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Digital Citizenship
Grade Level: High School

A Note to the Teacher 
The five lessons in this section address student interaction with social media 
through deep examination of photographs.  They should be approached in 
the order presented as the process for examination and interpretation of 
photographs is developed sequentially in the five lessons. 
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Essential Question
How do photos on social media affect our thoughts and 
feelings?

A Thousand Words:  
What Do We Really See in Photos?  
Digital Citizenship  
Grade Level: High School

Note: No video accompanies this lesson.

Materials
5 Photographs

Discussion Guideline
1. Begin the discussion by repeating to students the common phrase “A picture is worth a thousand 

words.” Ask students what that phrase means to them.

2. Next, transition the discussion to social media. Ask students: Where do you see photos online? How 
are photos used on social media?  

3. Discuss how much time people spend deeply examining the photos that appear on their social 
media platforms. Take time to explore and discuss their Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat posts. 

4. Research shows that most people do not take time to examine the photos and have a very quick 
emotional reaction.  Sometimes that is how the photo is designed, but quite often this results in 
misinterpretation, hurt feelings, and a wide range of other negative emotions.

5. Explain (and perhaps write on the board) four (4) categories to use when examining photographs in 
order to fully explore the artistry and intention of the work:

•	 Composition: What do we see in the picture? What don’t we see in the picture? Consider things 
such as details of faces, blurred street signs, parts of objects out of the frame, etc.

•	 Timeframe: What is the moment being captured? Consider things such as events, points in 
relationships, time of day, time of year, etc.

•	 Setting: What is the location?  How is the location made clear?  What are the details to help you go 
beyond responding “inside” or “outside”?
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•	 Focal point: Where is our attention drawn?  How does the photographer draw our eye to that 
point? 

6. Ask students if they ever take the time to think about these four (4) steps.  Why or why not?  How 
have advances in technology and the constant accessibility of a camera (on our smartphones) 
changed the four artistic and intentional categories of thoughtful photography? 

7. Explain that most photographs have two interpretations: explicit and implicit.  

•	 Explicit: the photograph clearly communicates who, what, when, and where.  
•	 Implicit: the viewers make assumptions or inferences (educated guesses) about who, what, 

when, and where.

8. Discuss whether people look at social media photo posts for their explicit or implicit interpretations.  
Students should explain their responses.

9. Tell students that they are going to look at some school appropriate yet typical photographs that 
might appear on a young person’s social media page.  Show photograph #1.

•	 Ask students to look deeply at the picture for composition, timeframe, setting, and focal point. 
They should defend their responses with direct references to the photograph. 

•	 What is the explicit interpretation of the photograph?  How do you know?
•	 What is the implicit interpretation of the photograph?  How do you know?

10. Ask students to discuss how this photograph would make them feel or make them think if they…

•	 Knew the people
•	 Did not know the people but knew the person who posted it
•	 Were related to or close friends with someone in the photo
•	 Intensely disliked one of the persons in the photo
•	 Found it posted on their social media platform

11. Ask if their reactions were based on their explicit or implicit viewing.  

12. Go through the same process with the next two pictures.

Conclusion
Ask students to think about how they react to photographs on social media, and then ask them to think 
about their intentions when they post a photograph on social media.  Ask: do you ever stop to think 
about how people will interpret their photos? Why or why not? 

Extension Activity
Locate and log on to a celebrity’s social media site. Analyze a photo using the four criteria and then 
interpret the photo for its explicit and implicit meaning. What was the intention of the photograph? How 
does it make you feel? What does it make you think?  How do photos like this influence you or others?

The next lesson will build on the information and discussion about social media photographs.
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Essential Question
How do photos posted on social media affect our 
thoughts and feelings?

Likes or Dislikes:  
What We Create on Social Media  
Digital Citizenship  
Grade Level: High School

Materials
Teachers will need to go to social media sites of celebrities to select pictures. This must be completed 
before the class session.  Teacher can print out the pictures or use them as slides. 

Discussion Guideline
1. Review the four (4) categories for examining a photograph:

•	 Composition: What do we see in the picture?  What don’t we see in the picture?  Consider things 
such as details of faces, blurred street signs, parts of objects out of the frame, etc. 

•	 Timeframe: What is the moment being captured?  Consider things such as events, points in 
relationships, etc.

•	 Setting: What is the location?  How is the location made clear?Focal point: Where is our attention 
drawn?  How does the artist draw our eye to that point? 

