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Introduction
Why this book? 

In our work with schools and youth organizations, we regularly encounter leaders who are con-
cerned about young people’s experiences with technology. These teachers and leaders see their 
students distracted or stressed by interpersonal issues that are intensified and exacerbated by 
technology. 

The tendency for young people to focus on physical appearance is made worse since they can be 
photographed by anyone at any time. Sharing images and “selfies” is a major part of online self- 
presentation, or building a “profile.” Even texting, which seems quite simple to adults, can be a 
minefield for kids. Group texts are both annoying and somehow irresistible to new texters. 
Texting impatience is an annoyance many of your students will recognize. 

Family relationships can be strengthened 
by technology, but that same technology 
also causes stress when parents’ work chal-
lenges and young people’s peer relation-
ships follow them into the home. In addi-
tion, when children or parents are “plugged 
in,” it takes away from family connection 
time. The exercises in this curriculum open 
up spaces for students to address these 
challenges, find validation and community with their experiences, and build empathy for their 
peers around these shared experiences.

Social media places more everyday stress on a broad range of children. Young players encounter 
mean behavior in online gaming spaces that can carry over into peer relationships. They witness 
social events that they are excluded from, sometimes in real time through photo and video  
sharing. Belonging to a peer group is of vital importance for all of us, so as painful as this might  
be for adults, it is much more difficult for children and teenagers.

Children and teens have access to all kinds of digital devices from increasingly young ages. Many of 
our students, instead of wading slowly into the world of digital communication with their peers, are 
diving in head first, moving from a fairly unplugged social life as a young child— facilitated by  
parents and comprised of mostly structured activities—to having a significant peer social life 
through texting, social media and shared gameplay that their parents may or may not engage in or 
even be aware of. Young people independently communicating with others their age is nothing new, 
but now that their communication is made more visible to adults though the digital world, what is 
the responsibility of schools, counselors, teachers, and parents in mentoring young people?  

Young people independently communicating 
with others their age is nothing new, but now 
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These young people don’t get “training wheels” in the social uses of technology. Instead, in many 
families, parents make all social arrangements for their children, right up until those children 
receive their very own phone, which suddenly brings with it the daunting responsibility of manag-
ing their own social lives. This responsibility is shifted to young people with very little preparation 
and practice. The exercises in this book offer that practice in dealing with everyday social issues 
and the way they translate into the digital realm. These lessons challenge students to think criti-
cally about how to relate with friends via texting and social media.

Children often begin using computers and other 
connected devices at a young age; many schools 
require laptops or provide laptops or tablets as part 
of the curriculum. Teachers describe classroom  
management challenges, like distraction, and report 
that online social issues affect the classroom and school community. Parents and schools need to 
educate children about how to use these devices in a responsible way, how to control impulses and 
think before acting. There are some excellent resources on internet safety, but very little has been 
written about mentoring students through the social emotional experiences of growing up in a 
highly connected world. The exercises in this curriculum are written to support the social process 
kids engage in as they become techno-independent, either with their own devices or through 
access to shared devices. This digital coming-of-age process is formative to their growing person-
ality, their sense of self, their ethics and their position as a member of the community. 

As digital citizenship educators, we have seen countless examples of children and teens making 
online mistakes they regret or being hurtful to others. Many schools have tried to control student 
behavior by emphasizing the negative legal and social consequences of poor online choices. In 
contrast, our curriculum emphasizes critical thinking and empathy and offers students space to 
reflect in their own group context. 

The goal of this curriculum is to offer the students in your program ways to identify, analyze and 
solve common problems they will face in grades four through eight growing up with technology. 
This guide facilitates conversations and engagement. Unlike guides to general internet safety, this 
curriculum is focused on how young people shape their online communication with people they 
know and how their experiences affect them on a day to day basis. 

One of the challenges educators, school counselors and youth mentors face is that we are teach-
ing students in a rapidly changing media environment. In the last two years, tablet ownership for 
families with young children leapt from 8% to 40%, and the percentage of children with access 
to some sort of smart mobile device at home increased from 52% to 75% (2011, Lenhart, et.al.). In 
the schools we work in, large numbers of fifth graders have cellphones or smartphones, and by 
seventh grade phones are universal. These children’s parents, while rightly concerned about video 
games and social media, did not grow up with smartphones or mobile computing devices and 
may not have a clear sense of how their children experience these technologies in their everyday 

Young people don’t get 
“training wheels” in the  

social uses of technology.
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H A N D O U T :

Map Your Digital Footprint

In the space below, draw a map of your home (you may draw 2 homes if your parents are divorced)

• List all the digital devices you use.

• List all the social networking sites you use.

•  Next to each device/site, write the age at which you received the digital device or were 
allowed to use the digital device.

• In your drawing, place a star in all the spots in your house where you use the digital devices.

Cop
yri

gh
t Y

ou
thL

igh
t, I

nc




