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TECHNOLOGY COMMISSION

 Fear not the “selfi e;”  embrace it, and 
channel your students’ passion of the 
post toward the development of speak-
ing and vocabulary skills. As diffi cult as 
it is for many teachers 
to accept, students are 
going to use their mobile 
devices in class. Why not 
look at the devices as 
a tool that can engage 
them through social me-
dia they know well and 
that will allow them to 
develop and share their 
linguistic knowledge 
in a teen-friendly way? 
While there are some 
initial steps to prepare 
the students for using 
a social media site, the 
results may change your 
opinion of the ubiqui-
tous self-portraits and 
random shots.    

I had originally hesitated using social 
media outlets such as Twitter (140 char-
acter messages), Vine (six-second videos), 
and Instagram (pictures and 15-second 
videos) with my classes even though 
teachers in my Twitter PLN (Professional 
Learning Network) were discussing the 
positive results that they experienced 
with them. My reasons included privacy, 
appropriate behaviors, and thoughtful, 
pedagogical use of the media. I did not 
see the attraction of continuous posting 
of uninteresting pictures—especially 
“selfi es.” Although I am highly active on 
Twitter, I prefer posting my ideas in words 
and not through pictures. My interest 

in using 
Instagram 
became 
more serious 
when our 
school had a 
bomb threat 
and we 
spent several 
hours on the 
football fi eld. 
The stu-
dents took 
hundreds 
of pictures 
within the 
fi rst 15 min-
utes using 
a hashtag 

THINKING ABOUT SYNCING? 
USING SOCIAL MEDIA TO DEVELOP COMMUNICATION SKILLS

(#) chosen by the “hive.” A hashtag is the 
symbol used on social media sites to 
denote a theme. After school, I searched 
the hashtag and found the pictures that 

the students took. The majority 
were self-portraits with friends; 
others were 15-second videos. 
While teens still text, many 
more share their thoughts with 
pictures and short, tagged 
phrases sent to their followers. 
The pictures and videos from 
the fi eld were creative, a bit silly, 
and sometimes offensive. These 
are adolescents, and they feel 
comfortable within the medium 
to express themselves with 
little concern to etiquette or 
spelling. Thankfully, many social 
media users make their ac-
counts private so that only their 
followers can see the pictures. 
For those who do not, anyone 

can explore their pictures by clicking on 
the user’s name. I learned an important 
lesson while going through the posts: Do 
not look at or follow your students’ ac-
counts! You do not want to see what they 
post, and it can change your opinion of 
a student. Despite the slightly disturbing 
discoveries in this teen-laden territory, I 
understood the commu-
nicative power of these 
posts in their lives. The 
next question was, “How 
can teachers make social 
media work in the World 
Language class?”      

World Language 
teachers often check 
student comprehension 
of a word or expression 
through drawings. A 
quick sketch of “Il a froid” 
is easy to assess and al-
lows students to demon-
strate their comprehen-
sion through non-verbal 
methods. However, there 
are students who do not 
like to draw—I am one of them. To reach 
out to these students, we have used 
our class iPods (and personal student 
devices) along with Google images or 
other image repositories. This approach 
worked well, but it was a passive exercise. 
Students simply entered the expression 
in French and were provided with an 
image. My goal was to make the exercise 

more direct so that they produced the 
idea of the defi nition. We used our class 
iPods or personal phones and students 
e-mailed their pictures to our class Gmail 
account. A typical vocabulary exercise 
would be emotions and adjectives. 
Students received a list of 5-10 words 

that we had covered and were 
asked to take pictures of the 
words. They could draw a scene, 
or they could create a “scene” 
with their partners. To respect 
student privacy, I asked families 
to sign on-line agreements that 
allowed me to post their likeness 
and work without their names. 
This system worked well, but it 
didn’t have the same effect as 
the instant post functions found 
on Instagram, Vine, and Snap-
chat. What I have learned from 
adolescents is that they want 
to connect instantly and share 
what they like. 

The transition from static pic-
tures on the iPods to the social 

media sites involved creating a French 
class account, installing the apps to the 
iPods, and connecting each device to 
the class account. I chose the username 
“mvhsfrancais” for Twitter, Vine, and Ins-
tagram so that students could easily fi nd 
them on line. Each class discussed the 
ground rules in English. I insisted on the 
consequences of any unsuitable behav-
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ior or photos—a discipline reference and 
loss of technology use in class. 