2. Review the definitions of explicit and implicit interpretations:

•	 Explicit: the photograph clearly communicates who, what, when, and where. 
•	  Implicit: the viewers make assumptions about who, what, when, and where.

3. Ask students why they post pictures on social media. What are some of the possible intentions 
behind posting pictures? What are some good intentions and outcomes?  What are some negative 
intentions and outcomes? 

4. Ask students how often they respond to a post on social media with a thumbs up or “like.” When 
they post on social media, do they check for “like” responses? Discuss how those likes or responses 
make them feel. (Are students constantly in need of positive reinforcement and attention? Does 
consciously not responding to another’s post also send an underlying negative message of “Who 
cares?”) 

5. Ask students if they are familiar with the acronym FOMO: Fear of Missing Out. What does that 
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mean to them? How have they experienced this? 

6. Explain that experts study the emotions that people feel when they look at photos on social media, 
sometimes known today as social media anxiety. Often, what we see causes us to create stories 
about the picture, elaborate scenarios based on our emotional reactions.  Why do you think this 
happens?

7. On the board, make a list of positive and negative emotions stirred by photographs in social media.  
Would these emotions be a result of explicit or implicit interpretations?  Why?

8. Show a picture from a celebrity’s social media site.  Have students work with a partner to create a 
story that stirs one of the emotions listed above.  

9. Share stories.  

10. Discuss the kinds of stories created: 

•	 Were most of the stories positive or negative?  How could you tell?
•	 Were the stories based on explicit or implicit interpretations of the photographs?  Explain your 

answer.

11. Experts claim that most of the emotions stirred by social media (and its accompanying social 
anxiety) are negative: jealousy, anxiety, stress, and depression.  Did the stories created by your 
group prove or disprove this theory?  Explain your answer.

12. If time, repeat the exercise with another photograph of from a celebrity’s social media site.

Conclusion
Why do we need to beware of how we interpret photos on social media?  Why do we need to be aware 
of how others will interpret our photos that we post on social media?  Why do we need to check our 
emotions about the people in the photos and the people posting the photos before we react and/or 
create a story? 

Notes
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Essential Question
Why do we take selfies?

Selfies:	Artistic	or	Narcissistic?		
Digital Citizenship  
Grade Level: High School

Materials
•	 Examples of selfies
•	 An example of a painted self-portrait 
•	 Copies of the article “Why Selfies Matter” by Alexandra Sifferlin for TIME
•	 A cell phone to take a selfie

Discussion Guideline
1. Begin the discussion with the word selfie. Of course, today we are familiar with the word/term 

selfies. It is defined by Oxford Dictionaries as “a photograph that one has taken of oneself, typically 
with a smartphone or webcam and uploaded to a social media website.” In 2013 Oxford Dictionaries 
had named selfie its word of the year, when researchers determined that its frequency in the English 
language had increased by 17,000% in the previous year.

2. Ask students about their “selfies” habits.

•	 Do they take a lot of selfies or a few?  Why?
•	 How much do you share your selfies?  On what platforms?  Why?
•	 What are the best and the worst kind of selfies?  Why?
•	 What is the difference between taking a selfie to express a thought or an idea and using text or 

talking?  Why?
•	 How do you explain taking selfies to a person who does not take selfies? Why doesn’t that person 

take selfies?  

3. Review the four (4) categories for examining a photograph:

•	 Composition: What do we see in the picture?  What don’t we see in the picture?  Consider things 
such as details of faces, blurred street signs, parts of objects out of the frame, etc. 

•	 Timeframe: What is the moment being captured?  Consider things such as events, points in 
relationships, etc.

•	 Setting: What is the location?  How is the location made clear?
•	 Focal point: Where is our attention drawn?  How does the artist draw our eye to that point? 
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4. Review the definitions of explicit and implicit interpretations:

•	 Explicit: the photograph clearly communicates who, what, when, and where.
•	 Implicit: the viewers make assumptions about who, what, when, and where.

5. Show one of the examples of a selfie.  Analyze the photo for the explicit and implicit interpretations 
of the photo.

6. Show the self-portrait (use the one provided or another of your own choosing). Ask students to 
compare and contrast the selfie to the self-portrait.  Which is art?  Why?  Which is more socially 
acceptable?  Why?

7. Distribute copies of the article “Why Selfies Matter” by Alexandra Sifferlin for TIME and have students 
read the article with a partner and look for ways the people in the article interpret selfies explicitly 
and implicitly.  They should also be prepared to discuss the ways experts currently look at and think 
about selfies.

