. 
Thoughts? TIA

Eleven heartfelt responses assured me I was not alone, provided ideas, and 
most importantly, gave perspective based on members’ similar lived 
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experiences. Turns out, these extra pressures I was feeling are, indeed, 
extra – and once I was able to ignore the voice in my head saying they were 
necessary, I found that I was actually thriving in both of my roles as mother 
and scholar.

What helped immensely was to stop thinking about balancing my roles, and 
instead, to imagine them as integrative. Here, I’ll share a journal entry I wrote 
during the first semester of my doctoral coursework:

Doctoral Journal – 1 October 2017:
I spent the better part of Thursday afternoon crying.
I was at home all day with Ruth, who was recovering from her first virus. 

The sinus drainage caused her to have diarrhea, which resulted in a nasty 
diaper rash. These combined ailments meant I was tending to a stuffy-
nosed, fussy baby with a very sore bottom who preferred lying naked on the 
living room floor instead of wearing a diaper (I guess I would, too). So, 
there we were. I sat next to her on the floor, pulling out every entertainment 
trick I could think of – peekaboo, Sesame Street, toys, you name it. When 
she seemed content, I could get about ten minutes of schoolwork done on 
my laptop (perched precariously on the edge of the coffee table where I 
could either lean to one side and type but still be within arm’s reach of a 
wobbly five-month-old). Ten minutes of productivity passed in the blink of 
an eye, and then I was feeding, rocking, changing, and entertaining. And 
doing lots of laundry (did I mention she was naked?) “Look, Ruth! Cookie 
monster! Isn’t he funny?” “Hey baby girl, let’s walk around and bounce.” 
All day long.

I was supposed to be working. I needed to code the data we just received. 
I was supposed to be editing my literature review. I was supposed to be 
arranging interviews for my Environments project. I needed to read for 
class next week. Supposed to be, supposed to be… needed to, needed to. So, 
on Thursday, I cried. I cried because I felt helpless as a mother. I cried 
because it would have been so much easier to take her to daycare, but I 
knew they wouldn’t monitor her like mommy does. I cried because I felt 
inadequate as a doctoral student and research assistant. I cried because I 
just wanted a freaking break, but Jon (my partner) was on campus teach-
ing all day. I cried because I wondered how I would navigate her being sick 
and me needing to accomplish tasks the next time it happens (and there 
will be a next time, and a time after that). And, I cried because a fear I’ve 
been suppressing for several weeks now reared its ugly head: Can I really 
do this? Can I balance being mommy and a doctoral student?

As I reflect on Thursday’s emotional events, I think maybe it’s not about 
balance. To me, “balance” suggests compartmentalization. If I “balance” 

It takes a Village
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being mommy with being a doctoral student, that means those identities 
cannot coexist in the same space. It means that my time gets divided up like 
a pie chart, and I have to decide which identities, interests, and tasks get 
what percentage of the pie. That’s impossible. It’s more like an elaborate 
Venn diagram; it’s integration. It’s BOTH AND. Integration means work-
ing on a paper while she sits next to me playing, and hoping that in her 
young mind she internalizes messages about how mommies are hard-
working. Integration means possibly bringing a sick child with me to class 
or work, if there are no other options. Integration means flexibility, and 
honoring that Mommy is my primary identity right now and it’s how I 
show up as a student. I’d also like to think that, in my role as Mommy, I 
show up as an aspiring scholar. Integration means that crying will happen 
from time to time as I try to navigate this, and I need to be vocal about my 
needs and unapologetically seek help from my support system. Integration 
is possible, whereas balance seems far-fetched.

Being in community with S.A.M.S. on Facebook has been integral in my abil-
ity to reconcile two identities that often feel in conflict. I credit the members of 
this group, the vast majority who are complete strangers yet seem familiar, as 
the most positive influence in my journey as a Student Affairs doctoral student 
and mother. S.A.M.S. is a virtual caucus, a support group, a digital space for 
advice and encouragement where work context need not be explained – we all 
get it. Thanks to my engagement with S.A.M.S., I not only understand and 
traverse working in Student Affairs as a mother in a more fluid way, but also 
feel compelled to provide guidance based on wisdom that was virtually shared 
with me.

1 March 2019
SAMS attending ACPA: Some colleagues and I are doing a panel called 
“Diapers and Dissertations: Navigating Life as a #PhdParent” on Monday 
3/4 at 11:30am. The panelists have different experiences navigating SA 
careers, PhDs, and parenting. If you’re considering starting a PhD (or 
EdD!) program and want to hear some real talk, come join us!
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Erik S. Dey, EdD has been involved in the field of education for more than 
20 years. His formal education includes a Master of Arts from the University of 
Connecticut and a Doctorate of Education from New England College. Erik 
has taught at institutions on three continents including the position of Guest 
Professor at the International University in Vienna, Austria, and worked in 
Bhaktapur, Nepal as a curriculum writer and educational trainer at The 
Unique International Academy. Additionally, he has conducted research on 
school climate for the US Department of Justice and Civil Rights Division. 
Currently, Erik serves as a member of his local Board of Education and works 
as a public school educator. Erik and his family live in Connecticut, where they 
frequently discuss education and politics in the global community.

I found the personal interactions of my doctoral residencies to be critical for 
anchoring and establishing relationships that were continued during the online 
interactions. The doctorate program consisted of two tracks of focus, K-12 
Leadership and Higher Education Administration. A strength of this program 
is the cohort model, where a group of doctorate students take each class 
together. In the program there are times when the two tracks would be sched-
uled for the same class such as Seminar in Educational Research, but other 
terms where students would take classes tailored to their focus; for example 
students on the K-12 track would take Brain Research and Learning while the 
students focused on higher education would take Promoting Access, Retention, 
and Achievement. It was the cohort model that assured us we would know and 
work with our classmates for the entire three years of the program. During the 
first residency a fellow doctoral student, soon to be a good friend, recommended 
we use a private Facebook page for our cohort. This platform would be com-
pletely independent of the college and without monitoring by doctoral instruc-
tors. Thus began the contribution of social media to my academic success.

The use of social media helped support our academic success, both individu-
ally and collectively. As a cohort we were able to utilize social media to develop 

Social Media Network: Contribution 
to Success
Erik S. Dey
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a supportive network to encourage peers and ourselves to finish tasks, meet 
deadlines, and accomplish necessary but intensive steps in the doctoral pro-
cess. After the first residency on campus, the exchanges on Blackboard became 
lighter, and while still thoughtful, they were more personal rather than formal. 
The posts on the private Facebook page became much more genuine now that 
we had actually met one another. One could see the posts become more open 
as we felt increasingly comfortable with each other. Facebook became a place 
we could interact with people who knew exactly what we were juggling with a 
full-time job, a family, full-time course load in the doctoral program, and 
maybe trying to have a life. Blackboard posts were for the college professors, 
the Facebook page was just for us. Our cohort experienced many major life 
events during the three years we were together: there were two babies born, an 
engagement, weddings, illnesses, funerals, new jobs, moves across the country, 
and other normal happenings of life. Despite those stressors, we kept each 
other updated and committed to the program with social media. It was the sup-
port from the cohort that moved people to finish tasks that felt overwhelming 
for classes that seemed impossible. It might have been the collective pressure 
of the group to meet critical deadlines for the doctoral dissertation that pushed 
me to stay on track. The more people posted that they had completed their 
proposal draft, or gathered their research, the more I felt a pull of panicked 
motivation. When my dissertation proposal was accepted by the committee, I 
too posted on social media that I had reached this benchmark. Those who 
shared in my relief expressed congratulations, as did those who had yet to pre-
sent their proposal for approval; I felt a little anxious for them. Not everyone 
made it through that benchmark, but for those that remained, we moved 
onward together. It did not take long for the private social media postings to 
become more personal and relevant to our little band of doctoral students. 
Near Halloween someone posted a picture of a candlelit pumpkin with letters 
carved into it reading, “Inferring causation from correlation.” Scary indeed, but 
something few would really appreciate – sharing this with the cohort on social 
media was safe, and certain of a chuckle. There were posts in the group about 
wanting to stay in pajamas to avoid being an adult, fears of death by the falling 
pile of dissertation research, people venting about not being able to make one 
more reflection, an article about the cost of getting a doctorate that no one else 
would understand, and seemingly endless memes about trusting the process. 
The people in the cohort gave me the support and motivation to continue; 
social media was the platform.

Our supportive network on social media proved invaluable for providing 
effective communication regarding course assignments, clarifying project 
expectations, and facilitating group work. The cohort was comprised of people 
from all over the country, but mostly New England. Invariably someone would 



111

have a delayed flight, slow traffic, or a hundred other reasons why they were 
not going to be in class on time. On one such occasion during a snowstorm I 
posted “I will probably be late, and would appreciate it if someone could take 
or share notes with me,” before I made the drive. Three students shared their 
class notes via Google Docs before I arrived. Even if we were in class, but espe-
cially if we had stepped out for a phone call or a coffee run, we would have 
questions about the newly assigned project or presentation. Sometimes a ques-
tion posted on Blackboard would be answered by the professor, but sometimes 
the answer would not make sense, and we would debrief on Facebook. At one 
point we all agreed to approach an assignment the same way, not confident in 
how to complete it, but thinking we were doing it right. We figured that if eve-
ryone turned in the assignment completed the same way, then our strength in 
numbers would prevent everyone from failing. We were either right or we did 
the assignment correctly because we all passed. Social media was the chosen 
method of communication to determine divided work, where each student 
would read a section of a book or article and present the information in class, 
and group work where students worked collaboratively on a presentation 
instead of dividing responsibilities. Often students would meet with professors, 
or the head of the program, and share some insight with the cohort on our 
private Facebook page. The use of social media allowed someone to post, 
“There is help if you need it, but you need to ask for it,” and “We have an exten-
sion!!!!” without anyone missing the news. The ability to share an update or 
ask a question in a manner where everyone can see the response, allowed the 
group to benefit from communication that is more accessible than personal 
interactions.

Perhaps one of the greatest contributions of social media to our academic 
success was the application of shared research, networking, and the coopera-
tive nature of the cohort members to utilize the collective tools we created to 
foster change. Several articles were shared on our Facebook page for the group, 
including a timely article titled “Why You Should Aim for 100 Rejections a 
Year.” I personally created a presentation focused on mindfulness and social 
and emotional wellbeing in schools. A member of the cohort, an elementary 
school principal at the time, used the presentation in a faculty meeting. Our 
shared research sometimes merged into a product where the individual com-
ponents were not decipherable, it was a true collaborative effort. If one of our 
cohort members had not focused on grit for their dissertation, and posted inter-
esting research they found during the literature review, I would not have 
learned so much about the topic. Another cohort member shared research 
about the impact art education has on students and how it can improve self-
confidence and engagement. This information inspired me to include art in my 
classroom lessons, which increased student involvement and creative 
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thinking. Everyone in the cohort benefited from the hard work of one another, 
as did our students and colleagues. Additionally, social media was an effective 
resource that helped several doctoral students finally finish their dissertation 
by recruiting a significant number of hard to find participants for their research. 
When the cohort was in the serious writing and editing stage of their disserta-
tions, there were several posts asking for recommendations for academic edi-
tors. The networking continued after graduation as our private Facebook page 
allowed cohort members to ask questions, make posts regarding the job mar-
ket, and share new research or writing opportunities. I participated in a study 
looking at administrator certification programs and how they might be 
enhanced through simulation programs. Other cohort members worked 
together on school climate initiatives and collaborated on best practices for 
school improvement plans. While looking for statistics software, interview 
recording systems for transcribing, citation programs, or presentation plat-
forms, a recommendation from a cohort member came with tips and lessons 
learned about what worked and what not to do. Social media allowed us to 
compile our experiences so we could better navigate the overwhelming tools 
needed in a dissertation and amplify our presentation of the conclusions we 
derived from our research.

