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Abstract. Contributing to the knowledge about teachers’ educational use 
of social media, the aim of this article is to explore Swedish secondary 
school teachers’ understanding of their duties of care and 
responsibilities for what pupils do on social media. The article draws on 
data from a mixed method study, consisting of an interview study and a 
national survey. The findings from the survey show that some groups of 
teachers are more likely than others to express responsibility for pupils, 
especially teachers who use many different social media, those who use 
them in contact with pupils, teachers working at private schools, and 
female teachers. The subjective experiences from the interviews are 
supported by the findings from the survey – indicating a correlation 
between social media usage and level of perceived responsibility. The 
more the teachers use social media, and thereby get access to more 
personal information about the pupils, the greater the likelihood that the 
teachers will perceive that they have some responsibility for what the 
pupils do on social media. The meaning of the findings is discussed in 
relation to the theory of caring ethics. 
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Introduction 
The topic of this article is teachers’ perceptions about their ethical responsibility 
for what pupils do on social media. The issue of ethical responsibilities and the 
lack of clear addressees have been highlighted in relation to young social media 
users (Howard, 2013; Fox & Bird, 2017). In most countries, young people are 
regarded as minors and are thereby viewed as having questionable decision-
making capacity (Batchelor et al., 2012). The issue of responsibility is even more 
accentuated since young persons are very frequent social media users and 
rapidly adopt new, not necessarily well regulated social media. Social media 
risks for young persons have been highlighted on topics such as cyber bullying, 
disclosure of personal information, sexual harassment and racism (Juvonen & 
Gross, 2008; Livingstone & Brake, 2010; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2008; Yilmaz, 2010). 
The school authorities, administration, and teachers are often assigned ethical 
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responsibilities and duties of care, for example, with respect to cyber bullying 
(Hinduja & Patchin, 2011; Shariff, 2005), or to teaching pupils netiquette and 
how to behave online (Howard, 2013). As teachers are in daily contact with 
pupils, these expectations are often directed towards them. The ethical 
implications of educational use of social media have given rise to public debates 
(Fox & Bird, 2017), bringing about calls for the development of national codes of 
conduct for the teaching profession (e.g. Edwards & Jones 2009; Helleve, Almås 
& Bjørkelo, 2013; National Union of Teachers in Sweden, 2010). In their daily 
practice with pupils, teachers are required to apply what is prescribed in the 
curriculum. The Swedish compulsory school curriculum states that schools not 
only have an educational responsibility, but duties of care as well: 
 

“Concern for the well-being and development of the individual should 
permeate all school activity. No one should be subjected to 
discrimination on the grounds of gender, ethnic affiliation, religion or 
other belief system, transgender identity or its expression, sexual 
orientation, age or functional impairment or other degrading treatment. 
Such tendencies should be actively combated. Xenophobia and 
intolerance must be confronted with knowledge, open discussion and 
active measures.” (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2016b, p. 9) 

 
This broad statement does not specifically address the use of ICT or online 
communication with pupils. At present, there are no official guidelines or codes 
of conduct in the Swedish school system on how teachers should behave 
towards pupils on social media, or how they should act when faced with 
inappropriate behaviours and other ethical dilemmas. The general advice to 
teachers, formulated by the Teachers’ Professional Ethics Council (2012), is to 
‘act as in real life’. However, social media have inherently boundary-blurring 
affordances and allows for greater insight into pupils’ lives. Increased 
transparency and the availability of more information about pupils evoke 
questions about the possibilities for teachers to act (morally) as they would in 
‘real’ (physical) life. Faced with this situation, it is of essence to turn to the 
teachers themselves and inquire about how they think and act regarding their 
responsibility for pupils when using social media. Therefore, the aim of this 
article is to explore Swedish teachers’ understanding of their duties of care and 
responsibilities for what pupils do on social media. We ask two research 
questions:  

 How do the teachers perceive their responsibility for what pupils are 
doing on social media? 

 Are certain groups of teachers more likely to express responsibility for 
what pupils do on social media? 

 
To answer these questions, the article draws on data from a mixed methods 
study. The first part of the study consists of an interview study with Swedish 
secondary school teachers, and the second part consists of a national survey of 
secondary school teachers’ perceptions and use of social media. While the 
interview study primarily focuses on the first research question, the survey 
focuses on the second question by focusing on type of school (private or public), 
number of social media used, gender and age of the teachers, and whether or not 
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the teachers are working as lead teachers.1 The findings will be discussed from 
an ethics of care perspective.  
 

