
Integrating Social Media and SEL for Students: Novel
Strategies for Educators and School Sta!

Social Media in the Classroom

The COVID-19 pandemic has sparked a digital revolution in our society and educational systems. As stay-at-home and
social distancing orders have resulted in reduced opportunities for in-person contact and novel challenges for social
connection across the world (Nguyen et al., 2020, 2021), the use of various forms of digital media (including social
media) for communication and establishing connections has also increased tremendously (Nguyen et al., 2021). These
digital platforms have also become increasingly common for fostering community and synergy among educators and
school staff, and have transformed into a major medium for educators and school psychologists to disseminate
information, including resources for schools to prevent, mitigate, and intervene in crises (NASP School Safety and
Crisis Response Committee, 2015).

Social media, broadly defined, has referred to messaging and networking sites, as well as other digital tools or
applications, that allow its users to interact socially (Nesi, 2020; U.S. Department of Education, Office of Safe &
Healthy Students, 2012). For the purposes of this review, our use of the term social media also refers to all digital
media platforms used for social interactions, sharing content, and communication with others (Nesi et al., 2018) and
therefore encompasses platforms such as Google Classroom, Microsoft Teams, and Zoom (Agusintadewi et al., 2021;
Gupta & DSilva, 2020). Although studies have shown that excessive social media usage can have adverse
consequences on psychological development and interpersonal relationships, especially for youth (Abi-Jaoude et al.,
2020), the wise and intentional use of social media (in moderation) can also have many potential benefits (Nesi, 2020).
For example, social media platforms can facilitate connection-forging and resource-sharing among educators (Fox &
Bird, 2017; Krutka & Carpenter, 2016) and can be used to teach students important social skills, such as self-
expression, sharing ideas and concepts, providing emotional support, and collaboration with others (Bhowmick &
Madhu, 2020). Social media posts have also been previously used as a pedagogical tool for developing IEP
interventions for individuals with developmental disabilities to improve media literacy and social and emotional learning
(SEL) skills (Probst, 2017). For example, in one case study, a student was shown images from Instagram and then
asked, “How does this make me feel?” to explore self-awareness, and “What message are they trying to communicate
with this image?” to cultivate greater social awareness (Probst, 2017). We contend that when responsibly stewarded
and strategically utilized, social media platforms can be leveraged to create networks of professional learning in
educators and school support staff, and to better support the social–emotional development and well-being of youth.

In this article, we aim to review and synthesize the current research literature on social media in the context of
educational best practices and adaptive strategies for youth. We will also outline some of the ways that the Social
Emotional and Character Development (SECD) Laboratory at Rutgers University has been using social media to
promote SEL and SECD, and provide some recommendations and guidelines for usage for school psychologists
working with students, educators, and parents.
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During the start of the COVID-19 lockdowns, the abrupt transition of traditional pedagogical tools to support an online
educational environment has posed challenges for teachers, school staff, and parents; however, it has also created
opportunities for creative usage of social media technologies to help students stay engaged, and to ensure continued
learning among students even during stay-at-home orders. These digital platforms have currently become the
backbone of online learning, and have helped to facilitate the shift from face-to-face instruction into an online learning
environment (Rizvi & Nabi, 2021). Other digital education forums (including Edmodo, Padlet, Moodle, and Twiducate)
also have been developed to help make the transition to online instruction easier for teachers, parents, and students
(Krouska et al., 2020). Effectively combining traditional learning with digital innovation has proven to be important in
fostering the development and well-being of students (Shamir-Inbal & Blau, 2021). These virtual platforms allow
students and teachers to push the boundaries of educational best practice into novel structures and modes of
learning.

Digital social networking platforms have been shown to possess a promising future in the world of education, since
they have been able to create enhanced learning opportunities that allow for students to better connect with their
peers and exchange ideas outside the classroom. In collaboration with the Boston Consulting Group, the World
Economic Forum (2016) found that technology can be a beneficial tool for parents, educators, and caregivers to use as
a complement and extension of the learning experiences that occur inside traditional classrooms. To improve
educational quality and student engagement, many educators have recently incorporated social outlets, such as blogs
and micro-blogs (e.g., Blogger, Wordpress, and Twiducate) and educational communication platforms (e.g., Edmodo
and ClassDojo), to reinforce their teaching skills and the material covered in class. Through blog posts, students have
had opportunities to use their voices to formulate their own opinions, share their perspectives, and comment on their
classmates’ ideas. On micro-blogging platforms, such as Twitter, Talkwall, and Edmodo, students can use hashtags to
engage with their teachers and ask questions that can further increase engagement with the lesson being learned
(Rødnes et al., 2021). Use of such online platforms allows for the discussion of meaningful classroom topics both
within and outside of the classroom. By supplementing their lesson plans with the use of such digital media platforms,
educators can engage more students with their lesson plans and related activities, homework, and projects (Rice &
Kipp, 2020). Therefore, by making use of innovations in technology, teachers can now empower students to become
the builders of their own knowledge and experience, with social media platforms as helpful tools to facilitate emotional
support and social connection.