Guidelines: No bathroom shots. No 
pictures of “personal” body parts. Always 
ask permission before photographing 
another person. No deleting other stu-
dents’ posts. No following other accounts 
with the class account. Use only the 
hashtags (#) supplied for the lesson. I was 
worried that there would be some inap-
propriate slang used. (YOLO, Swag, etc.), 
but I am able to monitor the students’ 
posts as they take their pictures either on 
my iPad or on the computer. 
Any post that did not meet 
the requirements, I deleted 
immediately. 

The fi rst posts were 
made by the French 1 
students using Vine. Vines 
are six-second videos, so 
precision was important. 
The students presented a 
partner by describing hair 
and eye color and his or 
her favorite activities. I set a 
time limit of 15 minutes for 
fi lming. Six seconds proved 
to be almost impossible for 
French 1. Vines require quick 
speech that these students 
did not have. Their attempts 
were brave, but we decided 
to try Instagram and its 
15-second videos. As we watched the 
videos together, students commented on 
everyone’s errors and successes. A slight 
competitive attitude arose between sixth 
and seventh periods. The groups wanted 
to garner the most “likes” on their videos, 
so they shared them with their friends. A 

suggestion to incentivize the experience: 
students receive participation points for 
following the class account. They will see 
not only the posts made by their class 
but the other classes as well. When they 
like a picture or video, I offer another 
participation point. Students were ini-
tially worried that if they liked a class 
picture from their personal accounts, that 
I would click on their names. I assured 
them that their personal accounts would 
not be viewed or followed. I do how-
ever, follow Francophone accounts from 

around the world includ-
ing:  igersparis, parisprom-
enades, lacuisineparis, 
and many other location-
based sites. The pictures 
posted on these accounts 
offer real-world glimpses 
into Francophone culture. 
Searching hashtags such 
as #petitdejeuner or 
#nourriture allows users 
to fi nd a stunning amount 
of culture.       

A typical vocabulary-
based assignment is 
modeled on the chal-
lenges that are found on 
Instagram through the 
“igers” thematic shar-
ing groups. A challenge 
(or défi ) might be “bleu.” 

Participants post pictures that relate to 
the theme with the #bleu hashtag and 
the post that receives the most likes wins 
the challenge. I have used an acrostics-
style challenge where each letter of a 
word becomes a picture or short video. 
For Valentine’s day, we did VALENTIN dur-
ing which, “amour” and “amoureux” were 
popular posts for the letter A. For the 
lower-level students, we come up with 
the list of words together. Third-year and 
AP develop their own lists. The theme 
could be emotions, idiomatic expres-
sions, or school life (verbs, objects, classes, 
etc). Each picture has the vocabulary 
hashtag (#triste) and our class hashtag 
(#mvhsfrancais). One AP group produced 
a 15-second video detailing the conju-
gation of an “ER” verb. Another group 
explained masculine and feminine adjec-
tives. The challenge can be done during 
school, or it could be assigned over the 
weekend. Students would use their own 
devices and the class hashtag so that 
you can fi nd the posts. To search a post, 
you will need to use a mobile device 
with the Instagram (or Vine) app. These 
social media outlets were designed to be 
mobile-based and are therefore some-
what limited on their Web sites.

It is important to not jump into the 

social media arena without preparation. 
Students have no experience using social 
media for a school-related purpose. For 
them, this is an open arena where people 
post anything they want, not a way to 
practice a foreign language. If you plan to 
use it, inform yourself on digital citizen-
ship, talk to your district technology 
coach or principal. Develop your expecta-
tions, and share them with your students. 
By using solid information and practices, 
teachers will provide support in devel-
oping knowledgeable and responsible 
social media users. There are curriculum 
guides available on line to help you learn 
how to discuss digital citizenship and 
privacy issues. Social media is powerful. 
People have lost jobs due to their posts, 
but revolutions have been organized as 
well.  Social media can be daunting, but 
it can also be a new path for connecting 
our learners with the Francophone world. 
If you are interested in organizing a 
social media account or experience with 
your classes, please contact me at  [cath 
erineku72@gmail.com]. 

Bon surf! 
Catherine Ousselin
Mount Vernon High School (WA)
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