The ethics of care 
Teaching is a moral activity requiring teachers to weigh the ethical implications 
of their behaviour. Every day, teachers confront a multitude of moral dilemmas 
(online or offline) that compel them to make critical choices (Lampert, 1985). In 
this regard, the issue of the teacher’s responsibility for what pupils do on social 
media is not primarily educational; rather, it touches upon more elusive 
dimensions of the teaching profession where the focus is on relational practices 
that promote mutual recognition, growth, development, protection, and 
empowerment (Gordon, Benner & Noddings, 1996; Owens & Ennis, 2005; 
Thunman & Persson, 2017).  
 
The caring relation is based on the importance of the relationship and the 
empathetic receptiveness towards the other rather than abstract moral reasoning 
(Tirri & Husu, 2002). According to Noddings (1984), every interaction at school 
gives the teacher an opportunity to enter into a caring relation. In each caring 
encounter, one can identify a ‘one-caring’ and a ‘cared-for’. The basic 
assumption of Noddingsʼ ethic of care is the reciprocal relationship between the 
‘one-caring’ and the ‘cared for’. In an educational setting, the teacher assumes 
the role of the one-caring while the pupils are those cared for. In this 
relationship, the one-caring teacher feels an obligation and a sense of ‘I must’ in 
establishing the caring ethic. As Noddings (1992) explains, teachers who profess 
an ethic of care in their practice view themselves as the ones responsible for 
empowering their pupils. The caring ethic suggests that teachers approach 
pupils’ needs from the subjective perspective of ‘I must do something’, rather 
than taking the more objective ‘something must be done’ approach. Teachers are 
motivated by this philosophy to perform conscious acts of ‘being with’ and 
‘doing for’ for the sake of their pupils. This can be contrasted with leaving the 
responsibility for pupils’ care to others and not taking any personal 
responsibility. 
 
The ethic of care is often described as a ‘feminine’ ethic, based on an inductive 
and emotional logic rather than on a deductive and mathematical logic. Gilligan 
(1982) developed the ideas about responsibility-oriented morals, that is, values 
and moral commitments that focus on caring for and openness to the needs of 
others. The responsibility-oriented morals are different from a rights-oriented 
morality, primarily associated with men. Historically, responsibility morals, 
which have primarily been associated with women, have been misunderstood 
and neglected (Gilligan, 1982).  
 
In this article, the concepts of ethics of care and responsibility-oriented morals, is 
used to interpret the teachers’ understandings and expressions of their duties 

                                                           
1 The Swedish lead teacher reform was initiated in 2013 and is a career step for teachers 
who want to take on a leading role in the development of the organization and 
educational work (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2015).  
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and responsibilities for what their pupils do on social media. The gendered 
aspect of the care ethics will be of special interest when exploring whether a 
certain group of teachers is more likely than others to take a greater 
responsibility. 
 

Methods 
Sweden is an Internet-dense country where access to the Internet is widespread 
among all ages (Findahl & Davidsson, 2015). Swedish teachers are an 
occupational group that has been particularly quick to integrate Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICTs) and social media as work tools (Thunman 
& Persson, 2013; European School net, 2013; National Union of Teachers in 
Sweden, 2010; Swedish National Agency for Education, 2016a). This makes 
Swedish secondary school teachers a fruitful departure point for studying 
teachers’ responsibilities for what pupils do on social media. 
 
The study is limited to secondary school teachers (K 7-9); as it is when they reach 
secondary school that many pupils first begin to use social media (Findahl & 
Davidsson 2015). The fact that the pupils are underage (age 13-15) puts the 
ethical issues at the forefront for this particular teacher group.  
 
As indicated above, this article builds on a mixed method design consisting of 
an interview study and a survey. The qualitative part was conducted first in 
order to explore teachers’ experiences of using social media for pupil contact 
and to identify key issues for the teachers. Building on the findings from the 
interviews, the second study consists of a nationwide survey among teachers.  
 
The study proposal has been approved by the regional ethical board in Uppsala 
(2014/202), and informed consent was obtained from all participating teachers. 
Regarding the qualitative study, informed consent was obtained before the 
interviews were conducted. Regarding the quantitative study, informed consent 
was obtained together with the submitted answers.  
 
The interviews 
Six group interviews were conducted with secondary school teachers in four 
schools which are profiled as ICT-mature schools. In total, 25 teachers (15 
women and 10 men between the ages of 25 and 65) with extensive experience of 
using ICTs and social media, particularly Facebook, in their work were recruited 
and interviewed.  
 
