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 Social media are pervasive in adolescent lives, filled with the potential for youth to 

experience both risks and opportunities. Social media provide a space for youth to address some 

of their most salient developmental tasks, such as identity exploration, developing relationships 

beyond members of their family, and finding places to meaningfully belong in a larger social 

environment. Social Media TestDrive (SMTD) is an educational intervention designed to 

develop youth (ages 9–13) knowledge and skills to engage in social media in ways that are safe, 

positive, prosocial, and fun, in order to maximize benefits while minimizing exposure to risks. 

SMTD is founded on a research-based definition of social media literacy and delivered through 

the established pedagogical vehicle of experiential learning theory. This dissertation rigorously 

evaluates SMTD to assess its effectiveness in developing social media literacy in youth. There 

are two studies within the dissertation. First, the four-step development (n = 8) and validation (n 

=  347) of the Youth Social Media Literacy Inventory (YSMLI) yielded an empirically tested, 

valid, and reliable inventory of objective questions regarding social media literacy knowledge to 

be used with youth ages 9–13. The YSMLI questions fill a gap in available assessments for both 

researchers and practitioners. Second, employing questions from the YSMLI results from a 

cluster randomized controlled trial (n = 435) provides evidence of the effectiveness of SMTD in 
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developing social media literacy knowledge in young learners. This study is the first empirical 

evaluation of the effectiveness of SMTD. Increasing objective social media literacy knowledge 

and skills are a foundational first step towards demonstrating positive, safe, and prosocial 

behaviors in actual social media platforms. According to the SMTD theory of change, 

completing modules should develop knowledge and skills which will, in turn, affect attitudes, 

norms, and self-efficacy to ultimately behave in positive, safe, and prosocial ways in social 

media. The results of this study provide evidence that SMTD is building this foundation of 

knowledge. 
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Chapter 1 
 

Introduction 
 

Adolescents are now more digitally connected than ever before (Vogels, 2019), and their 

use of social media is pervasive (Anderson & Jiang, 2018; Rideout et al., 2022; Vogels, 2019). 

Of those U.S. teens aged 13–19, 95% have access to a smart phone, and 45% report they are 

online almost constantly (Anderson & Jiang, 2018). Parents report that even younger children 

(under age 12) are also frequent users of digital media (Auxier et al., 2020). A nationally 

representative, probability-based panel of the U.S. household population, which included 

interviews with 743 youth (Anderson & Jiang, 2018), revealed that when online, young 

individuals are often engaging in social media, with top online platforms including YouTube 

(85%), Instagram (72%), Snapchat (69%), and Facebook (51%). Recently, TikTok has quickly 

risen to join and dominate the social media space for U.S. youth (for those aged 12–17), 

surpassing Instagram and Snapchat use (Proulx, 2021). Across all ages, social media have 

become a place to connect with others, find news, and engage in politics (Auxier et al., 2019).  

Adolescent Social Media Use: Opportunities 

Developmental psychologists take a lifespan approach to understanding how humans 

grow and develop (American Psycological Association, 2022). According to Erik Erikson, the 

main and most important developmental task for adolescents is to solve the identity versus role 

confusion crisis (Erikson, 1968). During this phase of life, which typically occurs between the 

ages of 12 to 18, adolescents have greater independence and autonomy, and are increasingly 

interacting with others in their communities (Sokol, 2009). They are seeking to answer the 

question “Who am I?” and exploring their roles in society and in relation to others (McAdams et 
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al., 2006). Along with this, adolescents need to find the social environment to which they belong, 

and in which they can create meaningful relationships with other people (Chen et al., 2007).  

Social media provides virtually unlimited opportunities for adolescents to explore identity 

and connect with others (boyd, 2015). They can use different platforms and/or different accounts 

within a single platform to dig deeply into specific interests or explore various aspects of 

themselves, pursuing new interests or ideas they might want to incorporate into their sense of 

self. Overall, the multi-media formats, including text, photos, and videos, provide an artistic 

opportunity for young people to express themselves.  

Young people may prefer to do this in person, but they often have little opportunity to do 

so, especially since the COVID-19 pandemic. Aside from the pandemic, they are subject to time-

consuming pressures from school and extracurricular activities, and often face restrictions by 

parents or a lack of transportation and space to congregate. Moving to online spaces reduces 

these barriers to connection (boyd, 2014). A space separate from their in-person communities to 

explore identity can also be protective, especially for those with marginalized identities, such as 

those from the LGBTQ community (Craig et al., 2021; Fox & Ralston, 2016).  

Research has identified social connection and communication, exposure to new ideas and 

knowledge, safe identity experimentation, and opportunities for self-presentation to be among 

the social and developmental benefits for adolescents of using online technologies (Best et al., 

2014; Craig et al., 2021; Reid & Weigle, 2014; Third et al., 2017; Uhls et al., 2017). Rideout and 

colleagues (2021) found the social, entertainment, and creative benefits of media were especially 

helpful to tweens and teens during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, there are legitimate 

concerns about media exposure and use, especially for youth who are more vulnerable due to 

their age.  
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Adolescent Social Media Use: Risks 

Concerns about the effects on young people of social media use abound in both popular and 

scientific news. In 2017, Jean Twenge made a provocative splash when she wrote in The Atlantic 

that the “twin rise of the smartphone and social media has caused an earthquake of a magnitude 

we’ve not seen in a very long time, if ever. There is compelling evidence that the devices we’ve 

placed in young people’s hands are having profound effects on their lives—and making them 

seriously unhappy” (Twenge, 2017). In 2021, Facebook whistleblower Frances Haugen told CBS 

News that Instagram makes teenage girls’ thoughts of suicide and eating disorders worse (Pelley, 

2021).  

Livingstone and colleagues’ widely-applied classification of online risks for children 

(defined as up to age 18) has three main categories (Livingstone et al., 2015; Smith & 

Livingstone, 2017; Staksrud et al., 2009). First, content risks, in which the child is the receiver of 

media and messages, includes being exposed to content that is potentially harmful, such as 

violent, sexual, or hate material. Second are contact risks, in which the child is a participant in 

activity initiated by others such as cyberbullying, privacy violations, cyberstalking, or being 

contacted by strangers. Thirdly, conduct risks involve the child being a perpetrator or victim. 

These include behaviors such as sharing personal information, lying, gambling, hacking, or 

illegally downloading materials. In a review of research examining risks, harms, and 

interventions, Smith and Livingstone (2017) found that despite differences in definitions and 

measurement, about 5–6% of youth ages 9 to 16 have been cyberbullied (serious, recent, or 

repeated incidents), 15% of 11- to 16-year-olds have seen or received a sexual message online, 

and in the previous year 30% of 9- to 15-year-olds had made online contact with someone they 
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did not already know. Anderson of the Pew Research Center (2018) found that 59% teens in the 

United States have experienced bullying or harassment online.    

Recently, Livingstone and colleagues added a fourth “c” to this framework: contract 

risks.  This refers to when a child is part of or exploited by a contract or commercial interests 

(Livingstone & Stoilova, 2021). The updated classification also emphasizes a dimension related 

to the nature of the risk (aggressive, sexual, or values) and recognizes cross-cutting risks such as 

privacy violations, physical and mental health risks, as well as inequalities and discrimination 

(Livingstone & Stoilova, 2021). 

The cross-cutting risks identified by Livingstone and colleagues, particularly those 

affecting mental health, have also been the subject of much distinct research. A recent systematic 

review examined the effect of social media on mental health issues in adolescents, such as 

depression, anxiety, and psychological distress (Keles et al., 2020). Though the authors found a 

general correlation between social media use and mental health issues, these relationships were 

complex and not consistent across studies (Keles et al., 2020). They go on to highlight that 

specific aspects of social media use (behaviors and attitudes) such as social comparison, 

active/passive use, and motivations for using social media may have greater impact on mental 

health than general social media use alone (Keles et al., 2020). Another recent systematic review 

also found a mix of negative and positive relational outcomes associated with social media use 

(Dredge & Schreurs, 2020). Negative associations included alienation, relational aggression, 

poor relationship with parents, and perceived isolation; positive associations were all about 

connection, including a sense of belonging, social capital, offline social interaction, and 

socializing (Dredge & Schreurs, 2020).  
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Shankleman et al.’s 2021 meta-synthesis of studies involving qualitative inquiries into the 

relationship between social media use and adolescent well-being identified the common themes 

of connections, identity, learning, and emotions; within each of these four themes, social media 

use was found to have a complex relationship with adolescent well-being, comprising both 

positive and negative consequences (Shankleman et al., 2021). These mixed risks and benefits 

imply that we should not simply discourage social media use for adolescents. Instead, we should 

acknowledge that, despite potential risks, it can help with key developmental tasks for 

adolescents (Uhls et al., 2017). Yet simply having online access does not mean that people know 

how to skillfully use digital technology, nor that they can identify credible messages that are 

relevant to their lives (Hobbs, 2010). The assumption that young people in particular know how 

to skillfully navigate and use digital technologies by virtue of their age is too simplistic. This 

binary characterization of youth as “digital natives” and adults as “digital immigrants” (Prensky, 

2004) is a problematic dichotomy that categorizes people based on age alone, rather than on 

actual skill or experience; both old and young are more accurately understood as having a variety 

of experiences with and understandings of technology (Bayne & Ross, 2007; Brown & 

Czerniewicz, 2010; Hargittai, 2010).  

 Adults who care about the healthy development and growth of young people cannot 

ignore the role and importance of social media in the lives of adolescents. We must acknowledge 

that social media affords both potential opportunities and risks for young people. These spaces 

allow youth to safely experiment with identities, expose them to new ideas and knowledge, and 

provide opportunities for creativity, entertainment, social connection, and self-presentation. Yet 

the content, contact, conduct, and contract risks of social media draw attention to the potential 

problems for privacy and health, as well as to inequalities and discrimination. Youth do not 
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intrinsically have the ability to skillfully navigate social media; for many, trial and error is how 

they learn about the pitfalls, sometimes with lasting consequences. Just as we guide young 

people through many aspects of development, we must provide support for them to learn how to 

use social media in ways that are fun, prosocial, and safe. 

(Social) Media Literacy Education 

Media literacy educational efforts are often identified as the way to help people develop 

knowledge and skills to adeptly navigate the online world. With protectionist approaches to 

media literacy education, learners are taught about the potential negative effects of media and 

ways to defend against them (Potter, 2010). However, people are now simultaneously consumers 

and creators of media (Jenkins, 2006), and, just as the media with which we interact have 

changed, we must evolve beyond this protectionist approach to fully prepare people to 1) be 

responsible media creators as well as 2) enjoy the “pleasures and power” of this role (Hobbs, 

2010). The empowerment conceptualization of media literacy extends beyond protection, 

suggesting media literacy education should be more than inoculation, aiming to also develop 

critical thinkers, effective communicators, and active citizens (Hobbs, 2011). By developing 

knowledge and skills to not only analyze and evaluate media content, but learning how to create, 

reflect, and act in positive, prosocial ways, young social media users are more likely to minimize 

the risks of social media while maximizing the benefits.  

Though teaching media literacy skills specific to social media is the logical solution to 

mitigating the potential risks of social media use and maximizing the benefits, the question 

remains: how do we best teach (social) media literacy concepts and skills to youth? For example, 

what is the best approach to teaching youth how to identify cyberbullying social media posts or 

comments and to teaching the variety of actions they can take to stand up to the cyberbullying, 
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such as supporting the target or reporting the post? How should we teach youth to think critically 

about how social media content and interactions can make them feel and the actions they can 

take to balance their media use with other life activities?   

Several social media literacy interventions do exist; however, most do not focus on 

helping young adolescents learn to maximize the benefits of social media use while reducing the 

risks. Some are very narrowly focused on developing a particular subset of social media skills, 

such as the ability to critically evaluate social media content regarding specific health topics 

(e.g., Gordon et al., 2020, 2021; Jeong et al., 2012; McLean et al., 2017; Mingoia et al., 2019; 

Paxton et al., 2022). Others aim to develop skills for the professional use of social media, 

creating professional social media identities, or for using social media skills to educate others 

(e.g., DiValentin et al., 2015; Kaur et al., 2018; Kinsky, 2015; Mänty & Srinivasan, n.d.; 

Novakovich et al., 2017; Schmidt, 2014). Most of these are developed for college-age or older 

adults (DiValentin et al., 2015; Novakovic et al., 2017; Schmidt, 2014). Very few social media 

literacy interventions have been rigorously evaluated. These interventions, the core components 

of social media literacy they address, their theoretical frameworks, and their effectiveness are 

more fully described in Chapter 3. 

Social Media TestDrive 

Social Media TestDrive (SMTD) was developed to fill the gap in existing digital tools to 

teach effective social media use to youth. SMTD is an online educational program designed to 

develop youth social media literacy knowledge and skills, including the abilities to decode, 

evaluate, and create communication in the realms of representation and interaction, while 

acknowledging the self’s role in the selection of and engagement with social media (see Cho et 

al., 2022; Hobbs, 2010; Livingstone, 2014; and Schreurs & Vandenbosch, 2021, for further 
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outlines of these concepts). In other words, SMTD is focused on developing media literacy 

specific to the dynamic world of social media platforms, in which users are both consumers and 

creators of content viewed by both near and far network members. SMTD is designed for middle 

school-aged youth (ages 9–13) who are either just beginning to use social media or who are just 

about to. The goal is to teach youth how to use social media in ways that are positive, prosocial, 

fun, and safe at a key developmental stage when they are interested in using social media but do 

not yet have much experience. Each self-guided module takes about 20 minutes to complete, 

providing learners with definitions and examples of key social media concepts and prosocial 

behaviors, opportunities to practice modeled behaviors, the freedom to explore and interact with 

a simulated social media timeline, and space to reflect on their actions (or inaction) related to the 

module topic.  

SMTD was informed by a synthesis of media and digital literacy models combined into a 

framework of social media literacy as well as by Kolb's (1984) conception of experiential 

learning theory. This synthesized model of social media literacy provides the overarching 

structure for the content of SMTD modules, and encompasses five core competencies: the 

abilities to 1) find and access social media platforms and use them and their respective options 

and channels skillfully, 2) critically evaluate social media content and its potential consequences, 

3) generate creative social media content with an awareness of the specific audience, 4) reflect 

on one’s own behavior, apply social responsibility, and adequately manage one’s affective 

responses, and 5) develop and perpetuate prosocial behavioral norms and exhibit digital 

citizenship. This model reflects the idea that new media users are both consumers and creators of 

media, with social responsibilities to their communities.  
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Experiential learning theory shapes the vehicle by which SMTD content is delivered. 

Learners become immersed in social media simulations within each module, with the 

opportunity to “test drive” social media in a protected, risk-free way. They are free to create 

content, to comment, and to like the posts they encounter, as well as to practice skills taught in 

each module, such as flagging cyberbullying content or fact-checking news. Learners can try 

suggested actions, freely explore, create, and test ideas, and reflect on the advantages and 

disadvantages of acting in similar ways in the future. Each social media experience within 

SMTD is contained; the only real person in the timeline is the individual learner. This allows 

young people to practice identifying and evaluating content relevant to each module’s topic and 

provides opportunities to practice acting in positive, prosocial ways in an authentic simulation, 

without any of the lasting consequences they may experience if these issues were faced on real 

social media platforms.  

By teaching the social media literacy core competencies described above through an 

interactive online program full of opportunities for experiential learning, SMTD should increase 

social media literacy knowledge and skills. That is, learners who complete SMTD modules 

should have greater social media literacy knowledge and perceived self-efficacy to enact those 

skills in the environment of real social media platforms, compared to those who do not complete 

SMTD modules. 

Purpose Statement 

SMTD is ready to be formally evaluated. Though educators and parents have 

enthusiastically praised SMTD, and over half a million learners have used SMTD since its 

launch in August 2020, educators look for and are often required to use programs with 

demonstrated effectiveness. Thus the focus of this dissertation is to rigorously test the effect of 
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SMTD on social media literacy knowledge and perceived self-efficacy to enact positive, 

prosocial skills on social media platforms in youth ages 9–13. The first study presented in this 

dissertation describes the development and empirical validation of the Youth Social Media 

Literacy Inventory (YSMLI), an instrument designed to objectively assess social media literacy 

knowledge in middle school-aged youth. In the second study, a subscale drawn from the YSMLI 

is used as part of a randomized controlled trial to test the effect of SMTD on social media 

literacy knowledge and perceived self-efficacy in the selected specific age group. 

A robust evaluation of SMTD will yield one of two outcomes. In the first possible 

outcome, SMTD will be found to positively affect social media literacy in youth. With this 

outcome, educators can more confidently implement SMTD modules and expect youth to act in 

positive, safe, and prosocial ways when engaging with social media. If the evaluation finds 

SMTD does not improve social media literacy knowledge and perceived self-efficacy as desired, 

the careful evaluation study design will identify where SMTD fell short, pointing the 

intervention developers to aspects of the modules to strengthen and improve. The purpose of the 

studies presented in this dissertation is overall to assess the extent to which SMTD modules 

affect social media literacy knowledge and perceived self-efficacy to act in positive, safe, and 

prosocial ways on social media amongst middle school-aged youth.  

Organization of Dissertation Chapters 

The dissertation is organized into six additional chapters. Chapter 2 presents a review of 

the literature regarding terms related to social media literacy (such as media literacy, digital 

literacy, and digital citizenship), and this dissertation’s definition of social media literacy which 

was developed following this literature review. Chapter 3 describes existing interventions 

designed to teach social media literacy, including the competencies and abilities they address, 
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their underlying theoretical frameworks, and any effectiveness evaluations of these interventions. 

Chapter 4 extends the discussion of social media literacy education, describing the iterative 

development of SMTD, including its pedagogical roots in experiential learning. Chapter 5 

presents the first empirical study of this dissertation—the steps and analytical procedures 

undertaken to develop and validate the Youth Social Media Literacy Inventory, a bank of items 

developed to objectively assess social media literacy knowledge within a youth population. In 

the second study of this dissertation, the effect of SMTD on youth social media literacy 

knowledge and self-efficacy is assessed using a subset of items from the Youth Social Media 

Literacy Inventory. This study is presented in Chapter 6. Chapter 7 provides a summary of both 

studies, the conclusions, and the resultant recommendations. The dissertation concludes with 

references and appendices. 
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Chapter 2  
 

Getting to Social Media Literacy 
 
Literacies: Evolving Terms and Definitions 

I argue within the context of this dissertation that being literate is the state of having 

competence, which is built over time and through the application of knowledge and skill. 

However, rapid changes in technology mean shifts in how we define literacies and what it means 

to be literate (Leu et al., 2017). These swift changes have resulted in myriad and sometimes 

overlapping terms and definitions of similar concepts. Moreover, different researchers may 

define the same term differently. For example, “media literacy” has several different but similar 

definitions (Aufderheide, 1992; Hobbs, 2011; Livingstone, 2004; National Association for Media 

Literacy Education, 2010; Potter, 2010). These different definitions reflect the evolving thought 

on what it means to be literate given new technologies (Leu et al., 2017). Further compounding 

the challenge of defining literacy is the issue of terms: There are the distinct but related concepts 

of literacy, competency, knowledge, and skill, which are often used in definitions synonymously.  

Some researchers acknowledge these challenges and suggest the resolution is to consider 

associated terms such as media literacy, information literacy, and digital literacy not as 

competing concepts but rather as close members of the same family because of their underlying 

similarities (Hobbs, 2010). Additionally, these various terms and definitions yield different but 

related lines of study, reflecting constantly changing contexts, and this can be considered an 

opportunity rather than a problem (Leu et al., 2017). 

In order to bring clarity to these terms and choose the most appropriate one for my 

purposes, I will 1) review the historical evolution of these terms and definitions and 2) clearly 

identify and define the literacy term I intend to use in this dissertation. Building from reviews by 
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Bawden (2001) and Koltay (2011), I focus on the terms most commonly used in the literacy 

literature—media literacy, information literacy, and digital literacy. I begin with a review of 

these terms, add the synthesized term digital and media literacy, and then review the concept 

digital citizenship, which has emerged in the literature since Koltay’s review. I also discuss the 

need for and evolution of the term social media literacy. Finally, I propose a revised definition of 

social media literacy which fuses essential components of these definitions of literacy.   

Media Literacy 

Media literacy is an umbrella term, first used to paradoxically both expand upon and be 

more specific than the term “literacy.” Literacy is generally thought of as the ability to read and 

write (Street, 1984), but it can also be understood as “the ability to encode and decode symbols 

and to synthesize and analyze messages” (National Association for Media Literacy Education, 

2010). Adding the term “media” expands literacy beyond print media to encompass—arguably—

all forms of media, including television, movies, music, and even internet-based content. 

Summarizing the National Leadership Conference on Media Literacy in 1992, Aufderheide 

wrote a “media literate person … can decode, evaluate, analyze, and produce both print and 

electronic media” (Aufderheide, 1992, p. 1). The National Association for Media Literacy 

Education (NAMLE) broadens the definition of media literacy to the ability to “access, analyze, 

evaluate, create, and act using all forms of communication” (National Association for Media 

Literacy Education, 2010). Livingstone (2004) offers a similar definition, but adds that these 

essential abilities of media literacy cut across contexts as well.  

In his synthesis of the “state of media literacy” in 2010, Potter reviews a variety of 

definitions of media literacy, including those from scholars as well as from citizen action groups. 

He suggests scholars should grapple with three questions: “What are the media?,” “What do we 
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mean by literacy?,” and “What should be the purpose of media literacy?” (Potter, 2010, pp. 679–

680). Potter identifies four themes from his review of the extant literature available in 2010: 1) 

“The mass media have the potential to exert a wide range of potentially negative effects on 

individuals”; 2) “The purpose of media literacy is to help people to protect themselves from the 

potentially negative effects”; 3) “Media literacy must be developed”; and 4) “Media literacy is 

multi-dimensional” (Potter, 2010, p. 681). This protectionist approach to media literacy focuses 

on expanding awareness of risks and advocates teaching youth about the ways exposure to media 

can have negative effects and methods to reduce those risks (Potter, 2010). However, simply 

mitigating these risks is not enough; youth are now consuming and creating media content 

(Jenkins, 2006) and protectionist approaches such as Potter’s have been criticized for not 

sufficiently preparing youth to be responsible media creators or how to enjoy the “pleasures and 

power” of this role (Hobbs, 2010). As Renee Hobbs argues, modern digital and media literacy 

approaches must extend protectionist frameworks to include skills for creating messages and 

engaging in online communities in socially responsible ways, thus “empowering” individuals in 

the process (Hobbs, 2010). Given that the experience of online risks and benefits are intricately 

intertwined with access, use, and literacy (Livingstone & Helsper, 2010), protection and 

empowerment can be seen as “two sides of the same coin” (Hobbs, 2010). Thus both protection 

and empowerment approaches to media literacy play an important role in mitigating risks and 

leveraging opportunities for adolescents. Educational efforts should raise awareness of risks and 

teach strategies to mitigate them along with developing critical thinkers, effective 

communicators, and active citizens (Hobbs, 2011). 

Additionally, though these definitions emphasize media literacy must include creating 

media as well as consuming media (Buckingham, 2007), they are frequently related to mass 
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media (Martens, 2010), and should be reconceptualized to apply to social media contexts, in 

which users are both consumers and producers of media, and interactivity is a central feature.   

Information Literacy 

Terms such as information, digital, computer, library, or network literacy were born of 

the effort to explicate more specific concepts related to media literacy. Information and digital 

literacy are the most common terms in the research literature (Koltay, 2011). Information literacy 

focuses on the ability to “recognize when information is needed and have the ability to locate, 

evaluate, and use effectively the needed information” (American Library Association, 2006, 

para.3), a definition which emphasizes evaluating the quality, authenticity, and credibility of 

messages (Hobbs, 2006). Bawden (2001)  notes the term information literacy, though generally 

thought to include electronic sources, became somewhat dated in the 1990s, when digital literacy 

began to emerge in the literature instead. 

Digital Literacy 

At first, digital literacy referred to the ability to understand hypertext and multimedia 

formats (Bawden, 2001). Nichols and Stornaiuolo (2019) traced the lineage of the term, with its 

roots in computer literacy, information literacy, and media literacy, suggesting that Paul Gilster's 

1997 book Digital Literacy is what pushed the term onto the central stage. Gilster defined digital 

literacy as “the ability to understand and use information in multiple formats from a wide range 

of sources when it is presented via computers” and particularly through the internet (1997, p. 1). 

The intention of this definition was to set the term apart from conventional media (Lankshear & 

Knobel, 2015). With a focus on media accessed via the internet, smartphones, videogames, and 

other non-traditional sources, digital literacy has come to represent a set of competencies specific 

to the online world.  
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Digital and Media Literacy 

Hobbs uses the term “digital and media literacy,” which she defines as including “the full 

range of cognitive, emotional and social skills of critical thinking and analysis; the practice of 

message composition and creativity; the ability to engage in reflection and ethical thinking; as 

well as active participation through teamwork and collaboration” (2010, p. 17). Importantly, this 

definition of digital and media literacy is not limited to the knowledge and skills that will 

“protect” people from the potential risks of media exposure, but rather expands the definition to 

include empowering people to be creative, ethical, and active participants in digital realms.  

In detailing the processes involved in developing well-rounded media and digital 

consumers, Hobbs identified five core competencies of digital and media literacy: “1) access: 

finding and using media and technology tools skillfully and sharing appropriate and relevant 

information with others; 2) analyze & evaluate: comprehending messages and using critical 

thinking to analyze message quality, veracity, credibility, and point of view, while considering 

potential effects or consequences of messages; 3) create: composing or generating content using 

creativity and confidence in self-expression, with awareness of purpose, audience, and 

composition of techniques; 4) reflect: applying social responsibility and ethical principles to 

one’s own identity and lived experience, communication behavior and conduct; and 5) act: 

working individually and collaboratively to share knowledge and solve problems in the family, 

the workplace and the community, and participating as a member of a community at local, 

regional, national and international levels” (Hobbs, 2010, p. 19). Hobbs describes these five 

competencies as an ongoing cycle, a “spiral of empowerment” (2010, p. 18), as shown in Figure 

1. 
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Figure 1. The Ongoing Cycle of Digital and Media Literacy Competencies (Hobbs, 2010) 

 
In many aspects, Hobbs’ conceptualization of digital and media literacy incorporates 

protection and empowerment models of media literacy and brings these competencies into digital 

and online spaces. Digital citizenship, described next, is also woven throughout Hobbs’ core 

competencies. 

