SOCIAL MEDIA POLICY

In recent years, some issues have come up about university professors and students “friending” each other on social media.  My thoughts about this are philosophical in nature and are related to some academic discussion I’ve been following about the role of social media in the university environment. The discussion goes like this: On the positive side for student-professor networking on social media sites like Facebook (FB), there is some evidence that being “friends” with students can help to make professors seem more human and approachable by letting students see their personal side. In addition, professors being able to learn more about their students’ lives may be useful and provide some insight into where students are coming from. On the negative side, there are issues about power dynamics between professors and students and issues about whether the personal info that professors see about students (e.g., pics of students at parties or clubs, questionable opinions and attitudes, etc.) could affect how professors treat students in the classroom. It is also possible that students could develop negative feelings toward a professor or lose respect for a professor if they see things on a professor’s page they don’t like or agree with. 
There are also various potential problems and conflicts of interest that could present themselves through FB. For example, students may think that other students are getting preferential treatment or “breaks” from their professors in classes because they misinterpret a bantering back and forth or joking around on FB between a professor and a student as the student “kissing ass.” There are other potential awkward situations. What if I would see pics of a student at a party the night before an exam and the next morning I get a frantic voicemail from that student saying OMG I just had a flat tire and could they please take the exam on another day?   That presents a problem.  There are also cases where students may complain about a professor or a class on FB.  If I saw a student complaining about an assignment from one of my classes, what should I do?
So, I’ve decided to develop a social media policy regarding students.  Unfortunately, I’ve decided not to have current students as “friends” on any of my personal social media sites like FB. However, I have no problem accepting friend requests from students as soon as they graduate. After graduation, obviously these potential problems disappear. Not to be all negative about it, but as a warning to any student who has professors as FB friends, you should assume that they see everything on your FB and that they talk to your other professors. Definitely be choosy about who you friend.