The group interviews were conducted with four to six participants in each 
group. The interviews lasted one to two hours and took place in the participants’ 
workplace, that is, at school, in late afternoons when the pupils had left. The 
interviews took place at school partly for practical reasons – being convenient 
for the teachers – but also because the teachers were likely to feel comfortable 
and relaxed doing the interviews in their familiar work setting (Hammersley & 
Atkinson 1983). The group interviews were prompted with pre-specified topics, 
and open-ended questions allowed the discussion to evolve around these open-
ended questions, facilitating interaction among the participants. This process 
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allows participants to interject their own observations and understandings while 
also feeding off the ideas of other participants (Frey & Fontana, 1991). The 
reason for conducting the interviews in groups, and not individually, was to 
create a stimulating conversation in which the participants could share their 
experiences and encourage each other to share theirs (Merton, Fiske & Kendall, 
1990) and, by doing so, give the researchers rich insights into the situations, 
dilemmas, and issues that teachers are facing when they use social media in 
interaction with pupils.    
 
The pre-specified topics in the interview guide included ‘use of social media 
services’ (questions about the teachers’ social media use for educational 
purposes), ‘availability’ (questions about the teachers’ felt demands of being 
available for pupils’ on social media), ‘transparency and integrity’ (questions 
about the teachers’ sharing of private and professional information on social 
media and their thoughts about the increased insight into the pupils’ private 
lives through social media), and ‘responsibility’ (questions about professional 
responsibilities for pupils’ on social media and how to act when confronted with 
improper conduct). 
 
The interviews with the teachers were audio recorded, and the interpretation 
process started with transcribing the recordings. Thereafter, the transcriptions 
were read several times within an extended timeframe and we took note of 
illustrative quotes. The teachers’ accounts of their actions were collated into 
potential themes of interest for the aim of the study (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In 
particular, we observed how the teachers talked about ethical dilemmas, feelings 
of responsibility, and their thoughts about their duties of care for pupils online 
as well as offline.  
 
The survey 
The survey was developed based on the findings from the interviews. The four 
topics in the interview guide were transformed into three topics: ‘use of social 
media services’ (questions about the teachers’ use of specific social media 
services for different purposes in different situations), ‘availability’ (questions 
about when and where different social media services are used in contact with 
pupils), and ‘responsibility’ (questions about ethical guidelines and personal 
standards regarding un-/acceptable online conduct, teaching netiquette, and 
how the teachers act when confronted with improper conduct). In total, the 
questionnaire included 27 questions.  
 
The survey was administered by Statistics Sweden and was distributed (both 
web-based and paper-based) on the 6th of October 2015, and the data collection 
was finished on the 1st of December 2015. The population consisted of certified 
teachers who were working in Swedish secondary schools. The sampling frame 
was based on data from the registry of pedagogical staff, which comprised 
21 334 persons (15 October 2014, Statistics Sweden). A stratified random sample 
was drawn from the sampling frame. The strata were based on gender and age 
(see Table 1). The sample consisted of 4000 teachers. Of these, only 2008 
responded to the survey. 
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Table 1. Response rate and number of respondents (n) in each stratum. 

Stratum  Response rate n 

Women ≤ 40 years 47% 304 
 41-50 years 48% 318 
 ≥ 51 years 61% 393 
Men ≤ 40 years 40% 251 
 41-50 years 44% 271 
 ≥ 51 years 50% 309 

All  50% 2 008 

 
There were 1834 participants who met the inclusion criteria of the present study: 
55% of the teachers were women, and 45% were men; 87% were employed by a 
municipality or the state, and 12% were employed by a private school; and 17% 
worked as lead teachers.  
 
To guide the main model of interest, that is, where differences in the teachers’ 
expressed responsibility were investigated, we tested whether there were 
differences among the teachers in terms of the probability of their using social 
media for pupil contact. Logistic regression was used, and predictors were 
gender, age, school type (private or public state school), having a position as a 
lead teacher, and use of social media. Continuous variables (age, number of 
social media used) were mean centred. Logistic regression was also used to 
investigate whether there were differences in background characteristics 
between teachers who think that they have a responsibility for what pupils do 
on social media and those who do not think so. The background characteristics 
that were included were gender, age, school type (private or public state school), 
having a position as a lead teacher, and use of social media.  
 