Digital Citizenship 

Digital citizenship is a concept related to media literacy, information literacy, and digital 

literacy, but this term focuses on the social responsibility and appropriate, responsible behavior 

that comes with being part of an online community, helping to develop respect, tolerance, and 

civic engagement online (Chen et al., 2021; Jones & Mitchell, 2016). Jones and Mitchell (2016, 

p. 2063) operationalize youth digital citizenship for education, defining it simply as “1) 

respectful behavior online and 2) online civic engagement.”  

Aspects of digital citizenship often appear in definitions of the other terms reviewed 

above. For example, Eshet-Alkalai (2012) defines information literacy as both the ability to 
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verify the credibility of a message but also deciding if one should take action regarding the 

information. In the “analyze and evaluate” component of Hobbs’ definition of digital and media 

literacy (2010), people must consider message creators’ points of view as well as potential 

consequences of messages; in the “create” and “reflect” components, creators must consider their 

social responsibility, taking into account the purpose and possible effects of their messages; in 

the “act” component, participants in digital spaces must recognize their role as members of 

various online communities and aim to work together collaboratively and positively. It is for this 

reason that some researchers have named the critical role of social media, in particular, for 

digital citizenship (Lenhart et al., 2011), as these are spaces where all participants have the 

opportunity to engage as digital citizens. 

Social Media Literacy 

Why is it important to consider social media literacy distinctly from the other literacies 

described above? What in fact are social media? In their 2015 article addressing this question, 

Caleb Carr and Rebecca Hayes identified the lack of a single coherent definition of social media 

as a challenge for communication studies. After an extensive cross-discipline review of the 

literature, they defined social media as “Internet-based channels that allow users to 

opportunistically interact and selectively self-present, either in real-time or asynchronously, with 

both broad and narrow audiences who derive value from user-generated content and the 

perception of interaction with others” (p. 50). This definition focuses on the features, uses, and 

users of social media in a way that is specific enough to be useful to the field but broad enough 

to be valuable for the longer-term. 

Although social media literacy can be partly derived from the literature on digital and 

media literacy, the distinctive affordances and characteristics of social media require customized 



PURINGTON 

 19 

approaches (cf. Schreurs & Vandenbosch, 2021). Although mass communication can be one 

function of social media, the interpersonal and interactive features and affordances are the core 

appeal for most users, and are characterized by the editability, accessibility, and asynchronicity 

of social media (Bayer et al., 2020). Social media platforms contain mostly user-generated 

content, which is more personal and self-focused than traditional media content (Bazarova & 

Choi, 2014; Cho et al., 2022; Naaman et al., 2010). Social media audiences are often not as 

heterogeneous and anonymous as mass communication audiences, and instead consist of 

individuals close to and similar to the content creator (Schreurs & Vandenbosch, 2021). That is, 

despite the potential to reach and interact with wide, diverse audiences on social media, by 

creating and interacting with selective content most social media users experience “algorithmic 

curation,” shaping the content and people with which they connect through previous interaction 

choices (Kitchens et al., 2020; Spohr, 2017). Furthermore, social media blends mass and 

interpersonal features by offering personalized content (Cho et al., 2022; O’Sullivan & Carr, 

2018) and fostering communicative relationships between content creators and audiences such 

that creators expect audience engagement and the audience responds with one-click reactions and 

comments (French & Bazarova, 2017).  

Schreurs and Vandenbosch (2021) define social media literacy as “the extent to which 

cognitive and affective structures are present among users to ensure the risks of interactions with 

social media content are mitigated and the opportunities are maximized” (p. 3). Whereas 

cognitive structures refer to sets of organized knowledge that provide users with sufficient 

resources to process social media content adequately, affective structures refer to adaptive 

strategies to manage one’s affective responses to social media content (Schreurs & 

Vandenbosch, 2021). Hence social media literacy must encompass the skills of decoding, 
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evaluating, and creating communication in the realms of representation and interaction (Cho et 

al., 2022; Livingstone, 2014) and acknowledge the self’s role in selection of and engagement 

with social media content, resulting in a malleable representation of reality (Cho et al., 2022). 

In sum, the reviews of social media literacy conceptualizations argue that youth social 

media literacy must address the core competencies of media literacy but adapt them to the unique 

nature of social media specifically. My definition of social media literacy encompasses Hobbs’ 

(2010) definition of digital and media literacy and the concept of digital literacy, and then layers 

these competencies over the distinctive characteristics of social media, addressing the 

interactivity between users and the personal and often self-focused user-generated content, as 

well as the emotional responses evoked when engaging in social media. After synthesizing the  

literature described above, I define social media literacy as a multidimensional concept 

consisting of five core competencies: the abilities to 1) find and access social media platforms 

and use them and their respective options and channels skillfully, 2) critically evaluate social 

media content and its potential consequences, 3) generate creative social media content with an 

awareness of the specific audience, 4) reflect on one’s own behavior, apply social responsibility, 

and adequately manage one’s affective responses, and 5) develop and perpetuate prosocial 

behavioral norms and exhibit digital citizenship.  

Drawing on the research on the benefits and risks of social media use described in 

Chapter 1 (e.g., Livingstone et al., 2014; O’Keeffe & Clarke-Pearson, 2011; Reid & Weigle, 

214; Tartari, 2015), six domains are identified that pose the most important opportunities and 

challenges for youth. These domains include: 1) reflecting on how social media can make a 

person feel and using social media in a positive and balanced way (“media balance”), 2) 

identifying signs of cyberbullying and practicing how to respond (“cyberbullying”), 3) learning 
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how to positively shape digital footprints and manage privacy (“privacy”), 4) learning how to 

identify and cope with advertisements on social media (“advertisements”), 5) evaluating and 

responding to (fake) news in social media (“news”), and 6) learning how to identify and take 

action against phishing scams on social media (“phishing”). Though these six domains are not 

comprehensive of all the issues, risks, and use situations a young user may face in social media, 

they nonetheless supply enough diverse contexts to build overall social media literacy, i.e., the 

application of the core competencies in specific use situations. 

Chapter Summary 

The increasingly popular social media landscape provides both potential opportunities 

and possible risks for adolescents. Social media literacy education is a promising approach to 

maximizing the benefits and minimizing the risks of social media use. Following Hobbs (2010), 

Chen et al., (2021), Jones and Mitchell (2016), and Livingstone (2004), I define social media 

literacy as a multidimensional concept consisting of five core competencies as listed above. 

These competencies should be built within core domains of social media: 1) the ups and downs 

of social media: reflecting on how social media can make one feel and using social media in a 

positive and balanced way, 2) how to be an upstander: identifying signs of cyberbullying and 

practicing how to respond, 3) digital footprints: learning how to positively shape digital 

footprints and manage privacy, 4) ads on social media: learning how to identify and cope with 

advertisements on social media, 5) news on social media: evaluating and responding to (fake) 

news in social media, and 6) phishing and scams: learning how to identify and take action 

against phishing scams on social media. 

Social media are comprised of complex, dynamic spaces full of both opportunities and 

risks for young people. The focus on user-generated content and interactivity means traditional 
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or didactic lesson-based educational efforts to teach youth how to engage in these spaces may 

miss the mark because the teaching approaches themselves do not reflect how social media are 

really used. Adults who care about youth should teach them to use social media in ways that are 

fun, safe, and prosocial, maximizing the benefits while minimizing risks.   
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Chapter 3  
 

Existing Interventions 
 
 The interventions designed to build social media literacy are as varied as the terms and 

definitions in the field. These interventions are developed for people of a range of ages, stages, 

and roles, address many different competencies, and are based on a variety of theoretical 

frameworks. Though some interventions have been evaluated, there is much opportunity for 

rigorous evaluation of the effectiveness of these programs. In this chapter, I provide a review of 

interventions designed to build social media literacy. In this selective review, I first describe the 

varied foci of interventions within the realm of social media literacy, such as building skills 

related to specific content (i.e. health topics), for specific roles (such as professional use of social 

media), for specific populations (such as youth with disabilities), or for specific actions (such as 

civic participation). Second, I describe some of the theoretical foundations underlying these 

interventions, organizing this section around descriptions of instructional techniques used, 

specific learning mechanisms employed, and learning theories applied. Finally, I review existing 

published evaluations of social media literacy interventions. These include formative 

evaluations, evaluations limited to a small number of specific outcomes, and a few rigorous 

evaluations. The chapter concludes with a short summary. 

Intervention Focus 

 Publications regarding social media literacy interventions often highlight a particular 

focus of the intervention rather than discuss it solely in terms of developing social media literacy. 

For example, though interventions often build similar competencies, some authors emphasize 

that there is an intention to build skills related to a specific content area, such as social media’s 

presentation of body image or youth alcohol use. This content-specific focus represents many 
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social media interventions. Many other interventions are focused on developing social media 

skills for professional use, and again, though they foster many of the same skills, their emphasis 

is on reaching those who need these skills for certain roles in their professional careers. A few 

interventions are similar in that they target a specific population of social media users, but not 

professional users. For example, these interventions aim to build the social media skills of people 

with disabilities. Finally, some interventions are focused on developing social media skills 

specifically to promote online civic participation or to develop digital citizenship. The following 

sections explore these foci in more detail and include specific examples of interventions in each 

category.  

Content-Specific  

Many interventions emphasize some of the competencies or domains described in 

Chapter 2 over others. For example, several focus on accessing and critically evaluating media 

(e.g., findingDulcinea, Know the News, Project Look Sharp). These are tied to very specific 

topic areas, such as evaluating and examining the influence of media messages regarding 

violence, alcohol or tobacco use, or sexual content (Dunn et al., 2020; Potter, 2010; Potter & 

Christ, 2007; Weintraub Austin et al., 2018). Many content-specific interventions seek to 

develop skills to critically evaluate social media content regarding certain health topics (Jeong et 

al., 2012). For example, there are social media interventions to reduce factors related to eating 

disorders (McLean et al., 2017), to affect positive body image (Gordon et al., 2020; Paxton et al., 

2022), and even to change attitudes towards tanning (Mingoia et al., 2019). SoMe, for example, 

in particular aims to teach adolescents to critically analyze, synthesize, and evaluate messages 

they see on social media related to body image and wellbeing (Gordon et al., 2020). This 

intervention intends to build adolescents’ understanding of authors and audiences, messages and 
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meaning, and representation and reality, in order to make them less susceptible to persuasive 

social media messages regarding body image.  

Some interventions approach social media literacy through the lens of other literacies or 

competencies; for example, many interventions aim to build information literacy, but the 

operationalization of that term in the intervention is broader or narrower than the generally 

accepted—or even the authors’ given—definition. Bridges (2012) describes her course for 

undergraduate students, titled A Life Lived Online: Social Media, as developing information 

literacy. However, the syllabus reveals a broader range of topics, including ethics, virtual 

communities, the permeance of information, identity, privacy, gaming, addiction, employment, 

and discussion of the future of social media use. Sumi and Kasai (2017) define their serious 

game (i.e., a game with an educational use) as teaching information literacy and online manners 

but use the term “social networking literacy” in the title of their work; the actual game aims to 

teach youth how to resolve instances of flaming in a gamified version of a Twitter simulation.   

A few curricula are more comprehensive, addressing many of the five competencies 

described above, often involving multiple stakeholders (such as students, teachers, and parents) 

and/or offering lesson content across a range of learner ages. For example, Common Sense 

Education’s digital citizenship curriculum offers lessons spanning kindergarten through twelfth 

grade, including topics such as media balance, cyberbullying, online privacy, and digital 

footprints (James et al., 2021).  

Professional Use of Social Media 

Social media is often used in professional contexts, and many interventions seek to build 

employee (or future employee) skills for this purpose (DiValentin et al., 2015; Novakovich et al., 

2017; Schmidt, 2014). Some focus on concrete skills such as becoming familiar with different 



PURINGTON 

 26 

social media tools and using various features of these tools to create personal and professional 

communications (Mänty & Srinivasan, 2012), while others aim to develop the skills needed to 

evaluate the quality and reliability of information (Fabian et al., 2012). Some build skills more 

broadly, including the abilities to select, evaluate, manage, communicate, comment on, and 

create/edit information on social media for general professional purposes (Coopman & 

Coopman, 2020; DiValentin et al., 2015; Kinsky, 2015; Schmidt, 2014). Several curricula in this 

arena focus on developing professional identity as well as operational and strategic social media 

use (Novakovich et al., 2017).  

Some interventions in this realm are for those in specific professions, such as nurses, who 

need to be particularly concerned about the blending of personal and professional identities in 

social media in order to ensure the privacy of their patients (Marnocha et al., 2017). Other 

specific professionals, such as those in the advertising field, will also need extensive social 

media skills. Emily Kinsky (2015) describes a hands-on learning project for college students 

studying advertising. In teams, they created branding and a social media campaign for a 

simulated event and clients. This fast-paced social media “war room” simulation pushed students 

to work together within a brief period of time to develop content, use a variety of social media 

features, and interact with audiences, similarly to a live tweeting media campaign. Similarly, 

Coopman and Coopman (2020) outline an upper-college level course for which students assumed 

roles as members of the social media team for their communication department. As part of the 

course, students needed to coordinate, develop content, utilize technical social media skills, 

publish content regularly, and reflect on the course experience.  

Other professionals, such as teachers, can benefit from enhanced social media 

competencies not only for their own professional and personal use of social media, but because 
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these competencies can enhance their teaching abilities and use of learning tools for their 

students’ learning (Kaur et al., 2018). Kaur and colleagues (2018) discuss the development of 

social media competencies for teachers such that they 1) are aware of and know how to use 

various online networking platforms, 2) can evaluate and create professional content for 

networking sites, 3) can use educational networking tools to communicate with peers, parents, 

and students, and 4) are able to convey to their students the tools and guidelines for student use 

of similar networking tools, including ethical behavior and appropriate interactions with others, 

privacy and copyright issues, and security.  

Competencies for Specific Populations and Skills 

A few interventions focus on developing specific competencies for a specific population. 

For example, Raghavendra and colleagues (2018) created a social media use intervention for 

youth with disabilities living in rural areas, with the aim of increasing their social networks. 

Similarly, working with adults who use Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) 

tools, Hemsley and colleagues (2018) aimed to teach knowledge and skills regarding using 

Twitter in ways to meet participant goals, such as strategically writing tweets for different 

purposes.  

Civic Participation/Digital Citizenship 

The global interactivity of social media provides opportunities for civic engagement that 

were previously unavailable. For this reason, some researchers have discussed social media as a 

space for civic and political participation that should be actively fostered. Maier-Rabler and  

Huber (2010) describe the website PoliPedia.at as a tool to develop political education and 

online political participation. Bowyer and Kahne examine the relationship between digital 

engagement learning opportunities (such as discussing ways to effectively share political or 
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social opinions online or creating and sharing something on the Internet regarding a social issue) 

and offline civic engagement and online participatory politics in young people (Bowyer & 

Kahne, 2020; Kahne & Bowyer, 2019).  

Even more specific in terms of purpose is the E-Responder social media violence 

interruption model, which combines content-specific social media message evaluation and digital 

citizenship education (along with other intervention components outside of social media) (Sichel 

et al., 2019). This program aims to stop online arguments from escalating into in-person violence 

among youth, to enhance youth social media self-efficacy, and to support adult Violence 

Prevention Professionals as they use social media to prevent violence and increase youth digital 

citizenship. The Youth Leadership Program component of this curriculum addresses “emotional 

expression, oppression and privilege, and digital activism on social media” (Sichel et al., 2019, p. 

79), with an emphasis on critical consumption of social media content, mindfulness, and emotion 

regulation.  

Section Summary 

These sections have provided a review of the foci addressed by social media 

interventions, demonstrating that many aim to develop content-specific literacy skills, or 

focusing on other areas such as professional roles, social media literacy for specific populations, 

and the encouragement of civic participation or digital citizenship. Despite variation in the 

proclaimed focus of these interventions, most work to build similar social media literacy 

competencies, such as skillfully using social media platform features, evaluating social media 

messages, and making creative social media content while considering potential audience and 

message impact. Rather than creating an infinite number of content- or population-specific 
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interventions, a foundational social media competency-developing intervention could serve many 

of these purposes. 

Theoretical Frameworks 

Several interventions use a version of information literacy, digital literacy, or social 

media literacy as the theoretical framework underpinning the intervention, referencing many of 

the same competencies and authors described in Chapter 2 of this dissertation. The work of 

Hobbs (2010, 2011), Potter (2010), Livingstone and colleagues (2004, 2014), and Jenkins et al. 

(2006; 2009) form the theoretical base for several of the interventions reviewed (e.g., Dunn, 

20020; Maier-Rabler & Huber, 2010). Many focus on building skills to critically analyze media 

messages and resist the influence of those messages (Dunn et al., 2020; Gordon et al., 2020; 

Jeong et al., 2012; McLean et al., 2017; Pigg, 2015). 

Other social media research examines the situatedness or embeddedness of an 

individual’s actions in a social media ecology, and how this may evolve over time (Pigg, 2015). 

Some intervention developers have adopted this framework as the foundation for their 

educational interventions. For example, the E-Responder intervention acknowledges and 

leverages the understanding that people define contexts—including social media—through 

reciprocally influencing processes, which means these processes and contexts can be changed 

(Sichel et al., 2019). The sections that follow categorize and describe the frameworks that 

intervention developers have employed and described, including a focus on instructional 

techniques, specific learning mechanisms, and learning theories.  

Instructional Technique 

Several interventions do not specify an underlying research-based theoretical framework 

so much as focus on the instructional technique applied. Laurie Bridges (2012) designed her 
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intervention as a college freshman course, with assigned readings spread out over a 10 week-

long course and including assignments on issues such as posting to social media and writing 

papers. Another intervention, one designed to increase the social media professionalism of nurses 

in training, consisted of a short presentation and scenario-based decision-making opportunities 

(Marnocha et al., 2017). 

 Christina DiValentin and colleagues (2015) describe an innovative training system that 

fosters the development of social media skills by first assessing an individual’s level of ability 

and then offering personalized training to build skills. Similarly, an intervention to increase the 

social networks of rural youth with disabilities first assessed participant goals and then engaged 

in face-to-face individualized training to meet those goals (Raghavendra et al., 2018). An 

intervention designed to enhance AAC users’ Twitter skills also first assessed learners’ goals and 

then provided information and tutorials to meet them (Hemsley et al., 2018).  

Specific Learning Mechanisms 

Some interventions focus on a small, specific theoretical mechanism by which they 

believe learning will occur. Sumi and Kasai (2017) developed a serious game in which fifth and 

sixth grade youth participants engage in a side-by-side Twitter simulation and virtual world. 

Participants must engage with and create “tweets” in the simulation to successfully win the 

game; posting a flaming tweet will end the game. Drawing from the Zeigarnik effect, which 

suggests people learn from uncompleted tasks better than from completed ones, Sumi and Kasai 

expected (and found) participants who made mistakes—and thus did not successfully complete 

the game—remembered these lessons about the consequences of flaming better than those who 

did not have this experience (Sumi & Kasai, 2017).  
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Learning Theories 

Research describing some interventions explicitly states the underlying learning theory 

applied. For example, when describing the advertising “war room” simulation, Kinsky (2015) 

explains that experiential learning approaches are common in mass communication courses, 

pushing students to apply what they have learned, think critically, and better connect academic 

learning with skills used in the real world. Coopman and Coopman (2020) also applied an 

experiential learning framework to their college course, with students acting as members of their 

department’s social media team.  

For their intervention, Novakovich and colleagues (2017) drew from social learning 

theory and the importance of social participation for learning, but extended these concepts to 

include the importance of communities of practice for the identity negotiation of learners. This 

intervention, designed to build professional social media skills and identity through a college 

course, also included experiential learning opportunities through these communities of practice 

(Novakovich et al., 2017).  

Other programs draw from various learning theories more broadly. The SoMe 

intervention is based on constructivist learning theories, including hands-on and collaborative 

learning opportunities, use of authentic materials, and connections between learning in the 

intervention and real-life experiences (Gordon et al., 2020). The Social Navigator, an educational 

program described by multimedia communication and information expert Michael Schmidt 

(2014), is an online Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) which aims to develop professional 

use of social media. This program also uses social learning techniques, promoting collaboration, 

community-building, and interactive eLearning which allows for discussions and interactions 

between learners. 
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Some interventions do not specify the underlying theoretical framework, but it can be 

inferred. Göbl et al. (2019), for example, draw from psycho-educational principles which 

suggests understanding the psychological principles and business models that underlie social 

media platforms can help empower young users. Thus the “serious game” prototypes they 

describe developing in collaboration through 15 workshops sessions with adolescents aim to 

encourage reflective use of social media.  Mänty and Srinivasan (2012) embedded a number of 

hands-on learning activities and reflection tasks in their intervention, suggesting that the design 

of their intervention for college students developing concrete social media skills uses an 

experiential learning framework. Similarly, PoliPedia provides educational information as well 

as opportunities for learners to collaborate on the website’s wiki pages. Describing how this 

approach is research-backed, Maier-Rabler and Huber (2010) cite many enquiries regarding the 

need to go beyond simply increasing access to these spaces, instead also providing opportunities 

for education and skill development for online (political) engagement (Jenkins, 2006; Petrik, 

2010).  

Section Summary 

The theoretical framework of an intervention is not often an explicit focus in publications 

about social media literacy interventions. However, it is often possible to ascertain the 

underlying theoretical framework. Some interventions focus on a specific, minute learning 

mechanism and others draw from broader learning theories. Others simply describe the 

instructional techniques used in the intervention. Intervention descriptions would be strengthened 

by a robust description of their theoretical foundations, as this explicates the mechanisms by 

which the intervention is expected to achieve outcomes. With this framework clearly described, 

evaluators can better understand how and why an intervention works (or does not work).  
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Effectiveness  

 Evaluation is an essential aspect of intervention development, refinement, and 

replication. Formative evaluation in early stages of development and testing can help strengthen 

an intervention’s usability and effectiveness, and short-term outcome evaluations are a helpful 

beginning for understanding how well an intervention works in achieving intended educational 

results. Larger, rigorous evaluation designs, that utilize control or comparison groups, provide 

the strongest evidence of an intervention’s effectiveness. All of these evaluation types inform the 

development of strong interventions, but only rigorous evaluations truly demonstrate 

effectiveness. The following sections examine these evaluative approaches in more detail.  

Formative Evaluations 

Many interventions are not robustly evaluated to determine if social media literacy is 

developed, as they are often formative in nature (e.g., DiValentin et al., 2015; Schmidt, 2014). 

Dunn, Pearlman, and Florin (2020) found preliminary evidence that focus groups are a 

potentially useful tool for teaching social media literacy skills. However, their measures were 

largely focused on adolescent participants’ understanding of the influence of social media 

messages on drinking and substance use norms, and their willingness to actively post anti-drug 

social media messages in the future; that is, the goal of the project was to assess the viability of 

focus groups as a format for this type of intervention with adolescents, and not purposely to 

robustly evaluate social media literacy outcomes. Similarly, Novakovich and colleagues (2017) 

focused on process outcomes of their curriculum, finding learners could produce work as 

demanded by the course but lacked technical skills and the ability to use social media 

strategically. These findings were used to inform course design revisions.   
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Limited Evaluations 

Other interventions have limited evaluations. For example, Laurie Bridges’ college 

freshman course, A Life Lived Online: Social Media, was evaluated only by the First-Year 

Experience program at her college, and she identifies the development of learning outcomes for 

this specific topic as something to do for future iterations of the course (Bridges, 2012). 

Coopman and Coopman (2020) found descriptive and qualitative evidence that students in their 

“social media team” college course developed key social media skills (such as creating and 

curating social media content, working in teams, etc.) that would be later transferable to their 

careers. Additionally, they found that the course activities created space for all aspects of the 

experiential learning cycle.  

Marnocha and colleagues (2017) identified a small number of items as pre- and post-

intervention knowledge and attitude measures for their social media professionalism intervention 

for nurses-in-training. Despite high pre-intervention knowledge scores, they found statistically 

significant gains in knowledge and confidence in this particular post-intervention (Marnocha et 

al., 2017). Mänty and Srinivasan (2012) found their course for college students significantly 

improved student skills, using a short survey regarding the access, use, application, and skills of 

various social media features. Blending short-term outcome and formative evaluation, they 

focused on how the evaluation results could inform the next iteration of this course, as well as 

other comparable courses. Similarly, Kinsky’s (2015) evaluation of the advertising class “war 

room” social media project also included a short survey. In response to an open-ended question, 

students indicated some of most helpful aspects of the project were the real-world experience and 

opportunity to work in teams; suggestions for future simulations were also shared (Kinsky, 

2015). Overall, students rated the project as beneficial.  
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Other evaluations are focused on specific, precisely defined outcomes related to the goals 

of the intervention. Raghavendra et al.’s (2018) evaluation of their intervention to develop the 

social media networks of rural youth with disabilities found increased participant performance 

and satisfaction in aspects of social media use that had previously been problematic for them, as 

well as increased social network size. Qualitative results indicated participants felt increased 

independence and social connectedness, among other benefits (Raghavendra et al., 2018). 