8. Discuss their findings as a group and challenge students to think about why they take selfies.  

Conclusion
Ask students to take out their phones and take a selfie.  How do they choose to take that selfie?  Is it a 
solo or group selfie?  What does that say?  How might they use that selfie?  Why do we take selfies?

Notes
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Article:	Why	Selfies	Matter 
By	Alexandra	Sifferlin,	TIME	Sept.	06,	2013

Whether it’s the duckface smirk or the coyly suggestive close-up, selfies are a mainstay of Twitter and 
Instagram and have parents and psychologists wringing their hands over what they “mean.”

Some social scientists lump the selfie trend — which is most popular among younger social media 
users — into the larger narcissism that they say is more prevalent among today’s preteens and 
adolescents, arguing that the self-portraits are an extension of their self-absorption, while others view it 
as nothing more than an outlet for self-expression, which just happen to be shared more publicly via the 
communication mode of our times — social media.

But how aware are young children, or even teens, about the impression that their selfies leave? Do 
they appreciate that with their likenesses, they are often sending strong visual messages — some even 
suggestive — that they might not want conveyed?

Dr. Pamela Rutledge, director of the Media Psychology Research Center, believes that parents and 
experts are over-analyzing the selfie. First, she says, they aren’t really that new. As she points out in her 
column for Psychology Today, the term selfie was defined in UrbanDictionary.com in 2005. But now that 
more people have cell phones with cameras, they’re just more prevalent.

“The way kids think about technology, media and communication is much different than people even 
10 years their senior,” she says. “Technology is changing so fast that even small generational gaps are 
meaningful in how we view ‘normal.’”

Developmentally, selfies make sense for children and teens. And for the most part, they are simply 
reflections of their self-exploration and nothing more. “Self captured images allow young adults and 
teens to express their mood states and share important experiences,” says Dr. Andrea Letamendi, a 
clinical psychologist and research fellow at UCLA. As tweens and teens try to form their identity, selfies 
serve as a way to test how they look, and therefore feel, in certain outfits, make-up, poses and places. 
And because they live in a digital world, self-portraits provide a way of participating and affiliating with 
that world.

But even though taking selfies is a part of growing up digital, that doesn’t mean all self-portraits are 
okay. Like all behaviors that children and teens test out, parents should help them to learn the limits 
and guidelines for which types of pictures are acceptable and which are not. It’s not likely that pre-teens 
and even adolescents think beyond seeing the images as a type of developmental skin that they try 
on and shed, for example, but they do need to be aware that their actions may have consequences. 
“Kids only have awareness within the context of their experience. Expecting teens to understand what 
something “means” to an adult is about as reasonable as expecting an adult to understand what it 
means to the teen,” says Rutledge.

That includes whether others will perceive the pictures as suggestive or too indulgent. Rutledge 
says that it’s important for mom and dad to remember that finding and establishing this threshold 
of appropriateness may be particularly challenging since it could be different for each adolescent. 
But such discussions are likely the most positive way to solve the issue — explaining to a child what 
“questionable” selfies are — why it’s not acceptable to send out a sexually suggestive picture — is more 
constructive than blocking their Facebook account or taking away their phone, she says.

But increasingly, other experts say that selfies can also be a window into deeper adolescent issues. 
With Facebook becoming a prominent resource in young people’s’ therapy sessions, they could provide 

http://healthland.time.com/2013/09/06/why-selfies-matter/
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a useful jumping off point for addressing a teen’s or young adult’s self-perceptions. In cases where the 
patients find it hard to open up about issues, selfies could be a way for therapists to break the ice and 
start a dialogue about what the teen was feeling when the self-portrait was taken, or why he snapped 
the picture in the first place. “Scientific studies are gathering more information about the use of social 
media to help professionals recognize these as avenues to identify, support, and help young folks who 
may otherwise not receive this kind of attention,” says Letamendi. “Psychologically speaking, there 
may be some benefit to participating in sharing selfies because this practice is interwoven in our social 
culture and is a way to interact socially with others.”

Even apart from situations where selfies can inform emotional or behavioral problems, for example, 
the material that children and adolescents view online — selfies included — can be influential in 
molding their sense of self. Research has shown that adults make emotional connections to what they 
see posted online, and that their behaviors and decisions are influenced by how peers in their social 
network are interacting. People often feel envy, loneliness and generally worse about themselves 
after perusing their friends’ party pictures, for instance, and the latest research, published this week 
in the Journal of Adolescent Health, suggests that teens are more likely to engage in risky activities like 
smoking and drinking if they see their friends doing it in photos.

