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IN T RODUCT ION

The Power of
Social Media
Remember playing word association games? One person says a 
word or phrase, and the other person states the fi rst word that 
comes to their mind. Let’s play that game now, but let’s stick to 
the subject of education. If I say, “social media,” what is the fi rst 
word that pops into your mind? Did you think of any words like 
those below?

Distraction Blocked

Silliness Sexting

Juvenile Bullying

Inappropriate Digital citizenship

Or, does your mind take you to words like these?

Connecting Access

Learning Growth

Sharing Knowledge

Real-world connections

What we think about social media in schools is infl uenced by 
our own experiences with the education system; our values—
and even our biases—are refl ected in our assessments of school 
programs. If the fi rst set of words resonated the loudest with 
you, I hope the contents of this book will do more than merely 
change these word associations for you; I hope they will assist 
you in convincing others in your district that social media is a 
valuable, powerful educational tool for students and staff.© H
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I Have a Real Job to Do
School librarians’ roles have changed drastically, especially 
within the last ten years, as the infl ux of technology has worked 
its way into our school systems. Once viewed as the guardians, 
organizers, lenders, and recommenders of books and other 
resources—magically appearing from the stacks or the elusive 
“back offi ce”—school librarians today are thought and tech-
nology leaders. It is important that, as leaders, we have a solid 
understanding of social media, maintain our own personal and 
professional online presences, and help educators, administra-
tors, students, and parents use social media to both enhance 
professional development and empower student learning.

Unfortunately, there are still many among us who have failed 
to see the ways that social media can pique the personal genius 
in both our teachers and our students, inspiring new projects 
and ways of engaging with content and one another. At a recent 
school library conference, I was taking Snapchat selfi es with 
attendees to show off the app’s new geolocation fi lters. You can 
use these fi lters to help promote and engage students in special 
events at your school or library. Upon seeing this, one attendee 
commented, “I don’t have time for social media. I have a real job 
to do.”

Instead of feeling angry or insulted, I actually understood where 
that comment was coming from. I had been in the same frame 
of mind not so many years ago. Librarians are stretched thin 
and social media can seem like yet another chore. In reality, 
social media is the perfect companion tool for a great many 
things we already do in our school libraries.  
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Not My Thing, Not My Job.
In this era of shrinking budgets, school libraries are increasingly 
on the chopping block with reduced hours, clerks replacing 
certifi ed librarians, and even permanent closure. The crowd-
sourced Google map, A Nation without School Libraries (goo.
gl/jv4PbF), began to document cuts to school libraries in one 
form or another beginning in 2010; the map has unfortunately 
continued to grow each year since. 

One of the most effective ways school librarians can stem the 
tide of cuts and ensure our libraries stay intact is by telling the 
stories of how the library positively impacts student learning 
and enhances teacher instruction. Social media provides the 
perfect platform for sharing these stories beyond passing conver-
sations in the hallway or teachers’ lounge, where they can reach 
a larger audience that includes parents, community members, 
and legislators who ultimately control the fl ow of funding to 
schools and school libraries. Telling the stories of our school 
libraries isn’t bragging—it’s a celebration of the learning that is 
taking place in our schools. The stories are proof that an active, 
appropriately funded library with a certifi ed school librarian is 
vital to our school communities.

Rising from the Ashes
Much like the conference attendee I referenced earlier, the power 
of social media wasn’t initially obvious to me. In the mid-2000s, 
I attended a state library conference session about getting 
connected with Twitter. I sat, listened, opened up a Twitter 
account, and then did nothing with it for over a year. I wondered 
what all the fuss was about. I had a Twitter account, yet nothing 
had changed. I concluded that Twitter just must not be my 
“thing.”
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Then, a strange combination of circumstance, curiosity, and 
timing changed my mind about social media, and especially 
Twitter. Through the 2008–10 school years, I began noticing 
odd-looking squares on the periodicals routinely ordered for 
the school library. I noticed them on pages featuring advertise-
ments, but also on signs in stores, at bus stops, and anywhere 
advertisements were placed. My curiosity got the better of me 
one day and I did a little research to fi nd out what the squares 
were, and why they were now appearing in the majority of our 
school library periodicals. It didn’t take long to discover that 
the odd squares were called QR codes, and that businesses were 
using them to attract potential purchasers by offering an inter-
active experience.

This made sense to me. Advertising companies are always 
competing for attention from a fast-moving, short-atten-
tion-spanned demographic; fi nding ways to capture and hold 
their customers’ attention means the difference between those 
customers not only remembering the product, but associating it 
with positive feelings.

What didn’t occur to me, and what now feels like one of my 
bigger “duh” moments, was that I had been working with a 
fast-moving, short-attention-spanned demographic since 1992, 
when I fi rst became an educator! Other educators had put 
these thoughts together and, by the time I had fi rst started 
researching QR codes, had already begun using them to capti-
vate young minds, enhance instruction, and engage student 
learning. My feelings of joy were soon overtaken by anger and 
resentment toward the school district I worked for.