I recently scrolled through old posts of our cohort’s private Facebook page. It 
not only serves as a memory of our doctoral experience, but it shows the pro-
cess of growth during this academic milestone. My original posts included 
questions about which books we needed for class. I can relive my journey as I 
see posts about my dissertation proposal, research, the comprehensive project, 
a cohort holiday party, dissertation defense, and finally graduation with a 
video of my speech as the Graduate and Professional Studies Speaker. Social 
media allowed for social interaction and collaboration between residencies, 
despite the lack of personal interaction. The relationships within the cohort 
supported individual progress and propelled greater academic success. Social 
media started as a way for members of the doctoral cohort to interact, but it 
became an integral part of the transformative process a graduate program has 
on an individual.
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Introduction

The way individuals use and interpret social media can lead to challenges in 
interpersonal relationships. Posting an unflattering photo of a relative on 
Instagram, complaining about an annual work event on LinkedIn, or shaming 
a spouse for their offline habits on Facebook are all examples of social media 
activity that can lead to interpersonal problems. The style of language and 
tone expressed on social media platforms affects the decoding of online mes-
sages. Content on social media is interpreted by audiences. It is possible 
that interpretations will not match the creator’s intent, which gives rise to 
misunderstandings.

Damaging Family and Friendly Connections

Many people need more than two hands to count the number of friends or fol-
lowers they have tied to their social media accounts. To help track the number 
of online connections, many platforms showcase this number on profiles. 
Included in the friend count for some young adults are online relationships 
that they deem nonessential; however, according to Krämer et al. (2015), a 
group of 18 to 25 year old respondents reported keeping “dispensable” connec-
tions on Facebook for several reasons, which include fearing negative conse-
quences and the possibility of benefiting from the connection in the future.

Online relationships have implications that impact life offline. Professionals 
who feel compelled to use social sites experience difficulty with balancing their 
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lives; specifically, an analysis of those employed full-time led to identifying “a 
negative relationship between social media addiction and work-family bal-
ance” (Zivnuska et al. 2019). Social media activity can also lead to issues 
between friends (Seymour 2019). One study examined the conflicts experi-
enced by adult users due to posted content. Of the respondents that access 
social sites on a daily basis, one in five reported ending a friendship; face-to-
face arguments occurred for 15%; issues with a friend or family member were 
experienced by 13%; while lesser percentages of respondents got into physical 
fights and had trouble at work (Pew Research Center 2012).

Furthermore, additional studies demonstrate the impact of social media con-
nections in relation to influence on college students. In one study, researchers 
found that “college students with higher levels of insecure attachment had 
lower levels of relationship development” (Sherrell and Lambie 2018). An 
analysis of undergraduate students with Facebook accounts found that more 
time spent on the social site increased the likelihood of agreeing that others 
were happier than themselves and decreased agreement that life is fair (Chou 
and Edge 2012). Moreover, some college students are influenced by the activity 
of their friends depicted online, which can be problematic. Some undergrads 
use social media as a virtual space to share their alcohol consumption habits 
(Glassman 2012; Roberson et al. 2018). A study examining the experiences of 
18 to 22 year olds found this activity can affect peers; “college student drinking 
is influenced by friends’ alcohol-related content posted on social networking 
sites” (Roberson et al. 2018). The posting habits of individuals and those in 
their networks can influence family and platonic relationships.

Partner Problems

Social media can impact the romantic lives of its users. For some adults in rela-
tionships, social network activity leads to feelings of jealousy (Muise et al. 
2009, 2014; Pew Research Center 2020). The way a person’s spouse engages 
with others on social platforms can spur jealous feelings; specifically, 34% of 18 
to 29 year olds reported experiencing this (Pew Research Center 2020). Two 
studies exploring undergraduates on social media concluded that “in response 
to feelings of jealousy, women engage in partner monitoring on Facebook to a 
greater degree than men” (Muise et al. 2014). However, those with collegiate 
degrees are less likely to report jealousy due to their partner’s social media 
engagement compared to those with less education (Pew Research Center 
2020). An examination of the self-reported social media experiences of under-
graduates revealed that women reported ending relationships with romantic 
partners at higher frequencies than men because of Facebook (Seymour 2019). 
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Furthermore, feeling disconnected from a partner or spouse can impact social 
media habits. Regardless of the commitment level, adults who felt “romanti-
cally disengaged” in their relationships were likely to experience an addiction 
to Facebook (Saeed Abbasi 2018). Not only can social media activity impact 
those in romantic relationships, it can have implications for those searching 
for partners. One third of single respondents who were seeking partners 
reported that posts about other people’s love lives led to worse feelings (Pew 
Research Center 2020). In addition to social media engagement, emotions and 
demographics can also play a role in challenging romantic relationships.

Social media is a virtual space where some engage in risky and problematic 
behaviors. The activities of young people can be influenced even before they 
enroll in colleges and universities. According to one study, use of social net-
working sites connects to teens’ sexuality and may increase the tendency of 
risk-taking attitudes and behaviors (Eleuteri et al. 2017). Furthermore, some 
college students, and adults in general, are using their time on social platforms 
to monitor or stalk people they were previously dating or in relationships with 
(Lyndon et al. 2011; Pew Research Center 2020). Respondents in one study, 
who acknowledged participation in stalking behavior on Facebook, also 
reported further engaging in this behavior online and offline (Lyndon et al. 
2011). Moreover, some college students are using Snapchat to capture and 
share photos of a sexual nature; researchers examined the “snaps” of college 
students and found 87% featured females, while 13% were of males; more than 
three quarters of snaps were consensual selfies and 22% were taken by a pho-
tographer and classified as nonconsensual; about 40% featured nude individu-
als (Yockey et al. 2019). Risk-taking behavior on social media has implications 
for the individual sharing the content and the other parties involved, whether 
as the subject matter or the audience.
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Phillip J. Fox, PhD is Director and Associate Professor of English at Goodwin 
University in East Hartford, CT. He teaches writing and information literacy to 
anyone who shows up to class. He has written a textbook titled Discover the 
Writer in You. He lives, and continues to look for fake news non-stop, in Lyme, 
Connecticut, with his family.

Over the last several years, the issue of fake news – misleading or specious 
reporting designed to advance an agenda – has become a prominent feature of 
the American media ecosystem. The Oxford Dictionary chose “post-truth” as 
its Word of the Year for 2016 (Oxford Languages 2016). TIME magazine ran a 
full-cover headline in 2017 asking the question “Is Truth Dead? (Pine 2017). 
Kellyanne Conway, one of several spokespersons for the Trump administra-
tion, has used the term “alternative facts” freely (Bradner 2017). Yet, the conse-
quences of such uses often seem remote and impersonal. What duty does an 
individual have to verify facts and represent truth? What happens when a rela-
tive reads a fake news article and believes it is true? Should someone intervene 
when this article is shared by friends and family on social media? Even in a 
modern age where news personalities and some leaders use “truth” to mean 
anything they believe and “fake news” to mean anything they don’t like or that 
doesn’t advance their agenda, the answer is yes. Individuals should intervene 
because, like a misbehaving child in the church choir, fake news and post-
truth will not go away on their own. Here is how I intervened (and lived to 
write about it).

It was the fall of 2017. My wife and I had left the local home improvement 
store on our way to shop for groceries and complete Sunday afternoon chores. 
After dropping my wife off in front of the wholesale club (in my wife’s words, I 
am “never allowed to enter a grocery store”) I parked the car and looked to kill 
some time by scrolling through my Facebook newsfeed. I quickly landed on an 
article a family member had shared (someone on my wife’s side of the family, 
of course), and many family members commented on the share. Several of 
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them used words such as “This is so true,” “Sounds right,” and “Why would 
anyone want these people in charge of anything?” to indicate the article was 
fact, or that they, at least, agreed with the contents. The article was a picture of 
a newspaper article, with a headline and byline. It was yellowed like teeth that 
need a bit of cleaning. It had a few dust speckles here and there like a pair of 
weathered glasses. It really did appear to be a newspaper article, so I continued 
reading.

The article was titled “Beware the Useful Idiot” by Garret Geer. It listed an 
author’s date of death and argued that Hillary Clinton’s college thesis and 
Barack Obama’s books were linked to Saul Alinsky, an American community 
activist and political theorist, who developed a series of eight steps to create a 
“social state” in America. Each step provided further details.

I would like to think I understand logic well. The attempt to associate multi-
ple authors’ ideas together without direct quotations or citations was odd. Like 
common sense solution and income inequality, the topic of the social state and 
who controls America is politically charged. Looking back through the posts, I 
could see the article was obtained from a Lara Trump tweet (Sheffield 2017). It 
is probably fair to say that tweet was made from another political source. I 
knew it was ideologically driven, and given the politics of many family mem-
bers posting, and that I often held different views, I didn’t want to get into a 
Sunday afternoon shouting match like my father who would always talk over 
anyone who said the Jets were not going to the Superbowl that year. Besides, 
arguments were not the point. The point was attribution and authorship. So, I 
posted a question: “Has anyone ever read Hillary Clinton’s senior thesis?” My 
question was ignored as more replies and memes about stopping the spread of 
socialism were posted. I questioned again: “Has anyone read a book by 
Obama?” Again, silence.

I inhaled a deep breath and gave myself a few minutes with Candy Crush. 
However, I still struggled with the article’s origins and if it was real or not. So, 
I quit worrying if I would ever make it to Level 6650, and using Google, I 
searched the article title and author name. It turned out this was a well-known 
fake article going back to 2014 and before that, to President Obama’s runs for 
office (Mikkelson 2014). The enumerated steps for creating the “social state” 
were never written by Alinsky and the author did not appear to be an actual 
author with any other works written. There were some other indicators of fake 
news too, such as there being no mention of the publication in which the arti-
cle originally appeared.

I thought of several choices I had at this point. I could continue to ask ques-
tions on Facebook in response to posted comments, I could post a link to the 
source that stated the article was a work of pure fiction, or I could get decidedly 
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more dark and start making statements about the intelligence of responders, 
one of whom was my dear, sweet, 70 year old mother (everyone has social 
media, right? I remember when I taught my mom how to type a résumé on 
Microsoft Word in 2003).

Although it is always a temptation to tell someone he or she is wrong, espe-
cially on the internet, the first choice that I decided would work for me was to 
discuss the posts and article at an upcoming family event. I knew not everyone 
responding would be at the event, but I also knew it was important to share 
information in person, and I wanted the chance to be honest about how the 
article had originally confused me (and there is always a part of me that wants 
to look smart, or at least avoid looking stupid).

About an hour and a half into our annual fall bonfire event, a family member 
brought up the socialism topic, and another member referred to the recently 
shared article, again suggesting the article was true. When it became my turn 
to speak, and I could see my wife’s knuckles turn white as a hotel sheet while 
she gripped the bench we sat on, I said, “This article really confused me.”

I admitted the confusion and that set many family members into a different 
frame of mind. They were used to me being a lot of things but confused was not 
one of them. After several family members asked why I was confused, I told 
them the clipping looked like a real newspaper article, but upon further 
research, it was a fake. I then shared my links to the proof, and I encouraged 
others to research it too. I talked about how the alleged author had not written 
anything else, and I talked about the Obama books I had read and how they 
didn’t say anything like what the “article” said.

As several family members discovered the research for themselves, like I had 
that day in the parking lot, the person who had originally posted the article 
hung tight and declared, “Eh, that doesn’t change the fact that socialism will 
kill this country.” I responded, “I’m not for socialism, either. I agree with you 
that a fully socialist system will hurt America, but I don’t agree that this article 
is true or accurate.” Another family member passed the person a phone with 
the link I had sent on the screen and she quickly scanned the source informa-
tion. “I guess you’re right,” she said. About a week and a half later, I was again 
perusing Facebook in the grocery store parking lot (maybe I should be allowed 
in the grocery store? At least it would keep me off social networks). I discov-
ered the original poster in the family had deleted the article and post.

So, the next time a family member shares a well-known, doctored video of 
Nancy Pelosi (Mervosh 2019) and claims, “Like Uncle Fred, she has a real 
drinking problem,” and you find yourself asking questions such as “How can 
I confront a fake news story on social media posted by a family member?”, 
 consider the following steps to talk with family about fake news:
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●● Talk to family in person. Maybe I am old-fashioned, but there is some-
thing to be said for body language, validation, and affirmation when looking 
someone in the eye.

●● Do research ahead of time. Consider your sources. Commit to Googling 
the author’s name and title.

●● Engage the facts and content of the source. Personal ideology is built 
over time, and identity is difficult to change. Everyone loves Aunt Sally for 
her quirks. The verification of information is facts not feelings.

●● Engage the person. Like Carl Rogers, appreciate people-centered 
approaches and look to find common ground (or at least to avoid either / or 
choices).

●● Encourage family members to do research. In the case of this article, a 
Google search pointed me in the right direction, even though I had never 
seen or heard of the article. People are more likely to change if they find the 
information for themselves.