Hemsley et al. (2018) evaluated their intervention for adults using AAC on Twitter based on 

individual participant goals and found mixed results. There were three participants in this small 

study; two of the three participants showed an increased network size and decreased density, 

indicating a more diverse network. The third participant initially showed desired gains (in 

number of tweets, retweets, and mentions) but quickly returned to baseline levels. Though they 

did not implement a particular intervention, Kahne and Bowyer (2019) found that middle and 

high school students given opportunities to learn how to create and share digital media are more 

likely to politically engage online compared to youth without this education. Similarly, in 2020 

Bowyer and Kahne used existing survey data regarding digital civics educational opportunities 

offered district-wide in Chicago. They found that digital learning opportunities were associated 

with higher levels of online participatory politics, but not with offline civic engagement.  

A mixed-method evaluation of the E-responder program, comprised of semi-structured 

focus groups, intervention fidelity, and surveys of youth social media social justice self-efficacy, 

found support for the effectiveness of this program (Sichel et al., 2019). That is, participation in 

the program helped prevent online provocation from developing into in-person violence, and 

youth were more likely to act in positive socio-political ways online (Sichel et al., 2019)  
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Rigorous Evaluation 

 Some evaluations use more rigorous designs, including participants assigned to control 

conditions and/or alternative interventions. However, measures regarding outcomes may be 

limited or specific to the content addressed in the intervention rather than social media literacy 

more generally. For example, in their evaluation of the serious game addressing flaming on 

Twitter, Sumi and Kasai (2017) measure knowledge related to flaming, audience, legality, 

consent regarding posting photos, permanence, and anonymity, but only via single yes/no items. 

A couple of open-ended questions assessed “what is Twitter?” and “What kinds of tweets will be 

flaming?” Despite this limitation, the serious game condition was found to have higher learning 

effectiveness compared to the other conditions.   

 Gordon et al. (2020) used a cluster randomized controlled trial to rigorously evaluate the 

SoMe literacy intervention, with nearly 900 participants ages 11–15. Schools were randomly 

assigned to either the intervention or control group; participants completed surveys at the pre-

intervention, one-week post-intervention, six-month, and 12-month stages. Outcomes included 

measures related to body image and mental health (not social media literacy itself). The authors 

concluded that this study yielded preliminary evidence of the success of a social media literacy 

intervention for body image outcomes for adolescents, but there is a need to further refine the 

intervention.   

Section Summary 

 All evaluation types can help inform and strengthen the development of educational 

interventions. However, only rigorous evaluation designs with control or comparison groups 

truly evaluate the effectiveness of an intervention. Few social media literacy interventions have 

been rigorously evaluated, and those that have been evaluated in this way are focused on specific 
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skills rather than broad social media literacy competencies. Without rigorous designs to evaluate 

the effectiveness of an intervention, researchers and educators cannot feel confident of the 

impact of an intervention.  

Chapter Summary 

 Several social media literacy interventions exist, aiming to develop an assortment of 

competencies and skills from deconstructing social media messages to professional use of social 

media to using social media as a tool for violence interruption. This wide range of interventions 

falling under the category of “social media literacy” demonstrates the need for intervention 

developers and researchers to clearly explicate their definition of social media literacy and the 

competencies it encompasses.  

These interventions also apply a variety of theoretical frameworks and instructional 

practices. Several use experiential learning and social learning approaches and yield positive 

results, suggesting these frameworks may be a useful approach for developing social media 

literacy. However, to build social media literacy broadly and go beyond a niche topic or 

audience, we must focus on holistic interventions which will build skills as well as motivations 

for specific actions and reinforce prosocial behavior in social media (Festl, 2021). 

 The review presented in this chapter demonstrates that while there are several social 

media literacy interventions discussed in the field, there is a gap. That is, there is space for a 

social media literacy intervention that develops foundational skills applicable to a broad range of 

issues that may arise in social media. This intervention should have a strong and clear theoretical 

foundation, which not only informs the development of intervention content but provides a 

platform upon which an evaluation can be developed. Finally, after cycles of development and 
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testing through formative evaluation, the intervention should be rigorously evaluated to 

demonstrate its effectiveness.   
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Chapter 4  
 

Social Media TestDrive: Overview 
 
 Learning theories form the pedagogical backbone of educational interventions. This 

chapter begins with a brief overview of learning theories, expands on experiential learning 

theory, and then describes the integration of social media literacy and experiential learning 

components, culminating in a detailed description of Social Media TestDrive and its theory of 

change. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the need to evaluate SMTD.  

Theories of Learning 

Learning theories help us think about how people create knowledge and learn (Harasim, 

2017), an understanding which in turn can be used as the basis for educational tools and 

curricula. Though there are many learning theories, they can be conceptualized into two main 

categories: behaviorist and constructivist. Constructivist theories can be further differentiated 

into cognitive and social constructivist theories. Each of these categories contains many specific 

theories.  

Behaviorism has its roots in the early 20th century and focuses on explaining learning 

through behaviors we can observe. Early researchers such as Watson (1913) and Pavlov (1927) 

described learning as a response to the environment. Conditioning, or learning through 

association, was evident in Pavlov’s famous experiments pairing food with a ringing bell, 

eventually causing dogs in his experiments to salivate at the sound of a bell even when no food 

was present. Skinner (1953) extended the concept to instrumental or operant conditioning, which 

involves encouraging wanted behaviors through positive and negative reinforcement and 

discouraging unwanted behaviors through punishment. We can see how this is applied to 

institutional education today: reinforcement in the classroom frequently takes the form of 
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homework feedback and test scores. Though behaviorist teaching approaches can yield desired 

behaviors in learners, this explanation of learning has been criticized for its lack of individualism 

and its view of teachers as transmitters of knowledge to students who are “empty vessels.” 

Behaviorism makes the teacher and their knowledge centrally important while disregarding the 

internal processes of the learner. 

Constructivist learning theories, beginning with cognitivism, evolved in response to this 

limitation of behaviorism. Rather than focusing solely on explaining learning only through 

externally observable behaviors, cognitive-based explanations of learning seek to understand the 

inner mental processes of thinking, memory, and problem-solving. Piaget, a prominent cognitive 

theorist, was less interested that a child may give an “incorrect” answer than he was in 

understanding the process of thinking that brings the child to that answer in a way that makes 

sense to them (Piaget, 1963). Through his studies, Piaget identified a set of cognitive 

developmental stages though which children progress sequentially. This finding had profound 

implications for education, revealing that young learners in earlier stages of development cannot 

grasp complex or abstract lessons (Stewart, 2012). According to Piaget, “children have real 

understanding only of that which they invent themselves”; learning requires active construction 

by the learner (Piaget, quoted in Papert, 1999, p. 105). Educators can apply cognitive theories in 

education by asking learners to reflect on their learning, explore how ideas are connected, and 

explain their thinking.  

Social constructivism, while still emphasizing knowledge, is created by learners rather 

than transferred to them and goes beyond the internal mental processes of an individual. These 

theories aim to describe the co-construction of knowledge through collaboration and social 

processes (Palincsar, 1998). Sociocognitive conflict theory, developed by Piaget and his 
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followers, puts forth the idea that the “cognitive conflict” which emerges during social 

interaction pushes intellectual development (Palincsar, 1998). Bell et al. (1985) found that 

children who actively engaged in a problem-solving task with others demonstrated more 

cognitive growth than those engaged in the task alone. A key element of Vygotsky’s 

sociocultural theory is the zone of proximal development: the distance between a child’s actual 

(independent) and potential level of development is the space in which productive interactions 

can foster learning (Palincsar, 1998).   

In constructivist theories, knowledge is created or constructed through experiences and 

previous learning, as learners adapt to the world (Stewart, 2012). In constructivism, teachers are 

mediators rather than purveyors of knowledge. A teacher’s role is to design learning activities 

within rich educational contexts that will engage learners in their own process of learning. For 

example, teachers can give tasks to first elicit prior knowledge, assign problems that will create 

cognitive conflict, facilitate reflection on learning, and set the stage for meaningful collaboration 

with peers.  

Experiential Learning Theory 

In experiential learning theory (ELT), as in other constructivist theories, learning is an 

integrative process in which previous knowledge is the foundation for creating new knowledge. 

However, ELT emphasizes the importance of experience in learning. The theory has its roots in 

early constructivist theories, including the work of John Dewey (1897) and Jean Piaget (1963). 

The most prominent conceptualization of ELT is offered by David Kolb, who developed his 

model in 1984 in an attempt to integrate behavioral and cognitive learning theories. Kolb (1984; 

Kolb et al., 2014) describes experiential learning as a cyclic process of experience, reflective 

thinking, and theory-building. Learning is, according to Kolb, a cycle of (1) concrete experience, 
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(2) reflective observation on that experience which facilitates the development of (3) abstract 

conceptualizations about the experience and further testing of those conceptualizations in (4) 

active experimentation (Kolb, 1984). He defines experiential learning as a “process whereby 

knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” (Kolb, 1984, p. 41). In this 

definition, the focus is on continual learning and adaptation, instead of on specific outcomes or 

content, and learning is a process of transformation, rather than a simple transmission of 

knowledge from one to another. Experiential learning theory posits that knowledge is created 

both during experiences and while reflecting on those experiences.  

The four phases of Kolb’s cycle—concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract 

conceptualization, and active experimentation—are depicted in Figure 2. Each completion of one 

experiential learning cycle forms the foundation for a new learning cycle in a recursive process 

of learning (Enns, 1993). 

 

 

Figure 2. Kolb's Experiential Learning Theory 
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Concrete experiences provide firsthand exposure to the subject matter, with direct 

activities that evoke reactions, impressions, and emotions (Kolb, 1984; Enns, 1993). A central 

question for learners in this stage is “How do I react to and feel about the material or my 

experience?” (Enns, 1993). During reflective observation, learners interpret their experiences and 

begin to make meaning of them (Kolb, 1984). The primary question in this phase is “What does 

this mean to me and others?” (Enns, 1993). Observations from the reflective observation stage 

are then formed into theories during the abstract conceptualization phase, drawing from recent 

concrete experiences and previous conceptions or ideas (Kolb, 1984). At this point, the central 

question is “What are the merits and implications of this perspective?” (Enns, 1993). Theories 

formed during abstract conceptualization are then further tested during active experimentation, in 

which they are applied to different contexts and situations (Kolb, 1984). In this stage, the 

primary question is “How do I act on and directly test what I am learning?” (Enns, 1993). 

Cycling through these phases, the learner is experiencing, examining, explaining, and applying in 

a process of creating knowledge (Enns, 1993).  

Kolb and colleagues describe these four stages in terms of two dialectically related modes 

of learning (Kolb & Kolb, 2009; Kolb et al., 2014). The first is the grasping dialectic of concrete 

experience and abstract conceptualization, in which learners take hold of new information in 

either immersive concrete ways (concrete experience) or through symbolic representations 

(abstract conceptualization). The second is the transforming dialectic of reflective observation 

and active experimentation, in which learners further digest newly gained experiences or ideas, 

extracting and testing new meanings and understandings (Kolb & Kolb, 2009; Kolb et al., 2014). 

According to ELT, both dialectics are essential for learning. Based on their own learning style, 

learners can enter a learning cycle either at an experiential (concrete experience/active 
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experimental) or rational (reflective observation/abstract conceptualization) point (Kolb & Kolb, 

2009; Kolb et al., 2014). As long as the recursive process of experiencing and thinking is 

engaged, learning will occur (Kolb, 2015).  

Kolb’s explication of ELT describes the learning process in detail, making it seem slower 

than it is. It is likely that ELT phases occur quickly, often within the same learning activity or 

context. That is, a learner may engage with a concrete experience, quickly reflect on this 

experience, formulate theories and questions about this experience, and then test them in active 

experimentation within the same learning activity. An outside observer may simply see the 

learner engage with an activity and then test new ideas, with active experimentation appearing to 

occur nearly simultaneously with reflective observation and abstract conceptualization.  

Though the four phases of an ELT cycle happen naturally, educators can design 

experiences and tasks to actively guide learners through these phases. ELT has been widely 

applied in the field of education, often with a focus on the process of education rather than on 

specific behaviors or outcomes (Kolb, 1984) and to a wide variety of topics, such as economics 

(Hawtrey, 2007), leadership education (Guthrie & Jones, 2012), agricultural education (Baker et 

al., 2012), management education (Kolb & Kolb, 2009) and nursing training (Lisko & O’Dell, 

2010). A meta-analysis of over 13,000 publications examining the relationship between 

experiential learning and learning outcomes over a 43-year period found learners demonstrated 

“superior learning outcomes” when experiential learning approaches were used (Burch et al., 

2014). Additionally, this meta-analysis found learning outcomes were nearly half a standard 

deviation higher in experiential learning settings compared to traditional learning (Burch et al., 

2014).   
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Critics of ELT often oversimplify the theory, reducing it to mere hands-on learning. 

Though this criticism importantly focuses on the role of experience and action within the 

learning process, ELT purports experiences uncoupled from the rational processes of reflective 

observation and abstract conceptualization will not yield the desired learning outcomes. 

Experience without reflection is not Kolb’s conceptualization of ELT. After conducting a 

systematic literature review, Morris (2020) further refined Kolb’s model, positing that 

experiential learning requires “contextually rich concrete experience, critical reflective 

observation, contextual-specific abstract conceptualization, and pragmatic active 

experimentation” (p.1064). This revised version of ELT further emphasizes that educational 

applications of this theory cannot be simple “hands-on” learning, but must be contextualized and 

promote critical thinking. 

Which of these learning theories is most relevant to teaching social media literacy? 

Though it is often clear which approach to media literacy (such as protectionist, empowerment, 

or more specific topics, such as digital citizenship) is the focus of a particular intervention, it is 

often less clear from which specific learning theory a media literacy intervention draws. For 

example, the Center for Media Literacy’s Media Literacy Kit uses an empowerment approach to 

media literacy, but beyond encouraging learning through critical thinking it is unclear which 

specific learning theory is employed. Similarly, descriptions of Project Look Sharp indicate the 

program focuses on decoding and analyzing media messages and encourages the development of 

media literacy skills through reflective analysis of media and critical thinking but does not name 

a particular learning theory.  

Empowerment approaches to media literacy, with an emphasis on not only the analysis 

but also the creation of media content, are deeply connected to constructivist learning theories. 
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For example, Common Sense Education’s Digital Citizenship curriculum encourages learners to 

explore the perspectives of others, find and evaluate information, consider the impacts of their 

actions, and act. Of the constructivist learning theories, ELT may be the most salient and 

applicable theory for the development of social media literacy. In spaces where user content 

creation and interaction are central to the very essence of the medium, learning to safely and 

prosocially engage in these spaces through educational experiences may be the most direct way 

for young people to develop and expand relevant knowledge and skills. Previous research 

supports the assertion that experiential learning approaches to education can increase learner 

compassion and empathy (Plante et al., 2009), increase self-efficacy (Doyle et al., 2011), 

personal reflection (Aukes et al., 2008), and can even alter personal behavior, such as reducing 

aggressive behavior (Teglasi & Rotheman, 2001). In contrast with lecture-based approaches to 

education, which require repetition for learning, experiential learning approaches give learners 

many opportunities to process, synthesize, and apply learning. This fusion of conceptual, 

procedural, and factual knowledge lays the foundation for learners to develop the more complete 

understandings or conceptions of advanced learning (Burch et al., 2019).  

Some have made the case that experiential learning can be applied through simulations or 

gaming, situations which provide low risk alternatives to real situations (Crookall & Thorngate, 

2009) and that constructivist learning approaches are more appropriate for digital technologies 

(de-Marcos et al., 2014). Several empirical studies have found the application of ELT within 

simulations yields positive effects learner outcomes (Ahn, 2008; Koivisto et al., 2017) even with 

children as young as five years old, though they need the guidance of a teacher to clarify some 

concepts (Falloon, 2019). Together, this suggests experiential learning is a good approach for 

teaching youth to use social media in ways that are positive, safe, and prosocial.  
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Integrating Social Media Literacy and Experiential Learning 

Social media holds potential opportunities and risks for its users, particularly young 

adolescent users who in developmental terms may benefit most from online social interactions 

(Best et al., 2014; Craig et al., 2021; Reid & Wiegle, 2014; Third et al., 2017; Uhls et al., 2017) 

but who are susceptible to a variety of risks (Dredge & Schreurs, 2020; Keles et al., 2020; 

Livingstone et al., 2015; Livingstone and Stoilova, 2021; Smith & Livingstone, 2017; 

Shankleman et al., 2021; Staksrud et al., 2009). Social media literacy education may be the key 

to helping young users maximize the benefits while reducing the risks.  

A social media literacy educational program designed to address the core social media 

literacy competencies to 1) find and access social media platforms and use them and their 

respective options and channels skillfully, 2) critically evaluate social media content and its 

potential consequences, 3) generate creative social media content with an awareness of the 

specific audience, 4) reflect on one’s own behavior, apply social responsibility, and adequately 

manage one’s affective responses, and 5) develop and perpetuate prosocial behavioral norms and 

exhibit digital citizenship will prepare young people to use social media in ways that are positive, 

prosocial, fun, and safe. Though there are a variety of frameworks from which to choose, 

experiential learning may be the most robust pedagogical approach for teaching social media 

literacy because an educational intervention using this approach can immerse learners in 

experiences similar to the situations they will encounter in actual social media platforms. That is, 

a social media literacy educational intervention using an experiential learning approach will 

encourage learners to (safely) explore social media environments, will present situations and 

issues that reflect the most commonly encountered risks and opportunities in social media, 

provide guidance for how to address these situations, allow learners to practice and extend these 
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skills in authentic social media spaces, and facilitate reflection on those experiences. This 

approach to teaching social media literacy provides several opportunities for both the grasping 

and transforming dialectics described in Kolb’s formulation of experiential learning theory, 

providing a robust learning experience with potential to translate the skills taught in the 

educational intervention to real world social media platforms. SMTD does just this; it provides 

educational content about social media literacy knowledge and skills through the pedagogical 

vehicle of ELT by way of a social media simulation.  

Structure of Social Media TestDrive 

With the mission of preparing “young people for the online world through experiential 

learning in a simulated social media environment,”1 SMTD modules seek to build the social 

media literacy core competencies identified in Chapter 2 while addressing key domains such as 

privacy, shaping online identities, cyberbullying, understanding ads and phishing, critically 

evaluating news in social media, and developing healthy social media habits. Each module 

contains messaging about and opportunities to practice identifying and critically evaluating 

content related to the module topic, as well as safe, responsible, and positive ways to respond 

and create social media content. The major innovation of SMTD is in its educational delivery 

format, which includes an opportunity for learners to freely play in a simulated social media 

timeline, responding to content as well as creating their own, in a safe and contained 

environment.  

Each Social Media TestDrive module is comprised of four sections:  

1. Learn: Key concepts and terms are introduced. Learner attention is engaged by 

requiring interaction, such as clicking on key terms to reveal definitions.  

 
1 https://socialmediatestdrive.org  
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2. Practice: Learners are shown examples of how to respond to or create social 

media content in safe, positive ways that are relevant to the module topic. To 

progress through this section, learners must click on a series of blue dots layered 

on top of a social media simulation. The blue dots draw learner attention to 

specific content exemplifying the module topic. Ways to respond or mitigate risk 

associated with the example content are demonstrated and youth practice these 

responses in the simulation.   

3. Explore: Learners are presented with a simulated social media timeline. They are 

encouraged to engage with the timeline, reading content, responding through 

comments and/or likes, flagging or more deeply investigating content, as 

applicable. Learners can also create their own posts and content. Individual 

learners are the sole actual human in each instance of the Explore section; all 

other “users” are bots posting content previously created by the Social Media Lab 

(SML) team. Some content is relevant to the central topic of the specific module.  

4. Reflect: Learners are guided through a reflection of their actions (or inaction) in 

the Explore section as it relates to the central topic of the module. Learners are 

asked to reflect on key concepts or skills addressed in the module and consider 

how they may extend those to their future social media interactions.  

A voice reads all instructive text throughout the module to help with comprehension and 

pacing progression through the module. 

SMTD modules can be implemented in a variety of formats and settings with middle 

school-aged youth. Modules can be completed without any external facilitation, with individual 

learners progressing through the module on their own. Alternatively, parents can progress 
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through modules with their children, reinforcing key concepts and extending discussion. 

Educators can choose to implement modules in a group setting, using the accompanying educator 

guide to facilitate group discussion of key concepts and extend reflection. Classroom teachers 

may implement a SMTD module in conjunction with the corresponding Common Sense Digital 

Citizenship lesson. Learners may complete a single module, a handful of modules, or the full set 

of twelve modules. This flexibility in implementation was intentional; the SML team wanted the 

SMTD modules to be as useful and accessible to as many learners in as many different learning 

contexts as possible. 

Core Components of Social Media Literacy in Social Media TestDrive  

The twelve SMTD modules reflect the five core social media literacy competencies 

identified following the extensive literature review described in Chapter 2. These are the abilities 

to:   

1. find and access social media platforms and use them and their respective options 

and channels skillfully,  

2. critically evaluate social media content and its potential consequences,  

3. generate creative social media content with an awareness of the specific audience,  

4. reflect on one’s own behavior, apply social responsibility, and adequately manage 

one’s affective responses, and  

5. develop and perpetuate prosocial behavioral norms and exhibit digital citizenship 

Developing these competencies will prepare young people to use social media in ways that are 

positive, prosocial, safe, and fun. 

For example, aligning with the first competency, the module Accounts and Passwords 

teaches learners how to 1) create an account on a social media platform (component one), 2) 
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create a username which does not share personally identifying information and a password that 

would be difficult to guess (component one), and 3) decide what information is safe to share on 

a social media profile (components one and three). As another example, the module News in 

Social Media encourages learners to critically evaluate social media content (component two). 

The module discusses why “fake news” exists and why it is shared on social media, teaches 

learners to recognize the signs of fake news in social media, and provides opportunities to 

identifying unverified social media (component two). This module also teaches learners how to 

respond appropriately if they encounter fake news (component 5). The module Shaping Your 

Digital Footprint also cuts across core competencies. The learning objectives of this module 

include 1) learning the impact social media posts can have on the digital footprint of yourself 

and others (components four and five), 2) recognizing examples of over-sharing on social media 

(component two), and 3) practicing creating social media posts that show care for the digital 

footprint of oneself and others (components three, four, and five). The Ups and Downs of Social 

Media teaches learners how social media content and interaction can affect how one feels 

(components three and four), how to recognize “red flag feelings” when using social media and 

how to resolve those feelings (component four), and provides opportunities for learners to 

practice strategies to use social media in a positive and balanced way (components three, four, 

and five). For a full description of SMTD modules, learning objectives, key terms, prosocial 

behaviors, and reflection questions, see Appendix A. 

Core Components of Experiential Learning Theory in Social Media TestDrive 

 The four SMTD sections described above (learn, practice, explore, and reflect) comprise 

the program’s pedagogical approach. Just as the core competencies of social media literacy can 
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be mapped to the content of SMTD modules, the ELT theoretical framework that is the 

foundation of SMTD can be identified in this pedagogical structure. 

 Table 1 summarizes the application of ELT components to each of the module sections. 

For each of the four sections, the structure and learner activities are described, the ELT 

component(s) evident are identified, and examples illustrating the intersection of the section 

structure and ELT component(s) are provided, drawing from the How to be an Upstander 

module.  

Table 1. The Intersection of SMTD Module Sections and ELT Core Components 

 
Module 
section 

Description of 
module section 

Application of ELT Example from How to Be an 
Upstander 

Learn Learners are 
introduced to key 
concepts and skills 
through text 
examples. 
Voiceovers of the 
text are provided. 
Learners must click 
buttons throughout to 
move to the next 
term/section. 
Examples of the key 
terms are provided. 
Suggested prosocial 
actions are described 
and how to take these 
actions is illustrated 
in an example of a 
social media 
timeline. 

None. Learners are not yet 
using the social media 
simulation; they are 
reading/listening to the 
definitions and descriptions 
of prosocial behaviors and 
seeing where they would 
enact the suggested 
behaviors in a social media 
timeline. 

Key terms are defined:  
• Cyberbullying 
• Bully target 
• Upstander 

 
Prosocial behaviors are 
described:  

• Click the “flag” 
button to report the 
post 

• Write a supportive 
comment to the target 

• Confront the bully 
and tell them this 
behavior is not ok 

• Tell a trusted adult 
 
Learners are shown an 
example of a cyberbullying 
comment. The “flag” button 
is highlighted. The box in 
which to write a supportive 
comment or to confront the 
bully is highlighted.  

Practice Learners are shown 
an example of a 
social media 
timeline. They must 

Concrete experience:  
Learners are exposed to the 
subject matter and engage 
in direct activities that may 

A cyberbullying comment is 
identified, and learners are 
instructed to write a 
supportive comment to the 
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click on a series of 
blue dots to identify 
places to act 
regarding the module 
topic. For each, they 
are instructed exactly 
how to respond. For 
example, if they are 
to post a comment, 
the script of what to 
write is provided.  
 
Though learners are 
instructed exactly 
how to respond to 
content in the 
example timeline that 
is relevant to the 
module topic, they 
can also freely 
interact with other 
content in this social 
media simulation. 
They can create their 
own comments on 
posts, like a post or 
comment, or report 
any post or comment. 
 
If a learner clicks 
through the blue 
buttons but does not 
act, they are asked to 
revisit the timeline 
and consider taking 
action. 
 
At the conclusion of 
the section, key 
terms and prosocial 
behaviors are 
reviewed and 
learners. 

evoke reactions, 
impressions, and emotions.  
 

Reflective observation:  
While taking the prescribed 
actions and then again as 
learners review the key 
terms and prosocial 
behaviors, they may begin 
to make meaning of these 
experiences. However, 
reflection is not explicitly 
prompted.  
 
Abstract 
conceptualization:  
Learners who have 
reflected on their 
experiences in the Practice 
section may begin to 
formulate theories about 
these experiences, 
considering the merits of 
acting in the suggested 
ways. 

target: “Copy and paste the 
following comment: ‘Lana, a 
lot of people think math is 
hard! Don’t worry about it’” 
 
A cyberbullying post is 
identified, and learners are 
instructed to click the “flag” 
button to report it.  
 