Findings 
In the following sections, we present the findings from the qualitative and 
quantitative studies. We begin by looking at the teachers’ subjective 
understanding of responsibility for what pupils do on social media. Thereafter, 
we account for how different groups of teachers perceive responsibility.  
 
Interviews: Transparency and different views on responsibility 
All interviewed teachers use social media in their work and for communication 
with pupils. A common reason, stated by the teachers, for using social media for 
pupil contact is the possibility to inform and contact pupils in a flexible way.  
 

“We started the Facebook group because we thought, like, „where are the 
pupils?‟ They have Facebook, so we will be able to reach out to them 
quickly.” (Donna)  

 
A main area of use among the teachers, is as ‘news channel’, to provide 
information about school assignments, events, advise of changes in schedules, 
and post various reminders. Social media can also be used as an educational tool 
in various schoolwork and projects. As Irene explains, describing a school 
project involving Facebook:  
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“The topic of the project was teenage ideals. Teenagers do sometimes 
find it hard to talk in front of others, so we divided them into smaller 
groups, with their own chat rooms, where they discussed questions 
related to the project. Later, all groups presented their written answers 
in the class, and the pupils from the other groups wrote comments and 
questions. It turned into a written dialogue, where pupils, who 
otherwise are not that talkative, became engaged and took part in the 
discussion.” 

 
Social media are not only used for educational purposes but also for social. A 
large part of the communication between teachers and pupils on social media 
consists of small talks, jokes, and posts about things happening in or outside of 
school. To use social media in this way to create interaction and building good 
relationship with pupils are advocated by the teachers, as prerequisites for 
pupils’ learning and development, as Anna and Christine discuss below. 
 

Anna: “We also use it [Facebook] to have fun, joking and chatting with 
each other. It is not always about school.”  
Christine: “It is important to have good relations with pupils, and show 
them that we are here, that we see them. It‟s about confirmation, really.”  
 

Teachers’ use of social media gives rise to increased information about the 
pupils’ private lives, such as what they do on weekends and outside of school 
hours. Listening to the teachers, it is evident that they think a lot about the risks 
and problematic situations that they are facing when using social media. In the 
interviews, the teachers talk about moral dilemmas related to the increased 
transparency in the pupils’ private lives, inappropriate behaviour of minors, and 
how to react when they see evidence of such conduct. 
 

“If I read something on their Facebook, I do not know anything about it. 
I do not tell anybody about it. I'll keep it to myself. But yes, it might 
confirm my thoughts that I already had about the pupil, a bit like that. 
But I do not use that information for anything when I'm talking to 
colleagues or parents.” (Mary) 

 
The teachers can be witnesses to different kinds of information, or rather, 
information of different degrees of unsuitability. For example – as Bruce 
expresses in the quotation below – how should the teachers react if they notice 
on social media that pupils are doing something that is seen as inappropriate?  
 

“There were some teachers here [at school] who have Facebook and 
discovered that the pupils decided to have a party, and it was obvious 
that these pupils were going to drink alcohol. In those situations, we do 
not have any guidance on what we should do.” (Bruce) 

 
The interviewed teachers also talk about situations in which social media were 
used as a digital arena and tool for inappropriate behaviour, such as harassment 
or bullying other pupils.  
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“Conflicts might not necessarily occur here [at school], but they solve 
them here, because this is the only time you meet IRL, so to speak. Quite 
often, we trace the conflict back to what someone has written on Ask, 
and all those kinds of things, like they do at home. So it‟s like, it‟s 
changed. Bullying is behind screens today, more than it is face to face.” 
(Jenny) 

 
When the teachers talk about their professional responsibility they tend to 
compare physical and virtual situations in which they feel responsible for what 
the pupils are doing. For example, in one of the group interviews the teachers 
discuss how they act if they come across drunk pupils outside school hours. Jim 
and Linda say: 
 

Jim: “If I go downtown on a Friday night, perhaps to the movies with 
my wife, and I see some of my pupils intoxicated, sitting on a park 
bench, then of course I am still a teacher, right? I feel the same thing 
regarding social media. If I see a pupil who is high as a kite on a 
Saturday evening, then of course I am still a teacher. I cannot turn a 
blind eye to things like that.” 
Linda: “It‟s the same as if you were to see a pupil standing in the 
schoolyard smoking, then I would report it to the parent. If I see a posted 
photo on Facebook of some pupil sitting with a beer bottle, I would do the 
same – contact those parents.” 