●● Be honest with yourself and others. The way I was able to change minds 
was by first acknowledging how the article had fooled me. The family con-
versation was not an argument or accusation. Rather, it started with an 
admission of vulnerability.
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My history with social media was never consistent even outside of my profes-
sional career. The first time I felt pressured to be a part of that world was when 
Facebook came out. My friends had already moved on from Myspace, which I 
never bothered to engage in, and had hundreds of friends on their Facebook 
pages. I purposely never created an account because deep down inside I’m an 
introvert and felt that keeping up with engagement would just be another job 
for me. I was always careful with who I let get close to me and already had an 
issue with setting boundaries with family members without social media in the 
mix. My circle consisted of four childhood friends and my immediate family 
that I already communicated with often. I didn’t feel the need to jump on the 
Facebook bandwagon until my then boyfriend proposed to me in 2009. Now it 
was time to reach out to distant loved ones and announce that we were getting 
married, so I created a Facebook account for this reason and this reason alone, 
at the time. I only friended people I actually knew and had good memories 
with outside of family. Any elders in my family that requested to be a friend are 
still left pending until this day. I love my elders, but they can be nosy. Making 
judgements on the lifestyle that is being perceived on social media is not 
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outside the ordinary for my Haitian family. It is very common to have the 
elders voice their opinions in any given situation and giving them access to a 
platform like Facebook just amplifies their opinions. It’s hard to be one’s true 
self under these circumstances; hence the limited friending and connecting on 
social media in the past.

Ten years ago, during my night shift as a Registered Respiratory Therapist 
covering the emergency room (ER), I encountered a handsome four year old 
boy that went into cardiac arrest three times and died due to a severe asthma 
attack. His grandmother was in the kitchen cooking when the attack started and 
thought he was playing on the floor. When they first came into the ER, I had to 
place him on a ventilator. He had all the signs of someone who would not make 
it through the night, and he didn’t. It broke my heart because I locked eyes with 
the grandmother for a second while placing him on the ventilator and felt like I 
saw her heart rip in half. While her daughter was crying, she had no words, no 
tears, just shock. When I wrapped up that trauma case, I got the chance to pass 
her. I placed my hand on her shoulder and said absolutely nothing because I 
didn’t know what to say. It was my first time crying after a shift. I knew for the 
rest of her life she would have to live with the fact that her grandson died in her 
care. I wanted to understand why African American and Hispanic children 
were dying at a higher rate than White children and this led me on my journey 
toward public health and asthma awareness. Around this time, I also started to 
notice healthcare using social media for health promotion, which was intrigu-
ing to me, but added to my internal conflict with using social media.

In 2011, I decided to go back to school to get my Master’s in Public Health 
(MPH). I was full of passion and excited to start this new chapter of my life. I 
had gotten married not too long ago and had my husband’s support in achiev-
ing this goal. When I started a few months into the fall semester, some of my 
coworkers found out I was back in school due to a brief post on Facebook. 
When I posted originally, I got a lot of encouraging feedback from family and 
close friends, but when this got the attention of some of my hospital coworkers, 
this led to a lot of questions and discouraging comments like “You know peo-
ple don’t make good money in that field, you’re wasting your time,” and “What 
do you plan on doing with that degree?” I didn’t think I would get so many 
different opinions on my new career choice. I noticed that the coworkers I was 
not close to were talking about me, especially when I used my lunch time to 
study instead of socializing with them. After this, I decided not to post any-
thing school-related and kept it very private at work. I was working two night-
shift positions in different hospitals, going to school, was a graduate assistant, 
and had to take care of home life. I didn’t want to get invited to unnecessary 
events and/or caught up in drama on Facebook. I didn’t want to be distracted 
by social media and lose focus, so I was barely on any social media platform at 
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this time. I knew it would be very easy for me to get lost, waste valuable time, 
and procrastinate in regard to achieving my goals based on my friends’ addic-
tive behavior on social media. Even when I made time to be with my friends, I 
was annoyed that they were not present in the moment – taking pictures and 
posting everything, including the food we were eating while out.

During my first year in the MPH program, I met a lot of new people with the 
same educational goal. I was more of an introvert then and very focused. This 
was my first experience with Blackboard, a digital learning platform used by 
our professors to engage students outside of the physical classroom. The pro-
fessors highly recommended that we get familiar with this platform for assign-
ments and participating in online discussion groups. In the MPH program we 
were placed in group assignments often and I had to get used to working with 
younger students. I was one of the oldest in the class and I had to mentally get 
over that quickly. In the beginning, I experienced classmates not contributing 
their share and turning in work late, which left a bad taste in my mouth. I 
knew I was working hard for this degree and paying for it mostly out of pocket. 
I was serious about not wasting my time and wanted folks around me to have 
the same attitude. These same classmates would communicate and link up on 
social media. They would send me friend requests on Facebook, and I would 
act as if I never saw them. My friend circle was small and that’s the way I 
wanted to keep it at the time. I didn’t trust these classmates and also saw them 
as distractions. Avoiding social media at the time did have its disadvantages, 
like missing out on study group activities and networking opportunities. 
Although I struggled to grow my professional network to an extent within the 
public health field, I still felt that I brought value to the program. I was very 
vocal in the classroom, and having public health work experience already 
landed me leadership roles in several of the group assignments. Students 
would come to me after class to speak to me about my experience in the field 
and wanted to hang out in person, like going out for drinks and attending 
events.

The second year into the program I was burnt out. I had overextended myself 
between work, school, and family issues. By the second semester, I was sick 
and was told I needed to have emergency surgery to resolve the health issues. I 
had major surgery and couldn’t work for three whole months. The dean of the 
program strongly suggested that I take the semester off, but I refused. I already 
felt behind my own timeline to get my degree. In hindsight, I now see how 
much pressure I put on myself and that I made myself sick. This was a very 
lonely time for me. I considered sharing my story on Facebook but hesitated 
every time and just posted generic messages. I felt very vulnerable, and at the 
time, had no idea how to deal with the emotions. I definitely didn’t want peo-
ple to worry about me. This also added to the internal battle with myself on 
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how to display my personality on social media. I wanted to share, but everyone 
on my timeline looked happy and I felt like something was wrong with me. 
After I had been missing in action at work for a couple of months, my cowork-
ers tried to reach out to me because I told absolutely no one what was going on 
with my health. My Facebook posts were infrequent and lacked any details on 
my status. I decided not to respond to the calls from coworkers because I wasn’t 
ready to tell my story to those that I felt that I couldn’t trust. I believed they 
didn’t deserve to hear my story and I hadn’t fully processed what had suddenly 
happened either. It was a very confusing period in my life. In the meantime, I 
focused on my schoolwork and was very grateful for Blackboard. Without it, I 
wouldn’t have been able to complete the semester and get good grades in my 
classes. The discussion groups really helped and the classmates I originally 
didn’t trust, really came to my aid in a time of need. After that semester, I had 
a change of heart and accepted past friend requests I had ignored previously.

It took me three years to complete a two-year program, but I was very proud 
of myself for graduating. I finished with a Certificate of Achievement in my 
Practicum Experience class because I, alone, was running the school’s grant-
funded Asthma Education Program. Once I graduated, I posted several pic-
tures of me holding my MPH degree, wearing my cap and gown with my 
husband by my side. This felt amazing and all the hardship I had overcome 
made it that much sweeter. Facebook comments were very positive and uplift-
ing. Some even commented that they did not know I was in school but con-
gratulated me anyway. I enjoyed my people celebrating with me. Since then, I 
have been able to pursue my career with progress and now I confidently post 
on platforms such as Facebook and LinkedIn to network. I haven’t made it to 
Instagram yet because it’s an overload of content for me, but there is hope for 
me joining other more relatable social media platforms, like Pinterest, in the 
near future. I now strongly believe in using social media, especially for things 
like health promotion. In my new role as the Director of Operations for a 
healthcare consultant business, I have found how powerful it is to use social 
media to share validated and appropriate content quickly in relation to health 
promotion and disease prevention. As someone that provides asthma self-
management education daily to patients and the public alike, I can’t see myself 
excluding social media platforms as a major communication vehicle for the 
greater good. I’ve learned to move on from my past personal conflicts with 
social media and enjoy the journey of picking and choosing when to engage 
with my target audience in public health.
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Three years ago, I spent 30 minutes meticulously crafting a perfect Facebook 
update: I had been accepted into Louisiana State University’s (LSU) Higher 
Education Administration doctoral program and was ready to announce my 
subsequent enrollment to friends and family.

Initial motivations behind the post were, admittedly, self-serving in large 
part. I was incredibly proud of my admittance to a flagship research institution, 
and – at 24 years old – was one of very few peers at the time who intended to 
continue in education beyond the master’s degree. I also felt that LSU would 
come across as a bold, daring – spontaneous, even – choice to my Facebook 
community, given that I had yet to leave the familiar northeastern confines of 
New England and New York. To truly sell the dramatic shift in location, I 
included two pictures in the Facebook announcement, both from my recent 
campus visit at LSU. The photos were, in and of themselves, a slight boast, with 
blue skies, green grass, and sunshine dappled through towering Louisiana oak 
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trees. It was an intentionally stark contrast to the frigid March day in New York 
that I chose for the announcement, just as it was a stark contrast to my typi-
cally safe, albeit somewhat predictable, decision-making record. I clicked the 
button in the lower right-hand corner. Post.

Immediately, well-wishes poured in. Friends and family members, some of 
whom I had not spoken to in years, commented with warm congratulations 
and wishes for good luck on this new journey. For nearly an hour after posting 
that life update, I sat in front of the screen, refreshing the page with shaky fin-
gers as positive reactions flooded in.

In retrospect, I was all too dependent on those well-wishes as an energy 
source; at the time, they served as tangible affirmation that I had made the 
right choice and that picking up my life and physically moving away from my 
support structures – nearly 1500 miles away – was the best move for what I 
needed and aspired to achieve. Every like assuaged doubt about my place in a 
doctoral program and every comment reinforced that I’d be alright in an 
entirely new place. Before my eyes, after all, there was concrete evidence of a 
virtual support system that I felt incredibly privileged to have. This support 
system, I vehemently felt, would carry me through these formative years of a 
PhD program in the Deep South. Would I make friends? Would I adequately 
handle the stress of a rigorous program? These internal worries, which had 
perforated my resolve before, now didn’t seem as formidable. After all, social 
media would allow me to message my pre-existing friends and family at all 
hours. Everyone was also now aware of my new adventure, so surely I would 
have visitors, especially after posting pictures of the French Quarter in New 
Orleans or from my first home football game in Tiger Stadium. Furthermore, I 
believed that, while the grueling throes of doctoral-level research and aca-
demia might be unfamiliar to some, all humans can empathize with stress – and 
therefore I’d still have an online base of empathetic encouragement for when 
hard times hit.

Social media, then, was both a lifeline and condition for the very decision to 
attend LSU. I did my best to personally thank each well-wisher on my post for 
their role in helping me get to where I was – family friends who watched over 
me in elementary school, old high school teachers who instilled in me a pas-
sion for education, college teammates who challenged me to pursue leadership 
positions – but the thanks were also tinged with notes of nervous desperation. 
As in: thank you for everything that you have done for me throughout the 
course of my life – but please don’t stop now. Please keep tabs on me from this 
platform. Overwhelmingly, they have.

Yet, there were two major factors that my 24 year old self did not account for: 
the divergence of paths that 20-somethings experience, nor the power of physi-
cal connection. When I first left for Louisiana three years ago, there had not 
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been enough time elapsed between our undergraduate years and time in the 
real world for there to be much of a perceptible variation in lifestyles. I was one 
of many fresh graduates who went straight into a master’s program. The vast 
majority of my friends were living at home. Nearly all of my peers were in 
entry-level positions, freshly situated at the bottom of the career hierarchy. We 
all worked long hours, for little compensation; romantic relationships remained 
fluctuant and fleeting; the future was a hazy mix of anxiety and ambition. It 
was certainly a grind, and an unpredictable one at that, but it was a shared real-
ity for the young adult community to which I belonged.

That is no longer the case. Evidence of such divergence is palpably docu-
mented on social media, in much the same way that I triumphantly posted my 
graduate school status three years prior. Friends who spent months after col-
lege searching for employment have now worked their way up to mid-level 
promotions, hiring and directly supervising interns of comparable pay and 
hours to that of my graduate assistantship. Friends are now teachers to new 
generations of students, versus those who are taught. Peers are proposed to by 
long-term partners, and now have the time and means to plan weddings – wed-
dings that, depending on the academic calendar and month-to-month expenses, 
I may or may not be able to attend. Some peers have even begun having fami-
lies of their own, meaning that friends of my parents have become grandpar-
ents. All of these moments are posted in the highlight reel that is social media, 
with Facebook serving as a hub of normative milestone moments due to the 
many intersecting generations on the platform.