Additionally, research has shown that social media platforms such as Twitter and Facebook are able to foster informal
learning and professional development, and act as a supportive space for educators and mental health professionals
to reflect upon practice (Abidin, 2019; Davis, 2015; Rehm & Notten, 2016). Many teachers and school psychologists
who use these platforms are looking for new networks, information, and resources to adopt (Bergviken Rensfeldt et al.,
2018; Forte et al., 2012), as well as like-minded professionals who can provide kinship and empathetic sounding
boards on curricula and teaching methodologies (Bissessar, 2014). Facebook groups for educators have served as
informal professional learning communities (Liljekvist et al., 2020), and have provided methodological information,
sharing of web-based tools for online teaching, and emotional support during the COVID-19 pandemic (Luik & Lepp,
2020). Since many educators have turned to these platforms in their professional development, they can be good
venues for sharing SEL curricula and practices as well.

Pinterest is another social media platform often used by both elementary-level and secondary-level educators to
gather and collect ideas, search for resources, and adapt them to their needs in the classroom (Schroeder et al., 2019).
Research has shown that teachers are increasingly turning to Pinterest as a tool to build content knowledge and
pedagogical knowledge (Grote-Garcia & Vasinda, 2014), and to create lesson plans (Hooks, 2015). Because of its
widespread use by teachers, Pinterest also has been implicated as a practical tool to disseminate evidence-based
practices in education (Cleaver & Wood, 2018), and can therefore be an effective tool to share quality evidence-based
SEL curricula and resources to help promote and support students’ social and emotional well-being.

Also holding promise in promoting SEL and positive character development are classroom management technologies
like ClassDojo and Classcraft, which have capabilities around the measurement and modification of children's SEL in
educational settings. The design of such applications, which utilize avatars, point systems, and visual leaderboards,
reflects a recent trend in educational settings towards “gamification,” and provides educators with a means to



Youth Social Media Use: Risks and Suggested Guidelines

• Including media use discussions in consultations with children and their families, and incorporating this information as
a part of the social history taking or intake process.

• Encouraging parents to have conversations with their children about what it means to be a good digital citizen and
about the adverse consequences of online harassment or cyberbullying.

• Working together with parents to develop a personalized media plan appropriate for their child (based on age and
circumstances).

• Encouraging parental filters to limit usage and restrict harmful and non-age-appropriate site surfing.

• Limiting social media use during academic activities (e.g., during school or doing homework), to prevent a potential
negative impact on learning.

• Limiting excessive screen time and encouraging healthy behaviors, such as exercise, outdoor activity, enough sleep,
and a nutritious diet.

• Ensuring at least 1 hour of screen-free time before bed.

Potential Benefits of Youth Social Media Use

reinforce positive classroom behaviors (including SEL skills) in a virtual educational setting (Williamson, 2017). Unique
to Classcraft is the use of the role-playing game format and digital storytelling to enhance social engagement and
improve other academic and social–emotional outcomes. For example, students are allowed to play as virtual
characters that embark on adventures, level up, and acquire powers, which can be exchanged for “real-life” benefits or
privileges in class (Bonvin et al., 2018). Another case study found that for the same academic course material, high
school students that used the gamification technology of Classcraft had a better opinion about and exhibited greater
knowledge of the content, had more motivation to further learn about the field of study, and gave a higher rating of the
lecturer, than those who learned the same material without the gamified content (Schatten & Schatten, 2019).
Therefore, through leveraging evidence-based practices in student motivation, engagement, and gamification
technology, technologies such as Classcraft and ClassDojo provides additional tools for educators to teach SEL skills
and to reinforce positive behaviors, across all tiers of intervention.