A cyberbullying comment on 
a post is identified, and 
learners are instructed to 
click the “flag” button to 
report the comment.  
 
A cyberbullying comment on 
a post is identified, and 
learners are instructed to 
write a supportive comment 
to the target: “Let’s tell the 
bully that this behavior is not 
okay. Copy and paste the 
following comment: ‘Guys, 
Sarah will be very upset if 
she sees this post. You should 
delete it.’"  

Explore After receiving some 
context (as 
appropriate to the 

Active experimentation: 
The Explore section 
provides opportunities for 

Learners are provided 
context: Dylan is a new to 
school and has been made 
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module), learners are 
invited to freely 
explore the simulated 
social media 
timeline. They can 
create their own 
posts, comment on 
posts, like a post or 
comment, or report 
any post or comment. 
There are no 
instructions to act in 
a particular way, 
though learners are 
encouraged to try to 
spot and respond to 
content related to the 
module topic.   

learners to engage in active 
experimentation, testing 
theories they have formed 
about their experiences 
earlier in the Practice 
component with the new 
content in simulated social 
media timeline. Since no 
specific actions are 
suggested, learners are free 
to explore and interact in 
any way they choose.  
 
Concrete experience: The 
Explore section also 
provides opportunities to 
begin the experiential 
learning cycle again, with 
potentially new concrete 
experiences, such as 
creating a post or 
interacting with posts and 
comments outside of the 
module topic scope.  

fun of by some classmates, 
particularly Keegan. Keegan 
took a photo of Dylan’s 
sketchbook and posted it to 
social media with a mean 
comment. Some of Keegan’s 
friends are now making fun 
of Dylan on social media.  
 
Learners are encouraged to 
explore the simulated social 
media timeline and try to spot 
and respond to cyberbullying 
posts or comments.   

Reflect Learners are 
encouraged to reflect 
by first pointing out 
the posts from the 
Explore section that 
are relevant to the 
module topic. 
Learners are asked to 
reflect on their 
actions (or inaction) 
related to this content 
and the actions that 
were suggested 
earlier in the 
module.  
 
Learners are asked 
why it is important to 
enact the behaviors 
taught in the module 
and how they will 

Learners are interpreting 
their experiences and 
starting to make meaning of 
them in reflective 
observation. These 
observations begin to form 
into theories during 
abstract conceptualization, 
the stage in which learners 
consider the merits and 
implications of acting in the 
suggested ways. 

Learners are presented with 
the three posts from the 
timeline in the Explore 
section that are examples of 
cyberbullying. Learners are 
then asked what they did to 
be an upstander when they 
encountered these posts by 
selecting from a list of 
possible upstander actions 
and then to explain why they 
took these actions.  
 
Learners are then asked why 
it is important to act against 
cyberbullying and finally, 
what they will do to be an 
upstander if they see 
cyberbullying.  
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apply these skills in 
the future.  

 

 The core components of ELT are evident throughout most SMTD module sections. The 

only exception is the Learn section, in which key terms and concepts are introduced to the 

learner. Providing an overview of terms is a pedagogical approach not unique to ELT.  

Social Media TestDrive Theory of Change 

Developing a program theory of change for an educational intervention is an important 

step in conceptualizing the mechanisms by which learning occurs. A program theory organizes 

the critical inputs, mediating processes, expected outputs, exogenous factors, and implementation 

issues that describe how a program works, what makes it work, and under what conditions 

(Sidani & Sechrest, 1999). When created during program planning and development, a program 

theory crystallizes the theorized processes and links between those process that are expected to 

create desired outcomes. This framework helps program developers explore possible causal 

mechanisms, consider factors that may influence program success, and understand potential 

limitations of their intervention. A concise program theory, particularly one depicted in a visual 

model, can clearly communicate to stakeholders how an intervention is expected to work, along 

with the necessary inputs, conditions necessary for success, and expected outcomes. When used 

to develop a program evaluation, a program theory illuminates the important concepts to 

measure, including factors that are more proximal and distal to the desired outcome. An 

evaluation based on an intervention’s program theory can identify not just whether an 

intervention is effective, but where failure occurred if desired outcomes are not achieved.  

The program theory behind SMTD is a fusion of content informed by my derived set of 

social media literacy core competencies and learning processes shaped by Kolb’s experiential 
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learning theory (1984). In SMTD, young learners are taught to access and use social media 

platforms skillfully, critically evaluate social media content and consequences, generate creative 

content, reflect on behavior, and perpetuate prosocial behavior on social media through hands on 

experience, reflection, and the facilitated creation of abstract conceptualizations. These lessons 

are framed by the most dominant social media issues youth may encounter. I predict this will 

result in increased social media literacy, comprised of factual knowledge and skills-based 

knowledge, as well as self-efficacy to act in the social media literate ways taught in SMTD 

modules.  

Though beyond the scope of this dissertation, I expect the knowledge and skills built 

when learners complete SMTD modules will positively influence learners’ attitudes, perceived 

norms, and self-efficacy regarding the positive, safe, and responsible behavior these learners 

exhibit in social media. These attitudes, perceived norms, and self-efficacy are in turn expected 

to shape intention to behave in positive, safe, and responsible ways on social media. Further, 

these behavioral intentions, somewhat tempered by environmental constraints and additional 

distal factors, should lead to the implementation of actual positive, safe, and responsible behavior 

in social media by young people who have completed Social Media TestDrive modules. Figure 2 

represents the SMTD program theory, from its foundations in social media literacy and 

experiential learning to its long-term goal of youth acting in safe, positive, and prosocial ways on 

social media. The connection between knowledge, skills and behaviors depicted in this theory of 

change draws heavily from the integrative model of behavioral prediction (Fishbein & Yzer, 

2003). 
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Figure 3. STMD Program Theory 

 

DEMONSTRATED SOCIAL MEDIA LITERACY  
Factual Knowledge    Knowledge about Skills 

RESEARCH-BASED SOCIAL MEDIA LITERACY 
COMPETENCIES 
1. Find and access social media platforms and use 
them and their respective options and channels 
skillfully 
2. Critically evaluate social media content and its 
potential consequences 
3. Generate creative social media content with an 
awareness of the specific audience 
4. Reflect on one’s own behavior, apply social 
responsibility, and adequately manage one’s 

BEHAVIORAL INTENTION: Youth 
intend to act in safe, positive, 
and responsible ways in social 
media. 

ENVIRONMENTAL 
CONSTRAINT: Access to 
Internet-enabled devices; 
access to social media 
platforms, including parental 
mediation of social media 
use.  

BEHAVIOR: Youth act in safe, positive, responsible ways on social 
media platforms.  

ATTITUDE: Youth believe 
there are benefits to acting 
in safe, positive, and 
responsible ways on social 
media.  

PERCEIVED NORM: Youth 
believe people should act 
in safe, positive, and 
responsible ways on social 
media. 

SELF-EFFICACY: Youth believe 
they can enact the skills 
taught through Social Media 
TestDrive modules.  

DISTAL INFLUENCES: Youth 
demographics; culture; 
personality, moods, & 
emotions; other individual 
variables; exposure to social 
media and other 
interventions 

SOCIAL MEDIA LITERACY INTERVENTION 

EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING  
1. Concrete experience 
2. Reflective observation 
3. Abstract conceptualization 
4. Active experimentation 

DOMINANT SOCIAL MEDIA ISSUES 
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There are additional factors beyond those described above that may influence SMTD learners’ 

behaviors on social media. The most proximal are environmental constraints. One of the most 

relevant of these is access to social media; youth may lack access to Internet-connected devices 

and/or access to social media platforms. Parents may play an important moderating role here, as 

they in particular may be restricting their children’s access to social media. More distal 

influences may also shape youth behaviors on social media. These include factors such as 

socioeconomic status, culture, youth personality, mood or current emotion, variations in 

exposure to social media, and experience with other digital and media literacy interventions. 

Other individual variables may also play a role. SMTD does not intend to affect these variables. 

Need to Evaluate Social Media TestDrive 

SMTD has been carefully crafted in collaboration with digital citizenship education 

experts and stakeholders such as youth, parents, and educators, and has a robust research-based 

theoretical foundation. However, these efforts do not guarantee the intervention will have the 

desired effects of increased social literacy knowledge and skills for youth who complete 

modules. It is essential to evaluate the effect of an educational intervention to understand if it 

yields the intended effects. If it does, developers can widely disseminate the intervention with 

guidance about implementation factors that are likely to ensure successful program replication. If 

no effects are found, a robust evaluation that includes an assessment of the hypothesized 

mechanisms by which the intervention was expected work can identify where the intervention 

fell short, and program developers can work to revise and improve the intervention. If the 

intervention is found to yield negative effects, developers can pull the program, study the 

mechanisms that may have caused the negative outcomes, and revise and reassess the program. 
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Ideally, the evaluation of SMTD will reveal that learners completing SMTD modules are 

more likely than youth not completing these modules to act in positive, safe, and responsible 

ways on social media. However, it is important to assess the hypothesized mechanisms by which 

SMTD is expected to affect behavior in a stepwise manner. That is, an evaluation should first 

assess for SMTD’s effect on social media literacy knowledge. If knowledge differences are 

found between those who complete SMTD modules and those who do not, a further evaluation 

study can assess the next set of hypothesized mechanisms towards behavior change. By 

proceeding with evaluation in this stepwise manner, I can not only learn if SMTD modules yield 

the anticipated outcomes, but I can make revisions to modules before proceeding with more 

extensive evaluation if the first stage of evaluation shows SMTD modules lack in some expected 

outcomes. This process allows for not only rigorous evaluation of SMTD, but program 

improvement, which benefits both academic discourse and the dissemination of effective 

educational programming. 

The most troubling finding from an evaluation of SMTD would be negative outcomes. 

For example, if those learners completing the How to Be an Upstander module demonstrate 

cyberbullying behavior in social media more than young people who do not complete the 

module, that would be a negative outcome. These kinds of iatrogenic effects are indeed possible 

with educational interventions. The most well-known example of this is the original D.A.R.E 

program, designed to reduce drug use and abuse in youth. For some D.A.R.E. participants, there 

was a small but significant increase in drug use after their participation in the program 

(Rosenbaum & Hanson, 1998). This phenomenon has been called the boomerang effect; that is, 

participants in an intervention engage in the exact behavior the invention was trying to prevent 
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following their participating in the program. This effect has also been found in media literacy 

educational programs (Byrne, 2009). 

The purpose of this dissertation is to complete the first, foundational evaluation study of 

SMTD. That is, I will rigorously test the effect of SMTD on social media literacy knowledge and 

perceived self-efficacy to enact positive, prosocial skills on social media platforms in youth ages 

9–13. The first study presented in this dissertation describes the development and empirical 

validation of the Youth Social Media Literacy Inventory (YSMLI), an instrument designed to 

objectively assess social media literacy knowledge in middle-school-aged youth. In the second 

study, a subscale drawn from the YSMLI is used as part of a randomized controlled trial to test 

the effect of SMTD on social media literacy knowledge and perceived self-efficacy in youth in 

the target age group. 

Six of the twelve completed Social Media TestDrive modules will be included in this 

study. They are: News in Social Media, How to Be an Upstander, Shaping your Digital 

Footprint, Scams and Phishing, the Ups and Downs of Social Media, and Ads on Social Media. 

These were selected because their structures are similar (i.e., all include similar features), they 

are considered core modules because of the topic addressed (such as the module addressing 

cyberbullying), and (if applicable) they are the first in a series (e.g., News in Social Media was 

selected over the more advanced module, Responding to Breaking News). Learning objectives, 

key terms, recommended behaviors, and reflection questions for each of these modules are 

included in Appendix A. 
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Chapter 5  
 

The Youth Social Media Literacy Inventory:  
 

Development and Validation Using Item Response Theory 
 

Educational interventions have the potential to improve youth social media literacy, but 

researchers need a way to rigorously assess the impacts of these efforts, highlighting a need for 

objective measures of youth social media literacy. Although some measures of overall media 

literacy exist, they have considerable limitations. First, they mostly fall short of assessing social 

media literacy specifically. Second, they are not designed for use with a youth population. Third, 

most studies evaluate literacy via self-assessment and thus only provide a subjective measure. 

Fourth, existing measures are limited to specific use cases, and thus offer no flexibility (e.g., in 

length or domain specificity) or parallel tests. To address these limitations, the goal of study 1 is 

to develop a reliable, valid, and objective social media literacy item bank for young adolescent 

populations from which different scales and tests can be created.  

 Scale development itself is an opportunity for rigorous research; however it is often 

quickly or poorly described, making it difficult to ascertain the quality of the process (Carpenter, 

2018). Researchers can increase the quality and transparency of scale development by fully 

exploring the theoretical concept that will be the focus of the scale, choosing appropriate concept 

labels and definitions, identifying possible dimensions of the concept, and engaging in a 

multiphase process to develop and refine the scale items which should include obtaining expert 

feedback, conducting cognitive interviews and/or pilot tests, and then evaluating scale items on a 

priori criteria and reporting results of all previous phases (Carpenter, 2018; Kyriazos & Stalikas, 

2018).  
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This chapter will address item development and validation for the Youth Social Media 

Literacy Inventory, an item bank and resultant scales, through a series of steps. The first three, 

including 1) a media and social media literacy literature review, 2) the initial item bank creation 

and the first phase of item reduction, and 3) cognitive pretesting with a sample of youth and 

expert review, encompass the item development process. The last step, 4) the validation using 

item response theory (IRT), presents an empirical survey study among youth to assess the 

inventory’s psychometric properties. IRT was chosen over classical test theory (CTT) to validate 

and refine the inventory because its models are specifically designed to assess a latent 

proficiency based on binary (correct/not correct) knowledge items, and it provides additional 

information beyond overall fit, including item and person fit indices, and further tools to 

adequately create domain-specific scales, revised scales with fewer items, and parallel tests.  

Step 1: Exploration of Social Media Literacy Concepts 

As a first step, I reviewed existing definitions and concepts of media literacy, digital 

citizenship, and social media literacy to better understand how these constructs were 

conceptualized in previous research. The goal was to synthesize previously independent lines of 

research and develop an overarching understanding of social media literacy. I then reviewed 

existing scales and instruments to highlight gaps and potential for improvement.  

As described in Chapter 2, I define social media literacy as a multidimensional concept, 

incorporating competencies from the rich literature regarding both protectionist and 

empowerment visions of media literacy while adapting them to the unique context of social 

media. The five core competencies for social media use include the abilities to 1) find and access 

social media platforms and use them and their respective options and channels skillfully, 2) 

critically evaluate social media content and its potential consequences, 3) generate creative social 
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media content with an awareness of the specific audience, 4) reflect on one’s own behavior, 

apply social responsibility, and adequately manage one’s affective responses, and 5) develop and 

perpetuate prosocial behavioral norms and exhibit digital citizenship.  

From a conceptual perspective, social media literacy may well be efficiently defined by 

these core competencies which are sufficiently abstract to be applied to different types of uses, 

contents, and context. However, for the purpose of measuring social media literacy, they remain 

too abstract. They are concepts that are difficult to grasp and reflect on for young adolescents, 

who are still in the concrete state of cognitive development (Piaget, 1963). Social media use is 

diverse and heterogeneous, ranging from creating posts, using like and share buttons, managing 

privacy, assessing content, and dealing with advertising, all of which are required for 

understanding user practices and norms, and managing excessive use. For a meaningful measure 

of social media literacy, the core competencies must be applied to these various domains. 

Thereby, these core competencies were translated into specific skills that can be assessed as 

reliable, manifest indicators in an objective test situation. These domains include 1) reflecting on 

how social media can make a person feel and using social media in a positive and balanced way 

(“media balance”), 2) identifying signs of cyberbullying and practicing how to respond 

(“cyberbullying”), 3) learning how to positively shape digital footprints and manage privacy 

(“privacy”), 4) learning how to identify and cope with advertisements on social media 

(“advertisements”), 5) evaluating and responding to (fake) news in social media (“news”), and 6) 

learning how to identify and take action against phishing scams on social media (“phishing”). 

Limitations of Existing Measures of (Social) Media Literacy 

Measures of general media literacy, often focusing on skills to access, analyze, and 

evaluate media, can be found in the research literature. However, these measures have limited 
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applicability to social media literacy because they do not address the interactive nature of such 

platforms or they have not been formulated nor validated for use with youth populations (Arke & 

Primack, 2009; Eristi & Erdem, 2017; Festl, 2021; Koc & Barut, 2016; Masur et al., 2021; 

Powers et al., 2018; Tandoc et al., 2021). Nor are measures of social media literacy developed 

for adults appropriate to use with youth. Youth differ greatly from adults in terms of their 

reading literacy and cognitive developmental stage (Piaget, 1963), which may significantly 

change how questions and response options are understood. Informal but objective assessments 

of youth social media literacy do exist, but have not been psychometrically validated and made 

available for broader use. For example, Facebook, Google, and Common Sense Education all 

offer digital learning modules with companion assessment questions: the psychometric validity 

of such tools, however, is unknown. Most importantly, however, most existing measures of 

social media literacy are based on self-assessment and thus may be biased. Therefore, a major 

aim of this study is to provide a validated instrument that allows for the objective assessment of 

social media literacy and that offers high flexibility and adaptability for use in different contexts.  

Step 2: Item Development 

 Next, a large pool of potential items was drafted, each item was rated for difficulty and 

complexity, and the pool was reduced based on these ratings. 

Initial Creation of a Comprehensive Item Pool 

First, 20 questions for each of the six social media literacy domains described above was 

drafted, resulting in 120 items. These questions were designed to reflect the key competencies in 

each domain as well as actions that could be taken related to each issue. Example items and how 

they map onto the domains and competencies are presented in Table 2.  
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Table 2. Item Development Process in Each Domain 

 

Domains Core  
competencies 

Bloom’s 
Taxonomy 

Item formulation Response options 

Ad- 
vertising 

Being able to find 
and access social 
media platforms and 
use them and their 
respective options 
and channels 
skillfully. 

Under- 
standing, 
analyzing, 
applying. 

Kyle was looking 
through his social media 
when he got an ad for a 
game that only adults are 
allowed to play. He is a 
bit scared of all the 
violent pictures that are 
in the ad. What should 
Kyle do in this situation? 

• Report the ad 
to the social 
media site. 

• Download the 
game and play 
it to see if it is 
good. 

• Tell his friends 
about the ad 
and watch it 
together. 

• Think about 
what websites 
he went to and 
never go to 
those websites 
again. 

• I don’t know. 

Cyber- 
bullying 

Being able to 
critically evaluate 
social media content 
and its potential 
consequences. 

Analyzing, 
evaluating, 
applying, 
creating. 

Your classmates have 
started the “Don’t talk to 
Phoebe” Facebook 
group because they 
don’t like how Phoebe 
dresses and they don’t 
want to be friends with 
her. Somebody sent you 
an invitation to this 
group. What should you 
do? 

• Join in the 
group because 
you don’t want 
to be friends 
with Phoebe 
either. 

• Send the 
invitation to all 
of your other 
friends. The 
more the 
better! 

• Start a better 
group called 
“Don’t talk to 
Brody,” who 
started the 
“Don’t talk to 
Phoebe” 
group. 
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• Send Phoebe 
a kind 
message like 
“Are you 
ok?” or “Is 
there 
anything I 
can do?” 

• I don’t know. 

Privacy Being able to 
generate creative 
social media content 
with an awareness of 
the specific 
audience. 

Analyzing, 
evaluating. 

Chloe is posting some 
pictures from the 
school’s dance on her 
social media account. In 
one photo, her friend 
Jordan is acting pretty 
crazy. What should 
Chloe do? 

• Post the photos 
and add 
Jordan’s name. 

• Ask Jordan 
for 
permission 
before 
sharing the 
photo. 

• Text the photo 
to all her 
friends, but 
don’t post it 
online. 

• Edit the photo 
to make Jordan 
look more 
silly. 

• I don’t know. 

News Being able to reflect 
on one’s own 
behavior, apply 
social responsibility, 
and adequately 
manage one’s 
affective responses. 

Analyzing, 
evaluating, 
applying, 
creating. 

Imagine you see a news 
story with a headline 
that reads, “Scientists 
Find Playing Video 
Games Improves 
Memory.” You share the 
story and later realize it's 
fake. What should you 
do after you realize you 
shared false 
information? 

• Keep the post 
up just to see 
how many 
people fall for 
it. 

• Delete your 
post and post 
a correction. 

• Nothing. 
People will 
forget about 
the post in a 
day or two 
anyway. 

• Share other 
news stories 
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with similar 
headlines to 
make it look 
like the 
information is 
true. 

• I don’t know. 

Phishing Being able to 
critically evaluate 
social media content 
and both mass 
communication and 
interpersonal 
messages and their 
potential 
consequences. 

Analyzing, 
evaluating, 
applying. 

You get an email with a 
hilarious subject line 
that is obviously a scam. 
What should you do? 

• LOL. Forward 
it to your 
friends for a 
laugh but tell 
them not to 
click anything. 

• Avoid clicking 
any links and 
mark it as 
“spam.” 

• Delete it and 
forget it. 

• Try to contact 
the sender. 

• I don’t know. 

Ups and 
Downs 

Being able to 
develop and 
perpetuate prosocial 
behavioral norms 
and exhibit digital 
citizenship. 

Analyzing, 
evaluating. 

Ellen is looking at social 
media after she comes 
back home from school 
and she starts to get a 
red flag feeling (for 
example, something that 
makes you sad or 
uncomfortable). What 
can Ellen do to make 
herself feel better? 

• Spend time 
with friends 
and family 
offline. 

• Take a break 
from social 
media. 

• Do an activity 
that she 
enjoys. 

• All of the 
above. 

• I don’t know. 
Note: Bold answers are “correct.” This table shows one example item in each domain covering a specific core competency and 
mapping on several dimensions of Bloom’s Taxonomy. All other items in each domain (15 per domain overall) cover other core 
competencies and other aspects of Bloom’s Taxonomy.  
 

For example, one of the items within the domain “cyberbullying” assesses a user’s ability to 

identify examples of cyberbullying on social media (“Which of the following is an example of 

cyberbullying?”), reflecting the core competency “critically evaluate.” Another example item 
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assesses actions a person may take to be an upstander (“Your friend Sally just changed her 

profile picture. Someone commented, “Nice pimple! Haha!” on the photo. What should you do 

to be an upstander?”), which relates to the core competencies “apply social responsibility” and 

“perpetuate prosocial behavior norms.” For each of the six domains, items that reflected the core 

competencies were developed in a similar fashion. Within each domain, questions were created 

with varying levels of difficulty for middle school-aged youth. To cover the entire range of 

potential proficiencies in each domain, the aim was to create five easy, ten medium, and five 

difficult items. Most items were multiple-choice items with four response options (with only one 

correct response). Some items were true/false statements. The answer option “I don’t know” was 

included as a way to reduce guessing. As each item has only one correct answer from the list of 

options provided, all items can be scored as 1 = correct and 0 = incorrect. In the subsequent step, 

each item and its response options were reviewed to determine Flesch-Kincaid’s reading level, 

using Microsoft Word’s built-in tool (Kincaid et al., 1975). The aim was to keep the items at a 

fourth-grade reading level. If an item scored higher than this, the wording and sentence structure 

was simplified and the reading level was re-assessed. 

Qualitative Item Assessment and Item Pool Reduction 

To qualitatively assess the range of difficulties of the items in each domain and ensure 

that they would adequately cover the range of expectable proficiency within the targeted youth 

population, all items were independently rated by five members of the SML research team for 

perceived level of difficulty, with 1 being the easiest to answer correctly and 3 being perceived 

as the most difficult. Independent rates were compared and discussed until consensus regarding 

perceived difficulty for each item was reached. Three members of the team also assessed each 

item based on Bloom’s Taxonomy, a hierarchical categorization of educational goals (Bloom, 
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1956; Engelhart et al., 1956). The levels of this model reflect increasingly complex cognitive 

activities, from remembering, understanding, applying, and analyzing to evaluating and creating 

(Anderson et al., 2001) and share some similarities with the social media core competencies 

described above (see Table 2 above for examples). Often used by educators when developing 

learning objectives, it was useful to compare the knowledge assessment questions under 

development to this taxonomy as an additional way of examining the complexity level of the 

knowledge being assessed by a particular question. The independent rankings of taxonomy levels 

for each item were compared and discussed until consensus was reached for each item. Using the 

perceived difficulty and Bloom’s Taxonomy rankings for each item, the item pool for each of the 

six domains was reduced from 20 to 15, yielding a total of 90 items for the first iteration of the 

item bank. Items were selected for inclusion such that the final 15 items for each domain 

contained a range of difficulty (about four easy, seven medium, and four difficult items), 

reflected various levels of cognitive complexity (according to Bloom’s Taxonomy), and 

addressed the scope of social media literacy core competencies.  

Step 3: Expert Review and Cognitive Pretesting 

 Before empirically evaluating the inventory, I obtained expert feedback regarding the 

items from two educators, each with over ten years of experience working with middle school-

aged children. The educators were asked to review each of the 90 items and provide qualitative 

feedback on the question and response option content, wording, readability, interpretation, and 

quality (Carpenter, 2018; Kyriazos & Stalikas, 2018). This step enhanced the overall content 

validity and ensured questions were clear, concise, and relevant to the construct (Kyriazos & 

Stalikas, 2018). Feedback was given through written and verbal comments. Based on their 

feedback, we revised items and wordings accordingly. 
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Additionally, I cognitively pretested the items with six young people, ages 9 and 10. (I 

intentionally recruited from the younger end of the age range of people we expect to respond to 

the YSMLI.) Each youth was compensated with a $10 Amazon gift card. During these 

interviews, a member of the research team connected with a youth participant via Zoom, 

showing one question and its response options at a time. Each of the six participants reviewed 

the questions for two of the six domains, meaning at least two young people reviewed the items 

from a single domain. Participants were encouraged to read the question and response options 

aloud and describe their thought process in selecting an answer. By observing and listening to 

this process, the interviewer was able to identify problematic words, unclear questions, or items 

that were too lengthy. After the question was answered, the interviewer asked the participant 

what they thought the question was asking about and to identify any words or phrases they 

thought young people their age might have difficulty understanding. This process helped to 

streamline the questions further and also identified problematic jargon that needed to be 

replaced. 