That’s not surprising, given the ubiquity of social media influences in our lives. But it’s worth studying, 
those in adolescent development say, to better understand how these social contributors are shaping 
the next generation, for better or worse.

Read the entire article, ‘Why Selfies Matter’ by Alexandra Sifferlin at TIME 2013

Notes

http://healthland.time.com/2013/09/06/why-selfies-matter/#ixzz2jLufeA5S
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Essential Question
Are we as a society addicted to the Internet?

Addicted to the Internet   
Digital Citizenship  
Grade Level: High School

Materials
•	 Images of people ignoring other things around them on their screens
•	 Copies of the Internet Addict Diagnostic Questionnaire (IADQ)

Discussion Guidelines
1. Write the following sentence on the board: Americans are addicted to the Internet.

2. Indicate or label that one side of the room is yes, the other is no, and that students should stand on 
the “scale” (from yes to no) to indicate their opinion about the statement on Internet addiction.  

3. Have students turn to a person standing close to them on the scale and discuss their reasons.

4. Ask students to share their perspectives with the larger group.

5. Have students return to their seats and review the four (4) categories for examining a photograph:

•	 Composition: What do we see in the picture?  What don’t we see in the picture?  Consider things 
such as details of faces, blurred street signs, parts of objects out of the frame, etc. 

•	 Timeframe: What is the moment being captured?  Consider things such as events, points in 
relationships, etc.

•	 Setting: What is the location?  How is the location made clear?

•	 Focal point: Where is our attention drawn?  How does the artist draw our eye to that point? 

6. Review the definitions of explicit and implicit interpretations:

•	 Explicit: the photograph clearly communicates who, what, when, and where. 
•	 Implicit: the viewers make assumptions about who, what, when, and where.

7. Post the images provided one at a time and, as a group, examine the images according to the four 
(4) categories.  Then create explicit and implicit interpretations of the images.

8. Discuss how the photos express an opinion on the subject of Americans being addicted to the 
Internet.  
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9. Ask students if they have ever thought about their own screen addiction or non-addiction, whether 
it’s online access on a phone, laptop, computer, iPad, etc. 

10. Distribute the copies of the Internet Addiction Diagnostic Questionnaire.  Ask student volunteers to 
read the questions out loud.  Tell them NOT to answer the questions aloud, as you are not intending 
any diagnosis. This is just for all of us to think about.

Conclusion 
Ask students to once again stand on the scale to indicate their opinion about Americans and Internet 
addiction.  Did their opinions change?  Why or why not?

Notes



© 2017 Connect With Kids Network   www.connectwithkids.com   1.888.598.KIDS (19)

Internet Addict Diagnostic  
Questionnaire (IADQ)
Developed by Dr. Kimberly S. Young 
To assess levels of addiction

 
Dr. Young says, “Answering positively to five out of the eight questions may be indicative of an online 
addiction.”

•	 Are you preoccupied with using the Internet? Do you think about your previous or future online 
activity?

•	 Do you have the need to be online longer to be satisfied?
•	 Have you made repeated but unsuccessful attempts to cut back, stop or control your Internet use?
•	 Do you become moody, restless, irritable or depressed when you stop or decrease your Internet use?
•	 Is your time spent online longer than what you originally planned?
•	 Did your online use negatively affect a significant relationship, education, career or job?
•	 Do you conceal the extent of your Internet usage from your therapist, family or others?
•	 Does the Internet serve as an escape from problems or relief from a bad mood?

Source: www.globaladdiction.org/dldocs/GLOBALADDICTION-Scales-InternetAddictionTest.pdf

Notes

http://www.globaladdiction.org/dldocs/GLOBALADDICTION-Scales-InternetAddictionTest.pdf
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Essential Question
Why do people text even when it is not healthy or it is 
inappropriate to do so?

Dying 2 Text     
Digital Citizenship  
Grade Level: High School

Materials
•	 Photographs of people walking and texting, crossing busy streets while texting, driving and texting, 

doing ANYTHING and texting
•	 International Texting Scenarios

Teacher
1. Ask students if they would rather text or talk with a friend and explain their answers.  No doubt they 

will say something about how it depends on the situation. 

2. Propose the following situations and ask if they would text:

•	 You are out with two or three friends, having a really great conversation, and you receive a text 
from someone else.  What do you do?  Why? 