Social media has become ubiquitous in the lives of many youth, and this has been linked to both positive and negative
consequences (Savina et al., 2017). Numerous studies have shown that overuse of digital media has been linked with a
host of physical and mental health challenges in adolescents, including (but not limited to) creating opportunities for
cyberbullying (Görzig & Frumkin, 2013); adversely impacting youth self-esteem and distorting perceptions of body
image (Santarossa & Woodruff, 2017); potential exploitation of children through messaging on social media, online chat
rooms, and email (Guram & Heinz, 2018); and increasing the likelihood of engaging in risky behavior in youth who are
exposed to such content (e.g., alcohol and substance abuse; Moreno et al., 2016). Therefore, statistics and guidelines
around parental restrictions of screen time and social media usage have been published in research in other forms of
media (e.g., Anderson, 2016), as well as by the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP Council on Communications
and Media, 2016). Some examples of guidelines and recommendations, adapted for school psychologists, include:

Despite the aforementioned risks, recent evidence has shown that social media platforms also have many potential
benefits for youth. For example, social media usage has potential to help youth discover new knowledge,
communicate with others, and be better able to solve problems in new and creative ways (Kamau, 2016; Nesi, 2020;
Peppler, 2013). By giving youth the platform to create their own content, they are better able to express their creativity
and opinions; by responding to others’ content, they are able to work on their critical thinking and reasoning skills, and
stand to better understand the norms of reciprocal communication (Akram & Kumar, 2017; Peppler, 2013).
Furthermore, since there are now many different platforms of social media that are commonly used, youth are able to



The Rutgers Social–Emotional and Character Development Lab

express themselves in different ways, and explore many different creative outlets: For example, through photo-sharing
platforms such as Instagram, youth can cultivate photography and graphic design skills (Salehudin, 2019; Valdivia,
2021); through micro-blogging platforms such as Twitter, youth can practice formulating and discuss their opinions in
short messages and facilitate communication with teachers and other educators (Mills & Chandra, 2011); and through
platforms that emphasize video-sharing, such as TikTok, youth are able to develop their videography and music skills,
as well as find outlets to express views on political and social issues (Literat, 2021; Literat & Kligler-Vilenchik, 2019;
Rijal & Sukmayadi, 2021; Vickery, 2020).

Social media were originally designed as a means to create a sense of community online, to mirror or enhance the in-
person communities students cultivated in their schools. Although this may be misused and result in adverse
consequences, it can be leveraged positively to create lasting benefits and increased student engagement. Because of
the shift to remote education as part of schools’ response to the COVID-19 pandemic, what might have been seen as
idealistic or even tangential in the past has transformed into educational technologies and options that are more
accessible, and even optimal for some students. Educational uses that have been piloted in the past now must be
reexamined for their potentially wider significance. For example, during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, some
educators have used platforms such as Discord to create “emergency” online educational communities and facilitate
communication with students (Kruglyk et al., 2020). Although Discord is a platform that was originally built to enhance
communication across video game players, it has since become popular among youth and young adults with specific
interests to foster online communities in line with those interests (Vladoiu & Constantinescu, 2020). This is just one
example of using social media technologies that many youth are already familiar with as a means to reach out to
students to build community, foster dialogue, and cultivate social and emotional development.

Additionally, modeling responsible digital media usage allows educators to teach digital citizenship, which involves
thinking critically when faced with digital dilemmas, behaving safely, and participating responsibly in the digital world
(Probst, 2017). Video-based platforms such as YouTube and TikTok, which have been widely used for entertainment,
are also increasingly being used for educational purposes (Yunus et al., 2019); such platforms also can be used to
spread awareness of SEL skills and competencies (for both neurotypical students and students with developmental
disabilities; Probst, 2017).

Of particular interest for school psychologists are approaches like Classcraft, which has a system that allows for
integration of IEPs by allowing teachers to detect changes in engagement, and time to complete tasks and homework
assignments, and are also able to reinforce specific behaviors (Arrastia-Chisholm & Tackett, 2020; Otto, 2018). This
could be used with students in special education with behaviors such as waiting one's turn before speaking; for
example, the teacher can add a task in their profile to raise their hand, and count to 10 before speaking unless called
on. Additional online social–emotional approaches, such as Rethink Ed and Social Express, also have demonstrated
effectiveness in improving social, emotional, and behavioral outcomes when implemented with students with ASD,
anxiety, and in other special education settings (Hulett, 2020; Krach et al., 2020; Pryor et al., 2021; The Vida Bogart
School for All Children – 352X, 2018). Such platforms provide additional opportunities for school psychologists to work
with educators to extend their work with staff and students into the classroom setting, to create integrated assessment
and intervention plans that can be integrated into virtual educational systems, and to facilitate the implementation of
IEPs throughout the school day.