This is not to say that I have waning support; on the contrary, I have a con-
stant crew of cheerleaders who often log on just to shower me with encourage-
ment. I could not be more thankful, nor more privileged to have the support 
structures that I do. Where the negative sense of self has emerged – in particu-
larly volatile fashion during the holiday months, or on birthdays – is when I 
have become susceptible to comparing my journey to peers of similar age, who 
have life ventures that reflect an ever-widening chasm from that of mine.

Sure, I have posted positive milestones from my own experience – the 
moment when coursework was done; when I passed my general exams; when 
I successfully defended my proposal. The day that I eventually update my sta-
tus as an earned doctorate will undoubtedly be met with the same exuberant 
praise and well-wishes as when I started the program. Yet, in those gaps 
between milestones, doubt festers. Uncertainty and self-doubt thrive. 
Comparison games stagnate progress and exacerbate the isolated and individ-
ual nature of the PhD process. In those moments, I am vulnerable. In those 
moments, the what if questions thrive: What if I had opted to work the 9–5 in 
order to live in a true routine? What if I have missed the window on long-term 
financial stability? What if my closest friends are all married and have children 
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by the time I finish this degree? Those moments of negatively skewed compari-
son are not fair – not to me, not to my support system, who have been so stead-
fastly involved in my journey, not to any of my peers in the program at LSU, 
and not to anyone who has chosen to pursue higher education at any point in 
their lives. So, in those moments, I work very hard to log off and recommit to 
physical connection and reflection on my why.

I intentionally reflect on the sweltering August day in New York City (ironic, 
now that I live in the scorching South), fresh off of an internship at a non-profit 
organization where I worked with college access practitioners, and realized 
that this was the discipline that I wanted to pursue. I remember the moments 
throughout my coursework at LSU where I discussed, debated, and listened to 
new classmates – some, who hailed from all over the country, and some who 
were born and raised in Louisiana – and felt the thrill of an entirely new learn-
ing environment and culture than what I had previously known. I remember 
the moment where I met the love of my life while at LSU. I remember trying 
gumbo and king cake and crawfish for the first time, and seeing my first Mardi 
Gras parade with new friends, in the same way that I remember crying in the 
library over an impending statistics exam, or taking deep, calming breaths 
before my first conference presentation. I remember how proud my father 
sounds when I go home and am introduced to his colleagues as “the future Dr. 
Foss, the first one in the family!” The past three years have been filled with 
highs and lows, and while some of those moments have been shared to 
Facebook, most of them have not, and that, I have to remember, is the very 
nature of social media; it is the ebb and flow of virtual camaraderie that I 
neglected to accept three years ago, and that I, admittedly, still have a fickle 
relationship with today.

I will never regret using social media as a way to garner contagious support 
and stimulus for a major life choice, but I certainly cringe over my overwhelm-
ing dependence on it as a safety net in the first years of my doctoral journey, 
because the dependence on connection eventually manifested itself as an 
unhealthy dependence on comparison. This PhD process may appear on social 
media as unusual, unpredictable, and exciting, yet taxing, because it is: and 
that is perfectly alright. Perhaps, even, when described as such, it has more in 
common with other life milestones than I give it credit for.
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Introduction

Many people use social media like a digital bulletin board where they can pin 
snippets of their life or live in full virtual view. Social media engagement, 
however vague or transparent, has the ability to impact the self-esteem of ado-
lescents and adults (Zell and Moeller 2018; Meeus et al. 2019). Self-esteem can 
be described as how much a person values or likes themselves (Blascovich and 
Tomaka 1991). Accruing likes and attracting comments on posted content are 
just a couple of the online activities that have the ability to impact how people 
feel about themselves (Zell and Moeller 2018). In some cases, these actions 
can translate into a reflection of popularity or influence.

There is a plethora of ways that people can connect in a positive manner on 
social media. Exchanging reminiscent posts with a former teammate about the 
dedication it took to win an athletic championship in college or offering con-
gratulatory comments to a childhood friend on a career transition shared on 
LinkedIn – are just two examples of jovial connections. In one study, just over 
60% of adults reported having an experience on social media that made them 
feel closer to another individual (Pew Research Center 2012). Although those 
connected on social networks may have physical distance between them, many 
social media users find ways to build close ties.
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Boosting Self-Esteem

Engaging with friends and followers online has implications that are felt 
offline. Adults on social media have reported feeling good about themselves 
due to an online experience or affirmation (Pew Research Center 2012; 
Isaranon 2019). Additional research indicates that adolescents have similar 
virtual encounters, which can begin many years before applying to college. A 
study of 10 to 19 year olds uncovered that positive comments on profiles pro-
vided a boost in self-esteem (Valkenburg et al. 2006). Furthermore, an analysis 
of data has led researchers to suggest that Facebook can aid in the reduction of 
challenges that students with lower self-esteem experience with joining net-
works (Steinfield et al. 2008). Being liked by a supportive social media network 
can serve as a reason for people to like themselves as well.

Support System

Social media is more than just a place for virtual applause; for some it is a 
source of support, in the form of help and guidance. Social support has a posi-
tive association to close connections, expansive networks, and diversity (Lu 
and Hampton 2017). Researchers found that 69% of college students indicated 
that social media was a source of support; this was particularly the case for 
participants who identified as White or female (Drouin et al. 2018). 
Furthermore, social media has provided online guidance for those suffering 
from depression (Cole et al. 2017; Drouin et al. 2018). Online support for 
depression can supplement in-person treatment in a nonredundant manner 
(Drouin et al. 2018). Moreover, social media offers various avenues for support. 
In addition to connecting individuals with people who can share advice and 
encouragement, social media offers direct access to organizations and groups 
with shared interests that pool resources and share expertise.
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the documentary Deinstitutionalization and Community Integration: The Long 
Road for Individuals with Developmental Disabilities (2015). The film takes a 
chronological look at the progression of civil rights laws designed to protect 
individuals with mental disabilities. She is also the author of two novels, All I 
Need (2001) and The House on Monroe Street (2009). Smith earned a BA from 
Long Island University Brooklyn and a JD from New York Law School.

Growing up, I was not the kind of child who sought positive reinforcement or 
encouragement from adults. I skipped the eighth grade, was a high school hon-
ors student, and excelled in dance and cheerleading without so much as a 
yearning for a pat on the back or an “attagirl.” I simply did what was required 
and moved forward. Of course, this was before the internet and social media 
were such an intrinsic part of our lives.

In my thirties, I decided to go to law school and suddenly found myself post-
ing about my journey of earning a postgraduate degree. Status updates about 
the highs, the lows, frustrations, fatigue, interesting legal tidbits, and 
grades – good and mediocre – all garnered encouragement and praise from my 
family and friends.

These responses awakened a part of me I didn’t know existed: a need for 
acknowledgment, a need to hear someone other than the voice in my head say, 
“This is hard but you’re doing a great job.” Self-affirmations were satisfying in 
my bathroom mirror and they were calming late at night when fear and doubt 
started to creep in, but on social media the positive reinforcement was gratify-
ing in a very public way. It was not only the words on the screen but who was 
writing them: my peers, the girl who bullied me in middle school, family mem-
bers who had never before encouraged me, my high school English teacher, 
and people I became friends with on social media but had never met in real life. 
All of these people were rooting for me, cheering me on, and wanting me to 
succeed on this journey to a law degree.

Facebook Friends and Law School
Jacquie B. Smith
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The positive feedback motivated me to post more often and share more 
details about my classes. An article titled “The Psychology of Social Media” 
(King University 2019) connected psychologist Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy 
of human needs to posting on social media; “People want to quell the rewards-
oriented parts of their brains, which helps explain why they post ‘me-centric’ 
content regularly.”

One semester, when I felt the curriculum was too rigorous, I sought the coun-
sel of one of my professors to discuss whether I could meet the program require-
ments and whether it was even worth it. After all, I was already an accomplished 
writer and I had a great track record as an advocate for the special needs com-
munity. I was making an impact and I was walking in my purpose. Did I really 
need a law degree? I suppose every student reaches the point when they’re so 
overwhelmed, self-doubt grabs ahold and it’s difficult to shake that gnawing 
feeling of not being good enough. The assignments were piling up, the legal 
theories were becoming more complex, and I was sinking – more like drown-
ing – in self-pity. In that meeting, when I asked why I should continue, she 
responded, “Because when you’re a lawyer, people listen differently.”

She was right. There was no better place to put that statement to the test than 
in the laboratory of social media. I once posted about an interesting tidbit I 
learned in my Wills and Trusts class and it was respectfully received and 
sparked some discussion. Admittedly, I didn’t know the answer to a lot of the 
questions being posed on the thread, but it felt good that people at least thought 
I’d know the answer.

On another occasion, I posted about having just learned in my Criminal 
Procedure class that drawing someone’s blood is considered a search for the 
purposes of the Fourth Amendment, under which a person is constitutionally 
protected from unreasonable search and seizure. A Facebook friend, who says 
she worked in human resources for several years, challenged me on the issue. 
She ran down her lengthy résumé and discussed, at length, her experience 
with employees being randomly drug tested. I explained to her that those 
employees most likely consented to those “surprise” tests in their employee 
contracts. I also explained that if the testing is not unreasonable, it does not 
violate the employee’s constitutional right under the Fourth Amendment. No 
matter how I tried to break it down, she was insistent that I was wrong. 
Although what I was saying could be easily verified by a simple Google search, 
she stuck to her guns.

Much later, I received an apology disguised as an explanation, but I didn’t 
need it. I had gotten something much more important, the satisfaction of pub-
licly making a solid point based solely on the law, not on my feelings and not 
on “what happened at my job,” but pure law. This was such a confidence-
booster. My professor was right; people were listening differently. Perhaps it 
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was because I was speaking differently. The confidence I was gaining had a lot 
to do with the positive feedback I was receiving on social media. Even the chal-
lenge allowed me to showcase the tools I was learning in law school: (a) argue 
the point, not the person, (b) resist an emotional reaction, and (c) stay laser-
focused on the issue. Odd as it may be, on one hand, I am being trained to keep 
my emotions at bay, but at the same time, I am overjoyed by the positive feed-
back I’m receiving on social media. One experience is fueling the other, result-
ing in greater self-confidence and better grades.

Emily Marsh (2019) wrote about how extremely powerful positive feedback 
can be. It’s a confidence booster that makes people feel valued, supported, and 
appreciated, causing them to be motivated and engaged. Marsh (2019) noted 
that it’s easier for people to accept criticism when they are also used to hearing 
positive things. On the few occasions when I received negative comments, I 
wasn’t as deeply affected by them because (1) the positive responses far out-
weighed the negative and (2) social media was only one source of encourage-
ment for me. I received positive reinforcement from classmates, faculty, family, 
and friends offline. My support came from many sources. Therefore, I wasn’t 
discouraged when I didn’t receive the feedback I had come to expect. Although 
Marsh’s piece was written from the aspect of team building in a business set-
ting, it appropriately fits in other scenarios as well, such as social media 
feedback.

Many suggest that constructive feedback leads to growth. In my personal 
experience with Facebook, I agree. A great deal of my self-confidence during 
law school was built on the responses I received to my social media posts. The 
questions, the discussions, those who challenged me, and even those who 
doubted me were all ingredients to a recipe that in some weird way fueled me 
to do better.

I didn’t know at the time how valuable and necessary those social media 
comments were and how they were impacting me. After all, this was a very 
new and different feeling for me. I was the child who craved no attention and 
needed (so I thought) no positive feedback.
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Born in Montreal, Canada, Kharoll-Ann Souffrant, MSW is an award-winning 
social worker, public speaker, mental health advocate, and Black feminist activ-
ist. She is currently a PhD Candidate in Social Work at the University of Ottawa. 
Her doctoral thesis focuses on the #MeToo and #BeenRapedNeverReported 
social movements from the perspective of Black female survivors of sexual 
assault living in the province of Quebec. She is the recipient of the Vanier schol-
arship, Canada’s most prestigious doctoral scholarship.

“The classroom remains the most radical space of possibility in the acad-
emy” – bell hooks (1994, p. 12).

