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COMMUNICATING

WITH PARENTS
ABOUT SOCIAL
MEDIA .......

“You can wipe away the tears but not the posts.”

“Stone Age to Media Age: moms and pops
drowning in an ocean of apps.”

“It’s all about keeping your eyes open to the
benefits and risks of social media.”

These are just a few of the insightful headlines that families
wrote to summarize what they learned at “Digital Dialogues:
A Parent’s Guide to Social Media,” an event held in our district
last fall. Looking at the audience of over 200 community and
family members who came out that night, it was clear that the
emphasis on understanding social media and our digital foot-
prints resonated with all who attended. Based on the success of
the program, it might come as a surprise to learn that the event
was held to combat a significant problem in the community.

WHY WAS A PARENT NIGHT ON SOCIAL MEDIA
NECESSARY?

As part of our effort to meet the requirements of New Jersey’s “Anti-
Bullying Bill of Rights Act,” the district’s anti-bullying specialists
and the School Safety and Climate Team meet routinely to review
harassment, intimidation, and bullying (HIB) incidents to identify
patterns or trends and develop ways to address the concerns. We
also create strategies to establish and maintain a positive school
climate.

In March 2014, Anna Mabhler, counselor and the anti-bullying
specialist at the grade 7-8 school, and I, a counselor and the anti-
bullying specialist at the grade 5-6 school, were engaged in such a
discussion. We determined that many HIB incidents involved some
element of social media, and that we found ourselves repeatedly in
a position of explaining to parents the most popular apps students
are using. Anna and I began to talk about how to educate families
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about social media.

At the same time, Beth Moran, high school
counselor and PRIDE advisor, and I were work-
ing on a collaborative digital citizenship project
in which the peer leaders from a high school
group called PRIDE (Peers Respecting Individual
Difference Everyday) visit fifth graders to discuss
how to use social media responsibly. It wasn't
long before Anna, Beth and I were working
together to harness the power of students, com-
munity members and data to inform families.
With the rapid evolution of technology, many
school districts struggle to balance embracing
new technologies and keeping the community
informed of the benefits and dangers of social
media. In Hillsborough Township, we've learned
that the ultimate goal is to empower parents with
knowledge rather than to frighten them.

PLANNING THE EVENING

We agreed to discuss the problem as a group,
inviting key stakeholders such as administrators,
technology integration specialists, the district
technology director, parents, and other commu-
nity members. The group decided that the most
effective and efficient way to address the issue
was to host one of the district’s Parent Technol-
ogy Nights and feature an informational presen-
tation by the middle school and high student
PRIDE students.

The students were asked to create a custom-
ized Google presentations identifying the most
popular apps that Hillsborough students are
using. But we didn’t want audience members
to simply be passive recipients of information.
There needed to be a way to engage families fully
and have them reflect on their own values and
beliefs surrounding social media. That’s when we
decided to model the evening’s agenda after an
already established and successful program.

Anna also advises another peer group known as
the Student Leadership Corps (SLC) at the mid-
dle school. SLC has facilitated an annual evening

parent program on drug and alcohol awareness for
the past 15 years. The format of this Family Night
consists of several key elements, including an opening
skit performed by the students in which information about alcohol
and other drugs is presented in an entertaining but informative
way. Following the skit, participants are divided into mixed parent/
student break-out groups to discuss alcohol and drug use among
youth in the community. This dialogue is facilitated by pairs of SLC
students and is really the highlight of the evening. Finally, all the
break-out groups reunite for a wrap up discussion with each group
creating a “headline” to summarize the essence of their dialogue.
Because it is a familiar layout for the students, staff and parents, we
decided this format would work perfectly for the Digital Dialogues
event.

HOSTING THE EVENT

Beth’s high school PRIDE students created a list of 13 social me-
dia applications (apps) to be presented to attendees. It included
some commonly known apps, such as Facebook, Instagram and



Twitter, along with lesser known ones, such as Vine,
Oovoo and Kik. The students divided themselves into
smaller groups that were responsible for researching
facts about the app and creating a one-page Google
Presentation slide to explain the purpose and use of
each app. During the preparation of the program,
Yik Yak became a source of cyberbullying in the dis-
trict, so Yik Yak was added to the presentation. One
benefit of having students prepare this part of the
program is they can customize it to include the apps
that are popular among their peers in the community.
Let’s face it — they know which apps are hot before the
adults do.

The actual Digital Dialogues event was predominantly
run by high school and middle school PRIDE students,
with the exception of an introduction and a wrap up from
the district’s director of technology. Following the app pre-
sentation, parents were divided into small groups in which
PRIDE members facilitated a discussion. First they asked some
specific prepared questions, but then they let the conversation
focus on what was most important to the parents in each group.
The questions included:

* What'’s the hardest part about being a parent in the digital age?

» What's the best part?

* How easy do you think it is for kids to make poor decisions
online because they haven't considered or were unaware of the
consequences?

* What makes you think that?

Each small group created a “headline” to encapsulate their dis-
cussions. Shared technology was used to capture the headlines in
one Google Form. When the audience came back together, stu-
dents presented the headlines. In order for the audience to choose
its favorite headline, Poll Everywhere (an SMS text polling program
that allows participants to respond to a poll and see results in real
time) was used as parents voted on their cell phones. Prizes were
awarded to the members of the small group whose headline re-
ceived the most votes.

LESSONS LEARNED

One unexpected yet positive aspect of the Digital Dialogues pro-
gram was how much everyone involved — from students to adults
— utilized technology to collaborate and gather information. A
shared Google folder made the planning process transparent and
collaborative, and we could see the progress made on presentations
and other chores. A Google Form was available for registration, and
Google Sheets sorted respondents into small groups. Also, the de-
mographics of the attendees were readily available, and we could see

With the rapid evolution of

technology, many school districts

struggle to balance embracing

that

fami-

lies of

children in

all grade levels

were fairly evenly rep-
resented.

Poll Everywhere was used to col-
lect pre- and post-program data so we could de-
termine if Digital Dialogues had a positive impact. Polls assessed
participants’ knowledge of apps, their comfort with social media,
how regularly they spoke with their children about the responsible
use of social media, and more.

Another key to success was the participation of the students in
planning and presenting the program. While Hillsborough has a
very active PRIDE group, every district can identify a club or group
that could assist on a project like Digital Dialogues. The students
benefitted from their involvement as well. According to PRIDE
student Sheryl Jacobs, who spearheaded the student presentation,
“Digital Dialogues was a rewarding experience, as the parents were
very responsive to the presentation that we put together. It felt nice
to know I led our club to educate members of the community.”

Junior Michael DeLorenzo noted, “The parents became active
in the small-group discussion and by the end of the night had the
confidence to talk to their child about the dangers of social media.”

One of the benefits of having gone through this process is that it

is easy to replicate for future events. With the assistance of

the students, it is easy to keep the program current, which

is critical with regard to social media. The foundation

has been laid for future collaborative efforts with staff

members, community members, families and the most
important stakeholders: our students. &

Angela Cleveland is a school counselor/anti-bullying specialist
at Auten Road Intermediate School in Hillsborough Township.
Contact her at acleveland@htps.us.

new technologies and keeping the
community informed of the benefits
and dangers of social media.

NOVEMBER 2015 31