•	 You are out to dinner with your grandparents and you receive a text. Your parents have already 
told you, “No phones/texts/screens at dinner.”  What do you do?  Why?

•	 You are at the movies/on a date and you receive a text.  What do you do?  Why?
•	 You are driving (pretend you are old enough and have access to a car) and you receive a text.  

What do you do?  Why?

3. Discuss with students: What do your answers say about you?  What do they say about your 
relationships?  What do they say about your distractibility?  

4. Review the four (4) categories for examining a photograph:

•	 The composition: What do we see in the picture?  What don’t we see in the picture?  Consider 
things such as details of faces, blurred street signs, parts of objects out of the frame, etc. 

•	 The timeframe: What is the moment being captured?  Consider things such as events, points in 
relationships, etc.

•	 The setting: What is the location?  How is the location made clear?
•	 The focal point: Where is our attention drawn?  How does the artist draw our eye to that point? 
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5. Review the definitions of explicit and implicit interpretations:

•	 Explicit: the photograph clearly communicates who, what, when, and where.
•	 Implicit: the viewers make assumptions about the who, what, when, and where.

6. Post the photographs of people texting during different situations and as a group examine each 
photograph according to the four categories and then interpret each photograph explicitly and 
implicitly.  What do the photos say about the people?  About their relationships?  About their 
distractibility?

7. Ask students if there is any situation where they would not pick up or answer a text and make a list 
on the board.  

8. Tell students you are going to read them a list of situations involving texting and they need to tell 
you whether or not it is true. Use the scenario sheet provided.

Conclusion
Read the following quotation from comedienne Paula Poundstone, whose comedy is often based on 
social commentary. Ask them why this is funny and not funny at the same time.

“When I talk to people about (constantly being on their phones) they get defensive.  They say ‘It’s not an 
addiction, it’s just something I enjoy.’ Really? I love to play ping pong, I love to practice the drums, I love to 
tap dance, but I have never even once tried to figure out how to do any one of those things while driving in 
such a way so as the cops couldn’t see. Because I’m not addicted to them, I just enjoy them.  And there’s a big 
difference.”

Are we, in America, indeed addicted to our screens and texting and the Internet, despite the risks?  It’s 
something to think about.

Notes
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True or False? 
International Texting Scenarios

1. A city in Germany that installed crossing lights embedded in the sidewalk so that people 
could continue to look at their mobile phones and be safe without looking up.

Answer: True

“Officials in the city of Augsburg became concerned when they noticed a new phenomenon: Pedestrians 
were so busy looking at their smartphones that they were ignoring traffic lights. The city has attempted 
to solve that problem by installing new traffic lights embedded in the pavement — so that pedestrians 
constantly looking down at their phones won’t miss them.” — Washington Post, April 2016 

2. A city in China has set up walking lanes and pedestrians choose from walking in a normal 
lane and one reserved for “smombies,” people who walk and stare at their devices at the 
same time.

Answer: True

‘“There are lots of elderly people and children in our street, and walking with your cell phone may 
cause unnecessary collisions here,” Nong Cheng, a marketing official for the group in charge of 
Chongqing’s entertainment zone, told the Associated Press. —‘ Smombies=Screens + Zombies’  — 
Washington Post, September 2014 

3. A study conducted in Seattle, Washington found that pedestrians who text and walk were 
3.9 times more likely than undistracted pedestrians to display at least one unsafe crossing 
behavior (disobeying lights, crossing mid-intersection, or failing to look both ways.)

Answer: True 

The study is cited on the National Center for Biotechnology Information website.— Injury Prevention, 
November 2012 The National Center for Biotechnology Information, National Institutes of Health, 
November 2012 www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3717764/ 

4. New Zealand’s Transport Agency was so worried about the number of deaths caused by 
texting while driving that it created a commercial called, “Put Me First.”  In the commercial, a 
driver who is actively driving reaches for his/her phone and the person in the passenger seat 
reaches down and holds his/her hand while Lionel Richie’s romantic song “Hello” plays in the 
background.

Answer: True

The commercial shows a number of different drivers receiving a text while they are driving with 
passengers in their vehicle. Rather than shocking audiences with violence or boring them with 
statistics, New Zealand’s transport authority has gone for awkward humor in its anti-texting TV public 
service campaign, also called “Hello.” It has the slogan, “Put your passengers first. Drive Phone Free.” 
— AdWeek,  March 2016 www.adweek.com/adfreak/new-zealand-just-had-creepiest-idea-reminding-
drivers-not-check-their-phones-17047

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3717764/
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