In December 2015, at the age of 22, I did a TEDx talk (Souffrant 2015) cen-
tered on my recovery journey in mental health. As a Black woman, profes-
sional social worker, and then-future researcher, this conference, now available 
on YouTube, poses a significant risk to my personal, professional, and aca-
demic life. However, by betting on authenticity, I have won a lot. The benefits 
of this risk-taking have been overwhelmingly positive so far. As a student-
researcher-activist-feminist in social work, this authenticity informs my 
research, but also the posture that I wish to take as a (future) professor-
researcher. In the manner of bell hooks (2017), I endorse an “engaged peda-
gogy,” as opposed to a traditional one, which tends to atomize the students and 
to distance them from education in the pursuit of social justice. In sum, I claim 
that demonstrating one’s vulnerability in classroom settings has emancipatory 
potential for both students and professors in academia.

My Journey Towards Mental Health Recovery

I am the oldest child in a family of five. At the age of 14, my parents separated. 
The years before their union ended were difficult for my family and I. My 
mother found herself raising us on her own while staying at home. In addition 
to these family difficulties, I experienced bullying and racism in the school 

The Courage of Vulnerability as a 
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Education in Feminist Social Work
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environment from elementary to the end of high school. These challenges led 
me very quickly to develop significant psychological distress at an early age. 
Despite this, I was an excellent student. All of my teachers, from kindergarten 
to university, never hesitated to point out to me that I had a lot of potential. 
Besides being in an enriched high school program, I had several compulsory 
volunteer hours to complete as part of my curriculum. In doing so, I started my 
social engagement at the age of 12. I am almost 30 and I have never stopped my 
social engagement since. It has become a natural part of my life, something I 
cannot live without.

When I left high school, I came back to life. As a young adult, I could breathe 
again and have some control over my existence. My love for education and 
social engagement have been my lifelines. They continue to be to this day. 
They led me to believe that a better and brighter future awaited me as an adult. 
I hung on to this buoy, hoping I could have the last word on my detractors. 
Although university seemed inaccessible to me at that time – I am the first of 
my siblings to have a university degree, and my two parents do not have 
one – the feeling of being an impostor gradually left me. I am now a doctoral 
candidate and aspire to become a university professor in the field of social 
work. In many ways, I have combined my love for education and helping oth-
ers in the pursuit of social justice and equity.

To be clear, my mental health challenges have not gone away. I continue to 
deal with them to this day. However, they are no longer a handicap. When I got 
professional help at the end of high school, I knew that I would share my story 
someday. I did not know when or how, but I knew in my core that I would 
speak up for those who were afraid or couldn’t do so.

How and Why I Have Decided to Speak Up

In 2015, I saw a call for speakers for TEDxQuébec, for which I applied sponta-
neously. Despite how prompt I was to apply, I had a clear-cut idea of what I 
wanted to talk about: my journey toward mental health recovery. Additionally, 
I wanted my presentation to have a scientific and educational component that 
would support my testimony. To my surprise, a few weeks later, I was called 
back for a three-minute audition. At that point, I thought of quitting the entire 
process. I thought it was presumptuous for a 22 year old woman like me, with 
no public speaking experience, to do something like this. I had impostor syn-
drome. Plus, I was also afraid of the consequences that this could have in my 
future professional life. My parents expressed concern about my desire to 
speak up because they were fearful of the judgment of others or that I could 
not find a job because of the stigma, which is still a reality. The stakes were 
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high, especially as a Black woman. However, while chatting with a friend, she 
pushed me to do the audition. I took my courage in both hands and I did it. I 
was selected. My talk, available on YouTube, is titled “Le rétablissement en 
santé mentale, c’est possible!” (“Mental health recovery is possible” in French).

Despite how anxious I was in the months before the talk, I got a standing 
ovation at the end of my presentation. I often get told that I had double courage 
that day: the courage to speak in front of a crowd of 200 people, for the very 
first time in my life, and the courage to display vulnerability and to share my 
story publicly. I can say that I am proud to have taken that risk. To this day, I 
keep on receiving messages from people in different countries who tell me my 
story of hope and resilience has touched them. Since then, I became a sought-
after public speaker. For example, I spoke at the opening panel of the Youth 
and Mental Health Forum of the Government of Quebec and at a group for the 
Office of the Ombudsman of Mental Health of Canada. I also shared my story 
at WE Day Montreal in front of 4000 youths. I try to embody who I needed 
when I was younger for all young people.

There may be people who are judging me, but it truly does not matter to me. 
What I have found throughout the journey is gold that I’d never trade for any-
thing in the entire world. I listened to my heart despite all the voices and stran-
gers that tried to make me doubt myself. By betting on the courage of 
vulnerability, I found a strength and a sense of confidence that I did not know I 
had. Today, every time I feel that same fear and nervousness before doing some-
thing important, I recall the process of TEDxQuébec and I tell myself that it is 
through fear that lies the most important lessons about the world and ourselves. 
I thank God every day for my ability to go forward despite fear and doubt.

Throughout the journey, I met extraordinary people. I sometimes get stopped 
in the street by strangers who tell me they respect my work. I have won more 
than 20 community and university awards for my community engagement in 
the years that followed my TEDx talk. I have won the Relève Award by the 
Professional Order of Social Workers of Quebec. I don’t do this to win prizes, 
but these distinctions allow me to take my message further, not by asking peo-
ple to be like me but to help them become the best version of themselves.

The Courage of Vulnerability in Classroom Settings

I am a social worker by training. I aspire to become a social work professor and 
educator. Social work and academia are similar in how practitioners and pro-
fessors place a distance between them and their clients and students. This dis-
tance creates a form of hierarchy between those who are deemed to have 
expertise and those who we presuppose are empty vessels that must be filled 
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with expert knowledge. Although these power relations can never entirely be 
abolished, this posture exacerbates them in unnecessary ways to the detriment 
of clients and students.

I have chosen the courage of vulnerability as a lecturer and (future) professor 
in classroom settings. I will be authentic and share some of the struggles and 
challenges I have faced as a young person. I have chosen this posture because of 
the significance of the teachers I’ve had throughout my life. They’ve taught me 
the type of professor I want to become. I have been impacted positively by the 
professors who shared some aspects of their lives with their students at very stra-
tegic moments. I don’t want my students to see me as inaccessible or non-relata-
ble. I don’t do it for them to love me, but to help them know that I have started 
from somewhere just like them. In my school years, I was immensely disap-
pointed by the professors who were cold, distant, and even condescending 
toward me as a young person. I believe that young people carry a lot of expertise 
and experiences that we are not necessarily aware of as professors. Words have 
power. Just like social workers, professors also have a lot of power. That is why it 
must be used in right and fair ways. I recall Maya Angelou’s saying, “People will 
forget what you did or what you’ve said, but not how you’ve made them feel.”

With my TEDx talk, I realized that I was able to build a deep and profound 
relationship with strangers. I gave them strength and hope. They did not nec-
essarily remember the theoretical aspects of my presentation. They recognized 
the human side, my power as well as my vulnerability. The professors I’ve had 
who were able to have this type of pedagogy are the ones who have enriched 
me the most. I still carry their lessons within me today. They’re the reasons 
why I did not drop out of school despite the challenges I was facing as a teen-
ager and child. I believe the same applies to university settings as well.

One should not be ashamed of having struggled. We all do. However, if we 
present ourselves to others with all of our strength, resilience, vulnerability, 
and doubts, that makes us human, and that has the potential to reinforce our 
self-esteem as instructors, but also the self-confidence of our students. In a 
world that tries to atomize students, this posture is radical and revolutionary. I 
strongly believe that ultimately, it has the potential to change the world.
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With 24 years as an educator, Kimberly D. Hellerich, EdD has 11 years of 
 experience as a middle school administrator. After having taught for 10 years 
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My approach to social media is an anomaly. I’m a present-day unicorn within 
a social media frenzied world. I regularly brace myself for the dubious looks I 
receive when my response is, “No, really. I don’t have any social media. 
Seriously. None.” As a doctoral student, I have limited time beyond reading, 
writing, collecting, and analyzing data. I reserve short moments of respite to 
spend time with my daughter, husband, friends, and family. Simply put, there 
is no place in my current life for social media.

A Deliberate Choice

The explosion of users of social media continually overwhelms me. According 
to David Chaffey (2019), of Smart Insights, more than 3.4 billion people world-
wide used social media sites in 2019. Further, 70% of US teens aged 13 to 17 
years old used social media multiple times a day (Abi-Jaoude et al. 2020, p. 
E136). When discussing personal social media use with my ninth grade stu-
dents, I found their weekly usage ranged within 10 to 15 hours. Certainly, my 
self-distancing from using social media places me in a waning minority when 
compared with adults or teens.

Recently, Ṣahin (2018, p. 170) affirmed that weekly social media usage ranging 
between 8.5–21.5 hours can reflect addictive behavior. The concept of social media 
addiction has been raised by others (Ngonso 2019; Abi-Jaoude et al. 2020, p. E137)  
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and can be qualified as “uncontrollable habits” exhibited when individuals feel 
a need to be “notified of anything immediately” (Ṣahin 2018, p. 170). After all, 
the presence of social media has been described as “embedded” within teens’ 
lives (Apter 2019). Relatedly, conversations with my students represent how 
social media has been engrained in their daily lives. During our conversation, 
one student looked at her weekly average and I witnessed her experiencing a 
personal epiphany. When seeing the weekly social media usage graph on her 
phone’s screen, her eyes widened, and her mouth gaped. She honestly did not 
realize how much time she forfeited to social media usage on a weekly basis. As 
a 14 year old young woman, she had not self-monitored her usage. Based on her 
honest reaction, I expected that our conversation was likely to influence her 
social media usage. By the next week, the student shared that she intentionally 
reallocated time away from using social media toward more interactive activi-
ties with friends and family members. This student’s deliberate decrease of her 
social media usage demonstrated how she was able to disrupt her addictive 
actions. Direct conversations about social media (over)usage may lead to reflec-
tive changes in behaviors, which seem very important for teens.

Similarly, I have witnessed adults enthralled by using social media. There 
have been moments in public – at a restaurant or on the sidelines of my daugh-
ter’s soccer games – when I observe adults mesmerized and engaged in what I 
define as a scroll trance. Simply described, the adults’ eyes are fixed on their 
phones, gazing as one finger flicks the air above the screen, scrolling through 
an endless social media page of information. Others have pronounced this 
behavior of focusing on a phone when in others’ presence as “phubbing”  
(Abi-Jaoude et al. 2020, p. E137). For me, being focused on social media rather 
than interacting with others represents adults’ heightened levels of engage-
ment with social media. Although I am not a user of social media, I am aware 
that scrolling is a tell-tale sign of accessing a social media site. I have noticed 
that for adults, scrolling rarely stops – as if they speed-glance information on 
their screens. I always wonder to myself, “If what’s on the screen is so impor-
tant that it detracts from social interactions at dinner or during a sports event, 
then why isn’t there actual reading occurring?” It feels as if visits to the social 
media sites involve mere scrolling and scanning.

From my perspective, it appears that accessing social media engrosses every-
one engaged in it, regardless of age. Parents seem to be distracted from the 
reality that they are role models and can be the “biggest influence” for online 
behaviors (Homayoun 2017). For those who have engaged in being users of 
social media, they have actively chosen to sign up – and to remain users. They 
willingly choose to return to social media pages, time and time again. They 
actively engage in scrolling to scan information – about people they know, 
celebrities, or even strangers.
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Being a self-described social media anemic is an ongoing, active choice I 
intentionally make. It is a deliberate act of self-imposed separation. I selec-
tively spare myself from the potential barrage of negativity that could be aimed 
in my direction if I became a user of social media.

Viewed Experiences

Having been an educator for the past 24 years, I have firsthand experience of 
social media’s explosion in schools. I’ve witnessed the ultimate power that 
young students have forfeited to others’ ruthless, negative, damaging com-
ments. I’ve experienced the negative impact on 10 year olds who are, quite 
frankly, too young to have access to social media; the constant disruptions, 
from the bus stop to the classroom and the lunchroom. Using social media can 
have many negative aspects, including distractions from learning (Ngonso 
2019, para. 2). Further, the impact of using social media may have a damaging, 
negative influence on how students feel about themselves. A study discussed 
by Abi-Jaoude et al. (2020, p. E137) shared females’ negative mood after using 
a social media site for 10 minutes. Adolescence is hard enough to navigate, 
without the influential exposure of social media usage. In my experience as an 
educator, social media sites act as a prime platform for negative interactions. 
Perhaps the most damaging disruption is revealed by the students’ words. As 
noted by Abi-Jaoude et al. (2020, p. E137), using social media “makes negative 
comments both easy and more frequent than in-person interactions with 
peers.” I have seen and heard some damaging statements made by students 
using social media, where comments are preserved in writing and broadcasted 
to a wide audience. These negative messages are communicated using a tool 
that can sponsor a sense of permanency. When asked, “Did you ever think you 
would be talking to me about these comments?” students most commonly and 
emphatically responded, “No.” In those moments, I felt the students truly did 
not grasp the totality of the power in their words.