 
As evident in both Jim’s and Linda’s answers, they seem to act in line with the 
advice of the Teachers’ Professional Ethics Council, to ‘act as in real life’ and to 
treat physical and virtual situations as equivalent in terms of their responsibility 
for what pupils do. However, not all of the interviewed teachers share this 
understanding of how far their online responsibility extends when comparing 
physical and virtual situations, as Harold says:  
 

“Actually, I think you act differently. If you run into a drunk pupil on 
the town, then you stand right there with the problem – or situation – in 
front of you. Then I would probably act in a completely different way 
than I would if I were to see drunk pupils on Facebook, because that is 
something that has probably already happened or passed. If I were to run 
into a drunk pupil in town, I would probably call home to his or her 
parents, or at least contact some field assistant, or whatever, and ask 
them to take over.” 

 
According to Harold, there are limits to a teacher’s responsibility for the pupils. 
He does not consider himself responsible for his pupils all the time in all kinds 
of situations – especially not in those situations seen on social media, where the 
event has already happened.  
 
Other teachers go even further and use different strategies to avoid being 
witness to situations that could potentially demand some moral action by 
themselves. Teachers may, for example, separate between private and 
professional accounts, and thereby delimit their access to the pupils’ online 



135 

 

© 2018 The authors and IJLTER.ORG. All rights reserved. 

behaviour. As Jenny, who is selective about her use of social media services for 
private and professional use, says:       

“I get a lot of requests [from pupils] on Instagram. I usually decline 
such requests. I do not really want to see everything that they do. I do 
not want to see when they are lying drunk in the gutter.”  

 
To sum up this far, there are differences among the teachers with respect to their 
understanding of their professional role and caring responsibility for what 
pupils do on social media. While, for example, Jim and Linda talk about equal 
responsibilities for pupils online and offline, Harold and Jenny emphasize limits 
and boundaries regarding communication and responsibility for what pupils do 
on social media. The differences in teachers’ perceptions about responsibility are 
explored further in the next section when looking at differences between groups 
of teachers. 
 
Survey: Perceptions of responsibility among different groups of teachers  
Almost all participating secondary school teachers (92%) report that they use at 
least one type of social media, either privately or professionally. Approximately 
one-third (32%) of the teachers report that they use social media in contact with 
pupils. The observed proportion of teachers using social media for pupil contact 
is in line with the Swedish National Agency for Education (2016a) study about 
teachers’ use of ICT. 
 
The most commonly used social media among the teachers are YouTube (77%), 
Facebook (65%), Google+ (35%), and Instagram (32%). Fewer teachers report that 
they read or write blogs (23%), or use Twitter (13%) or Snapchat (8%). These 
social media are used by the teachers for educational purposes to share 
information of various kinds, such as lesson materials and school assignments, 
or to discuss school-related issues. Social media are also used for social purposes, 
small talks, and to have fun, for example, by posting funny pictures or video 
clips (Thunman, Lovén & Persson, 2016). 
 
Looking at background characteristics, we see in Table 2 how women (p=0.03) 
and teachers who use a larger number of social media (private or professional) 
(p=< .001) are the two groups that are the most likely to use social media for 
pupil contact. Neither school type and teacher age, nor working as lead teacher 
indicates any significant relation with the dependent variable (probability of 
using social media in contact with pupils).  
 
The correlation between ‘number of social media used’ and ‘using social media 
for pupil contact’ probably means that the teachers who use several or many 
different social media services are also the most likely to interact with pupils on 
social media.    
 
The correlation between ‘gender’ and ‘using social media for pupil contact’ is 
possibly a reflection of a general pattern of behaviour. According to the results 
from the latest survey by Internet Statistics in Sweden (Findahl & Davidsson, 
2015), the extent of women’s and men’s use of social media is relatively even, 
but women are consistently more frequent visitors to social media and more 
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active writers than men. The female tendency to adopt social media is as visible 
in the general population as it is among the teachers. 
 

Table 2. The probability of using social media for pupil contact. 

Parameter B SE Wald χ² p Exp(B) 

Intercept -1.22 0.17 51.81   0.29 

School (public) 0.19 0.17 1.31 .25 1.21 

Position (lead teacher) 0.20 0.14 2.10 .15 1.22 

Gender (woman) 0.24 0.11 4.94 .03 1.27 

Age 0.01 0.01 2.39 .12 1.01 

Number of social media 0.35 0.03 105.28 < .001 1.43 

Cox and Snell R² = .07, Nagelkerke R² = .10. 

