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Context
•

•

•

•

According to the Pew Research Center, 88% of 18-29 year olds
in the US use some form of social media, compared to just 7%
in 2005.
Given the average age of US college students, instructors can
expect that the current generation of students will have grown
up with social media, and view it as a fully integrated and
unremarkable part of their daily lives.
This represents a generational shift in media behaviors, and
has driven a conversation about how and whether to adapt to
the college classroom to the omnipresence of social media.
While some instructors have remained steadfast in their belief
that social media is a distraction, with no place in the
classroom, others have begun to explore best practices for
incorporating social media into the university classroom in ways
that enhance student learning.
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• One of the limitations of teaching anthropology in the classroom
setting is the difficulty in teaching ethnographic methods,
anthropology’s primary tool.
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• Through the thoughtful integration of social media into the
classroom, instructors can provide the experience of conducting
ethnographic fieldwork to their students without leaving the
classroom.
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Best Practices
Advantages
•

Most students do not require additional training
in order to use social media.

•

Students can access and work with real-word, current data.

•

Acknowledges the role of social media in students’ lives, while
neither centering it in—or banishing it from—the classroom.

•

Takes advantage of existing student behaviors (e.g. scrolling,
viewing and posting “stories,” and “stalking”) to lighten the
perceived workload of a course.

Limitations
•

Students may be distracted or off-task, making it difficult to
control classroom dynamics and student time management.

•

Instructors may feel less informed about social media than their
students, making it difficult to design and execute activities in
an authoritative way.

•

“Digital native” students may understand social media as
inherently “unacademic”, and thus may be confused or
resistant about using them for scholarly purposes.

•

Students may not have equal access to the required
technology.

Social Media in the Anthropology
Classroom

Research suggests three main factors that determine the success or
limitations of incorporating social media into the university classroom
Successful integration of social media in the university classroom
depends principally on:

• Anthropology pedagogy that incorporates social media holds the
potential to reinvigorate the relationship between anthropology
and current sociocultural and geopolitical issues, allowing
students to feel that classroom work has a “real world”
application.
• Social media pedagogy can also achieve one of anthropology’s
main goals: making the familiar strange. By asking students to
engage with a technology that they likely take for granted,
instructors can more easily communicate what anthropological
questions look like.

Bibliography
• Aboulnasr, K. (2016). Toward a Better Understanding of Marketing Students’ Perceptions of
Twitter as a Pedagogical Tool. Business Education Innovation Journal, 10(1), 791–791.

Student understanding of social media as an
academic tool

A clear and overt link between course content
and social media-based tasks and
assignments

Instructor comfort with the social media
platforms in question

• Alghazo, Y. M., & Nash, J. A. (2017). The effect of social media usage on course achievement
and behavior. Journal of Education and Practice, 8(2), 161–167.
• Arendale, D. R. (2017). Using Social Media Tools for Academic Support and Enrichment in the
Classroom. NADE Digest, Fall.
• Bosman, L., & Zagenczyk, T. (2011). Revitalize Your Teaching: Creative Approaches to Applying
Social Media in the Classroom. In P. White, Bebo; King, Irwin; Tsang (Ed.), Social Media Tools
and Platforms in Learning Environments (pp. 3–15). Heidelberg.
• Chawinga, W. D. (2017). Taking social media to a university classroom: teaching and learning
using Twitter and blogs. International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education,
14(1), 1–19.
• Churcher, K., Downs, E., & Tewksbury, D. (2014). “Friending” Vygotsky: A Social Constructivist
Pedagogy of Knowledge Building Through Classroom Social Media Use. Journal of Effective
Teaching, 14(1), 33–50.
• Higgins, L., Wolf, M. M., Torres, A. M., & Obispo, S. L. (2013). Opening the Doors to a Global
Classroom: An International Social Media Collaboration. NACTA Journal (September), 40–45.
• Kaufer, D., Gunawardena, A., Tan, A., & Cheek, A. (2011). Bringing social media to the writing
classroom: Classroom salon. Journal of Business and Technical Communication, 25(3), 299–
321.
• Kivunja, C. (2015). Innovative Methodologies for 21st Century Learning, Teaching and
Assessment: A Convenience Sampling Investigation into the Use of Social Media Technologies in
Higher Education. International Journal of Higher Education, 4(2), 1–26.
• Lemon, N. (2019). Twitter in the initial teacher education arts classroom: Embracing risk taking to
explore making learning visible. Art, Design & Communication in Higher Education, 18(1), 81–97.
• Schroeder, A., Minocha, S., & Schneider, C. (2010). The strengths, weaknesses, opportunities
and threats of using social software in higher and further education teaching and learning.
Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 26(3), 159–174.
• Vivakaran, M. V., & Maraimalai, N. (2018). The Feasibility and Acceptance of Social Media
Interventions in Higher Education Classrooms of Developing Nations with Special Reference to
India. Contemporary Educational Technology, 9(3), 284–296.

