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Introduction
I saw this image on Twitter 
the other day. It made me 
chuckle. It made me think. 
I retweeted it with this 
accompanying message: 
“Let’s make sure our #digcit 
stances keep up with the 
times.”

Digital citizenship, com-
monly shortened to #digcit on Twitter, is a concept that has gained 
traction with K–12 educators since it was fi rst introduced in 2004 by 
Dr. Mike Ribble. Ribble’s initial “Nine Elements of Digital Citizenship” 
encouraged educators to provide direct instruction in digital norms and 
in concepts such as digital law, digital commerce, and digital health and 
wellness (Ribble, 2015). 

Digital citizenship came to mind when I saw the image above Tweeted 
out because, unfortunately, much of the free, readily available curric-
ula for schools are written as if we were living in 1998: do not talk to 
strangers; do not post information that would help someone fi gure out 
your identity; do not share addresses, phone numbers, or passwords. As 
Mattson (2016) has noted, the list of “do nots” usually includes language 
about cyberbullying, safety, security, and privacy. While these lessons 
have a place in conversations about our digital world, the heavy empha-
sis on the “do nots” leaves me wondering if our curricula are sometimes 
met with eye rolls because, to some, the messages sound like outdated 
tidbits from a generation that is still a little leery of all these new-fangled 
ride-sharing businesses. 
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2 DIGITAL CITIZENSHIP IN ACTION

I am not the only educator who has recognized the abundance of “do 
nots” in the digital citizenship discourse. Like most curriculum in edu-
cation, the digital citizenship pendulum is starting to swing. Many more 
voices are emerging to say, “Why aren’t we teaching kids the power of 
social media?” As a result, research has indicated that educators, consul-
tants, and technology companies are ditching the once familiar rhetoric 
of not posting anything that could get you in trouble, and are attempting 
to rebrand the term “digital citizenship,” teaching students to positively 
portray themselves online so as to stand out for future scholarships and 
job opportunities (Couros, 2015; Passeport, 2017; Singer, 2016).

Whether your curriculum falls in line with the “do nots” or has started 
to shift toward building a desirable online presence, the truth is that 
both of these stances focus heavily on the individual digital user. The 
egocentric messages of “protect yourself” or “market yourself” restrict 
us from digging into one of 
the most important aspects of 
what it means to be a citi-
zen—to be in community with 
others.

If we take a moment to look 
back at citizenship education 
as it has existed in schools for 
more than a hundred years, 
only a very small portion of 
that education was about 
rules, morality, and personal 
betterment. The goal of edu-
cation was to develop citizens 
who would stay informed 
about and contribute to the 
societies of which they were 
a part (Dewey 1909, 1916). Today, citizenship education continues in 
many forms through character education, sure, but also through social 
studies and civics courses, taken from kindergarten through high school, 
which introduce students to communities of the family, classroom, 
school, town, state, nation, and globe. Today we are citizens of digital 
communities as well—communities that may include people we know 
and people we’ve never met face to face. 

Digital 
citizenship 

curricula must 
strive to show 
students possibilities 
over problems, 
opportunities over 
risks, and community 
successes over 
personal gain.
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Introduction 3

If your definition of a good citizen is someone who is moral and ethical, 
a curriculum of “do nots,” or even one of “personal branding,” makes 
sense. I see ethics as only a very small aspect of citizenship, however. 
If you believe that citizens have a responsibility to give back to their 
communities, the process of contribution looks very different in digital 
spaces than it does in traditional ones. Being able to connect globally 
offers a magnitude of possibilities for learning, collaborating, and even 
working together to change the world, but that means digital citizen-
ship curricula must strive to show students possibilities over problems, 
opportunities over risks, and community successes over personal gain.

What’s in This Book
In this book, I’d like to get you thinking about digital citizenship as 
more than a conversation about personal responsibility. The ideas put 
forth in this book will challenge you to create opportunities in the class-
room for students to become participatory citizens—citizens who actively 
engage in multiple levels of community and who can develop, as noted 
by Westheimer and Kahne (2004), “relationships, common understand-
ings, trust, and collective commitments” with other citizens in those 
spaces (p. 242). 