I am ashamed to admit that, from the early 90s until the early 
2000s, I had been “that” educator—the one who passively waited 
for the school or district to provide professional learning. Even 
worse, I was the one who attended conferences to ensure I had 
enough professional development hours to keep my teaching © H
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certifi cation up to date, yet I often dismissed the presenters, 
almost priding myself on my uncanny ability to pick apart 
their presentations. When I discovered other educators across 
the country knew about QR codes and had been using them to 
successfully engage students in learning, I was resentful because 
no one at my school, district, or any conferences I had attended 
had ever even mentioned QR codes, much less how they could be 
used in an educational setting. 

The audacity that no one had introduced me to QR codes 
propelled me to fi nd out why certain districts had provided 
timely and useful professional development for their educators, 
while others had not. What I discovered resulted in a landslide 
of positive change and opened my eyes to the power of social 
media.

The fi rst thing I discovered in my search was that I had been 
asking the wrong question. It wasn’t the school districts that 
had provided information about QR codes. These educators 
had learned about QR codes on their own or through other 
educators who were interested in how QR codes could be used 
to entice students to pay attention and learn. Again, the ability 
to put two and two together didn’t immediately click, and I 
discovered sometime later that the key to all of this was commu-
nity; these educators were willing to connect, share, learn, and 
grow—together.

I began my search for more relevant professional learning 
online. Almost immediately, I came across websites offering 
astronomically expensive (and horribly dry) professional devel-
opment opportunities for educators, but specialized online 
courses for school librarians were virtually impossible to fi nd. 
I was beginning to feel defeated in my quest when I happened 
across a website called The 30 Goals Challenge for Educators 
(livebinders.com/play/play?id=442965&present=true), created 
by Shelly Terrell. The site was simple, easy to understand, © H
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welcoming, and it was free! At fi rst, I was worried that I had 
missed the start date for joining in the thirty challenges but was 
quickly reassured that the only requirement was to simply try. 
I wasn’t required to do all the goals or start in any particular 
order. It was my choice to review the thirty goals presented and 
start in a place where I felt comfortable enough to step out of my 
comfort zone. 

One of the fi rst goals I chose was Goal 10: Make A Connection. 
This goal attracted my attention because it used Twitter, and 
I had an account that had been sitting there, mute and idle. 
I was also attracted to this goal because it reminded me of 
the teachers who had been using QR codes in their schools, 
classrooms, and libraries. Goal 10 introduced ways I could use 
various social media venues to make connections and showed 
me how, by doing this, I could build a Professional Learning 
Network (PLN). I soon learned about a new Twitter chat started 
by Shelly Terrell (@ShellTerrell), Jerry Blumengarten (@cybra-
ryman1), and Tom Whitby (@tomwhitby) that used the hashtag 
#EdChat. I used this as my catalyst to work through Goal 10. 

Tuesdays soon became my favorite day of the week as I antici-
pated participating in the #EdChat conversations. Never, in all 
my years as an educator, had I been part of such a stimulating, 
thought provoking dialogue with other education professionals. 
Going to sleep on a Tuesday night was virtually impossible 
as my head buzzed with new ideas that I could take back and 
implement in my school library. 

Every connected educator with whom I had conversed had class-
rooms and schools that seemed to be amazing hubs of learning, 
engagement, innovation, and fun. After a few months of 
engaging in weekly #EdChat conversations, I thought my life as 
a newly connected educator was going to be sunshine, rainbows, 
and lollipops. The experience for me, however, was different. 
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Burned Out and Drift ing
Let’s stop for a minute and go back in time to before my QR 
code journey led to Shelly Terrell’s 30 Goals Challenge and 
the #EdChat Twitter chat. At this point in my career, I had 
been sculpted from an eager, energetic, new teacher to an 
educator who was basically doing the bare minimum to collect 
a paycheck. Year after year of beating my head against insti-
tutional brick walls had fi nally molded me into a submissive, 
path-of-least-resistance educator. I did as I was told, taught what 
I was told, in the order and at the pace I was told. Not only had 
I submitted through the years, but I had also lost confi dence 
in my own ability to think and create meaningful lessons and 
engaging activities on my own.

The 30 Goals Challenge and the #EdChat Twitter chat sessions 
had poked around in my subconscious and ignited the few 
embers barely left burning after all those years. This renewed 
fi ery passion for sharing learning with others had been reawak-
ened, and I found myself at a diffi cult crossroads. In one 
direction lay a new path being forged by innovative educators 
across the country who were dissatisfi ed with being molded 
into submission and forced to use lesson plans inadequate to 
suit the needs of digital age learners. In the other direction lay a 
well-worn path that led to retirement and the comfort of tenure. 
This path also came without the risk that the other path held—
the risk of stepping up, speaking out, and trying something 
different, something that wasn’t in the pacing guide but was just 
as relevant and more meaningful to the students I was teaching. 

I had a choice to make: stand up, step up, and start beating my 
head against proverbial brick walls again, or take the last eight 
years I had as an educator and leisurely stroll into retirement. It 
may surprise you to know that I initially chose the latter.
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