Baird Campbell
Research Synthesis - Social Media in the Classroom
One of the greatest challenges of teaching anthropology is that our primary
methodology—ethnographic fieldwork—is difficult to reproduce in the classroom. Thus, we
often strive to teach students what other anthropologists have learned, but find it difficult to teach
ethnographic thinking without the benefit of fieldwork. However, with the advent of digital
technologies like social media, anthropology as a discipline is questioning what we mean when
we talk about “the field.” Given that we can now often stay connected with interlocutors after
returning home, does fieldwork actually end when we leave the physical field? What do we do
about our interlocutors’ social media? The digital revolution is changing anthropology, and thus
it must also change our classrooms.
While there is little work on the incorporation of social media into specifically
anthropology classrooms, a growing body of literature suggests that certain best practices are key
to effectively using social media as a tool in the classroom writ large. The literature surveyed in
my study suggests three key variables for successful social media integration: student comfort
with social media as an academic tool (Aboulnasr, 2016; Churcher, Downs, & Tewksbury, 2014;
Schroeder, Minocha, & Schneider, 2010); a clear link between course content and proposed
social media use (Alghazo & Nash, 2017; Chawinga, 2017); and instructor comfort with the
social media technologies in question (Arendale, 2017; Lemon, 2019).
I was initially surprised about the emphasis in the literature on the importance of student
comfort with social media as an academic tool. Nonetheless, Ilana Gershon’s theorization of
media ideologies (Gershon, 2010) argues that media users each hold an individual but culturallyinformed view of appropriate behavior on each media platform. For example, one would not
apply for a job via text message, because the media ideologies surrounding that technology
dictate that it is too informal for such an important task. Similarly, while today’s college students
are—almost without exception—digital natives with a great deal of intrinsic knowledge of how
use to social media, they have not been trained to think of it as a tool for academic pursuits. As
such, while they may have the technical knowledge to complete an assignment, they not be
aware that this knowledge is appropriate for the classroom setting.
The second major point, that there must be a clear link between course content and the
incorporation of social media, is a seemingly obviously but often overlooked point. Most
instructors, to their credit, are constantly looking for new and exciting ways to teach content that
their students may not find inherently interesting. It is thus understandable that that they would
gravitate toward a technology that their students both like and are well-versed in, such as social
media. Nonetheless, if social media is not actually appropriate for the task at hand, students are
likely to struggle and become discouraged. At the very least, they may feel their time is being
wasted, making them less likely to engage in future activities.
Despite the simple nature of this point, it is also the most crucial to the specific context of
the anthropology classroom. As I mentioned in my introduction, ethnographic fieldwork is often
deemed difficult or impossible to teach, in no small part due to the lack of access to a “field.” By
expanding our notion of the field to include digital spaces like Facebook groups, hashtags, and
Instagram and Snapchat stories, we can allow our students to engage in real and meaningful
fieldwork without ever leaving Houston. This is key both for establishing a link between the
technology and the assignment, but also for driving home the real-world applications and
importance of anthropology as a discipline.
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Finally, the importance of instructor comfort with social media cannot be overstated.
While this is seemingly true of all classroom activities—the instructor should always have at
least commensurate knowledge to that of their students—this point is especially critical when
incorporating social media technologies. This is both because—as stated above—students may
be hesitant to see social media as an appropriate classroom tool, and simply because social media
is constantly changing. Instructors who wish to use social media as a pedagogical tool must also
invest the time and energy necessary to learn and understand a given platform. Arendale (2017)
suggests that one way over this hurdle is to incorporate collaborative learning and production
into the classroom, specifically troubling the distinction between student and instructor. Students
can feel more invested in their work while also compensating for any gaps in instructor
knowledge about or comfort with social media.
An additional fourth trend emerged in the literature, arguing that social media allowed for
increased classroom communication (Kaufer, Gunawardena, Tan, & Cheek, 2011) and
intersubjective exchange (Kivunja, 2015). I do not understand to this be a pedagogical practice,
but rather a feature inherent to social media, and thus it serves more as a statement of fact than a
practice per se. Furthermore, the authors of these articles fall short of outlining the role of the
instructor in facilitating this sort of communication. Nonetheless, this finding does seem to
confirm a more general pedagogical truth, which is that more—and more effective—
communication leads to improved classroom outcomes. Social media would seem to lend itself
quite well to this task.
The immediacy and communicativeness of social media platforms make them ideal
technologies for improving anthropological pedagogy. Whereas instructors once had to speak in
the abstract about far-flung places and people, these technologies allow students instant access to
places they may never physically visit. Nonetheless, instructors should be cautious not only of
the limitations and pitfalls presented in this synthesis, but also of uncritically presenting
ethnography and digital ethnography as entirely comparable. Digital ethnography is colored by
the media through which data are filtered, and irremediably limited by the lack of sensory and
background information one encounters during offline fieldwork. However, to simply ignore the
ubiquity of these technologies in our lives and the lives our students would not only deprive our
students of real-world anthropological experience, but also communicate a tacit disinterest in
their lives and the ways they communicate. When used appropriately and critically, I believe that
social media not only can but must become an integral part of the anthropology classroom,
because it has already become a part of our culture.
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