 
Next, we will see if the female teachers’ greater use of social media for pupil 
contact is reflected in the teachers’ perception of their responsibility for what 
pupils do on social media. Logistic regression is used to investigate whether 
there are differences in background characteristics between those who think that 
teachers have responsibility for what pupils do on social media and those who 
do not think they have any responsibility. The predictors are gender, age, school 
type (private or public school), having a position as a lead teacher, and use of 
social media privately and as work tools for pupil contact. The results are 
presented in Table 3. 
 

Table 3. The probability to be in the group that responded that teachers have 
responsibility for what pupils do on social media. 

Parameter B SE Wald χ² p Exp(B) 

Intercept 1.58 0.12 168.32 
  

Age -0.01 0.01 1.20 0.27 0.99 
Number of social media 0.13 0.05 7.64 0.01 1.14 
Gender (woman) 0.03 0.07 0.18 0.67 1.03 
School (public) -0.22 0.10 5.16 0.02 0.80 
Position (lead teacher) 0.06 0.08 0.59 0.44 1.07 
Uses social media in education (yes) 0.34 0.08 20.38 < .001 1.41 
Gender × uses social media as work tool -0.17 0.07 5.46 0.02 0.84 
Number of social media ×  
uses social media as work tool 0.002 0.05 0.00 0.96 1.00 

Cox and Snell R² = .04, Nagelkerke R² = .06 

Three predictors of responsibility are significant: the number of social media the 
teachers use, whether the teachers work at a public or a private school, and 
whether the teachers use social media in their contact with pupils. These groups 
of teachers are more likely than other groups to express responsibility for the 
pupils. 
 
Teachers who ‘use social media for pupil contact’ and those who use ‘several’ 
social media services are more likely to belong to the group expressing 
responsibility for pupils. Put differently, active teachers who are using social 
media for pupil contact are more likely to express responsibility for what pupils 
do on social media.     
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Teachers’ perception of responsibility is also related to whether the teachers 
work at a public or a private school, as teachers working at private schools are 
more likely to report that they have a responsibility for what pupils do on social 
media. 
 
Even though female teachers are more likely to use social media than male 
teachers, as seen in Table 2, the relation between gender and perceived 
responsibility is not significant. To better understand the discrepancy between the 
teachers’ actions and their perceptions, we investigate whether gender, and 
number of social media that teachers use, interact with their use of social media 
for pupil contact in ways that affect teachers’ perceptions of responsibility for 
pupils’ behaviour on social media.  
 
When including interaction terms between gender and use of social media in 
education, and number of social media used and use of social media in 
education, only the interaction including gender is overall significant (-2 Log 
Likelihood = 2 684, p =0.02).The fact that gender in itself is not significant in 
relation to perceptions of responsibility but is significant when interacting with 
the variable ‘using social media for pupil contact indicates a complex interaction 
between gender, social media use, and perceived responsibility. 
 
As presented in Table 4, men who use social media as work tools for pupil 
contact are more likely to answer that they think teachers have a responsibility 
for what pupils do on social media. A similar relation is present for women, 
although the difference in perceived responsibility is not as large as for men. In 
fact, the female teachers are more likely to report that they perceive 
responsibility for what pupils do on social media regardless if they use social 
media or not. The level of perceived responsibility was high either way. On the 
contrary, we see a big gap between perceived responsibility among the male 
teachers who use, and do not use social media. Male social media users are more 
likely to express responsibility than male teachers who do not use social media. 
 

Table 4. Predicted probability of agreeing with the notion that teachers have a 
responsibility for what pupils do on social media. 

Gender and social media use in education p 

Woman, uses social media in education .84 

Man, uses social media in education .87 

Woman, does not use social media in education .77 

Man, does not use social media in education .68 

 
To sum up the findings, we have shown how perceptions of responsibility differ 
between teachers who believe that they take equal responsibility for pupils’ 
well-being whether they act online or offline and those teachers who do not 
think they have, or want, such an equal responsibility. We have also observed 
that some groups of teachers are more likely than others to express 
responsibility for pupils, especially teachers who use many different social 
media, those who use them in contact with pupils, and female teachers.   
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Discussion: Transparency, responsibility, and gender 
Teachers may have different reasons for engaging with pupils through social 
media. They may use it as an information channel to reach out with news to the 
pupils quickly, as Jenny does, or they may use social media in more 
communicative ways, as Christine does, to cultivate good relations with the 
pupils by engaging in discussion, small talk, and jokes. From an ethics of care 
perspective, the teachers’ ways of using social media can be understood as 
different expressions of a desire to ‘be there’ with the pupils and to try ‘to do’ 
something for them. Noddings (1992) explain that teachers who profess an ethic 
of care in their practice view themselves as responsible for empowering their 
pupils. The caring ethic suggests that teachers approach pupils’ needs from the 
subjective perspective of ‘being with’ and ‘doing something’, rather than the 
more objective ‘something must be done’ approach, leaving pupils care up to 
others and removing themselves from personal responsibility.  
 