Step 4: Empirical Scale Validation  

The next step in the scale development process was to statistically examine the item 

banks’ potential to assess the latent ability (proficiency) of social media literacy and the presence 

(or lack thereof) of the six domains within that latent ability. It was assumed that social media 

literacy would be a multidimensional construct, meaning each item loads onto its specific 

domain (e.g., news in social media, advertisements) and then further loads onto a comprehensive 

global factor. These model assumptions were tested using item response theory, described below. 

To further ensure the convergent validity of the inventory, it was tested whether objectively 

measured social media literacy as assessed by the YSMLI (overall and in each domain) 
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significantly relates to participants’ subjective evaluation of their social media literacy (overall 

and in these domains). Based on a meta-analysis of 51 studies, which found a moderate positive 

correlation between objective and subjective knowledge (r = .37; Carlson et al., 2009) it was 

hypothesized that: 

H1: Social media literacy in each of the six domains is positively related to subjective 

knowledge in each of the six domains. 

Regarding criterion validity, we aimed to replicate past research that has found potential 

predictors of social media literacy (despite having used different or limited measures). More 

specifically, it was tested whether overall social media literacy can be predicted with diverse 

social media use variables, such as experience with social media, duration of daily use, number 

of social media platforms used, and degree of interactivity on social media (i.e., passive 

consumption versus active creation of content). A survey study with 1,284 students in Turkey 

found that social network site use among students positively correlated with digital literacy 

scores (Yildiz, Durak & Seferoğlu, 2020). Likewise, frequency of use has been found to have a 

positive relationship with some types of literacy (Appel, 2012; Chan et al., 2021). As both 

findings support the argument that social media literacy increases the longer and the more people 

interact with such platforms, it was further assumed that breadth of use (i.e., whether or not 

someone uses just one or several different platforms) and the level of interactivity users show on 

these platforms should be positively related to higher knowledge and skill demonstration. I hence 

hypothesized:  

H2: Social media literacy is positively related with a) experience using social media, b) 

average social media use duration per day, and c) breadth of platform use.  
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H3: Social media literacy is positively related with more interactive social media use 

(e.g., creating their own posts will be related to higher levels of literacy compared to 

passive use).  

Methods 

The preregistration of this study as well as all materials, analysis scripts, results, synthetic 

data, and additional analyses and figures contained in an online supplement document can be 

accessed via a respective OSF page.2 The original data are not shared due to the sensitivity of the 

encoded information and the vulnerability of the population in question. To ensure transparency, 

synthetic data were uploaded (a data set with similar properties to the original data set) that can 

be used to reproduce the analyses (albeit with slightly different results). 

Item Sampling and Power Considerations. The purpose of this validation study is to 

evaluate the entire 90-item inventory, but of course youth cannot concentrate on all 90 items at 

once. Therefore, an item sampling approach was used. That is, a randomly assigned subset of the 

item pool was presented to each participant. Similar to sampling participants from a population, 

it is possible to sample items from the larger item pool and make inferences about the full 

inventory (Husek & Sirotnik, 1967). In order to determine the minimum number of items each 

individual participant would need to answer to still have enough information to evaluate the full 

scale, data that corresponds to the intended measurement model was simulated (a Rasch model; 

Bond & Fox, 2012; DeMars, 2010, see further below), while varying the parameters with respect 

to a) number of participants (from 200 to 500) and b) number of items (from 60–120). Next, 

these datasets were duplicated and varying amounts of random missings per respondent was 

introduced (33% to 66%). The theta score for the full (no missings) dataset as well as the dataset 

 
2 Available at https://osf.io/h6jrp/?view_only=b03665d09fd84f1393570e46dcf25f54. 
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was then computed with varying amounts of random missings and computed correlations 

between the resulting factor (Rasch) scores. This comparison indicated the maximum number of 

random missings allowable to yield a Rasch score comparable to a dataset with no random 

missings. Each combination was run 100 times. Results are shown in Figure 4. 

 

 
Note: Figure 4 presents simulation results showing that the latent ability can be approximated (r > .90, dashed 
vertical line) under almost all test conditions. Each dot represents a bi-variate correlation between the Rasch score 
estimated based on the complete data (the gold-standard) and the Rasch score based on the incomplete data. The 
higher the correlation, the better the estimation of the true latent ability based on the incomplete data. Facets 
represent the amount of missings per person in percentage.  
 
Figure 4. Correlation between Factorscores based on 'Complete' and 'Missing' Data 

 
The simulation showed that the latent ability could still be reasonably approximated (correlations 

> .90) if participants did not answer two thirds of the overall item pool: the sample size was > 

300 and the item pool was > 80. To allow for a slightly larger margin of error, we decided to test 

a pool of 90 items with a sample size of n > 320, and 42 items per participant (53.33% missing 

per person). Second, a priori power analyses were conducted for the convergent and criterion 
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validity analyses (see hypotheses). The literature suggests that subjective and objective 

knowledge are moderately correlated (r = .37; Carlson et al., 2009). It was further assumed there 

would be a small to moderate relationship between overall social media literacy and the other 

criterion variables (r = .20). To test an effect size of r = .20, while assuming an alpha-level of 

5%, we determined that we would need at least 318 participants to achieve a power of 95% and 

at least 193 participants to achieve a power of 80%.   

Participants and Procedure. To assess the 90-item bank, an online survey was 

conducted with n = 347 middle school students in March 2021, after obtaining parent or guardian 

permission and youth assent to participate. Participants were recruited from a school district in 

upstate New York. One participant who did not pass a simple attention check was excluded from 

the analyses. Participants with more than 70% missing in response to the literacy items were 

further excluded from the analyses (n = 40) because the simulation showed a decline in the 

ability to approximate latent ability with less than one third of items completed (average amount 

of missing items was 54.9%; only 23.5% of the sample had more than the 53.33% missing that 

was expected because of our item sampling procedure). The final sample included n = 306 

participants (age: M = 11.4 years, SD = 1.13, range = 9–13; female: 48.57%). Participants were 

drawn from fourth (15.11%), fifth (21.94%), sixth (32.01), seventh (30.58%), and eighth (0.36%) 

grades. More than half of the participants (65%) had used social media for at least one year prior 

to completing the questionnaire. The most commonly used platforms included YouTube 

(91.3%), TikTok (53.1%), SnapChat (42.6%), and Instagram (39.4%). Twitter and Facebook 

were hardly used (<10%).    
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Measures.  
Youth Social Media Literacy Inventory. As outlined above, the newly developed item 

pool consisted of 90 multiple-choice or true-or-false items, with 15 items for each of the six 

domains previously described (for all item formulations, see OSM.) All items had an answer 

option “I don’t know” to reduce guessing. Correct responses were coded as 1, and incorrect 

responses and "I don’t know" were coded as 0.  

Subjective Social Media Literacy. Participants were asked to estimate their own literacy 

with six original items (one per domain: e.g., “I know how to spot ads on social media”). Answer 

options ranged from 1 = This is not like me at all! to 5 = This is exactly like me! For an overall 

assessment of a person’s subjective social media literacy, a unidimensional model (with 

constrained factor loadings) was estimated, which fitted the data well: χ2(14) = 26.81, p = .020; 

CFI = .95, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .06. Composite reliability was acceptable (⍵ = .71). On 

average, participants considered themselves moderately literate (M = 3.98, SD = 0.78).  

Experience of Using Social Media. Length of experience using social media was 

assessed with one item: “How long have you been using social media?” Response options ranged 

from: 0 = I don’t use social media to 4 = More than 2 years. Nearly half (45.0%) of the sample 

reported using social media for two or more years, 40.6% have used social media for less than 

two years, and 14.4% reported they do not use social media at all.   

Duration of Social Media Use. Duration of social media use was assessed with one 

item: “How much time do you spend on social media each day?” Response options ranged from: 

0 = I don’t use social media to 6 =More than 6 hours a day. Of all participants, 13.7% did not 

use social media at all, 7.2% used it for less than 30 minutes per day, 14.8% used it between 30-

60 minutes per day, and the remaining 64.3% reported using social media more than one hour 

per day.   
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Breadth and Interactivity of Social Media Use. Breadth and interactivity of social 

media use was assessed in a matrix-style question in which participants were asked how they use 

social media platforms including YouTube, Instagram, TikTok, SnapChat, Twitter, and 

Facebook. Response options included: 0 = Don’t use, 1 = Just watch/read posts (or videos) 

others make, 2 = Like other people’s posts/videos, 3 = Comment on other people’s posts/videos, 

or 4 = Create my own posts/videos. Responses were dummy-coded and summed, yielding a total 

number of platforms used (M = 2.27, SD = 1.45 of the six platforms). Participants reported being 

the most creative on TikTok (with 20.9% reporting they create their own posts/videos). The 

highest level of interaction across all six social media platforms was computed per person. The 

newly computed levels were: 0 = Don’t use the platform, 1 = passive use, 2 = moderate active 

use (liking and commenting), and 3 = active use (creating content). 

Measurement Theory  

For the purpose of designing an objective knowledge test, item response theory (Bond & 

Fox, 2012; DeMars, 2010; Embretson & Reise, 2013) provides several advantages in comparison 

to classical test theory. IRT refers to a set of mathematical models which aim to explain the 

relationship between a latent ability, trait, or proficiency (denoted by the Greek letter θ) and its 

observable manifestations (e.g., multiple-choice questions). In contrast to CTT, IRT focuses on 

the pattern of responses and considers responses in probabilistic terms, rather than on composite 

variables and linear regression theory. IRT further accounts for item discrimination (the ability of 

an item to differentiate between respondents with different levels of proficiency) and difficulty 

(the likelihood of a correct response, expressed as the proficiency level at which 50% of the 

participant sample is estimated to answer an item correctly; DeMars, 2010). Assessing item 

difficulties is useful in matching the test and trait levels of a target population and in ensuring 
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that the entire range of the proficiency is covered. This focus on the difficulty range generally 

leads to scales that perform better at differentiating at the extremes of proficiency (Bond & Fox, 

2007). Another advantage of IRT is that it provides tools to assess individual item and person 

fit.   

Within the family of IRT models, the so-called Rasch model (also known as 1PL model) 

represents a specific case in which the asymptote (i.e., the guessing probability) is fixed to zero 

and the slope (i.e., the discrimination parameter) is fixed to the same value across items. 

Traditionally, this model is specified in terms of odds or log-odds (see DeMars, 2010, pp. 9–17): 

 

Based on this formula, the natural logarithm of the ratio between the probability (pki) of a person 

(k) correctly answering an item (i) and the probability of not answering this item correctly (1-

pki) is equal to the differential between the proficiency (e.g., social media literacy) of a person 

(k) and the item’s difficulty (i). The same model can also be specified in terms of the probability 

of a correct response given a person’s proficiency (DeMars, 2010, p. 16):  

 
This constrained model has some mathematical properties that cannot be obtained with 

less constrained models (e.g., 2PL or 3PL models). First, the number-correct score (i.e., the raw 

sum score) is a sufficient estimation of θ, making such a scale highly usable in various research 

contexts. Second, due to the fixed discrimination parameter, item characteristic curves (the 

probabilities of solving each item across the range of the latent proficiency) never cross 

(DeMars, 2010, pp. 18–19). In other words, the difference between the probabilities of correctly 

answering two different items remains constant across the entire range of the latent proficiency. 
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This means that all items do not differ in how they differentiate examinees. Third, such a 

constrained model is particularly useful for creating a social media literacy inventory due to its 

specific objectivity: because the Rasch model is based on the idea that items are designed to fit 

certain properties instead of finding a model that fits the data (Thissen & Orlando, 2001), item as 

well as person parameter estimates are invariant across samples (up to a linear transformation, 

DeMars, 2010). Accordingly, the person (i.e., proficiency scores) and item parameters (i.e., item 

difficulty) will be similar even if only a subset of the item pool is used, or a different population 

is studied.  

Results  

Assessment of the Overall Item Bank 

Model, Item, and Person Fit. In the first step, a unidimensional Rasch (1PL) model was 

estimated using all 90 items. The estimation converged after 31 cycles. Based on this model, the 

systematic missings were imputed in the social media literacy items (due to the item sampling 

procedure outlined above) and the Rasch model was re-restimated using the imputed data 

(converged after 32 cycles) as overall model fit indices can only be estimated based on full data. 

The resulting Rasch scores were equivalent (r > .99), indicating there were only negligible 

differences in the results of these models. Thus, imputed data were used in subsequent analyses 

of item and person fit.  

To assess overall model fit, the M2 test statistic was imputed, which works better with 

binary data compared to the typically implemented 𝜒2 test statistics. The overall fit of the model 

was very good, M2(4005) = 4261, p = .002; CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00, RMSEA = 0.01, 95% CI 

[0.01, 0.018]. Infit (sensitive to inliers, which are more targeted to the individual responding) and 

Outfit indices (which is sensitive to outliers, or unexpected instances of an item being very hard 
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or very easy for a respondent) were computed for each of the 90 items (Linacre, 2002). A rule of 

thumb is that mean-square (MSQ) Infit and Outfit values should be between 0.5 and 1.5 to not be 

degrading or unproductive for measurement (DeMars, 2010; Linacre, 2002). MSQ Infit and 

Outfit indices fell within that range for all items, suggesting that all items fit the model well. The 

standardized (z) person fit indices were also assessed, which examine how well individual 

response patterns fit the model. Only a few respondents had a low person fit (z-Infit > 1.9: 2.6%; 

z-Outfit > 1.9: 2.6%) (Linacre, 2002).  

As illustrated in the histogram shown in Figure 5 (top left), the resulting theta score 

ranges from -3.42 to 2.48 (M = -0.01, SD = 1.13). Overall, the test items were well-matched to 

the participants’ latent proficiencies (see s-curve in comparison to the person parameter 

distribution in the item-person map). Yet, the scale is slightly better at discriminating people with 

lower proficiency and could hence be improved by adding more difficult questions. As shown by 

the scale information curve (middle, right), the items are particularly good at estimating lower 

proficiency levels between the -2.5 and 1.0 theta range. The standard error for each parameter 

estimate (red, dotted line) thereby conveys the degree of estimation precision.  
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Note: The item-person map (left) displays the location of item difficulty parameters and the distribution of person 
parameters along the latent ability (theta scores). The scale information curve (top, right) is a summary of how well 
items provide statistical information about the latent ability. Conditional standard errors (dotted red line) indicate 
how precisely scores can be estimated across different values of theta. The scale characteristic curve (middle, right) 
represents the relationships between estimated theta scores and the expected true scores in the original scale metric. 
The conditional reliability curve provides information about the scale’s reliability at different values of theta.  
 

Figure 5. Psychometric Characteristics of the 90-item YSMLI 

 
Marginal Reliability. In IRT, an average index of reliability (similar to internal 

consistency scores such as Cronbach’s alpha) can be based on the mean standard error and 

computed as the ratio of true score variance to observed variance (Thissen & Wainer, 2001). 

This average marginal reliability was excellent, at .93. As we also obtained separate standard 

errors for each value of q, and computed both item information and conditional marginal 

reliability estimates across the entire range of proficiency (see Figure 5, right). As the reliability 

curve in Figure 5 (bottom right) demonstrates, the model’s reliability slightly decreases at theta 

values > 3. Again, this slight decrease is likely due to the lack of highly difficult items in the 

pool.  
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Convergent and Criterion Validity. It was anticipated that social media literacy as 

assessed by the entire item bank would be positively related to subjective social media 

knowledge (H1, convergent validity). Bivariate correlation analyses showed the expected 

moderate to strong positive relationship (r = .45, 95% CI [.36, .54], p < .001). Therefore, 

hypothesis 1 was supported.   

It was also anticipated that social media literacy would be positively related to a) 

experience using social media, b) average social media use duration per day, and c) breadth of 

social media platforms used (H2, criterion validity). In line with predictions, bivariate 

correlations revealed positive relationships between social media literacy and experience using 

social media (r = .14, 95% CI [.02, .25], p = .021), duration of social media use per day (r = .18, 

95% CI [.07, .29], p = .002), and breadth of social media platforms used (r = .14, 95% CI [.002, 

.26], p = .047). In line with the pre-registration, a linear regression was also estimated. With all 

predictors in the model, only duration of social media use per day emerged as a significant 

predictor of social media literacy (b = .17, 95% CI [.02, .32], beta = .23). However, it is likely 

that this result is biased because of strong multicollinearity between the predictors. Based on the 

independent bivariate analyses, I consider hypotheses 2a to 2c supported.  

With hypothesis 3, it was assumed that people who use social media more interactively 

would also show higher social media literacy. Using an analysis of variance, differences in social 

media literacy were tested across these different degrees of interactivity of social media uses. 

There was a positive main effect (F(3, 266) = 5.29, p = .002, eta-squared = .056). Post-hoc tests 

(Tukey’s HSD), however, only revealed significant differences between those who did not use 

any social media platforms at all and those who did (independent of their level of interactivity). 

H3 was not supported.  
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To further explore the validity of the item bank, I also found that social media literacy 

moderately increased with age (r = .43, 95% [.33, .53], p < .001). Females had slightly higher 

social media literacy than males (on average, female participants answered 3.35 more questions 

correctly, t(250.83) = 3.05, p = .003). These findings are consistent with other assessments of 

media and social media literacy (Xiao et al., 2021).  

Assessing the Domains of Social Media Literacy 

Model, Item, and Person Fit. Each of the six domains within the overall item bank were 

also examined to assess their ability to stand alone as modular aspects of social media literacy. 

Independent Rasch models were estimated for each domain, and each fitted the data well (see 

Table 3). Only three items overall (in the domains Cyberbullying, Privacy, and News) had MSQ 

infit values slightly below .50, which means they are less productive for measurement, but do not 

degrade the model (Linacre, 2002). Participants with low person fits were also negligible 

(participants exceeding z-infit and -outfit thresholds: > 5%). In summary, the items in each 

domain were well-matched to the respondents’ social media literacy proficiencies as 

contextualized in that domain and could be used as a stand-alone set of items to assess social 

media literacy in that particular context (i.e., news in social media, cyberbullying, etc.).  
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Table 3. Fit Indices for Each Domain of the YSLMS 

 

     95% CIs    

Domain M2 df p RMSEA 5% 95% SRMSR TLI CFI 

Advertising 106.44 105 .443 .01 .00 .03 .06 1.00 1.00 

Cyberbullying 126.61 105 .074 .03 .00 .04 .08 .99 .99 

Privacy 143.42 105 .008 .04 .02 .05 .07 .98 .98 

News 122.31 105 .119 .02 .00 .04 .06 .99 .99 

Phishing 114.27 105 .252 .02 .00 .04 .06 .99 .99 

Ups and Downs 95.70 105 .731 .00 .00 .02 .05 1.00 1.00 

 

Marginal Reliability. Average marginal reliability for each domain was mixed (between 

.61–.71). Whereas Advertising, Phishing, and Ups and Downs exhibited acceptable reliability 

(>.70), Cyberbullying, Privacy, and News have questionable reliability (.61-.67). This may be 

due to the diversity of concepts and skills assessed by items within each of these domains. Due to 

excellent item and person fit indices for all domains (more important evaluations in IRT) and 

strong convergent validity (see further below), I deem these lower marginal reliability estimates 

acceptable. 

Convergent Validity. It was anticipated that social media literacy within each of the six 

domains assessed by the YSMLI would be positively related to subjective social media 

knowledge for each of those domains (H1, convergent validity). Bivariate correlation analyses 

showed that there were moderate positive relationships for advertising (r = .45, 95% CI [.36, 
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.54], p < .001), cyberbullying (r = .24, 95% CI [.13, .34], p < .001), privacy (r = .31, 95% CI 

[.20, .41], p < .001), news (r = .25, 95% CI [.15, .36], p < .001), phishing (r = .17, 95% CI [.06, 

.28], p = .004), and ups and downs (r = .26, 95% CI [.15, .37], p < .001). Hence, hypothesis 1 

was supported within each of the six domains.  

Creating Scales with Different Lengths and Parallel Tests 

In most use cases, 90 items are too many to assess social media literacy. This large IRT 

item bank can be used to create shorter versions or parallel tests for various purposes. For 

example, to assess a population’s latent social media literacy as comprehensively as possible 

(e.g., similar to a PISA test to compare levels in different countries or states), it is useful to have 

a shorter yet precise version of the overall YSMLI. It should be sufficiently long to retain all the 

estimation precision of the original item bank, but short enough to be implemented in a test 

questionnaire. As the Rasch model constrained the discrimination parameter (i.e., the slope) of 

the item curve to be equal across all items, removing items does not necessarily reduce the 

model’s ability to approximate participants’ latent ability—particularly if the remaining items 

still adequately cover the distribution of the person parameters. Based on these considerations, 

items were iteratively removed from the 90-item bank by a) assessing their location on the latent 

ability (to keep a good range of difficulty) and b) their redundancy with other items. Figure 6 

exemplifies this decision procedure for the domain “Advertising.” Whereas items 1 and 2 are 

fairly redundant in their item information function, i.e., they provide similar information about 

how to discriminate participants at lower theta levels, item 3’s difficulty is much higher and thus 

provides information about participants at higher theta levels. It is not redundant to 1 and 2. This 

way, the overall item bank was reduced to 48 items (eight items per domain). Overall, this 

shorter version of the YSMLI showed a similarly good fit as the full 90-item bank and had good 
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marginal reliability (.88). Detailed information about model, person, and item fit (only one item 

showed a less good fit, but was not degrading) are provided in the online supplement. To assess 

the convergent validity, a bivariate correlation was computed between the Rasch scores of the 

full 90-item bank and the 48-item version, which revealed an almost perfect equivalence (r = 

.96).  

 
Note: Item information curves show how much “information” (I()) about the latent ability an item gives (the 
probability of a correct response multiplied by the probability of an incorrect response). Item information curves 
peak at the difficulty value (point where the item has the highest discrimination), with less information at ability 
levels farther from the difficulty estimate. 
 

Figure 6. Example Item Information Curves of Three Example Items within the Domain 
"Advertising" 

 
As items were specifically selected to map well onto the latent ability in each domain, 

bivariate correlations between the 15-item and shorter 8-item domain scales were likewise still 

very high (r = .87-.90), suggesting excellent convergent validity for each domain. This presents a 

second potential use case as each domain can be individually assessed with only eight items. 

Therefore, researchers interested in measuring only one of these domains within a larger survey 
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(e.g., a scholar interested in assessing social media advertising literacy) can use this subset of 

items. 

A third use case is assessing overall social media literacy as one of many variables in a 

study. For this purpose, the aim was to find the smallest subset of items that still sufficiently 

estimated the latent ability. Using the same approach outlined earlier, an 18-item version was 

created, which still exhibited a good fit and still had an acceptable marginal reliability (.73). 

More importantly, it still performed well in approximating the overall latent ability (correlation 

with 90-item Rasch score: r = .88; with 48-item Rasch score: r = .89). That said, this reduced 

version (only three items per domain), may no longer adequately reflect the domains 

independently. 

A fourth use case refers to designs in which repeated measurement of the latent ability is 

desirable (e.g., assessment before and after an intervention). In this situation, a researcher would 

want to use two different sets of items to assess the latent ability as a way to eliminate inflated 

post-intervention scores because respondents are familiar with the items. This requires parallel 

tests which have different items but exhibit the exact same properties in estimating the latent 

ability. So-called strongly parallel tests have the same number of items and exactly the same test 

information and characteristic function (Boekkooi-Timminga, 1990). To create such tests for 

each of the six domains, similar items were identified (see again Figure 6) and were distributed 

onto two sets with eight items each. The overlap was then assessed in the final test information 

curves for these two sets of items (Figure 7). As can be seen, all the subsets created in each 

domain almost perfectly overlap. All subsets also correlated strongly with the full domain item 

sets (r > .82).  
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Note: Red = Test 1; Blue = Test 2. Tests can be considered parallel if the test information curves overlap.  
 

Figure 7. Test Information Curves for Parallel Test in Each Domain 

  
Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to develop and validate a 90-item inventory that reliably 

assesses youth social media literacy. Following a four-step process to rigorously create and 

psychometrically test the YSMLI, the resultant inventory can be used to create scales with 

varying lengths and domain-specificity.  

First, as described in Chapter 2, I developed a revised definition of social media literacy. 

Although media literacy concepts suggest important core competencies, they neglect the 

affordances and features of the interactive social media environment. Building on previous work 

(Cho et al., 2022; Hobbs, 2010; Livingstone, 2014; Schreurs & Vandenbosch, 2021), the revised 

definition adapts core competencies of media literacy to address the unique characteristics of 

social media. More importantly, these abstract competencies must be grounded in specific 

domains of social media use to make them concrete enough for young adolescents to cognitively 
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understand and thus be measurable. For this reason, the final inventory measures core 

competencies in six distinct domains (such as cyberbullying, media balance, privacy, etc.) which 

are representative of the issues and situations young adolescents face when using social media.  

The second and third steps involved the initial item pool creation, revision, and reduction, 

based on ratings of the items’ perceived difficulty, complexity of learner action, expert educator 

review, and cognitive pretesting with youth. In the fourth step, the inventory was empirically 

validated in a cross-sectional survey study using IRT. Rasch models revealed that the items in 

the overall item pool as well as those within each domain are well-matched to the participants’ 

latent social media ability, thus serving well to discriminate between learners across a large 

range of proficiency. Further, overall reliability was high, although it decreased slightly at higher 

levels of proficiency. The Rasch score resulting from the overall item bank (and those resulting 

from the subsets making up the subdomains) correlated positively with subjective knowledge, 

length of experience of using social media, duration of social media use per day, as well as 

breadth of social media use, demonstrating both convergent and criterion validity. In contrast to 

our assumption, the YSMLI showed no correlation with the level of social media interactivity. 