The Social–Emotional and Character Development (SECD) Lab at Rutgers University aims to utilize its social media
platforms as a tool to spread awareness of SEL and SECD curricula, lesson plans, and webinars for educators. This
spread of SECD on social media has been part of a large force of spreading knowledge and resources during the
COVID-19 pandemic, including assisting teachers with remote learning, and equipping school support staff with
resources and evidence-based interventions. One primary goal of the SECD Lab's digital communications and social
media team has become designing lesson plans that can help teachers incorporate SEL and SECD into online and
hybrid class curricula. With operations proceeding across Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, Pinterest, and TikTok, the



SECD Lab is continually working to increase outreach and engagement with various forms of resources surrounding
SEL and SECD in the realm of education and youth mental health.

For the past year, the SECD Lab's social media outreach has consisted of disseminating articles from reputable
educational blogs and forums (such as Edutopia, Edsurge, and ASCD), as well as webinars and academic research
articles about SEL, to the public by utilizing platforms such as Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest, and Facebook. Social
media has aided the Lab's goals in translational science (i.e., sharing evidence-based information and discussing
topics related to adverse childhood experiences, emotion regulation skills, positive school culture, social justice,
emotional intelligence, and empathy). During the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the team launched a successful
social media initiative with the hashtag #SELSkilloftheWeek on Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram. For this initiative, the
Lab highlighted a specific SEL skill on a weekly basis by utilizing interactive Canva posts that described selected SEL
skills (e.g., self-management, social awareness, responsible decision making); this also provided students, parents,
and teachers with at-home activities that related to that skill. These activities were created to better help individuals
adjust to the difficulties that stemmed from the pandemic and its stay-at-home orders and online learning.

Additionally, by using platforms such as Pinterest and Facebook, the Lab has cultivated a community of educators
eager to find new SEL resources to integrate into their classes and teaching styles. Notably, the Lab's social media
team has been working to create graphics amenable to Pinterest to share the lesson plans in a way that both attracts
an audience and clearly defines the content of the lesson plans at a glance. Through these initiatives, and the
continued promotion of workshops, skills, activities, and curricula through Pinterest and other platforms, the Lab is
able to support and provide guidance for educators, parents, and related organizations.

Moving forward, with the challenges and social issues that were brought to the forefront of public awareness during
the pandemic, the SECD Lab has aimed to utilize its social media platforms to help educate the public about SEL by
means of social media campaigns such as International Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) Day. International SEL
Day is an annual social media initiative led by SEL4US (a national grassroots organization aiming to sustain and spread
the use of high-quality, equity-focused SEL at the state and community levels) and Urban Assembly (a New York
based nonprofit organization working to advance students’ economic and social mobility by improving public
education). International SEL Day involves promoting SEL activities on social media and campaigning to further SEL in
schools. For the first International SEL Day in 2020, the SECD Lab social media team created announcement and
promotion posts, highlighted ideas for activities to participate in on SEL Day, and created a video to demonstrate
steps to register.

For the second annual International SEL Day on March 26, 2021, the team added to these with a video explaining the
core values of SEL, created a podcast episode with Dr. Maurice Elias, and started a TikTok video “challenge” which
would encourage others to make and respond to videos on SEL. Additionally, through social media campaigns,
webinars, blog posts, and Twitter chats, the team received engagement from many stakeholders about the questions
surrounding the use of SEL during the current COVID-19 pandemic, and cultivated an online community where
participants contributed different perspectives and opinions to a virtual discussion. The increase in engagement and
SEL-related content resulted in #SELDay receiving more than 12 million views from over 8,000 mentions across all 50
states in the United States, as well as in 69 other countries, and became the #8 trending hashtag on Twitter.

The future direction for the SECD Lab digital communications and social media team involves expanding our reach to
student populations on our social media platforms. One way we plan to do this is by using platforms with a very high
youth population such as TikTok. On TikTok, we plan to make short videos explaining SEL concepts and ways for
people to integrate them into their everyday life. Additionally, in its efforts to improve its media reach to youth, the
Lab's Youth Nation project (also in collaboration with Urban Assembly) has acted as an integrated social media project
within the classroom where undergraduate research assistants in the lab mentor NYC-based high school students
through various blog writing projects to improve student engagement within their communities while providing an
outlet for political expression. Such elements are pivotal for student growth as both socially aware citizens and active
members of their communities, bringing about change as their personal voice and opinions reach a wider audience
through social media outlets.
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school environment retransitions from hybrid and virtual modalities to in-person modes of learning, the COVID-19
pandemic has created a virtually savvy generation of students that widely relies on digital technologies and social
media for their communication and social networks; therefore, educators and mental health professionals working with
students would do well to familiarize themselves with the latest guidelines regarding digital communications and social
media, and to integrate such topics into their own practices and professional learning activities.
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