Words that are read publicly on social media cannot be taken back. The emo-
tional pain caused by those words cannot be easily undone. When hurtful mes-
sages are shared with the masses via a social media site, they will be further 
shared – spreading the negative message. As a result, it is probable that the 
words will portray the author in an extremely damaging light. Yet the post may 
have been a spontaneous, instantaneous, honest negative feeling that was 
experienced within a particular moment. The unrecognized problem is that 
such moments are etched with some permanency when they are posted.

When I reflect on my own childhood, I fondly recall the available options for 
communicating. We had the rotary phone (subsequently replaced by a 
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touchtone phone) or handwritten notes. I remember writing in a notebook, 
decorated with a collage of photos from Teen Beat magazine, and exchanging it 
with my best friend on a rotating basis. If anyone were upset, s/he may write a 
note to be discreetly delivered into another’s locker the next day.

In retrospect, my childhood peers and I were forced to reflect on our words 
and potential actions. We were provided a night’s worth of sleep to consider the 
words and the potential ramifications from our note(s). Not to mention that 
handwriting would be able to be traced back to an individual rather quickly. 
With limited computer access at that time, our teachers were intimately famil-
iar with our handwriting, so it was hard to hide our actions. While my adoles-
cence feels like it existed an eternity ago, it really was not that far in the past. 
With hindsight providing clarity, I was fortunate to grow up in the pre-social 
media age. I wholeheartedly recognize the power that social media places 
within its users’ hands.

The “Ps” Associated with Social Media: Power, 
Permanency, Prevented Positivity

Within people’s grasp, social media platforms can portray powerful truths. 
Real time important local and world news can be shared. A sense of commu-
nity can be strengthened (The Digital Age 2018). Posts of appreciation and val-
ued heroic actions can represent true kindness within our fast-paced world. 
Apter (2019) discussed a study where teens used social media sites to follow 
four high-achieving women and these teens realized how social media can be 
used positively. When used in this manner, social media users can perpetuate 
truths and positivity.

Yet, equally important and powerful are mistruths propagated by users of 
social media. People can use social media as a platform to perpetuate a lack of 
reality that social media allows people to promote. As noted by Knighten’s 
(2017) editorial, social media sites sponsor superficiality. These relationships 
can be built on lies, mistruths, or altered versions of people. Social media users 
seem to be exposed to superficiality on an ongoing basis. Similarly, my current 
ninth grade students openly shared their real-world version of superficiality; 
they may not be honest with friends who post pictures asking for feedback. Or, 
they may be honest and risk hurting a friend’s feelings when a not-too-flatter-
ing photo is shared for public commentary. In this case, social interactions may 
be built upon falsehoods. From their shared perspective, people post pictures 
seeking positive feedback to ultimately boost their personal sense of self-worth. 
These comments can yield a sense of permanency as responses can be internal-
ized as negative feelings of self. I can only think that this will lead to negative 
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impacts on how they view themselves – both as they progress through 
 adolescence and into adulthood.

In my opinion, receiving negative feedback on posts may have a direct influ-
ence on a person’s self-view regardless of age. Relatedly, the more permanent, 
negative impact on their self-perspective is associated with mistruths. Similarly, I 
have personally witnessed adults react in similar fashion to adolescents when 
strangers post to their social media pages. I feel adults should not make social 
media pages public; what benefit could there possibly be to engage in negative, 
reactionary banter related to personal or political views? Would these adults 
approach a stranger in a store and engage in a heated political debate? Most likely, 
they would not. So why does the perceived distance permit such bold, brazen 
negative comments to be posted for all to see? Indeed, if there is a true distance, 
why do people seem to want to share such personal information and pictures? It 
seems that social distancing should be applied in the world of social media.

From my perspective, social media platforms have become (mis)used in 
ways that ultimately affect how people (teens or adults) view themselves. 
Generally speaking, it appears that the trend is they put too much information 
out there – and then (over)react when negativity veers their way. I can’t but 
think, “What did you expect?” It feels like our society has stepped into the 
realm of (over)sharing and (over)exposure – to the point where celebrities take 
down posts when society posts negative responses. If something is posted on a 
social media site, the public seems to respond instantaneously. A person can’t 
control the level or degree of the response. What they have power over is what 
they put out there (or what they don’t). As one student aptly stated, “We were 
all strangers at one point.” While this is true, we get to determine whom we 
invite to move from strangers to friends, and we certainly can’t invite the entire 
world. Nor should we.

Potential Positivity

Social media platforms can potentially have a positive impact. People can con-
nect with others via similar interests, find social supports, learn new skills, 
share personal experiences, and benefit from a wealth of knowledge just waiting 
at their fingertips. Also, students can develop communication skills (The Digital 
Age 2018). Yet, the emphasis must be placed on the users themselves. If people 
manage their usage, social media platforms can be viewed as tools.

Still, potential exists within the prospect of developing self-regulation skills 
within students. Self-regulation is defined as “the ability to take in stimuli and 
manage emotional and behavioral responses accordingly” (Souers and Hall 
2019, p. 151). By managing their responses, students would be able to effectively 
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reflect on the messages they are about to make public – and make some  decisions 
before posting. By developing self-regulation skills that can apply to social 
media, these skills can apply to students’ lives within the classroom. Self-
regulation can then transfer into the adult world.

Imagine if users of social media captured the positivity; if all posts were sup-
portive, inspiring, and lifted people up (as opposed to tearing them down). 
Within that potential social media world, everyone would demonstrate self-
regulation, and there would be no fear of comments being shared or authors 
being seen in negative light. Within that social media world, I would happily 
join and end my self-imposed exile. Yet, until social media is used in this posi-
tive way, I will continue to emphatically say, “No, thank you.” I will preserve 
my sense of self, shielding myself from the negativity.

Personal Reflections

My self-imposed exile from personal use of social media sites has allowed me 
to focus on my EdD pursuits, my family, and my teaching. Being separated 
from the barrage of negativity I am likely to experience when visiting a social 
media site, I have cultivated my own sense of self-confidence and self-worth. I 
do not feel a need to compare myself with others or receive comments about 
myself from strangers. My conscious choice to separate myself preserves my 
sense of self. It allows me to focus on what is most important to me – my family, 
friends, and education. Ultimately, I separate myself from the world wide web 
of social media experiences. This intentional separation works for me.

Instead of relying on public comments, my feelings about myself are linked 
to my own experiences with those I can see and speak with directly. I do not 
feel compelled to focus on comparisons with others. I don’t waste energy 
stressing over potentially misinterpreted comments from strangers. In essence, 
my separation from personally using social media allows me to control my self-
perception. Honestly, I cannot fathom the concept of placing value on stran-
gers’ personal opinions of me. For me, I’ve got all the likes I need. From those 
who know me – and truly care about me.
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Introduction

Although many social media users find enjoyment scrolling, sharing, pinning, 
and posting, this is not the case for everyone. Researchers have found there is a 
connection between social media usage and self-esteem; just as self-esteem can 
increase due to engagement on social sites (Isaranon 2019), it can also decrease 
because of it (Chou and Edge 2012; Chen and Lee 2013). People with low self-
esteem can face challenges on social media; they can experience jealousy fueled 
by a need to be popular and present an idealized self to make up for low self-
esteem (Utz and Beukeboom 2011). The absence of likes and the presence of nega-
tively perceived feedback can serve as catalysts for lessening one’s value of self.

Negative Feelings

For those working toward the completion of degrees, sharing is a common 
experience on collegiate campuses. Students may share dorm rooms, their 
interpretation of course materials in class, and their thoughts on social media 
platforms. In some cases, what is shared on social sites can be problematic. A 
study examining the experiences of university students uncovered that one 
quarter of participants had a private video or photo shared without consent; 
more than a quarter of respondents reported receiving messages on social 
media that featured anger, vulgarity, or threats (Mishna et al. 2018). The act of 
sharing online is not always positive and as a result content and consent should 
always be considered.

8

Unfollowing Myself

Successes and Setbacks of Social Media. Edited by Cheyenne Seymour
© 2021 John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
ISBN: 9781119695233



Posting for Help 149

Social media activity can be a source of negative feelings. Some people experi-
ence stress due to using social sites (Chen and Lee 2013; Drouin et al. 2018). 
Researchers found that women and students with heightened depression and 
anxiety were more likely to link social media to their stress (Drouin et al. 2018). 
Additional research points to a connection between negative engagement and 
depression on social media (Lin et al. 2016; Primack et al. 2018; Lauckner et al. 
2020). Furthermore, individuals on social media can experience envy; a study 
involving teenagers in Thailand found that participants with higher levels of per-
sonal attachment to social media made more social comparisons (Char oen suk-
mong kol 2018). There are several negative feelings related to social media activity. 
For students working to attain undergraduate and graduate degrees while using 
social media, they must navigate the demands of academic work and the emo-
tional pitfalls of online social engagement.

Body Image

Most people will admit they want to look their best in photos, especially in those 
circulating with permanence on social media sites. When aiming for photo per-
fection, some people have a prescribed formula on how to tilt their head, place 
their arms, and gaze at the camera to capture their desired reflection. To aid in 
this quest for great photos, many cameras and social media apps have settings 
and filters that offer a range of beautification and enhancement options.

As a result of the images circulating on social media, women are experiencing 
issues related to body image (Thompson and Lougheed 2012; Hogue and Mills 
2019; Livingston et al. 2020). Interacting with family on social platforms does 
not negatively impact body image, but interaction with attractive peers can 
(Hogue and Mills 2019). One study examined the social media experiences of 
women in college; researchers found about 76% of participants described their 
experience with appearance-related social media consciousness, which involves 
consideration of one’s attractiveness to online audiences, as occurring often 
(Choukas-Bradley et al. 2019).

Posting for Help

When individuals are sinking in a virtual sea of negativity due to their social 
networking engagement, others do not always offer support. Although many 
college students classify cyberbullying as a serious concern, the majority of 
participants in one study indicated they would not report cyberbullying to the 
police (Sobba et al. 2017). Moreover, research revealed that Facebook users 
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with low self-esteem, who viewed the social site as a good place to self-disclose, 
received unwanted feedback due to the limited positivity and increased nega-
tivity of their shared content (Forest and Wood 2012). Scrolling past harassing 
content or adding comments that further exacerbate self-esteem issues does 
not bring about resolution.

Some individuals post vague cries for help online (Berryman et al. 2018), 
while others more directly express depression-related thoughts and feelings on 
social media through posts or online activity (Moreno et al. 2011; Park et al. 
2013). Being aware of the direct and indirect signs of needing support can be 
helpful for friends, family, and institutions of higher education who want to 
ensure that individuals have the resources and support needed.
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The impact and influence of social media creates a need for a balancing act. 
Social media today feels as if someone created a methodology and set of rules 
that consists of a formula with four distinct parts: perform, share, compare, 
and repeat. Engagement on these platforms is driven by this formula and each 
step plays a critical part in achieving balance. There are rules and consequences 
to the social media algorithm. Some of these rules are explicit and others are 
consequential. This formula has made it easy for people to show only the parts 
of their lives that are camera ready while hiding away the blemishes that come 
with navigating everyday life. Spectators bask in the demonstrated ease of 
accomplishments depicted by posted achievements. Social media patrons often 
exclude the rich aspects of their experiences that teach resilience, grit, and per-
severance. As a result of these partial truths, the human ego has become more 
fragile than ever. We have moved from understanding a person’s narrative to 
judging a person’s success by their latest post, profile headings, and number of 
followers.