That is, although literacy was clearly higher among users of social media compared to non-users, 

how much they interacted (i.e., whether they just consume content passively or like, comment, or 

produce content themselves) did not make a difference. With this new instrument, however, 

scholars may be particularly able to investigate such relationships with more precision and 

provide a deeper understanding of the antecedents and outcomes of social media literacy. In sum, 

the results suggest that the YSMLI has excellent psychometric properties and can be used to 

reliably assess social media literacy within a youth population (ages 9–13).  
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The inventory can be used for different purposes and in various contexts. Study 1 results 

show that a shorter, 48-item (eight items per domain) version can be drawn from the larger item 

pool, whose remaining items still cover the distribution of person parameters. This shorter scale 

as well as the resulting domain-specific shorter scales showed as good a fit as the full scales, 

good convergent validity, and acceptable reliability. This shorter version of the inventory retains 

a high precision while reducing redundancy and may thus be particularly valuable for 

comprehensive assessments (e.g., for comparative purposes). The domain-specific sub-scales 

further provide measures for researchers who study these particular domains instead of overall 

social media literacy.  

The smallest item set that still sufficiently approximated the latent ability of social media 

literacy consists of 18 items (three items per domain). This scale may be most useful for 

researchers seeking to assess overall social media literacy within a larger questionnaire (e.g., to 

study its relations to other relevant concepts). It is important to note that with only three items 

per dimension, it appears to no longer adequately assess the domains individually.  

Finally, the IRT item bank allows for the creation of two parallel tests (eight items each) 

for all six domains. This is particularly useful for researchers aiming to assess social media 

literacy repeatedly (e.g., in a pre-post within-subject design). In such cases, researchers should 

not use the exact same test twice, but rather assess social media literacy with sufficiently similar 

test versions to reduce learning and familiarity effects.  
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Chapter 6  

Evaluating the Impact of Social Media TestDrive on Youth Social Media Literacy 

Knowledge and Perceived Self-Efficacy 

  

As discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, social media has become a ubiquitous place for 

adolescents to connect with others and establish relationships, explore identities, become 

exposed to and discover new ideas, be creative, and be entertained (Best et al., 2014; Craig et al., 

2021; Reid & Weigle, 2014; Rideout, 2021; Third et al., 2017; Uhls et al., 2017). Social media 

present opportunities for adolescents to work on their most pressing developing tasks: seeking 

answers to the question “Who am I?,” developing strong and meaningful relationships, and 

finding places to belong in the larger social environment (Chen et al., 2007; Erikson, 1968; 

McAdams et al., 2006; Sokol, 2009; Uhls et al., 2017). However, social media also present 

unique possible risks. Young people may be especially vulnerable to content, contact, conduct, 

and contract risks in social media, which can cut across dimensions, such aggressive, sexual, or 

violent matter (Livingstone & Stoilova, 2021; Smith & Livingstone, 2017).  

Youth do not inherently know how to safely and deftly navigate online spaces simply 

because they have grown up in a time in which these spaces exist (Bayne & Ross, 2007; Brown 

& Czerniewicz, 2010; Hargittai, 2010). Access alone does not mean they know how to skillfully 

use digital technology (Hobbs, 2010). Just as adults guide youth through other aspects of 

development, we must help them learn to use social media in ways that are safe, prosocial, and 

fun.  

Social media literacy education has the potential to help youth reduce the impact of risks 

and maximize the benefits of engaging with social media. Though some social media literacy 
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interventions exist, many focus on developing specific content-decoding skills (e.g., Gordon et 

al., 2020, 2021; Jeong et al., 2012; McLean et al., 2017; Mingoia et al., 2019; Paxton et al., 

2022) or on building skills for a particular population, such as those interested in developing 

professional social media skills (e.g., DiValentin et al., 2015; Kaur et al., 2018; Kinsky, 2015; 

Mänty & Srinivasan, 2012; Novakovich et al., 2017; Schmidt, 2014). Most are for young adults 

or older populations (DiValentin et al., 2015; Novakovic et al., 2017; Schmidt, 2014). Only a 

few interventions have been robustly and rigorously evaluated (e.g., Gordon et al., 2020). 

SMTD seeks to build social media literacy skills for youth at a key developmental point 

when they are likely to be interested in social media but have not yet (legally) begun using it. As 

identified in the SMTD theory of change in Chapter 3, this educational intervention combines the 

content of social media literacy core competencies with the pedagogical framework of 

experiential learning theory. Though there are theoretical reasons to believe SMTD will increase 

youth social media knowledge and skills, without rigorous evaluation it cannot be confidently 

stated that SMTD has the effect on youth social media literacy I anticipate. The purpose of the 

current study is to conduct such a rigorous evaluation. Thus, the goal of the study presented in 

this chapter is to evaluate the impact of SMTD, an educational intervention, on youth (ages 9–

13) social media literacy knowledge and perceived self-efficacy for using social media in safe, 

prosocial ways. 

I expect completing SMTD modules will increase both social media literacy knowledge 

and perceived self-efficacy to act in the positive, prosocial ways taught in modules. To test this 

and explore the effect of differing youth characteristics on objective social media literacy 

knowledge, I propose the following four hypotheses and a research question:  
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H1: Youth who have completed SMTD modules demonstrate higher levels of objective 

social media literacy knowledge compared to those who have not completed SMTD 

modules.  

H2: Youth who have completed a specific SMTD module demonstrate higher levels of 

objective social media literacy knowledge in that particular domain compared to those 

who have not completed this module.  

H3: Youth who have completed SMTD modules indicate higher levels of perceived self-

efficacy to enact safe, positive, and responsible behaviors in social media compared to 

those who have not completed SMTD modules.  

H4: Youth who have completed a specific SMTD module indicate higher perceived self-

efficacy in that particular domain compared to young people who have not completed this 

module. 

RQ: How do youth characteristics (youth demographics, youth experience with social 

media, subjective social media knowledge) influence the effectiveness of SMTD on 

increasing objective social media literacy knowledge? 

The hypotheses, design, and analysis plan for this study were preregistered,3 with only small 

modifications to the wording the hypotheses and research question for clarity.  

Methods 

Study Design 

 A two-arm cluster randomized controlled trial design was used to investigate the above 

hypotheses and research question. Sites, including youth programs and schools, were recruited 

through listservs, social media, and network connections. Sites were randomly assigned to 

 
3 https://osf.io/vpqeh 
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condition (intervention or control) to prevent contamination effects, until the necessary number 

of participants per condition was reached. Figure 8 shows participant flow. Youth participants’ 

involvement took place over two to four weeks.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Summary of Participant Flow 

 
The needed sample size was based on power calculations for a significance level of 5% 

and power of 80%. Based on Study 1, I expected the intervention with SMTD modules would 

increase objective social media literacy knowledge by at least one point (i.e., one more correct 

answer) for a module, a medium effect size (e.g., Cohen’s f ~ 0.2 – 0.3). This resulted in a target 

19 sites agreed to participate  
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sample of N=130 participants per condition per module. Since control group participants would 

complete all content surveys, only this number of participants was required for the control 

condition. As participants in the intervention group would complete four out of six modules, 

more youth were recruited for this condition to achieve a sample of at least 130 completing each 

module and corresponding content survey.  

COVID-19 impacted recruitment for this study. Data collection began in April 2021 and 

concluded in April 2022. Because groups of youth were recruited from youth programs and 

schools, changing issues around COVID-19 affected sites’ ability to participate. For example, 

teachers at several schools expressed interest in participating and initiated steps to gain 

permission from school administrations to participate, but a surge in COVID-19 cases at the sites 

meant they had to switch their focus to dealing with the changing challenges of teaching during 

COVID-19 and could no longer participate.  

Participants  

 A total of 435 youth participated in the study. Participant age (M=11.47, SD=1.10) was 

normally distributed across the desired middle school-age range (9–14). (A few participants were 

age 14 but in grade 8.) There was sizeable minority participation in the study, with reported 

race/ethnicity as follows: American Indian or Alaska Native (n=30, 6.9%), Asian (n=2, 0.5%), 

Black or African American (n=12, 2.8%), Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander (n=2, 

0.5%), White or Caucasian (n=216, 49.7%), Hispanic or Latinx (n=32, 7.4%), or other (n=20, 

4.6%). Participants were able to select more than one race or ethnicity (n=34, 7.8%). Eighty-

seven (20%) participants did not respond to the race/ethnicity questions. The proportion of 

American Indian or Alaska Native study participants is larger than the proportion in the US 

population, likely because of the success of study recruitment in upstate New York, where 
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several American Indian populations live. Gender was collapsed into three categories for 

analyses: male (n=176, 40.5%), female (n=176, 40.5%), and other (n=17, 3.9%). Sixty-six 

participants (15%) did not answer the gender question.  

Measures 

Objective Social Media Literacy Knowledge. Objective knowledge measures included 

eight items per domain, with one correct response option per question (drawn from the YSMLI, 

as explained in Chapter 5). Items selected from the YSMLI addressed a range of module content 

and level of difficulty. Responses to these items were coded as correct/incorrect and then a score 

was obtained for each domain by summing the number correct. Values for these sum scores 

(number correct) could range from zero to eight. Participants could skip items within a survey; 

on average participants completed 7.32 out of eight questions (SD = 0.69). 

Perceived Self-Efficacy. Perceived self-efficacy was measured by two items per domain, 

addressing core attitudes and actions for each domain. For example, participants were presented 

with the statement “I am confident I can identify credible news sources on social media” and 

then indicated the extent to which that statement was like them, with response options ranging 

from “This is exactly like me!” to “This is not like me at all!” Response options were reverse 

coded so that a higher score would indicate a higher level of perceived self-efficacy. Table 4 

summaries correlations between the two self-efficacy items within each domain.  
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Table 4. Correlations Between Self-Efficacy Items within each Domain 

 
 r df p 

Ads on Social Media .69 1355 <.001 
How to be an Upstander .70 1278 <.001 
Shaping Your Digital Footprint .72 1374 <.001 

News on Social Media .71 1373 <.001 
Scams and Phishing .71 1364 <.001 

Ups and Downs .55 1400 <.001 

 

The self-efficacy questions within all domains were moderately to strongly correlated. Thus, a 

mean score for the two items per domain was computed to create a single index of perceived 

self-efficacy per domain for analyses. 

Social Media Experience. Participant previous experience with social media was 

assessed with two questions, assessing length of time (months and years) using social media and 

time per day using social media. (For these items, “social media” were not defined, rather, 

responses were based on participants’ own interpretation of social media.) More than half of 

participants (52.9%) indicated they have used social media for more than two years. Nearly half 

(46.9%) use social media between one and four hours a day.   

Subjective Knowledge. Participant self-reported subjective social media literacy 

knowledge was assessed with 12 items (e.g., “I know how to communicate with other users on 

social media, for example, by replying to other people's posts or comments”). Response options 

ranged from 1 = Not true to 5 = Very true. The subjective knowledge scale was found to be 

highly reliable (a = .82). These questions were answered along with the demographic questions, 

prior to participants completing modules and objective knowledge surveys. On average, 

participants rated themselves as social media literate (M=4.08, SD=0.76). 
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See Appendix B for the survey items used in Study 2.  

Statistical Analyses  

 Data screening and cleaning, summary variable computation, and sample descriptives 

were conducted in SPSS version 28. The main analyses were conducted in RStudio “Prairie 

Trillium” release (May 16, 2022).  

Due to multiple observations per participant, the wide data file (with one row participant) 

was transformed to a long data file, with as many rows per participant as domain surveys 

completed. For example, an intervention group participant could have completed as many as four 

modules and corresponding content surveys; this would result in four rows of data in the long 

file. Comparison group participants could complete as many as six content surveys. This yielded 

a data file with 1757 cases: Ads on Social Media (ads; n=291), How to Be an Upstander (cyb; 

n=271), Shaping Your Digital Footprint (dft; n=304), News in Social Media (new; n=294), 

Scams and Phishing (phi; n=296), and the Ups and Downs of Social Media (upd; n=301). All 

subsequent analyses reported for this study used this long data file.  

A small number of participants completed very few items for some of the domains. Three 

percent of cases included six or fewer responses to the eight questions per domain, 60% 

answered exactly seven of eight questions, and 37% answered all eight questions per domain. 

Because a lack of a response to a question within a domain would artificially decrease the score 

for that domain, only sum scores for participants who answered at least seven of the eight 

questions for a particular domain were included in subsequent analyses (97% of cases were 

retained). No pattern was detected in the responses excluded by this approach. That is, 

participants answering fewer than seven questions did not differ significantly from participants 
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answering seven or eight questions per domain in age (X2(5, 1583) = 3.64, p = .60), gender (X2(3, 

1750) = 3.37, p = .63), or race/ethnicity (X2(5, 1484) = 11.73, p = .11). 

Multilevel models were used for all outcome measures, with outcomes variables 

(objective social media literacy knowledge and perceived self-efficacy) nested within 

individuals, domain, and class/group for hypotheses 1 and 3. To assess hypotheses 2 and 4, 

outcome variables were again nested within individuals and class/group but an interaction 

between condition and domain was added to account for the fixed effect of domain. Pairwise 

comparisons of condition within each domain were separately computed. All final models 

included participant age, race/ethnicity, and subjective social media literacy knowledge as 

random effects. Assumptions of a multilevel model, including normal distribution of residuals 

and homogeneity of variances by condition, were met by all models. The research question was 

explored by computing multilevel models with interactions between condition, domain, and the 

participant characteristics of interest.  

Results  

Preliminary Analyses 

Table 5 presents a summary of youth participant characteristics by condition. As shown 

in this table, participants in the intervention group were significantly younger than those in the 

control condition: the mean difference was 0.37 years or about 4.4 months. Participants in the 

intervention condition (M = 3.99, SD = 0.82) reported significantly lower (p < .001) subjective 

social media knowledge at baseline than control participants (M = 4.18, SD = 0.69), with a mean 

difference of 0.19 points on a 1–5 scale. Participants in the intervention condition were more 

normally distributed by grade in school than those in the control condition, where grade level 

skewness was .286, indicating this variable is right skewed. The effect size for this finding, 
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Cramer’s V, was small, at .19. Control and intervention participants differed significantly in 

race/ethnicity. The effect size for this finding, Cramer’s V, was moderate, at .31. This is likely 

because of the larger than expected number of American Indian or Alaskan Native participants in 

the intervention condition (23 actual, 15.1 expected) and White/Caucasian participants in the 

intervention than expected (119 actual, 108.6 expected). This is likely due to local population 

demographics of some participating sites. Specifically, one site is in a region with a higher 

population density of Native Americans than other regions of the country. No differences were 

found between groups for gender distribution, length of time using social media (in months and 

years), or for time spent each day on social media.  

 

Table 5. Participant Differences Between Intervention and Control Groups 

 
 Intervention Control Difference 
 M SD M SD t p 
Age (years) 11.29 1.13 11.66 1.02 3.36 <.001 
       
Subjective social media 
literacy knowledge 

3.99 0.82 4.18 0.69 2.45 .007 

 n n n % x2 p 
Grade in school     13.99 .007 

4 25 12.8 8 4.4   
5 41 21.0 61 33.5   
6 57 29.2 50 27.5   
7 36 18.5 36 19.8   
8 36 18.5 27 14.8   

Gender     0.33 .95 
Female 90 40.2 86 40.8   
Male 93 41.5 83 39.3   
Other 8 3.6 9 4.3   
Not indicated 33 14.7 33 15.6   

Race/Ethnicity     33.03 <.001 
American Indian or Alaskan 
Native 

23 13.1 7 4.0   

Asian 2 1.1 0 0   
Black or African American 7 4.0 5 2.9   
Native Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islander 

1 0.6 1 0.6   

White or Caucasian 119 68.0 97 56.1   
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Hispanic/Latinx 6 3.4 26 15.0   
Other 6 3.4 14 8.1   
More than one 11 6.3 23 13.3   

Length of time using social 
media 

    0.95 .92 

I don’t use social media 21 10.7 17 9.3   
0–6 months 6 3.1 7 3.8   
7 months – less than 1 year 12 6.1 8 4.4   
1–2 years 39 19.9 38 20.9   
More than 2 years 118 60.2 112 61.5   

Time per day on social media     5.60 .47 
I don’t use social media 17 8.7 15 8.2   
Less than 30 minutes 15 7.7 12 6.6   
More than 30 minutes but 
less than 1 hour 

24 12.3 21 11.5   

1–2 hours 46 23.6 62 34.1   
3–4 hours 53 27.2 43 23.6   
5–6 hours 23 11.8 15 8.2   
More than 6 hours 17 8.7 14 7.7   

 

Because they differ significantly between conditions, age, race/ethnicity, and subjective 

social media knowledge were used as control variables in subsequent analyses. Since age and 

grade in school are very strongly correlated—r(375) = .88, p <.001—only age is used as a 

control variable.  

The dependent variables, objective social media literacy knowledge and perceived self-

efficacy, are moderately correlated: r(1701) = .46, p <.001. Table 6 summarizes correlations 

between these dependent variables and continuous control variables.  

Table 6. Correlations Between Dependent Variables and Control Variables 

 
 r df p 

Objective social media literacy knowledge and Age  .11 1534 <.001 

Objective and Subjective social media literacy .25 1534 <.001 

Self-efficacy and Age  .11 1572 <.001 

Self-efficacy and Subjective social media literacy .33 1572 <.001 

Subjective social media literacy knowledge and Age .22 1581 <.001 
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Both dependent variables and continuous control variables are significantly correlated but all are 

small effects, with the exception of the correlation between self-efficacy and subjective social 

media literacy, which is a moderate effect. 

Intervention Efficacy 

 Objective Social Media Literacy Knowledge. Table 7 presents intervention effect for 

the full sample, controlling for age, race/ethnicity, and subjective social media knowledge. 

Providing supporting evidence for hypothesis 1, participants in the intervention condition had 

higher objective social media literacy knowledge scores than those in the control condition (b = 

1.07, p = 0.001).  

 

Table 7. Multilevel Model Predicting Objective Social Media Literacy Knowledge 

 
 

  Null Model Intermediate Model Final Model 

Predictors Estimates CI p Estimates CI p Estimates CI p 

(Intercept) 4.52 4.08 – 4.95 <0.001 4.03 3.50 – 4.57 <0.001 0.07 -2.77 – 2.91 .96 

Condition 
   

0.90 0.27 – 1.52 0.005 1.05 0.41 – 1.70 .001 

Age in years 
      

0.05 -0.17 – 0.28 .65 

Race/Ethnicity  
      

0.07 -0.04 – 0.18 .21 

Subjective 
social media 
literacy 
knowledge  

      
0.73 0.50 – 0.97 <.001 

Random Effects 
σ2 1.85 1.85 1.85 

τ00 2.42 Username 2.41 Username 1.98 Username 
 

0.72 Group 0.57 Group 0.52 Group 
 

0.12 module 0.12 module 0.09 module 

ICC 0.64 0.63 0.58 
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N 432 Username 432 Username 348 Username 
 

6 module 6 module 6 module 
 

37 Group 37 Group 36 Group 

Observations 1704 1704 1438 

Marginal R2 / 
Conditional R2  

0.000 / 0.638 0.037 / 0.641 0.096 / 0.623 

 
 Subjective social media literacy knowledge was also found to be a significant predictor of 

objective social media literacy knowledge. No other participant characteristics were significant 

in the final model.  

 Hypothesis 2 is mostly supported. Table 8 presents results of all planned contrasts.  

 

Table 8. Effect of Condition on Objective Social Media Literacy Knowledge within each Domain 

 
 
 Intervention Control Difference 
 M SE M SE df t p 
Ads on Social Media 5.17 .26 3.69 .27 50.2 -3.95 <.001 
How to be an 
Upstander 

5.30 .27 4.46 .26 52.3 -2.22 .03 

Shaping Your Digital 
Footprint 

5.06 .26 4.42 .26 49.3 -1.73 .09 

News on Social Media 5.14 .26 4.29 .26 47.9 -2.30 .026 
Scams and Phishing 5.56 .26 3.98 .26 49.2 -4.25 <.001 
Ups and Downs 4.55 .25 3.58 .26 46.7 -2.63 .01 
 
  

Planned pairwise comparisons reveal a significant effect of condition for all domains except 

Shaping your Digital Footprint. 

Perceived Self-Efficacy.  Table 9 shows the intervention effect on perceived self-

efficacy to act in positive, safe, and prosocial ways on social media.  
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Table 9. Multilevel Model Predicting Self-Efficacy 

  Null Model Intermediate Model Final Model 

Predictors Estimates CI p Estimates CI p Estimates CI p 

(Intercept) 3.95 3.81 – 4.09 <.001 3.93 3.73 – 4.13 <.001 1.43 0.30 – 2.56 .01 

Condition 
   

0.03 -0.21 – 0.28 .79 0.09 -0.13 – 0.30 .43 

Age in years 
      

0.03 -0.06 – 0.12 .47 

Race/Ethnicity 
      

0.04 -0.01 – 0.10 .13 

Subjective social 
media 
literacy knowledge 

      
0.48 0.36 – 0.59 <.001 

Random Effects 
σ2 0.40 0.40 0.39 

τ00 0.69 Username 0.69 Username 0.55 Username 
 

0.05 Group 0.06 Group 0.02 Group 
 

0.01 module 0.01 module 0.01 module 

ICC 0.65 0.65 0.60 

N 435 Username 435 Username 348 Username 
 

6 module 6 mod 6 module 
 

38 Group 38 Group 36 Group 

Observations 1748 1748 1475 

Marginal R2 / 
Conditional R2 

0.000 / 0.652 0.000 / 0.653 0.114 / 0.643 

  

There was no significant effect of intervention on perceived self-efficacy. Hypothesis 3 is not 

supported. Subjective social media literacy knowledge was found to be a significant predictor of 

perceived self-efficacy.  

 To test hypothesis 4, pairwise comparisons assessed the effect of intervention within each 

domain. Table 10 presents those results.  
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Table 10. Effect of Condition on Perceived Self-Efficacy within each Domain 

 
 Intervention Control Difference 
 M SE M SE df t p 
Ads on Social Media 4.03 .10 4.04 .10 53.6 0.07 .95 
How to be an 
Upstander 

4.31 .10 4.17 .09 56.6 -1.045 .30 

Shaping Your Digital 
Footprint 

4.03 .10 3.94 .09 51.7 -0.62 .54 

News on Social Media 4.07 .10 3.96 .09 50.7 -0.79 .44 
Scams and Phishing 4.13 .10 3.67 .09 52.3 -3.27 .002 
Ups and Downs 3.92 .10 4.17 .10 47.7 1.89 .06 

 

Planned pairwise comparisons reveal no significant effect of condition on perceived self-efficacy 

for any domains except Scams and Phishing, where those in the intervention condition had 

slightly higher self-efficacy scores than those in the control condition. Hypothesis 4 is largely 

unsupported.  

 Influence of Youth Characteristics. The research question explores the influence of 

youth characteristics, including age, length of time using social media, time spent per day using 

social media, and subjective social media literacy knowledge on the effectiveness of SMTD. To 

explore this, multilevel models with an interaction effect for condition, module, and the variable 

of interest was computed. I computed both two-term and three-term interactions, and I report 

those that were significant below.   

 Participant Demographics. First, I ran a model to explore the effects of age. The three-

term interaction was not significant, F(5, 1210.92) = 0.41, p = .84, but a two-term interaction for 

the effects of domain and age was, F(5, 1210.92) = 2.68, p = .02. This indicates objective 

knowledge varies significantly by age within some domains. Figure 9 illustrates the varying 

relationship between age and objective knowledge within domains.  
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Figure 9. Interaction of Age and Domain on Objective Social Media Literacy Knowledge 

 
 For the domains Ads on Social Media (ads) and Shaping Your Digital Footprint (dft), 

there is a greater spread in objective social media literacy knowledge across ages. This is in 

particular contrast to objective knowledge scores for How to Be and Upstander (cyb) and News 

in Social Media (new), where all ages cluster around similar knowledge scores.  

Next, I explored potential interaction effects of gender, domain, and condition. Though 

the three-way interaction between gender, domain, and condition was not significant (F(15, 

1343.18) = 0.89, p = .58), Figure 10 visualizes interactions between these three variables to help 

illustrate the significant two-term interaction between gender and condition, F(3, 422.55) = 3.85, 
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p = .01. Specifically, youth participants whose gender selections were grouped into the “other 

category” (including transgender, gender non-conforming, and those who selected “other”) 

scored substantially differently on objective knowledge measures between condition.  

 

Note: Condition 0 = control; condition 1 = intervention.  

Figure 10. Interactions Between Gender, Domain, and Condition on Objective Social Media 
Literacy 

 

This effect likely appears exaggerated due to the small number of participants whose gender 

selection was grouped into “other.” Despite the small sample size, this was a large difference 

between conditions for those in the “other” gender category, whereas those in the male and 

female gender categories scored similarly to each other within condition.  

 Next, I explore potential interactions between race/ethnicity, domain, and condition. 

Neither the three-term interaction, (F(5, 1150.47) = 0.60, p = .70), nor the two-term interactions 

between race/ethnicity and domain, (F(5, 1150.47) = 0.88, p = .50), were significant. 
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 Experience Using Social Media. I next explored interactions between experience using 

social media (including length of time using social media [in months/years] and amount of time 

using social media per day), domain, and condition. There were no significant three-way 

interactions between length of time using social media, domain, and condition, F(1, 1211.09) = 

2.16, p = .06, nor time spent using social media per day, domain, and condition, F(1, 1207.18) = 

1.84, p = .10. The two-term interactions between length of time using social media and domain, 

F(1, 1211.09) = 0.16, p = .98, and between time spent per day on social media and domain, F(1, 

1207.18) = 0.90, p = .48, were also non-significant. Simple main effects analysis showed that 

length of time using social media (in months/years) did have a statistically significant effect on 

objective social media literacy knowledge (F(1, 358.35) = 5.37, p = .02) such that those who 

used social media longer scored slightly higher on objective knowledge measures (M = 0.30, SE 

= .14). But as indicated above, this did not vary by condition or domain significantly.  