With this in mind, each chapter will include the following: 

• Highlights of some of the current approaches to teaching digital citi-
zenship to help you identify easy places to make change 

• Suggestions for moving beyond personal responsibility lessons into 
opportunities for participatory citizenship 

• A featured activity to bring into your classroom and try with students 

• “Spotlight Stories” that feature one or more communities of teachers 
and learners that are embracing the notion of participatory digital 
citizenship and doing amazing things as a result 

• A summarizing “You Can Do It!” section with words of encouragement 
and final advice to get you started

Throughout the book, you will also see references to the ISTE Standards 
for Students (International Society for Technology in Education [ISTE], 
2016). These Student Standards are designed to help teachers purpose-
fully use and thoughtfully integrate technology in the classroom as a 
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4 DIGITAL CITIZENSHIP IN ACTION

vehicle for developing both content knowledge and skill. Where appro-
priate, I will show you how the Student Standards can support your goal 
of equipping participatory digital citizens with the skills they need to 
succeed. 

Who This Book Is For
This book is intended for teachers of Grades 6–12, school librarians, 
administrators, and other adults in the school community who are 
responsible for developing and delivering digital citizenship lessons. 

Digital citizenship conversations should start as soon as students 
begin using devices, but I have chosen to focus on adolescent digital 
citizenship in this book for several reasons. First, my own experi-
ences as both a middle school teacher and a high school teacher-li-
brarian coupled with my research into existing digital citizenship 
curricula for high school students allow me to write about secondary 
digital citizenship from both a theoretical and a practical perspective. 

Additionally, the largest bodies of research on adolescent digital 
behavior center around students ages 12–17 (boyd, 2014; Gardner 
& Davis, 2013; Ito et al., 2009; Lenhart et al., 2011). These studies 
provided vital insights that have informed the ideas you will read in 
this book. Finally, by the age of 13, students are legally able to join 
many online communities and will need the skills discussed in this 
text to help them participate effectively.  

If you are ready to take your digital citizenship lessons to the next 
level and engage your students in productive, supportive digital com-
munities, you’ve chosen the right book! 

Enjoy,

Kristen
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1
Creating Space 
for Digital 
Citizenship
Imagine this. You enter your child’s middle school to volunteer for 
a few hours in the library. Walking down the halls, you encounter a 
poster encouraging students to THINK before they post on social media 
(Shannon, 2014). You smile to yourself knowing that your own 11-year-
old is not using most of these apps or websites due to the 13 and up age 
restrictions to create an account. You also feel relief knowing that most 
of the social media sites on the 
poster are blocked at your child’s 
school (Figure 1.1). 

You walk a few more feet down 
the hall, passing an open class-
room door. Students are sitting 
quietly at their desks, which are 
arranged in straight rows, facing 

Figure 1.1  
This popular poster encour-

ages students to consider 
what they say on social 

media before they press the 
Post button.

©Haw
ke

r B
ro

wnlo
w E

du
ca

tio
n



8 DIGITAL CITIZENSHIP IN ACTION

the front of the room. They furiously scribble information into their 
notebooks as the teacher recites important facts and gestures toward 
bullet points on the PowerPoint slide behind him. 

Wow, you think to yourself. This teacher has everything under control. 
That’s just the way I remember school! Before moving on, another poster 
catches your eye. This one is hanging just outside of the classroom 

door—visible to all who enter. 
It reminds students to put away 
their devices before coming into 
the room (Figure 1.2).

You feel your phone buzz in 
your pocket, reminding you of 
your scheduled volunteer time, 
and hustle away to the library, 
feeling confident that your 
child’s teachers have this whole 
technology thing under control.

Current Approaches to Digital Citizenship
If you are a teacher or administrator, you may have posters like those in 
Figures 1.1 and 1.2 hanging in your school or classroom. You may have 
also participated in “Digital Citizenship Week,” taught lessons about 
cyberbullying during an advisory period, or attended an assembly where 
your school resource officer spoke about the legal ramifications of online 
harassment, sexting, or sharing images of illegal behaviors. 

Oftentimes, digital citizenship education is relegated to isolated lessons, 
events, posters, or messages presented to students outside of the context 

Figure 1.2  
The message this poster 
sends is that technology is 
a distraction from learning 
and does not belong in the 
classroom.
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