The Balancing Act: The Accumulating 
Pressures of Social Media and  
Success
Thomas Witherspoon
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In typical fashion, my alarm rang at 5:00 a.m. on 6 February 2016. I jumped 
up, startled by the lyrics of Alicia Keys blaring from the speaker of my cell 
phone. I said a quick prayer, grabbed my phone, quickly scrolled on social 
media, and hopped up to begin an hour and a half of writing prior to getting 
dressed for work. As I slowly moved from the bed to my desk that was strategi-
cally placed in the opposite corner of my room, I sat down with the intention 
of editing the third chapter of my dissertation. As I logged onto my computer, 
I took a quick glance at my email. Overnight, I had received an email from my 
research committee chair. Eager to receive feedback on my previously submit-
ted draft, I excitedly opened the email. This email asked one simple question: 
“Would you have the capacity to extend your research and writing for another 
year?” This was followed by an even more insulting explanation: she believed 
I needed more time to produce the highest quality research.

I sat staring at this email for what felt like an eternity. My mind was rushing, 
thinking about all the pieces at play for me during this time. I was working 
more than full-time at one of the largest school networks in the country, regu-
larly participating in community service, being a supportive family member, 
and writing a dissertation. I immediately questioned if I was spreading myself 
too thin. The impact of this extremely short email brought back feelings of 
impostor syndrome, issues of enoughness, and forced me to grapple with the 
impact of failure. Not completing this degree in my original time frame pre-
sented many complications financially, professionally, and socially. The major-
ity of my public persona is tied to my educational aspirations. My Twitter 
handle was even @Futuredr.TLW during this period.

My doctoral journey was a public one that had been documented over the 
years with posts, images, reflections, and tagging of classmates. My anticipated 
graduation date was 14 May 2016. This date had shown up as a part of my 
social media brand many times over the past few years; oftentimes this date 
would instill a sense of hope, motivation, and even accountability during the 
tough moments of my educational journey. With just a few keystrokes and no 
real explanation, the foundation of that persona was now as flimsy as a house 
built with a deck of cards on a windy day. While my doctoral journey was cap-
tured through social media moments, my educational philosophy is rooted in 
equity. My research was an opportunity to show the gradation in the experi-
ences, strategies, and accomplishments of men of color. The participants in my 
study all had access to high-quality education, achieved relative success, and 
all came from very different starting places, but ultimately created lives of 
choice. However, in my bedroom on this chilly morning, my journey felt less 
about the bigger picture of the work and more about my personal embarrass-
ment and shame. How would this setback look to all the people who funded, 
sacrificed for, and supported my educational journey?
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I was born and raised in the Englewood neighborhood on the southside of 
Chicago. My neighborhood is known for a lot of things, but success is not one 
of them. At the age of 17, I was fortunate enough to win a scholarship that 
changed the trajectory of my life. The scholarship came with a network of indi-
viduals who were leading the way in education, business, science, and many 
other industries. I was excited to be added to this lineage and grateful that 
someone had recognized my potential. Overjoyed with the excitement of being 
welcomed into this national organization, I never once imagined the unspoken 
consequences and pressure that adorned this prestigious honor. It had not 
dawned on me until this moment that my failure could be perceived as a col-
lective failure for this organization that I still represent so proudly 15 years 
later. I’m not naïve enough to believe that I would be the first person to have a 
setback or not achieve their full potential. In this moment as I sat in my room 
watching the sunrise questioning my sense of belonging, the emotions that 
engulfed my body were all connected to thoughts of personal failures in the 
public sphere.

At that moment I took to social media in hopes that it would be the right 
amount of motivation to pull me out of my sunken place and give me the 
energy that I needed to reply to my dissertation chair’s cold words. Scrolling 
between multiple social media platforms, I was met with even more disap-
pointment. From Facebook, to Instagram, to Twitter all I saw were posts of 
achievement and success. I felt as if the algorithms behind these platforms 
were all working together with my research advisor to insist that I was not 
enough. I even went to one of the Facebook groups specifically for people navi-
gating their doctoral process. This group was often a space where people could 
share their insecurities and struggles about the doctoral process and in response 
members of the group would offer feedback to help individuals persist. In this 
group there was usually a shared sense of the struggle, but on this particular 
morning all I could find were messages of people who had successfully 
defended their dissertation either with no edits or very few revisions. I could 
not imagine outing myself as a failure to this group, while everyone else was 
celebrating their accomplishments. I honestly am not sure if the magnitude of 
achievements celebrated was disproportionately represented this morning or if 
my thoughts had taken over and all I could see was how people were succeed-
ing while I was failing.

I sat staring at the email, trying to formulate a reply that reflected a perfect 
balance between inquisitive and firm, but disappointment and anger were all I 
could drum up. I was clear that I had produced high-quality research: the nar-
ratives and experiences of my interviewees made a direct connection between 
class, access, and race. While my research provided a counter narrative for 
some of the most popular assertions in the education ethos, no amount of 
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additional time would change the experiences of these people. At first, my 
emotions would not allow me to understand what was actually happening; I 
could only see the superficial aspects of failure. After further reflection, it 
became clear that this was an unintentional attempt to silence my participants’ 
voices because they didn’t fit the popular narrative. I realized that my chair had 
only been exposed to certain experiences, types of research, and her under-
standing was creating dissonance. I realized that she had not investigated the 
nuances of these experiences and it was my job to make the argument as clear 
as possible.

Even though people posted positive outcomes on social media, I was missing 
an understanding of their journey. Social media was only depicting the end 
results, not the many setbacks or failures. I didn’t know how many people were 
asked to extend their research, understand the context of these approvals with 
minor edits, nor fully see the levels of resilience utilized in order to get to this 
place of achievement. My belief in research and equity were pivotal in bringing 
me out of the negative social media rabbit hole I had gone down.

I slowly began to move my fingers across the keyboard, forming sentences 
that asked questions, but ultimately ended my email with a challenge. I asked 
my chair to give me two weeks to present a new draft and I added that if she 
was not thoroughly impressed with what was produced then I would figure out 
a way to extend my program. She graciously accepted my challenge and I 
began to ensure that she was able to see the nuances in the experiences of my 
participants. I also used social media during this period to share things with 
her that would disrupt her perception of the population I had researched.

After reviewing the new draft, I was approved to move forward and defend 
my research. Two months later, I successfully defended and was approved with 
minor edits.

The completion of my doctoral journey was marked 14 May 2016, but this 
process transformed how I thought about the social media formula, impact, 
and influence. Public failure has a clear place in social media, organizations, 
and networks. I now approach these platforms with full transparency, authen-
ticity, and vulnerability to ensure that people not only see the successes, but 
see the struggle just as vividly.

The Balancing Act
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Wake up. Check Instagram. Get breakfast. Check Instagram. Go to work. 
Check Instagram. Teach kids. Watch them check Instagram, or VSCO, or 
TikTok, or whatever is the new form of social media designed to make me feel 
incredibly old.

As a teacher at a private school for girls, I am intimately aware of the ways in 
which women navigate social media, at times at their own peril, when it comes 
to their bodies and the way they see themselves. I can’t really blame them. I 
can’t really tell someone to quit drinking the Flavor Aid, if I’m chugging it too.

Flipping through Instagram and YouTube is more than a daily routine. It’s 
a ritual. A constant. Almost an anchor, you could say. There are times, espe-
cially now when our days have settled into a bizarre monotony of sleeping, 
waking, dreaming, and grieving, that the consistency of it tethers me to some 
kind of reality that doesn’t actually exist. Right now, I wish it could be real. 
A reality in which hair is perfect, skin is intensely orange and glowy, and 
every day is either summer sunsets or the twinkling lights of Christmas.  
(A more intersectional fantasy would be more appropriate – the over-
whelming popularity of these Instagram models tends to point toward an 
unbear able whiteness.)

I didn’t grow up in the digital age. I was 13 when I finally got an email 
address, and that was due to my school having a server that relied on announce-
ments through First Class. I got my first phone, a Razr, right before I went to 
college, and I could do two things with it: call and change the ringtone. The 
first ringtone I used on it was a terrible midi-player cover of “Toxic” by Britney 
Spears.

Bodies, Images: The Impact of Social 
Media on Body Image
Alysa Auriemma
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I was never the heaviest kid, but I definitely wasn’t the skinniest. My body 
type was stocky – nowadays, I think you would call someone like me “solid.” 
Certain fashions that were all the rage with my more willowy pals weren’t suc-
cessful on me. In high school, the chunky sweaters favored by Joey Potter on 
Dawson’s Creek made me look like a particularly fashion-forward box. In every 
photo, I’m slumped on the side, trying to hide away the widest parts of me. 
Trying to hide the things that made me think I didn’t deserve to take up space. 
Because when you’re a bigger kid, you simultaneously stand out and 
disappear.

I got my body hatred from magazines, from my peers, and from myself. I 
had no other avenue through which to judge my decisions. It was entirely 
based on the direct line of messaging I consumed, the line that came to me 
pre-packaged and glossy. I didn’t have any other options, because when I was 
young, there were no other options. You got fed what you got fed, end of sen-
tence. Your meals were made by your parents, your body image was made by 
magazines.

This need to conform to the only message I received resulted in a vicious self-
hatred. The other day I found a diary I kept through my senior year of high 
school, and aside from the embarrassing all-caps love of a crush who viewed 
me as a chewing gum dispenser, every single page is littered with the remnants 
of failed diets and goals of weight loss that I dreamed could happen over the 
course of one magic summer like those books I read about the ugly girl with a 
unibrow who comes back for fall semester looking like JLo.

It didn’t help that I was a theatre major. On the first day of class, I looked 
around at my cohort, and realized with a shrinking sense of dread that they 
needed a fat girl. Didn’t they?

When I lost weight prior to senior year, a teacher told me I could lose even 
more in my hips. I thought of that moment three years later when I was so thin 
my hair was falling out and my mom told a guy I was dating to “make sure she 
eats,” when we went on a trip. By then, the media I consumed wasn’t a reflec-
tion of what I wanted to be, it was a realization that I had to maintain what I 
had, or all would be lost. I would lose my body, my grip on reality, my sense of 
life itself.

I am thankful social networking sites like Instagram and VSCO were only 
starting to bloom once I rounded the corner into my late twenties, when I was 
starting therapy, yoga, and to truly grasp the stranglehold I had placed on my 
body and self-image ever since I was a little girl. I had the toolbox, now, to 
understand what I was seeing versus what was actually real, or viable, to my 
body. For years, I equated thinness with worthiness, of a kind of love that was 
only reserved for those who discipline their bodies enough to deserve it. Love 
was something you earned through the salt of your sweat, the courage to say 

Bodies, Images
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“no” (to calories, to softness, to pulse) the ability to make a zipper connect to 
itself, to connect the dots, to make everything fit, but nothing will fit if the posts 
of identity keep getting pushed back.

As an educator at a private school for girls, over the years I’ve seen the conver-
sation around women and their bodies shift in ways that are encouraging. 
However, there’s a difference between understanding the paradigm in which we 
are trapped, and actively attempting to disrupt it. What I have witnessed in 
myself, in the outside world of teen girls, and the ways in which they interact, is 
that they have the language to destroy the monster, but help let it in anyway.

There are ways social media can positively impact how we view our bodies: 
hashtags that celebrate body positivity, food as fuel, and fitness as a bonus fea-
ture in our lives instead of the work our lives orbit around proliferating the 
internet space. According to Tackett et al. (2019) social media creates a com-
munity of like-minded people who can connect to each other through recov-
ery: “Users in recovery post pictures of their weight gain progress and 
healthy-proportioned meals, along with lengthy descriptions of the various 
emotions, fears, challenges, and accomplishments of recovery. Those who use 
Instagram for recovery find comfort in sharing their story with a community, 
while still maintaining some degree of anonymity, often neglecting to include 
their last names or contact details. Others use the publicity of Instagram as a 
means of overcoming the immense shame and secrecy that often accompanies 
eating disorders.”

I recognize myself in this. I’ve definitely shared my recovery through social 
media, and I’ve heard from various friends that they’ve identified with my 
journey or my words have helped them in some way. My thoughts on this sub-
ject have been published in various arenas, including Upworthy and Elephant 
Journal. However, Tackett et al. (2019) note “An eating disorder treatment 
center in Chicago revealed that 30–50% of its teen patients used social media as 
a means of supporting their eating disorders.” Even the positive avenues of self-
realization on social media have been co-opted by a supremacist focus on bod-
ies and a certain standard of beauty.

Like. Like. Like.

