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Social networking sites have infiltrated the Internet and with it they have worked their way into the hand of our kids.  Even with age restrictions being stated, my students have been using sites like Facebook and Twitter for years.  With the use of social networking sites come many dilemmas and issues associated with the content they are exposed to, including information they post or is posted about them.  Due to this dilemma, last year we had to have meetings with our students about safe ways to use such sites.  We addressed the issue that students were posting personal information and sharing that information with too many people--leading to problems including a house robbery. 
       
I first thought of this topic because my middle school, as well as my district, has been talking a lot about the use of social networking sites within the educational realm.  I am currently on our technology committee, and we have been throwing this topic around for over a year now.  We just recently started a sub-committee to further address the issue.  The sub-committee was started to also include student involvement, community members, parents, and other teachers who are not on the technology committee.  The committee has only met once so far and during that time not a single student attended.  I thought what better way to find out a little background knowledge to bring to the group than conduct my own survey. 
       
After deciding on my research project, I approached my principal.  He was very interested in the information I was trying to gather, not just for my master’s class, but for the school’s benefit as well.  My first concern was did I need to get parental consent for each student surveyed.  This would be a daunting task if so, since I wanted to at least survey two-thirds of the student body, if not the whole student body.  Fortunately for me, he said since the data was being used for internal district knowledge, and my assignment and the students were not sharing their names or any other personal knowledge about them, a permission slip was not necessary.
       
My next step was to generate the survey.  I looked into a few different options for administering the survey questions.  Survey Monkey was one site my principal suggested, but the cost involved was going to be too much for me.  He looked into seeing if I could use the district office’s account, but he soon came back and suggested I use Google Docs.  I personally did not like the set-up within Google Docs, so went looking for other options.  I knew I did not want to hand tally over 300 student responses, so an online tool was a must.  Then one day, after playing around in my trial Quia account, I discovered Quia had a survey tool within its site.  Since I was so happy with my Quia trial, I had already decided I was going to buy a one year subscription for use with my students, so my decision was made instantly.  I would use the Quia survey to poll the students.  Within Quia, once you generate your survey, you are given a link to the survey.  This made it easy for me to place the link on my webpage for the students taking the survey. 
       
After deciding on the mode of delivery, the hard part began--What do I ask the students?  I began just talking to my students about their use of social networking sites, Facebook in particular.  I just wanted to get a feel for how much they were actually on the site and why they used it to begin with.  Some of the questions I wanted to specifically address were:
1.      How many students are really using social networking sites?
2.      What are the reasons for their use of theses sites?
3.      Are they experiencing a negative impact from these sites?
4.      Do they feel these sites would be useful within an educational setting?
Now these were just a few of the questions I used to survey my students.  I actually had thirty-two different questions they were to answer.  If they did not use social networking sites, many questions may not have been applicable to them, but many questions still affected them, such as question three and four.  After coming up with the list of questions, I next had to approval from my principal for each of the questions by explaining my rationale and reasoning behind each question.  I also had to explain how this knowledge could be useful for our building and district.
       
The actual day of the survey was not without a few problems.  My first class had to actually complete the survey two times.  Unfortunately, I missed a very important typo, and in order to update the survey, all of the completed surveys had to be thrown out and the students had to begin again.  Once this little set back was taken care of, the rest of the day went smoothly.  I had the technology teacher administer the survey as well as me.  Since we have adjoining rooms I could easily walk into her class and explain the purpose for the survey and encourage them to answer the questions honestly.  I also worked with the physical education teacher to filter in as many of her students as possible during the day to get even more student responses.  I was able to get almost 300 completed surveys from our sixth, seventh, and eighth grade students.  I think several students neglected to submit the survey either accidentally or intentionally, but I was pleased with the amount of data I was able to receive. 
       
After completing the survey, I began looking at the data.  Many responses were not at all surprising; however several were a little troubling, at best.  First of all, two-thirds of the students surveyed admitted to having an account on a social networking site.  Facebook seemed to be the most common site used, but Twitter had some users as well.  My principal was extremely interested in our students Twitter use.  He did not think our middle school students used Twitter at all and surprisingly a few are and I think this will increase over time.  My question may have skewed the responses, because I was interested in the primary social networking site used and many students responded with several sites they use.  If I were to conduct the survey again, I would change the question to include a check box for each of the social networking sites they use and include an “other” box instead of a fill-in box.  The reason for using the sites varied, many seem to use it more to see what other people are doing instead of posting what they are doing.  They also responded saying they use it mostly to keep up with what friends and family are doing.  Some students like finding out about upcoming events and to play games.  However, almost 10% went on the sites to find out “dirt” about people.  This is part of the problem I see with social networking sites, students, and other people, just want to find out bad things about people and relish in the information they find.  Another question asked the students how many friends they had on their social networking site.  The 65% of the students had fewer than 300 friends.  Now, I can kind of see my students having up to 300 friends because there are approximately 150 students per grade level and that number combined with other grade levels and family members could feasibly add up to this number.  However, I tend to believe, amongst these friends are a few “friends” that are not people they personally know but people they have met through the site.  What I found most disturbing was that 35% of the student body had over 300 friends and of that percentage 12% of the students had over 1000 friends.  I cannot believe that a middle school student can possibly personally know that many people.  My next question proved this belief.  When asked “Have you ever met up with a person you just met on a social networking site (like at a park, or mall, etc)?” 24% of the students responded “Yes”. My school teaches internet safety to every grade level and we have stressed the importance of keeping information to ourselves and not trusting the people you meet on the Internet, but the students are still putting themselves in danger with their actions related to social networking sites.  This contradicts their response to how trustworthy they think people are they meet on these sites.  74% of the students said the people they meet are either: moderately trustworthy, slightly trustworthy, or not at all trustworthy.  The question then is why do they meet these people?  As for the rest of the survey, I asked questions about bullying, having information posted about them by other people without permission, and any regret they feel about information they have posted or what has been posted about them.  Many of the students have experienced people posting things about them or pictures of them, while some even admitted to having regretted a posting they made about themselves or others. 
       
In this age of technological use, we need to be careful with how we use the advancements proved to us.  Within education we always wonder how much more to offer to our students for use within the educational setting.  I personally feel we need to keep social networking sites limited to staff and administration and surprisingly enough, a little fewer than fifty percent of the students surveyed said social networking sites should not be allowed within schools.  We should take note of what our kids are saying to us.  The benefits do not seem to outweigh the potential for negative and potentially dangerous experiences among our youth.  