 Subjective Social Media Literacy Knowledge. Finally, I explored the interaction 

between subjective social media literacy, domain, and condition. Though there was no 

statistically significant three-term interaction, (F(5, 1220.29) = 2.19, p = .06), there was a 

statistically significant interaction between the effects of domain and subjective social media 

literacy knowledge (F(5, 1220.29) = 2.87, p = .01). However, the interaction is only significant 

for the News in Social Media domain: M = 0.30, SE = .14, p = .02.   

Discussion 

 The purpose of this study was to evaluate the impact of Social Media TestDrive on 

objective measures of social media literacy as well as perceived self-efficacy to act in positive 

and prosocial ways on social media. Using a cluster randomized controlled trial, groups of youth 

participants were assigned to either complete SMTD modules or engage in programming-as-
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usual. Both groups completed surveys of participants characteristics as well as objective social 

media literacy knowledge and perceived self-efficacy across six domains (Ads on Social Media, 

How to be an Upstander, Digital Footprint, News in Social Media, Scams and Phishing, and the 

Ups and Downs of Social Media). Multilevel models, accounting for repeated measures across 

individuals, domain, and groups/classrooms, were created to test the effect of the intervention.  

Youth completing SMTD modules scored significantly higher on assessments of 

objective social media literacy knowledge compared to youth who did not complete modules. 

This effect was also evident and significant within five of the six domains under assessment (Ads 

on Social Media, How to be an Upstander, News in Social Media, Scams and Phishing, and the 

Ups and Downs of Social Media). Though the effect was non-significant for the Digital Footprint 

domain, the difference between intervention and control groups was still in the expected 

direction. Thus, the evidence from this study supports that SMTD builds objective social media 

literacy knowledge.  

In contrast, the evidence also suggests SMTD has very limited effect on perceived self-

efficacy to act positively and prosocially on social media; SMTD significantly positively affected 

perceived self-efficacy only for the Scams and Phishing domain. There was no overall effect of 

the intervention on self-efficacy. This may be because for most domains, perceived self-efficacy 

levels were high even in the control group and it was difficult to raise levels of self-efficacy with 

the intervention. It is of note that subjective social media literacy knowledge is the only 

significant predictor of perceived self-efficacy; these variables are moderately correlated. 

Perhaps the explanation for this relationship is the subjective nature of both assessments. Both 

are based on self-perceptions, are self-reported, and tend to be right-skewed, meaning these self-

assessments may be inflated. This highlights the importance of using objective measures to 
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assess the effectiveness of an intervention like SMTD. The significant effect within the Scams 

and Phishing domain could be because this content is largely novel to young learners and thus 

they did not have a high level of perceived self-efficacy for the suggested behaviors. Supporting 

this interpretation, scores of perceived self-efficacy were lowest for the Scams and Phishing 

domain for youth in the control condition. Future work will be needed to conduct additional 

formative evaluation regarding the impact of SMTD on self-efficacy. For example, formative 

evaluation could focus on qualitatively understanding the impact of SMTD modules on self-

efficacy. This work could identify the mechanisms by which SMTD succeeds in developing—or 

fails to develop—self-efficacy, leading to revisions of the modules to strengthen this aspect of 

the intervention.  

The results of exploratory analyses reveal some significant interactions between 

participant characteristics, domain, and experimental condition. Age and domain interact, with 

participants across ages demonstrating similar levels of objective knowledge for some domains 

(e.g., How to Be an Upstander and News and Social Media) but showing considerable spread in 

knowledge scores across ages for some domains, such as Shaping Your Digital Footprint. 

Gender and condition interact, and the visualization reveals this is due to participants who 

selected a gender category coded as “other” varying substantially between condition on objective 

knowledge measures. There were no significant effects for race/ethnicity. Examining experience 

with social media revealed a significant relationship between length of time using social media 

and objective knowledge measures; this relationship did not vary significantly by domain or 

condition. However, amount of time spent using social media per day was not significantly 

associated with condition, domain, or objective knowledge measures. Subjective social media 

literacy knowledge is significantly associated with domain, and specifically with the News in 
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Social Media domain. Though not overpowering the effects of the intervention, participant 

characteristics do have some influence across domains and conditions. These relationships can 

be explored in future research, helping researchers and practitioners alike determine for whom 

SMTD works best, how to improve the intervention so it is highly effective across participant 

characteristics, and how to tailor or segment use of the program to best meet learner needs. 

Together, the results from a comprehensive and rigorous evaluation suggest SMTD can 

and should be used as a universal intervention with youth of middle-school-age to develop social 

media literacy, but benefits of the intervention may be maximized by aligning learner 

characteristics with module focus as there were some significant interactions with objective 

knowledge scores and participant characteristics. For example, explorations from the research 

question showed great variation in objective knowledge by age within the digital footprints 

domain. Learner age—a proxy for development stage—may be very influential on the 

effectiveness of this content. That is, the module Shaping Your Digital Footprint may be more 

impactful for youth at the older end of the intended audience spectrum. This contrasts with the 

Scams and Phishing domain, whereas youth across ages benefit from this module. Similarly, 

educators should consider youth learners’ previous use of social media and, relatedly, learners’ 

subjective assessment of their social media literacy knowledge. Study 2 revealed both factors—

previous use of social media and subjective knowledge—are significant predictors of objective 

knowledge, regardless of condition. This experience and subjective assessment of one’s own 

knowledge may make some learners more or less receptive to the lessons of SMTD modules; 

educators may need to thoughtfully frame the utility of completing these modules for learners 

who believe they already have the necessary experience and knowledge. The SMTD evaluation 
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in Study 2 suggests this effort would be worthwhile: SMTD increases objective social media 

literacy knowledge above and beyond the influence of other studied factors. 
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Chapter 7  
 

Discussion 
  

The overarching goal of this dissertation is to test the effectiveness of the educational 

intervention Social Media TestDrive on young learners’ social media literacy knowledge and 

self-efficacy. This goal was motivated by the pervasive use of social media in adolescent lives 

(Anderson & Jiang, 2018; Auxier et al., 2020; Proulx, 2021; Rideout et al., 2022; Vogels, 2019) 

and the potential for youth to experience both benefits (Best et al., 2014; Craig et al., 2021; Reid 

& Weigle, 2014; Rideout, 2021; Third et al., 2017; Uhls et al., 2017) and risks (Livingstone & 

Stoilova, 2021; Smith & Livingstone, 2017) when using social media. Educational interventions 

are designed to develop the knowledge and skills to engage in social media in ways that are safe, 

positive, prosocial, and fun, and have the potential to build youth abilities to navigate these 

spaces in ways that maximize benefits while minimizing exposure to risks. Though some social 

media literacy interventions do exist, they are limited in both scope and content (e.g., Gordon et 

al., 2020, 2021; Jeong et al., 2012; McLean et al., 2017; Mingoia et al., 2019; Paxton et al., 

2022) or are limited to a particular learner audience (DiValentin et al., 2015; Kaur et al., 2018; 

Kinsky, 2015; Mänty & Srinivasan, 2012; Novakovich et al., 2017; Schmidt, 2014). Further, 

very few of these interventions have been robustly evaluated (see Gordon et al., 2020 for an 

exception). Thus, there is a need for a social media literacy intervention for youth that develops 

foundational skills applicable to a broad range of issues that may arise in social media, and to 

rigorously evaluate it. 

Social Media TestDrive meets this educational gap. Founded on a research-based 

definition of social media literacy and delivered through the established pedagogical vehicle of 

experiential learning theory, SMTD aims to build social media literacy knowledge and skills for 
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youth on the cusp of joining social media. Developed for youth ages 9–13, SMTD specifically 

speaks to young people in this age range who have been exposed to or have engaged with some 

social media; youth of this age are often interested in connecting and exploring in these online 

spaces. In addition to this intrinsic interest, youth of this age are developmentally poised to 

experience some unique opportunities in social media. That is, social media may provide a space 

in which they can approach some of their most significant developmental tasks, such as identity 

exploration, developing relationships beyond members of their family, and finding places to 

meaningfully belong in a larger social environment (Chen et al., 2007; Erikson, 1968; McAdams 

et al., 2006; Sokol, 2009; Uhls et al., 2017). SMTD also has a strong and clear theoretical 

foundation, which not only informed the development of the intervention content but provided a 

basis for evaluation design.  

There are two major contributions of this dissertation. First, the development, validation, 

and dissemination of the Youth Social Media Literacy Inventory provides an empirically tested 

inventory of objective questions regarding social media literacy knowledge to be used with youth 

ages 9–13. The YSMLI questions fill a gap in available assessments for both researchers and 

practitioners. Current media literacy assessments (Arke & Primack, 2009; Eristi & Erdem, 2017; 

Festl, 2021; Koc & Barut, 2016; Masur et al., 2021; Powers et al., 2018; Tandoc et al., 2021) 

have limited applicability to social media, are not designed to be used with youth, and in many 

cases are subjective self-assessments. Because the YSMLI is highly adaptable, there are a variety 

of potential uses in both academic and practical fields. For instance, educators may want to 

assess the effectiveness of social media literacy interventions, or more broadly assess social 

media learning progress. Educational institutions can use the YSLMI to objectively evaluate a 

baseline level of social media literacy within a larger population or compare social media literacy 



PURINGTON 

 114 

across groups, classes, schools, or sub-populations. Or, as I have done in Study 2, scholars can 

assess social media literacy with a comparatively short and validated scale and thereby expand 

their ways to assess potential antecedents as well as consequences of social media literacy. This 

connects to the second major contribution of this dissertation. 

This study is the first empirical evaluation of the effectiveness of SMTD. Employing 

questions from the YSMLI, results from the cluster randomized controlled trial provide evidence 

of the efficacy of SMTD in developing social media literacy knowledge in young learners. 

Specifically, youth participants who completed SMTD modules scored higher on objective 

assessments of social media literacy knowledge than youth who did not complete modules. This 

effect was significant overall and within five of the six domains. (The effect was trending in the 

desired direction in the sixth domain but not large enough to be significant.) This gives 

educators, parents, and other adults concerned about developing social media literacy in youth 

confidence that SMTD is a tool to do just that. According to the SMTD theory of change, 

completing modules to increase objective social media literacy knowledge and skills is a 

foundational first step towards demonstrating positive, safe, and prosocial behaviors and 

attitudes in actual social media platforms. The results of this study provide evidence that 

SMTD is building this foundation of knowledge. 

Theoretical Implications  

This dissertation has several theoretical implications. First, the literature review 

culminated in a revised definition of social media literacy, one which encompasses digital and 

media literacy competencies, aspects of digital citizenship, and addresses unique features of 

social media, such as personal and user-generated content, interactivity between users, and the 

emotional responses that may be evoked from engaging in these spaces. Many scholars have 
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developed or refined definitions of literacy over the last several decades, reflecting the evolving 

nature of media and the abilities needed to skillfully engage with it. The varying terms and 

definitions that have been used—including media literacy, information literacy, digital literacy, 

digital citizenship, and social media literacy—are not competing concepts but rather close 

members of the same family, yielding different but related lines of study, and reflecting 

constantly changing contexts (Hobbs, 2010; Leu et al., 2017). Definitions of literacy focus on 

encoding and decoding symbols as well as synthesizing and analyzing messages (National 

Association for Media Literacy Education, 2010). The term media literacy added the concept of 

producing media, including print and electronic media (Aufderheide, 1992). Later versions of 

media literacy focused on increasing awareness of risks of media consumption and developing 

skills to reduce risk (Potter, 2010) and then extended this further to add the creation of messages 

and engagement in online communities in socially responsible ways (Hobbs, 2010). Other 

similar terms were developing in parallel. Information literacy has been defined as the ability to 

locate, evaluate, and effectively use information (American Library Association, 2006, Hobbs, 

2006) and this has tranformed over time into digital literacy, defined as the ability to understand 

and use information in multiple formats, from a wide range of sources, and particularly through 

the internet (Gilster, 1997, p. 1). Hobbs uses the term digital and media literacy, identifying five 

core compentencies: access, analyze and evaluate, create, reflect, and act (Hobbs, 2010). Also 

emerging in parallel, the term digital citizenship is defined by the ability to demonstrate socially 

responsible and appropriate behavior as part of an online community, and is sometimes extended 

to include online civic participation (Chen et al., 2021; Jones & Mitchell, 2016). Other scholars 

have recently defined social media literacy, including the abilities to decode, evaluate and create 

communication in the realms of representation and interaction, all while recognizing the self’s 
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role in the algorithmic curation that leads to a malleable sense of reality (Cho et al., 2022; 

Kitchens et al., 2020; Livingstone, 2014; Schreurs & Vandenbosch, 2021; Spohr, 2017). Though 

these conceptions of social media literacy highlight the unique features of social media that other 

definitions of literacy lack, these concepts may be too esoteric for field research. The revised 

definition of social media literacy put forth in this dissertation grounds these concepts, 

integrating aspects of digital and media literacy, digital citizenship, and previous defintions of 

social media literacy into concrete and measurable compentencies. A unifying, comprehensive 

definition of social media literacy grounded in competencies applied across studies could 

advance clarity and understanding in the field. That is, the revised definition of social media 

literacy itself, developed as part of this dissertation, may be used more broadly and by other 

scholars. This definition integrates both common and unique aspects of previous literacy 

definitions and transforms these concepts into grounded, measurable competencies that may be 

useful to other scholars seeking to better understand the role of social media literacy in social 

media use, the effectiveness of social media educational interventions, or other applications. This 

dissertation also provides an example of how this definition was applied to commonly 

encountered issues and challenges in social media (e.g., media balance, cyberbullying, privacy) 

to develop assessment questions that ultimately became the YSMLI. Understanding this 

translation from definition to domains to question development as explicated in Chapter 5 may 

be of use to other researchers seeking to undertake a similar process. 

Second, the development of the YSMLI described in Chapter 5 is a robust process for 

developing a scale or inventory and empirically testing it. Scale development is a process that is 

often only briefly described (Carpenter, 2018). However, scale development is itself an 

opportunity for research. The four-step process of developing and validating the YSMLI is 
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clearly described in Study 1 of this dissertation, providing a model that could be followed by 

other researchers seeking to develop scales across topics in a similar manner. Additionally, the 

information presented in Chapter 5 gives a detailed description of the use of item response theory 

for scale validation. This approach has several advantages over classical test theory for 

examining the properties of a scale. IRT works to explain the relationship between a latent ability 

and observations of its manifestation, considering possible responses in probabilistic terms, and 

focusing on patterns of responses. This is in contrast to classical test theory, which works to 

create composite variables and uses linear regression theory. IRT also assesses individual item 

discrimination and difficulty, helping ensure the resultant scale discriminates between 

individuals with different levels of ability and that it assesses the entire range of possible 

proficiencies. Though particularly well-suited to developing scales such as the YSMLI, IRT is 

still less well known than CTT. A clear model of its application and discussion of its utility, such 

as described in Chapter 5, provides researchers with an example of its value.  

A third theoretical contribution of this dissertation is the creation and dissemination of a 

validated inventory of items to assess objective social media literacy knowledge. The YSMLI 

fills a gap in available assessment tools: 1) items were developed in a clear, research-informed, 

and robust process; 2) items were designed and validated with a youth population; 3) measures 

are objective measures of knowledge; 4) the resultant scales are easy to score; and 5) the items 

can be used in research or practice. The items developed for the YSMLI were based on the 

revised definition of social media literacy core competencies I created following a literature 

review of existing definitions of social media literacy and related terms. The revised definition 

and its core competencies were then layered onto concrete domains of social media experiences 

and situations that are salient and relevant to adolescents, making abstract concepts concrete for 
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use with a young population. Notably, objective measures of knowledge are related to but 

distinct from subjective self-assessment of one’s own knowledge, which can be inflated 

compared to objective measures. Results from Study 2, which show a normal distribution of 

objective knowledge measures drawn from the YSMLI but a right-skewed distribution of 

subjective self-assessment of social media literacy, highlight the need for an objective measure to 

evaluate the effectiveness of an intervention such as SMTD. Many researchers assessing social 

media literacy rely on subjective self-reports; the findings from Study 2 suggest those measures 

may be insufficient. This is a major contribution of the YSMLI and this dissertation. 

Additionally, items can be drawn from the YSMLI to create scales with many different potential 

lengths and combinations to fit different purposes. For example, the 48-item (eight items per 

domain) version was used in Study 2 of this dissertation to assess the effectiveness of SMTD. 

Other researchers could use these same items to assess other, similar interventions. Or, 

researchers may wish to draw from the inventory to create two parallel tests to use as pre/post 

measures, or use the 18-item version to assess overall social media literacy more briefly. 

Educators may use a version of the YSMLI to understand the social media literacy strengths and 

needs of their students. Overall, the YSMLI presents a flexible set of objective measurement 

items that could be used for a variety of purposes.  

Fourth, as the results of Study 2 indicate, the combination of building core 

competencies within salient domains through the vehicle of experiential learning theory is a 

successful combination for building social media literacy knowledge. Not only does this 

finding support the efficacy of SMTD, but it also adds to the body of literature supporting the 

use of experiential learning methods in education (see Burch et al., 2914), and specifically to 

small but growing body of literature examining the application of ELT in simulations and 
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digital technologies (Ahn, 2008; Crookall & Thorngate, 2009; Falloon, 2019; Koivisto et al., 

2017). Additionally, the mapping of experiential learning core components to SMTD module 

sections (described in Chapter 4) provides an example of how intervention developers can 

carefully consider the integration of this learning approach in their program. Thus, this 

theoretically driven approach to program development could be applied more broadly and to 

realms outside of social media literacy, with the development and structure of SMTD as a 

model.  

Finally, the SMTD theory of change presented in Chapter 4 provides a novel integration 

of learning and behavior change theories to conceptualize how an intervention could build 

knowledge and skills to ultimately affect behavior. The revised definition of social media literacy 

and its core competencies presented in Chapter 2 provided the content for SMTD, and 

experiential learning theory provided the educational framework by which the content was 

delivered. This research-based fusion to create SMTD modules alone provides theoretical 

reasons to believe SMTD would be effective. Study 2 provides evidence that the integration of 

social media literacy core competencies and experiential learning theory approaches is effective 

in increasing knowledge. That is, youth completing SMTD modules scored higher on objective 

knowledge measures that youth who did not complete modules. However, as the ultimate goal of 

SMTD is to affect behavior and not only knowledge, I also drew from the integrative model of 

behavioral prediction to conceptually link the development of knowledge and skills to actual 

behavior in the theory of change. Though this theory of change model presented in this 

dissertation is specific to the content and purpose of SMTD, the essential elements could be 

extracted as a framework and used as a model for creators of other educational interventions 

designed to affect behavior. That is, the integration of content and experiential learning forms the 
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foundation for knowledge-building and skill development, affecting attitudes, perceived norms, 

and self-efficacy which in turn drive intentions to behave in the desired ways, ultimately leading 

to actual desired behaviors. This causal pathway could be applied to other educational topics. 

Additionally, a theory of change such as the one I presented in Chapter 4 provides a clear 

roadmap for evaluation. Specifically, a theory of change highlights expected outcomes, linking 

immediate outcomes to longer-term ones, with research-backed justifications for those 

connections. If a series of evaluations is planned with the theory of change as a guide, 

incremental steps can be taken to evaluate—and improve—an intervention without simply 

assessing the presence or lack of the desired behaviors. This incremental approach to evaluation 

can help us understand the mechanisms by which an intervention is, or is not, working. For 

example, Study 2 found little evidence to support the hypotheses related to SMTD affecting 

perceived self-efficacy. The theory of change can provide guidance to further explore why this 

expected change did not manifest, potentially revise modules to promote the development of 

self-efficacy, and re-evaluate the success of those strategies. Other intervention developers 

seeking to evaluate their educational programs can use a similar approach to evaluation design 

and program improvement. 

In summary, there are five major theoretical implications of this dissertation. First, as part 

of this work, a unifying, comprehensive definition of social media literacy was refined. This 

definition can be used by others in the field to promote consistency and improve our collective 

understanding of this concept. Second, the process for developing the YSMLI is a model for 

scale development, including the use of IRT for validation. A third theoretical implication of this 

work is the dissemination of the YSMLI as an instrument to objectively assess social media 

literacy knowledge in youth, with the flexibility to meet a variety of needs and be used in 
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different contexts. Fourth, the second study of this dissertation provides empirical support for the 

model of content plus experiential learning as a framework for increasing knowledge, 

contributing to the research on the effectiveness of experiential learning as an educational 

approach. Finally, the SMTD theory of change is a model for other intervention developers 

seeking to effect behavior using research-based approaches.  

Practical Implications  

 In addition to the theoretical contribution, the results of this dissertation’s research also 

have significant practical implications. The most important is that SMTD can and should be used 

to develop social media literacy knowledge in young people. SMTD can be used as a universal 

intervention with middle school-aged youth to develop social media literacy competencies. 

Educators, parents, and other adults concerned about youth social media literacy can confidently 

implement this program within their classrooms, homes, and youth groups to promote social 

media literacy, joining the half a million learners who have already used the program. This is 

particularly important for educators who are increasingly required to use evidence-based 

programs. Study 2 of this dissertation is the first to establish this evidence of effectiveness for 

SMTD.  

 Second, with the YSMLI educators now have a tool to objectively assess social media 

literacy. This tool is simple to use and score: correct answers are clearly marked for educators 

and scores are computed by simply summing the number of correct responses. Additionally, 

items from the YSMLI can be used as a pre/post-test or as a baseline assessment. All of these 

potential uses of the YSMLI can inform social media literacy lesson planning and evaluation. Of 

course, these lessons can and should include SMTD modules, but they could also include other 
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educational elements, such as lessons from the Common Sense Digital Citizenship curriculum.4 

Several of the middle school level Common Sense lessons are topically paired with SMTD 

modules, such as cyberbullying and shaping digital footprints. Thus, the YSMLI has practical 

applications and uses beyond answering research questions.  

 Finally, the development and refinement of SMTD modules and the work of this 

dissertation would not have been possible without strong relationships with and support from 

educators in practice. This project exemplifies the benefits of deeply engaging stakeholders from 

the beginning of an intervention development through to its evaluation. At every step, feedback 

from educators, parents, and youth made the SMTD modules stronger and more salient. 

Similarly, stakeholder engagement in the development and refinement of YSMLI items meant 

questions were understandable, relatable, and relevant to the age group. These partnerships 

continued to prove essential for Study 2, when collaborations with educators, administrators, 

parents, and—ultimately—youth meant evaluation data could be collected. The longitudinal 

aspect of Study 2 meant data collection in the field took several weeks to complete. This was 

only possible with the tremendous assistance of educators. Shared understanding of the value of 

the work and common purpose to help young people navigate social media more safely and 

positively made these partnerships work.  

Future Research  

 There are several directions for future research following the studies presented in this 

dissertation, such as continued evaluation of the effectiveness of SMTD, additional formative 

evaluation to better understand the effect of SMTD on self-efficacy and self-efficacy’s role in 

 
4 https://www.commonsense.org/education/digital-citizenship  
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behavior change, and research specifically assessing the impact of the experiential learning 

components of SMTD.  

The first and most apparent future research opportunities are further evaluations of 

SMTD, where the SMTD theory of change points to clear next steps. Study 2 was bounded as an 

evaluation of the impact of SMTD modules on objective social media literacy knowledge and 

perceived self-efficacy, but the theory of change suggests several other mechanisms are also 

critical between completing SMTD modules and implementing the desired behaviors. 

Specifically, future research should evaluate the effect of SMTD modules on attitudes towards 

the desired behaviors, perceived norms about acting prosocially in social media, and include 

further exploration of the impact of SMTD modules on perceived self-efficacy to act in these 

ways. Ultimately, evaluations should assess behaviors in social media platforms in order to test 

the full efficacy of SMTD. However, testing the more proximal attitudes and behavioral 

intentions will help researchers better understand the mechanism by which SMTD works (or 

does not work) to affect behaviors. In turn, this understanding can help better refine SMTD 

modules to have greater impact.  

A second future research direction is additional evaluation to determine if and how 

SMTD is affecting perceived self-efficacy. As discussed in Chapter 6, Study 2 found little 

evidence that SMTD affects perceived self-efficacy to act in safe, positive, and prosocial ways 

on social media, meaning there was mostly a lack of support for two of the hypotheses in Study 

2. The lack of evidence that SMTD influences perceived self-efficacy gives rise to certain 

theoretical and empirical questions. It is theorized that building perceived self-efficacy is 

foundational for later desired behavior in social media platforms, but this is a theoretical question 

to be tested. As evidenced in control participants’ perceptions of self-efficacy, even without 
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exposure to the intervention, youth rate their self-efficacy as generally high. This could be an 

example of a ceiling effect; that is, perhaps there was no room for self-efficacy to significantly 

improve as a result of the intervention. Perhaps self-efficacy simply needs to be high—regardless 

of whether self-efficacy was improved by SMTD modules—for the desired behaviors to 

manifest.  Or, perhaps self-efficacy does not play a critical role in the development of these 

behaviors. Additional formative evaluation may help the better understand the mechanisms by 

which self-efficacy development is or is not happening.  

Finally, future research can assess the impact of experiential learning aspects of SMTD. 

Though experiential learning theory is widely applied in the educational field, additional 

research and evaluation can add to the discourse around its use as an educational approach. 