However, the teachers’ understanding of their duties of care is challenged by the 
increased transparency of the pupils’ lives that social media brings about. 
Listening to the teachers, it is obvious that they from time to time come across 
expressions of inappropriate behaviour or unwanted information about the 
pupils. Such as when Mary is confronted with personal and sensitive 
information about a pupil through social media, or when Bruce discover, 
through social media, that his minor pupils are planning a party where alcohol 
will be served. Social media tends to blur the boundaries between public and 
private domains. When teachers start to use social media in contact with pupils, 
they also get a glimpse into the private lives of the pupils. The teachers may be 
confronted with information and behavior that they deem immoral or 
questionable. The interviews show that faced with the situation, the teachers 
need to reflect on personal and professional standards regarding responsibility, 
and ultimately choose whether to act on the information or not.  
 
That social media use for pupil contact correlate with perceived responsibility is 
supported by the findings from the survey, indicating a correlation between 
frequency of social media usage, number of social media used, and level of 
perceived responsibility among the teachers in the study. Put differently, the 
more the teachers use social media, and thereby get access to personal 
information about the pupils, the greater is the likelihood that the teachers will 
perceive that they have responsibility for what the pupils do on social media. In 
our understanding, increased insight into the private lives of pupils through 
social media might evoke teachers’ perceptions about duties of care. Following 
that line of thought, it makes sense to do as Harold and Jenny, i.e. if you do not 
want responsibility for pupils on social media, it is rational to delimit the insight 
into the pupils’ private lives. Otherwise you may feel obligated to try ‘to do’ 
something. 
 
In the survey, we also saw a relationship between gender and responsibility. 
Whether they use social media or not, female teachers are more likely to report 
that they feel that they have responsibility for what pupils do on social media. 
Gilligan’s (1982) ideas about traditional ‘female’ responsibility-oriented morals, 
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that is, values and moral commitments that focus on caring for and openness to 
the needs of others, could help explain female teachers’ generally higher 
likelihood of perceiving responsibility. As an expression of a lived female role as 
care provider, who’s self value depends on affinity and caring relationships to 
others (Gilligan, 1982), female teachers in general are, so to speak, already 
practising a caring ethic and are not affected by the increased insight into the 
private lives of the pupils that social media brings about.   
 
Gilligan’s ideas could also help explain male teachers’ lower likelihood of 
perceiving responsibility since a traditional male role is not primarily based on 
caring principles, but rather on moral principles about justice. While caring 
ethics are often associated to ‘feminine’ values and ways of being, justice ethics 
are often associated to ‘masculine’ values and ways of being. Contrary to a 
caring ethics, the justice ethics are founded on a sense of separation that can be 
understood as a way of being with others that allows one also to be with oneself. 
Justice ethics promotes individuality and autonomy, and view dependency as a 
hinder for individual self-realization (Gilligan, 1982). The connection between 
ethics and sex is – according to Gilligan (1995) – developed in early childhood 
through the internalization of the interpretive framework of patriarchy that 
outlines what it means to be a girl or a boy. Although, the concepts of caring 
ethics and justice ethics is associated to gendered ways of being, it does not 
mean that all women adopt a caring ethics, or that all men adopt a justice ethics. 
In fact, in our interview data, we see how both female and male teachers express 
various ways of being that can be interpreted as caring ethics. For example, both 
Jim and Linda consider, as reflected in the quotations above, themselves having 
the same level of responsibility for the pupils, whether it is in school, outside 
school hours, or on social media.  
 
In addition, it is evident that both female and male teachers express signs of 
justice ethics in regard to their pupil contacts on social media. For example, 
Harold’s and Jenny’s reluctance to take the same level of responsibility for 
pupils as Jim and Linda, may be understood as a strategy that promotes 
separation between private and work domains. In the private domain, or role, 
Harold and Jenny advocate the right to autonomy, individual freedom, and the 
absence of personal responsibility for pupils. Harold and Jenny are using social 
media for pupil contacts, and they do express ambition of ‘being with’ the 
pupils. However, their relationship with, and responsibility for the pupils are 
not boundless and infinite, but regulated according to a separating way of being.   
 
