
By Jim Dillon Many people of my generation see the rise of social media as a negative force 

that replaces human-to-human connection with a virtual one.  Educators 

especially are prone to see social media as a competing force, distracting 

students from the work they are expected to do in school.  Many who hear 

the daily stories of how people have used social media to hurt and ridicule 

others are frightened by how “impossible” it now is to control what young 

people can do to each other.
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CHANGING 
PARADIGMS  

Doing What 
Comes Naturally
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PRACTICES: CHANGING PARADIGMS 

 These feelings and perceptions are 
strong because social media and 
technology threaten the very foun-
dation of how we have traditionally 
viewed education.  A bedrock princi-
ple of education has been that students 
need to be controlled in order to learn.  
So strong is this perception that many 
educators have difficulty imagining 
education and schools to be any other 
way.  This mental frame that governs 
how most view education is only a 
lens and doesn’t have to be an un-
changeable reality.  
 Why is it automatically assumed 
that students have to be controlled?  
Why does this idea have such a strong 
grip on how we view education? 
The answer is pretty basic: fear of 
losing control. I call this the primal 
fear of most teachers. Teachers have 
nightmares of people, especially their 
principals, leveling this criticism: they 
don’t have control of their classes.  To 
most teachers this is tantamount to 
saying that they are incompetent and 
irresponsible. Social media and tech-
nology represent something teachers 
can’t control so no wonder it is such 
a threat to them and everything they 
have been taught about education.  
 What do schools tend to do 
regarding these types of problems? 
They attempt to tighten the controls by 
creating more laws, regulations, conse-
quences, and procedures for enforcing 
them. This is an automatic reaction 
because schools have traditionally 

viewed problems as negative things 
that only get in the way of educating, 
and because they don’t know any oth-
er way to address a problem. Unfortu-
nately this fear-based need to tighten 
controls only deepens the gap and the 
distrust between the adult world and 
the student world. 
 There is an alternative. Instead of 
viewing social media and technology 
as a problem to fix in order to reestab-
lish the status quo, how about em-
bracing it as a way to learn something 
about students and their needs and 
how we might better educate them.  
Perhaps instead of letting our “primal 
fear” drive our response and reinforce 
the mental frame of controlling to 
educate, we can let go of our fear and 
reexamine some of our basic assump-
tions of education.   
HERE ARE SOME REFLECTION 
POINTS FOR EDUCATORS:

• Ask yourself if you have ever 
enjoyed the experience of being 
controlled and manipulated by 
someone with power and author-
ity over you. The answer most 
would give is a resounding NO.  
If this is true for most people, it is 
also true for students.

• Ask yourself why students need to 
be controlled. Humans are wired 
to learn – it is synonymous  with 
being human. Learning in school 
is different than learning outside 
of school. If students are not mo-
tivated, they are not the problem 

– it is what we are 
teaching and how we 
are educating them.
• Ask yourself  
what school would 
be like if learning 
was meaningful, 
purposeful, and 
valued without 
arbitrary timelines 
for demonstrating 
mastery. What if 
students had some 
choice and voice in 
how they learned?  
• Ask yourself if 
the experience in 
schools has to be an 
individual experience 
based on meeting 
the expectations of 

one teacher and the prescribed 
curriculum. Why is learning 
together, where the social is 
integrated with the intellectual,  
not considered a legitimate way to 
learn in most schools?

• Ask yourself why learning in 
school has to be joyless or tedious.  
Shouldn’t asking and answering 
intriguing questions be an exciting 
experience?  

• Ask yourself what learning expe-
riences in your own life were the 
most positive and the most neg-
ative.  Where did those learning 
experiences occur? What made 
them positive and what made 
them negative? 

• Ask yourself what is stopping 
you from asking students if they 
need to be controlled or better yet 
asking them how they would like 
to be educated. 
 Students’ embrace of social 
media is part of their natural 
desire to connect with other 
people and find meaning in those 
connections. It also offers them the 
type of environment that allows 
them to be themselves rather than 
just meeting the expectations of 
those in authority or standardized 
versions for themselves.  The 
social media environment  has 
therefore become one that stands 
in stark contrast to the traditional 
school environment. That is why 
students embrace it and view it 
as a refuge from the adult world 
that they perceive as primarily 
concerned with controlling them.

 Students do not have to be feared, 
nor do they have to be controlled in 
order to learn. Even though most of 
us have been taught and have come to 
view this perception as true, it doesn’t 
have to be.  Since we have learned that 
view, we can unlearn it and can see 
education in a different way. Educa-
tors can check their fear at the door of 
the school and allow students to em-
brace a type of learning they need but 
had sought elsewhere. Students want 
schools to welcome and support their 
love of learning and of connecting 
with others; they want schools to be 
places where they can be full human 
beings growing into the best people 
they can be.



35
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 Students can be trusted to be 
learners. Students want us to trust 
them. Like all of us, they want and 
need to feel trusted and respected and 
allowed to have some control over 
what they learn and how they learn 
it. Students want to be partners with 
us in creating environments where all 
people are learning together.  
 Social media and technology 
can be natural extensions of human 
learning.  Schools should be a 

welcoming place for them. They 
don’t need to keep their world 
separate from the adult world. They 
need the wisdom of educators to 
help them understand and explore 
how to use these new tools in 
a positive and productive way. 
Students are 
waiting for 
educators 
to discover 

what they have 
already found; 
they are eagerly 
waiting for us 
to join them 
and learn with 
them.

JIM DILLON is a retired 
administrator and consultant.

“Students’ embrace of social 
media is part of their natural 
desire to connect with other 
people and find meaning in 
those connections.”
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Special Education Series – Course 1
Program and Placement: Section 504 
This course will help you better understand how to provide all students with a Free and Appropriate 
Public Education (FAPE) in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE), and properly address complex 
issues related to developing student IEPs, student placement and program. You will also gain a deeper 
understanding of the legal requirements related to Section 504, including developing 504 plans, addressing 
student allergies, and meeting the needs of student athletes who qualify for Section 504 protection.

Special Education Series – Course 2
Due Process, Discipline, and Changes in Placement 
This online course addresses the complex issues related to student placement, program, 
discipline, and due process. Gain a deeper understanding of the legal
parameters for determining whether or not student behavior is a manifestation of 
a student’s disability, the student discipline and other options available 
for addressing improper student conduct, key steps to ensure that 
IEPs are being properly implemented, and obligations related to child find.