In the era of isolation and social distancing, the need to reach out and connect 
can feel more necessary than ever. People are in their own little spaces, their 
own pods, and they reach out into the darkness, across the interwebs, seeking 
some sign of being less alone. I reach out alongside them, in the hopes they 
find me too, and feel that they have someone to commiserate with as we push 
toward some unforgiving star.
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What is the impact of social media on the socialization of first-generation doc-
toral students? A key part of graduate education is socialization in one’s aca-
demic discipline (Golde 1998). Socialization for doctoral students includes 
learning and practicing the skills, knowledge, and values deemed as normative 
for one’s academic community (Golde 1998; Weidman et al. 2001). Social 
media usage continues to grow among academic scholars who use online 
spaces to share and shape their ideas about teaching and research (Bart 2010; 
Veletsianos 2016). Graduate students are among the population of scholars 
who use social media to gain access to academic communities (Veletsianos 
2016).

Within the graduate student community, 16% of doctoral students do not 
have a parent who earned a college degree and are considered first-generation 
graduate students (National Science Foundation 2019). When attempting to 
gain membership to their academic community, first-generation doctoral stu-
dents have reported feelings of otherness that align with the concept of impos-
tor syndrome (Clance and Imes 1978; Gardner 2013). As a first-generation 
student from a low-income background who grew up with the emergence of the 
internet, social media has played a unique role in my experiences as a student.

Drawing Comparisons: Social Media, 
Impostor Syndrome, and  
Socialization
Kristina M. Perrelli
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Born in the early 1980s, I am considered a Millennial, but just barely. In 
2019, 86% of Millennials reported using social media (Pew Research Center 
2019a). I am also of the generation that lived in a world without the internet. I 
had a landline telephone and a flip cell phone. I was one of the earliest adop-
ters of social media. I had a Myspace account and became a Facebook user 
when a college email address was required to create a profile. My professional 
life has always included social media as a tool for communication and net-
working. Naturally, when I started my doctoral education, I looked to social 
media as a way to socialize in my field of education. Social media served as a 
socialization tool that was free and easily accessible at a time in my life when 
time and money were limited resources. Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram 
gave me instant access to other students, professional organizations, and the 
leading scholars in my field. As a first-generation student, there has been a 
very small number of people in my life who understand academia and my pur-
suit of advanced education. Social media provided me a much-needed space to 
engage – in depth – with others who held similar interests and aspirations.

In addition to all that I gained from social media, I experienced negative 
consequences from using it to socialize in my discipline. After absorbing the 
daily barrage of perfectly curated tweets and Instagram posts, I sometimes 
emerged from my professional online community questioning my belonging. I 
often wondered if I measured up to my peers. It felt special to be connected, 
even virtually, to the brightest scholars in my field through social media. I also 
wondered if I would ever be a scholar with whom others would want to con-
nect on social media. Would I ever collect thousands of likes and retweets? 
Sometimes my insecurities would go even deeper and cause me to question 
whether I was deserving of being a doctoral student. I would scour social media 
while spending every minute thinking about research ideas and honing my 
research questions. When I thought I had landed on a strong research idea, 
social media confirmed that someone else had already thought of it. I would 
ask myself: Why am I the only one not churning out groundbreaking research 
every day? Would I ever feel like I belonged in this world of academia?

Social media had become a vehicle of comparison for me. While I knew there 
was little to be gained by comparing myself to others in academia, social media 
made it so easy to go down that path. Over 92% of adults use their smartphones 
to go online, and 32% report being online almost constantly every day (Pew 
Research Center 2019b). I am in the 32%. Daily, I compared my experiences to 
those of other scholars in my field. In assessing what was normative for a doc-
toral student in education, it became common for me to focus on the social 
media announcements of other doctoral students. My peers proudly shared 
news of their manuscript acceptances in prestigious journals, awards they had 
won, and fellowship positions. Those comparisons often left me feeling like I 
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was not doing a great job at being a doctoral student; I felt like an impostor in 
academia.

Research suggests that first-generation graduate students face unique barri-
ers in pursuit of their degrees (Gardner and Holley 2011). Many of these barri-
ers begin during undergraduate years and follow students through their 
graduate education. First-generation graduate students have more academic 
debt than their non-first-generation peers (Gardner and Holley 2011). The 
most recent national data on graduate students shows that students who were 
Pell recipients during their undergraduate years – considered students from 
“low-income” backgrounds – are pursuing graduate education more than ever 
before in the United States (National Center for Education Statistics 2016). 
More than three quarters, or 77%, of these students are entering their graduate 
programs with undergraduate student loan debt in comparison to 31% of stu-
dents who were not Pell recipients. Impostor syndrome is another barrier faced 
by first-generation graduate students (Gardner and Holley 2011).

Individuals who experience impostor syndrome tend to have perfectionistic 
tendencies and usually have difficulty recognizing their own successes even 
when those successes are evident (Clance and Imes 1978). Impostor syndrome 
often includes overestimating the ability of others and underestimating the 
effort put forth to achieve their successes (Parkman 2016). Academic culture 
provides a ripe environment for these conditions. Herrmann (2012) describes 
the culture of higher education: “Through discourses that surround academia, 
the idea and ideal of what constitutes a successful academic is constructed and 
becomes the standard against which we are judged…It is the standard by which 
we judge ourselves.” The ideal academic is curated by the discourses of aca-
demia. Similarly, social media content is often curated by the social media 
user. For example, tweets and Instagram posts about published manuscripts 
tend to leave out the part about hours spent writing, editing, revising, and 
submitting.

The culture of higher education paired with the role of social media in my 
life had become a breeding ground for my impostor syndrome. For me, social 
media put a microscope on the fact that I was a student and emerging scholar 
with little experience in academia. Like every other doctoral student, I worked 
every day to enhance my skills as a teacher and a scholar. I had achievements 
and challenges. Rather than attributing roadblocks in my academic life to inef-
ficiencies originating within myself, I should have spent more time question-
ing the socialization norms faced by first-generation doctoral students. Why 
did I place so much value on social media as a socialization tool? What other 
tools were available to me in academia – or should have been available – to help 
me learn and practice the skills, knowledge, and values of my discipline? As I 
continue to live in the worlds of social media and academia, I hope to curate a 
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social media presence that accurately reflects all parts of my journey: my set-
backs, my successes, and all of the ways that I carve out a space for myself in 
academia despite sometimes feeling – and sometimes being told – I do not 
belong.
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“Social Media Influencing  
Higher Education”

Social media makes it possible for individuals to connect quickly and conveni-
ently with a few taps, swipes, or clicks on the screen of a device. Looking  
ahead, the speed at which people connect remotely is gearing up for an increase 
as the technology industry moves toward 5G adaptation. As the next genera-
tion of technology, 5G allows networks to connect faster and handle more 
devices than 4G; initially introduced in 2018, it will take years to get 5G con-
nected devices into the hands of users across the US (Abucayan 2020). By the 
year 2025, it is projected that 48% of mobile connections will be on the 5G 
network (Statista 2020). When the rate of connectivity rockets for students 
working to earn degrees, the frequency of connectivity can also increase.

Social Media Impacting Admissions

It is not unheard of for a high school student to record the moment they learn 
of acceptance into a college or university and post it on social media. For high 
school seniors who are also athletes, National Signing Day is often highlighted 
on various platforms as students and institutions develop creative ways to 
broadcast a newly inked commitment to a team (Kercheval 2019). However, as 
it becomes commonplace to post these joyful celebrations of the transition to 
university freshman or college athlete, the use of social media is now playing 
an increasingly major role in losing acceptance into institutions. Over the 
years, more and more admissions offers have been revoked due to social media 
activity; an applicant was rejected from a private school because of derogatory 
tweets about other prospective students (Singer 2013); racist and sexually inap-
propriate remarks made on social media have caused institutions to revoke 
acceptance for undergraduate and graduate programs (Kamenetz et al. 2017; 
Anderson 2020; Jaschik 2020). Some admissions teams review platform pro-
files to determine how applicants fit with the institution (Moody 2019). Just 
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under 70% of admissions officials polled indicated that viewing the profiles of 
prospective students was “fair game” in an effort to help determine admittance 
(Kaplan 2018). As college and university administrators create policies on 
offensive social media activity, it is incumbent upon students to consider the 
messages they choose to share with their online social networks. Conversations 
regarding these matters should begin long before students start the college 
application process; parents and educators must consider adding social media 
ethics to the list of other important developmental discussions.

Hashtag Activism Online and on Campus

Many student-led movements have garnered national and international atten-
tion – from the protests on the Vietnam War at Kent State University in 1970, 
during which unarmed protesters were shot (Broadhurst 2010) to the protests on 
campus-wide racial tension at University of Missouri at Columbia in 2015 (Seltzer 
2018). Although the ability of students to send strong messages has not changed 
over decades, the manner in which activism is channeled is undergoing a shift. 
Many students are using social media to spread their activist messages (LaRiviere 
et al. 2012; Burke 2020). The far reach of online social movements allows stu-
dents’ voices to literally go beyond the campus to a widespread audience.

Hashtag activism is a growing trend. Developed by Chris Messina in 2007, 
hashtags provide a way for social networks to organize content (Black 2018). 
Some educators are developing assignments that invite students to engage in 
social media using hashtags in a manner that helps deepen their understand-
ing of activism in relation to overall course content (Cumberbatch and Trujillo-
Pagán 2016; Davis 2018). In some ways, a specific hashtag can serve as a 
reflection of collegiate culture. The #MeToo movement reflected campus cli-
mate as individuals increasingly reported sexual misconduct and institutions 
focused on Title IX policies (Felton 2018), further inspiring many to speak up 
about matters involving past misconduct on campuses (Binkley 2018). In addi-
tion, student workers have employed hashtags to draw attention to their 
demands; graduate students from various institutions have incorporated 
hashtag activism into their movement to address labor concerns (Agrawal 
2020; Jones 2020). Although it may take minimal effort to type a hashtag, for 
college students and many others, these tag lines represent the strength and 
unity of a movement. It is important that college communities follow the 
hashtag activism supported by its students online. Staying in tune with stu-
dent-involved movements can serve as a catalyst for dialogue and support both 
online and offline.
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Policy and Plan of Action

College students are not the only ones creating a controversial buzz on social 
media. In some cases, faculty and staff’s use of social sites can draw concern on 
and off campus. As a result, some professors elected to resign while others have 
been placed on leave or fired due to their social media involvement (Fink 2019; 
Lam 2020; Flaherty 2020). To assuage concerns and prevent future social media 
issues involving employees, many institutions have adopted guidelines and 
policies; some policies also apply to students developing social media accounts 
connected to the school.

In addition to policies on usage, many colleges and universities are in need 
of action plans to handle issues that surface on social platforms. When polled, 
about 65% of education deans at various research universities indicated their 
schools did not have procedures in place to deal with a social media crisis 
(Ginsberg et al. 2019). It is essential that institutions not only develop helpful 
guidelines in alignment with mission statements, code of conduct, and free-
dom of speech: they must also develop plans to proactively research and 
address issues stemming from the social media activity of the members of their 
respective educational communities.

Social Media and Academics Post-Pandemic

The global pandemic in the spring of 2020 brought abrupt changes to many 
facets of life, including higher education. At short notice, colleges and univer-
sities shuttered campuses and quickly revised delivery methods of instruction 
(Frankfurt 2020). Students that once filled college classrooms were now filling 
up online discussion boards with written thoughts and filling screens with 
their images, using videoconferencing software to connect with faculty and 
classmates remotely. For some instructors and college students, social media 
became a helpful tool to meet course objectives; the use of YouTube allowed 
professors to capture and share lectures; some students conducted study 
groups via private Facebook groups. In addition, medical residents and educa-
tors used social media for instructional purposes (Chick et al. 2020; Coleman 
et al. 2020). Social media also became a vehicle to offer support services during 
the pandemic. Technology helped institutions preserve the practice of offering 
advisement to students (Frankfurt 2020). Social sites offered an additional 
channel, outside of the college-maintained learning systems, for faculty and 
students to collaborate (Kamenetz 2020). For many, the familiarity of social 
sites aided in the transition.
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As degree-granting institutions move toward a new sense of normalcy follow-
ing the pandemic, it will be important to ensure that both faculty and students 
have the resources, skills, and support to navigate social media applications that 
will aid in the exchange of ideas, as they collectively work to meet academic 
goals. There are a number of practices, such as virtual office hours (Brinkley 
2020), that faculty and students may wish to maintain moving forward. The best 
practices learned from the use of social media during the pandemic must be 
shared with educational communities, so they too can start trending.
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