With that in mind, it is interesting to observe that, according to the survey 
results, the male teachers who use social media for pupil contact are the ones 
who are the most likely to perceive responsibility for what the pupils do on 
social media. The sense of responsibility in this group is even higher than for the 
female teachers who use social media. Why is the sense of responsibility the 
highest for this group of teachers? There are two possible answers.  
 
The first answer rests on causation between ethics and use of social media, i.e. 
that it is the teachers that practise caring ethics that are using social media. 
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Following Gilligan’s line of thought, the answer would explain why the use of 
social media does not have the same effect among female teachers since women 
in general tend to be practicing caring ethics. However, the answer would also 
imply that there are exceptionally many male teachers in Sweden that have 
adopted caring ethics.  
 
The second answer rests on an idea about an opposite causation, namely that 
social media contacts with pupils make the male teachers more caring. Because 
female teachers tend to be practising caring ethics already – following Gilligan’s 
line of thought – the increased insight into pupils’ private lives through social 
media would not create the same effect on the female teachers’ sense of 
responsibility as it would on male teachers’, who instead tend to be practising 
justice ethics. Put differently, the insight into pupils’ private lives may have the 
biggest effect on those teachers with the least experience of using social media 
for pupil contact. Having argued that the use of social media may increase the 
possibility of ‘being with’ the pupils, the gap in perceived responsibility between 
male teachers who use, and not use, social media for pupil contacts, may be 
understood as a result of the moral dilemmas that follow from the increased 
insights into the pupils’ private lives. The answer is interesting since it implies 
that the use of social media for pupil contact could promote a transformation 
from a justice ethics towards a caring ethics.  
 

Limitations and future research 
There are some limitations of the study. Since this study was carried out in 
Sweden, the relevance of the results may be limited to this particular context, 
and there may be differences between countries regarding teachers’ use of social 
media and their perceptions of ethical responsibilities. Therefore, we would like 
to draw attention to the need for studies of teachers from different socio-cultural 
and geographical contexts, as well as to the need for studies of teachers 
operating at different levels of education. 
 
Another limitation of the study is the absence of the pupil perspective. Previous 
research has explored pupils’ perceptions about the teacher role and teachers’ 
disclosure when teachers use social media in contact with pupils (e.g. Mazer et 
al., 2009). However, there is a lack of research about pupils’ understanding about 
the teacher role and teachers’ ethical responsibility when using social media for 
pupil contacts. Thus, we suggest that future research include the pupil 
perspective in order to get a comprehensive understanding of teachers’ and 
pupils’ perceptions about teachers’ responsibilities when using social media for 
educational purposes. 
 

Conclusion and implications 
The aim of this article was to explore teachers’ understanding of their duties of 
care and ethical responsibilities for what pupils do on social media. The main 
conclusion is that there is a relationship between social media usage and level of 
perceived responsibility. The more a teacher use social media, and thereby get 
access to more personal information about the pupils, the greater the likelihood 
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that the teacher experiences responsibility for what the pupils do on social 
media.  
 
A related conclusion concerns the gender of the teachers. Generally speaking, 
the identified relationship between social media usage and level of perceived 
ethical responsibility is most prominent in the case of male teachers. Female 
teachers are instead inclined to experience responsibility for pupils, regardless of 
whether they use social media for pupil contacts or not. The identified gender 
differences have been elucidated with the help of the theory of caring ethics. 
 
The identified differences between teacher groups regarding their perceived 
ethical responsibility for what pupils do on social media call for the need of 
policy making on different levels. On a macro level, the result indicates a need 
for national guidelines or codes of conduct for teacher use of social media. On a 
meso level, there is a need for the establishment of school management 
standards. The current lack of both national and organisational guidelines has 
implications on a micro level. Without guidelines, it becomes the individual 
teacher’s task to decide how to think and act in relation to pupils on social 
media. As evident in quotes in this study, teachers may face ethical dilemmas 
when encountering pupils on social media and the solution of how to act in a 
professional and ethical manner in certain situations is not always obvious. An 
establishment of guidelines would help the individual teacher in these 
situations. In addition, such guidelines could help pupils to better understand 
what to expect of teachers on social media. 
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