Future research could compare the full SMTD intervention to a version stripped of its 

experiential components. For example, in this “partial intervention condition,” a learner could 

simply see an example comment that could be posted to show support to the target of 

cyberbullying rather than actually practicing writing such supportive comments. An evaluation 

can empirically test and compare the effectiveness of the SMTD full and partial interventions to 

better understand the contribution of the experiential learning aspects. 

Currently, connections between learner actions within SMTD modules and outcomes are 

being tested. That is, metrics such as amount of time spent in the different module components or 

the number of suggested actions taken by learners are being examined in relationship to objective 

knowledge and self-efficacy outcomes. This study will help identity which aspects of SMTD—

and what learner actions within those components—matter most for desired outcomes.  
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Limitations 

Study 1 

Although the full version of YSLMI showed good psychometric properties and high 

validity, the inventory has some limitations. First, it could benefit from adding more difficult 

items. As can be seen in the item-person maps, the ability to discriminate between people 

decreases slightly at higher levels of proficiency. Future research on the YSMLI should aim to 

add more difficult items to each domain and re-test model fit and ability to discriminate at all 

levels of proficiency.  

Second, although the sample size provided enough information and statistical power to 

examine the item properties and validity, the survey was not conducted with a very large nor 

representative youth sample. Given the practical difficulty of recruiting young adolescents for 

such a study, it might be unlikely that the scale will be validated in larger samples in the future. 

Due to the specific objectivity of Rasch models, however, the found item and person parameter 

should be independent of the sample (up to a linear transformation) and thus provide a good 

framework for assessing social media literacy even beyond the studied population. However, it 

must also be acknowledged the study 1 participants were from a single geographic region, and it 

is possible that the actions that demonstrate the highest level of social media literacy may not be 

culturally universal. For example, behavioral norms related to maintaining and strengthening 

relationships may be thought of as more important than controlling one’s own digital footprint in 

some cultures. Therefore the “correct” response marked in the YSMLI for some questions may 

not be the most correct in all societies. Future research should explore the cultural translation of 

the YSMLI items.  
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Finally, the reliability of the specific domain scales was mostly acceptable, but at times 

suggested potential for improvement. It is worth noting, however, that lower reliabilities were 

found in domains that covered a broader range of concepts and skills. This heterogeneity in items 

may thus be a cause for the lower reliability. As item and person fit (concepts that are 

traditionally more central in IRT analyses) were excellent, it is not a cause for concern.  

Study 2 

 Participant recruitment was a challenge for Study 2, largely because of the COVID-19 

pandemic. Several sites initially expressed interest in participating and began to discuss the 

project with administration in order to obtain permission to participate, and then had to decline 

participation because of a sudden COVID-19 surge or change in COVID-19 guidance which 

meant their site protocols needed to be revised. This resulted in slightly fewer participants than 

planned, based on a priori power analyses. This is a definite challenge that is layered over all 

data collection from this time period, particularly those data collected in schools or youth groups.  

 A second limitation of Study 2 is the limited diversity of the youth population. Though 

this study did have diversity in terms of race/ethnicity, subsequent evaluations of SMTD should 

strive to recruit a diverse and large sample so additional subgroups analyses can be conducted. 

Subgroup analyses in terms of gender, race/ethnicity, socioenomic status, and urbanicity in 

addition to access to technology and social media experience would help identify SMTD’s 

usefulness to a variety of populations. This would either strengthen the conclusion that SMTD 

can and should be used as a universal intervention or would point to specific modules and 

content that should be modified to be more universally effective.  
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Conclusion 

The focus of this dissertation was to rigorously test the effect of SMTD on social media 

literacy knowledge and perceived self-efficacy to enact positive, prosocial skills on social media 

platforms in youth ages 9–13. The first study presented in this dissertation describes the 

development and empirical validation of the Youth Social Media Literacy Inventory (YSMLI), 

an instrument designed to objectively assess social media literacy knowledge in middle school-

aged youth. The resulting YSLMI is unique in the limited pool of media literacy measures in that 

it is an objective, reliable, valid, and flexible inventory to be used with youth to specifically 

assess social media literacy in a variety of contexts. The YSMI has been validated with different 

lengths to make the inventory applicable to various research areas and projects. Amongst other 

uses, the inventory can be used to further research the effectiveness of social media literacy 

education and evaluate the success of efforts to maximize benefits while minimizing risks of 

social media use for young people. 

In the second study, a subscale drawn from the YSMLI and set of perceived self-efficacy 

items were used in a randomized controlled trial to test the effect of SMTD on social media 

literacy knowledge and perceived self-efficacy in youth ages 9–13. Multilevel models, 

accounting for repeated measures across individuals, domain, and groups/classrooms, were 

created to test the effect of the intervention. Youth completing SMTD modules scored 

significantly higher on assessments of objective social media literacy knowledge compared to 

youth who did not complete modules. This effect was also found within each of the domains and 

was statistically significant in five of the six domains. In contrast, this study provides very 

limited evidence of the effect of SMTD on self-efficacy; this effect was only significant in one 

domain and there was no overall effect. Future research should continue to evaluate the theorized 
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causal pathway from SMTD modules building knowledge and skills to self-efficacy, attitudes, 

perceived norms, behavioral intentions, and, finally, to behavior in social media.  
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APPENDIX A:  
 

Social Media TestDrive Detailed Module Content 
 
 
Ads on Social Media  
 
Learning Objectives 

Learn why and how companies collect user data to display targeted ads. 
Recognize and differentiate between ads, sponsored posts, and regular posts on social media. 
Practice identifying ads and sponsored posts in a newsfeed. 

Key Terms 
Data: Facts and statistics about a user that are collected for different purposes. 
Targeted advertising: When apps or websites show you certain types of advertisements based 

on information they’ve collected about you. 
Sponsored post: A post on social media that is paid for by a company as an advertisement 

for their product. 
Prosocial Behaviors 

Advertisements have the words “AD,” “Advertisement,” “Promoted,” or “Sponsored” at the 
top or bottom of a post. 

If the advertisement is not relevant to you, or you don’t want to see it again, you can click 
“Hide ad” to get rid of the ad from your timeline. 

If the advertisement is offensive or inappropriate, you can click “Report ad” to report it to the 
website.  

Reflection Questions 
Why do companies collect data from people’s profiles or online activity? 
Why is it important to know how to identify advertisements on social media? 
 

 
How to Be an Upstander 
 
Learning Objectives 

Learn strategies to be an upstander when someone is being cyberbullied. 
Recognize cyberbullying posts and comments. 
Practice being an upstander in a simulated social media environment. 

Key Terms 
Cyberbullying: When someone posts or shares negative things about someone else online. 
The bully may use digital devices, sites, or apps. 
Bully: Someone who hurts a person or a group on purpose more than once. 
Target: Someone who is being bullied. 
Upstander: Someone who acts against bullying. 

Prosocial Behaviors  
Press the “Flag” button to report the post or comment to the website. 
Write a supportive comment to the target. 
Confront the bully and tell them that this behavior is not okay. 
Tell a trusted adult. 
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Reflection Questions 
Why is it important for people to act against cyberbullying? 
What will you do in the future to be an upstander if you see cyberbullying? 
 

 
Shaping Your Digital Footprint 
 
Learning Objectives 

Learn the impact that social media posts can have on one’s digital footprint. 
Recognize examples of oversharing on social media. 
Practice creating social media posts that demonstrate care for the digital footprints of the self 
and others. 

Key Terms 
Digital Footprint: All the information online about a person either posted by that person or 
others, intentionally or 
unintentionally. 
Audience: Anyone who can see information about you or posted by you online. 
Oversharing: When people share something they later regret.  

Prosocial Behaviors  
Think before you post because many things you do online will add to your digital footprint. 
Think about whether you are sharing too much personal or private information. 
Think about your friends’ digital footprints, too! It is your responsibility to not post 
embarrassing pictures, gossip, or hateful things about others. 

Reflection Questions 
What can you do in the future to make sure you have a positive digital footprint on social 

media? 
What can you do in the future to be mindful of other people’s digital footprints on social 

media? 
 

 
News in Social Media 
 
Learning Objectives 

Learn why fake news exists and why it is shared on social media. 
Recognize the signs of a fake news article on social media. 
Practice identifying unverified information on social media and responding in an appropriate 

way. 
Key Terms 

Source: The website, organization, or person that information comes from. 
Credible: Believable and trustworthy. 
Fake news: A news story that looks real but has been made up. 
Clickbait: An article that has a catchy headline to get people to click on it. 

Prosocial Behaviors 
Fake news articles use shocking and exaggerated headlines and images to get you to click on 

them. 
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Unusual web addresses or site names, including those that end with ‘.com.co’ are also a sign 
of fake news. 

Many spelling errors, lots of ALL CAPS, or dramatic punctuation are all signs that an article 
may not be credible. 

Reflection Questions 
What are the benefits and drawbacks of getting news on social media? 
Why is it important to evaluate the information you see on social media? 
What would you do on real social media sites to make sure that the information you see is 

credible. 
 

 
 Scams and Phishing 
 
Learning Objectives 

Learn about the consequences of identity theft and loss of private information. 
Recognize and identify phishing scams on social media. 
Practice strategies to avoid identity theft and take action against phishing scams. 

Key Terms 
Private information: Information that can be used to identify you because it is unique to you 

(e.g., your full name, your address, or your password). 
Phishing scam: When someone poses as an institution, like a bank or a school, and posts a 

message asking you to provide private information. 
Shortened URL: A web address that has been condensed and that could potentially mislead a 

user into going into a risky website. 
Prosocial Behaviors  

One way someone can try to steal your identity on the internet is by getting you to click on a 
link or enter information about yourself. 

Look out for shortened URLs in posts or private messages. This is a strategy scammers use to 
make people go into a risky website. 

Be wary of messages that sound urgent. Scammers often create posts that make you worry or 
feel like something is wrong. 

Reflection Questions 
What are some clues you can use to identify phishing scams?  
Why is it important to protect yourself against phishing scams? 

 
 
The Ups and Downs of Social Media 
 
Learning Objectives 

Learn how social media content and interactions can affect how you feel. 
Recognize “red flag feelings” when using social media, and identify ways to resolve them. 
Practice strategies to use social media in a positive and balanced way. 

Key Terms 
Red flag feeling: When something happens on social media that makes you feel 

uncomfortable, worried, sad, or anxious. 
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Oversharing: Sharing personal feelings, information, or experience that later make someone 
feel uncomfortable or regretful. 

Media balance: Using media in a way that feels healthy and in balance with other life 
activities. 

Prosocial Behaviors  
Sometimes you might see posts on social media that make you feel worried, sad, or anxious. 

These feelings are red flags. 
When you notice red flag feelings, it is important to slow down and think about how you feel 

and what you can do about it. 
A good way to enjoy social media is to balance it with other things you enjoy doing, like 

spending time with family and friends, reading a book, or playing outside. 
Reflection Questions 

Why might these posts cause you to have a red flag feeling? 
What could you do to feel better after experiencing a red flag feeling on social media? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



PURINGTON 

 153 

 

APPENDIX B:  
 

Youth Survey Items 
 
1. Social media literacy item pool (48 items, 8 per dimension) 
 
Bold response option indicates the correct response.  
 
Dimension: Ads on Social Media 
Code Item Formulation Response Options 

OKN_ADS_
01 

Apps and websites save information 
about what you do online (for 
example, sites you visit, what you 
click on, and what you search for).  Is 
this true or false? 

o True 
o False 
o I don’t know 

OKN_ADS_
05 

How might a company use the 
information about people that it 
collects? 

o To decide which types of products 
it should make. 

o To decide where to open a new 
store. 

o To decide how much to charge for 
their products. 

o All of the above. 
o I don’t know. 

OKN_ADS_
07 

What is a “sponsored” post on a 
social media site? 

o It is a post that is extra interesting. 
o It is a post that has a lot of likes. 
o It is a post that is paid for by a 

company. 
o It is a post from a very popular 

user.  
o I don’t know. 

OKN_ADS_
08 

Tony likes to go on social media, but 
he is worried that the social media 
app is trying to make him spend 
money by showing him 
advertisements. What could Tony do 
to tell if a post is an advertisement or 
not? 

o See if the post has spelling 
mistakes.  

o Check that the post is from 
someone that he knows.  

o He does not have to worry, because 
there are no advertisements on 
social media. 

o Block all companies on social 
media.  

o I don’t know. 

OKN_ADS_
12 

Dereck was looking for a new 
backpack with his mom online 
yesterday. Today, he saw an ad for 
the backpack he liked on his social 

o Look up different types of 
backpacks online. 

o Turn off the cookies in his web 
browser. 
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media timeline. What could Dereck 
do to prevent this ad from targeting 
him? 

o Like the ad. 
o Turn off his phone. 
o I don’t know. 

OKN_ADS_
13 

There is a way to hide advertisements 
that bother you on social media. Is 
this true or false? 

o True 
o False 
o I don’t know 

OKN_ADS_
14 

Mannon received an ad for a pencil 
case on her social media timeline. 
She wants to know why this ad 
showed upon her social media 
timeline. What should she do? 

o Click “Hide the ad” 
o Click “Report the ad” 
o Ask her friend who really likes 

pencil cases 
o Click “Why am I seeing this 

ad?” 
o I don’t know. 

OKN_ADS_
15 

Which of the following words mean 
that something might be a sponsored 
post or an advertisement? 

o Ad 
o Promoted 
o Sponsored 
o All of the above 
o I don’t know 

 
 
Dimension: How to be an Upstander 
Code Item Formulation Response Options 

OKN_CYB_
01 

TJ posted a video of himself on 
Instagram playing basketball. When 
he checked his post the next day, 
many comments were mean. They 
made fun of what he was wearing 
and how he was shooting the ball. As 
TJ's friend, why is it important to be 
an upstander or ally? 

o You don't want TJ to think you 
wrote the messages. 

o Showing empathy might help TJ 
not to be discouraged by others. 

o If you do something nice for TJ, he 
will have to do something nice for 
you in the future. 

o You can brag about being a good 
person. 

o I don’t know. 

OKN_CYB_
02 

On Facebook, someone from your 
school is constantly writing mean 
things about your friend Sarah. You 
want to help your friend, but are 
scared that this person will also start 
to write mean things about you. What 
can you do? 

o You can’t really do anything about 
it. Better not say anything. 

o You should get over your fears and 
write mean things about that 
person in turn. 

o You should not do anything 
because the website will take care 
of it. 

o You can tell a trusted adult (for 
example, your parents) about it 
so they can help you and Sarah. 

o I don’t know. 
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OKN_CYB_
03 

Your best friend tells you that she’s 
feeling sad because her classmate has 
posted an embarrassing photo of her 
online. What should you do? 

o Avoid talking to her because you 
don’t want to be friends with 
someone who is being teased. 

o Tell your friend to fight back by 
posting embarrassing pictures of 
her classmates. 

o Say something to the classmate 
who posted the photo and ask 
them to take it down. 

o Do nothing. If you do something, 
you will also get bullied. 

o I don’t know. 

OKN_CYB_
05 

Layla tells Gloria that she keeps 
getting mean messages on her phone 
from a classmate. To be an ally to 
Layla, Gloria can do all of the 
following except: 

o Try to understand how Layla is 
feeling and ask her if she wants to 
talk about it. 

o Tell an adult about the messages 
Layla is receiving. 

o Talk to the classmate sending the 
messages and tell them to stop. 

o Feel embarrassed for her friend 
and not say anything. 

o I don’t know. 

OKN_CYB_
08 

Your classmates have started the 
“Don’t talk to Phoebe” Facebook 
group because they don’t like how 
Phoebe dresses and they don’t want 
to be friends with her. Somebody 
sent you an invitation to this group. 
What should you do? 

o Join in the group because you 
don’t want to be friends with 
Phoebe either. 

o Send the invitation to all of your 
other friends. The more the better! 

o Start a better group called “Don’t 
talk to Brody,” who started the 
“Don’t talk to Phoebe” group. 

o Send Phoebe a kind message like 
“Are you ok?” or “Is there 
anything I can do?” 

o I don’t know. 

OKN_CYB_
09 

Laila and Arjun are on a group chat 
with friends from school. A friend in 
the group starts to make fun of Laila's 
favorite sports team. Other friends in 
the group think this is funny and add 
to the comments. What could Arjun 
do? 

o Arjun could add to the mean 
comments because he doesn’t want 
to feel left out of the group. 

o Arjun could write a positive 
comment to support Laila. 

o Arjun could send a private 
message to the person being mean 
to support their opinion. 

o Arjun could share the joke with 
friends outside the group chat. 

o I don’t know. 
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OKN_CYB_
11 

Mandy posted a picture of herself on 
Instagram. Many of her followers 
have commented on it. Which of the 
following comments is a form of 
cyberbullying? 

o “You look beautiful in this picture, 
Mandy!” 

o “Hey, I miss you. Do you want to 
hang out sometime soon?” 

o “No-one wants to see your ugly 
face!” 

o “Wow! 😍” 
o I don’t know. 

OKN_CYB_
12 

One way to stand up to cyberbullying 
is by reporting it to the website (for 
example, Instagram). Most websites 
have a “flag” button that you can use 
to report. Is this true or false? 

o True 
o False 
o I don’t know 

 
 
Dimension:  Shaping your Digital Footprint 
Code Item Formulation Response Options 

OKN_DFT_
02 

Gina and her friends say mean things 
about their teachers and parents on 
social media sites that the adults 
don’t go on. Which sentence is true? 

o Gina’s friend could take a 
picture of what they said and 
show it to someone else. 

o What Gina said is private and just 
between her and her friends. 

o It doesn’t matter what Gina says 
because the things you say on 
online go away after a while. 

o This is not a part of Gina’s digital 
footprint because her teachers and 
parents are not on the social media 
site. 

o I don’t know. 

OKN_DFT_
05 

Ethan thought it would be funny to 
take a video of himself pulling a 
prank on his little brother. He said a 
bowl of mayonnaise was vanilla 
pudding. His little brother hates 
mayonnaise and was very upset after 
putting a spoonful of it in his mouth 
when he expected pudding. His little 
brother was yelling and crying. Ethan 
thinks the video is funny. Is it OK to 
post it online? 

o Yes. His friends will probably 
think it's funny, too. 

o No. He should send it to only his 
closest friends. 

o Yes, but he should first edit it to 
add special effects. 

o No. His brother might be 
embarrassed, and it could affect 
his digital footprint. 

o I don’t know. 

OKN_DFT_
06 

Chloe is posting some pictures from 
the school’s dance on her social 
media account. In one photo, her 
friend Jordan is acting pretty crazy. 
What should Chloe do? 

o Post the photos and add Jordan’s 
name. 

o Ask Jordan for permission 
before sharing the photo. 
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o Text the photo to all her friends, 
but don’t post it online. 

o Edit the photo to make Jordan look 
more silly. 

o I don’t know. 

OKN_DFT_
10 

What can you do to make a positive 
digital footprint for yourself? 

o Use filters to make your pictures 
look better. 

o Adjust your privacy settings to 
control who sees your posts. 

o Only use apps that make pictures 
and posts disappear. 

o Share as much as you can with 
your best friends. 

o I don’t know. 

OKN_DFT_
11 

A digital footprint is all the 
information about a person that can 
be found on the Internet. Is this true 
or false? 
 

o True 
o False 
o I don’t know 

OKN_DFT_
12 

You went to your friend Jake’s 
birthday party. He took some goofy 
photos of you and other people at the 
party and posted them on Facebook. 
You feel embarrassed and don’t want 
other people to see those photos 
except the other people at the party. 
What should you do? 

o It’s Jake’s choice to post what he 
wants for his birthday. There is 
nothing you can do. 

o Tell Jake the photos are 
embarrassing and make him delete 
all of them right away. 

o Share your feelings with Jake 
and ask him to limit who can see 
the photos. 

o Unfriend Jake on Facebook 
because he has done something 
that you don't like. 

o I don’t know. 

OKN_DFT_
14 

Which activity makes up a digital 
footprint? 
 

o Joining an after-school club. 
o Playing on a sports team. 
o Posting messages or comments 

on social media. 
o Writing in a journal. 
o I don’t know. 

OKN_DFT_
15 

When you become an adult, you get a 
new digital footprint. The one you 
had when you were a teenager is 
erased. Is this true or false? 

o True 
o False 
o I don’t know 
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Dimension: News in Social Media 
Code Item Formulation Response Options 

OKN_NEW_
01 

Some websites post “fake news” 
because they can make money by 
doing so. Is this true or false? 

o True 
o False 
o I don’t know 

 

OKN_NEW_
03 

What is clickbait? 
 

o An online library of news stories. 
o A shocking headline that makes 

you want to click a link. 
o Any story or video with untrue 

information. 
o A new type of fishing lure. 
o I don’t know. 

OKN_NEW_
05 

You came across a news story posted 
in your classmate group on Facebook 
with the title, "100 new Covid-19 
cases just found in our school!!!! 
Class has been canceled until next 
month. Please share this post to all 
your classmates RIGHT AWAY!!!!" 
What would you do? 

o It's important to share the message 
right away because it is about a 
serious public health crisis. 

o It's not OK to share the message 
because you're not sure it's true 
and spreading fake news can 
cause confusion. 

o It's not necessary to share the 
message because you should wait 
for the principal and teachers to 
announce it first. 

o It's OK to share the message 
because it looks official and you 
want others to know about the 
school closing. 

o I don’t know. 

OKN_NEW_
09 

“Clickbait” is a news story that has a 
catchy headline to get people to click 
on it. Is this true or false? 

o True 
o False 
o I don’t know 

OKN_NEW_
10 

Marquis wants to learn more about 
the safety problems at an amusement 
park near his home. Which of the 
following news stories should he 
click on and read? 

o “Fire Chief Has Roller Coaster 
Safety Concerns.” 

o “They’re Selling Amusement Park 
Tickets for Nearly Nothing. When 
I Saw Why, I Got Chills!” 

o “20 Things You Didn't Know 
About Roller Coasters!” 

o “Amazing Roller Coaster Designs 
You Won’t Believe Exist” 

o I don’t know. 

OKN_NEW_
11 

You come across a news story on 
Twitter with the title “This girl 
started drinking two glasses of 
cranberry juice everyday for seven 

o Check the source. 
o Look closely for clues that may 

signal fake news. 
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days and the results are amazing.” 
What would you do? 

o Flag this post if you decide it’s 
fake news. 

o All of the above. 
o I don’t know. 

OKN_NEW_
14 

Fake news means news stories online 
that look very real but are really 
made up. Is this true or false? 

o True 
o False 
o I don’t know 

OKN_NEW_
15 

When reading news online, you 
should make sure it comes from 
official organizations that you can 
trust. Is this true or false? 

o True 
o False 
o I don’t know 

 
 
Dimension: Scams and Phishing 
Code Item Formulation Response Options 

OKN_PHI_03 

Identity theft is a crime in which 
your private information (for 
example, your birthdate) is stolen 
and used for ________ activity. 
 

o Hidden 
o Criminal 
o Advertising 
o All of the above 
o I don’t know 

OKN_PHI_04 
You get an email with a hilarious 
subject line that is obviously a scam. 
What should you do? 

o LOL. Forward it to your friends 
for a laugh but tell them not to 
click anything. 

o Avoid clicking any links and 
mark it as “spam.” 

o Delete it and forget it. 
o Try to contact the sender. 
o I don’t know. 

OKN_PHI_06 

You get a chain email from a friend 
daring you to forward it to 10 friends 
in order to win a really cool phone. 
What should you do? 

o Why send to 10 when you can 
send to 20? Forward it to 20 
friends! 

o Delete the email and let your 
friend know they may have been 
hacked. 

o Send it to 10 friends. It could be 
fake, but why not give it a try? 

o Don’t do anything. 
o I don’t know. 

OKN_PHI_09 
What is an example of an 
advertisement that seems too good to 
be true? 

o "New stretch jeans 25% off! Get 
yours today." 

o "Our softest hoodies are $30 for a 
limited time only!" 

o "Free iPad if you click this link! 
No strings attached." 
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o "Sign up to be a dog walker at 
Wag and start making money right 
away!" 

o I don't know. 

OKN_PHI_11 
If you click on a shortened URL 
(web address), it can lead you to a 
risky website. Is this true or false? 

o True 
o False 
o I don’t know 

OKN_PHI_13 
Ads with spelling or grammar errors 
are likely to be a scam. Is this true or 
false? 

o True 
o False 
o I don't know 

OKN_PHI_14 What could be a hint that a post on 
social media is a phishing scam? 

o Positive comments 
o Shortened URLs (web addresses) 
o Lots of reviews 
o Advertisements for paid products 
o I don't know 

OKN_PHI_15 What can scammers do when they 
steal your private information? 

o Sell your information to other 
scammers. 

o Pretend to be you online. 
o Create a credit card in your name. 
o All of the above. 
o I don't know. 

 
 
Dimension: Ups and Downs of Social Media 
Code Item Formulation Response Options 

OKN_UPD_0
2 

Jake wants to use social media in a 
positive and balanced way. Which of 
the following should he do? 

o Brag about how many “Likes” he 
gets on his social media posts to 
his friends. 

o Stop using social media and do 
something else when he starts 
feeling anxious. 

o Create a fake account on social 
media and use it to tease his 
younger brother. 

o Start using social media the minute 
he gets back home from school. 

o I don’t know. 

OKN_UPD_0
5 

Manuela is good at noticing red flag 
feelings and balancing her social 
media use with other things in life. 
That is why when she saw on social 
media that her friends had taken a 
trip without her she: 

o Posted how left out she felt 
underneath the picture 

o Found another friend to go to the 
mall and then posted what a good 
time she had 

o Got off social media and went to 
eat cookies until she felt better 
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o Took a pause from social media 
and went for a bike ride with her 
sister 

o I don't know 

OKN_UPD_0
8 

Julie scrolls through her social media 
feed and it seems like everyone's life 
is so exciting when hers is so boring! 
She starts to feel bad about herself. 
What should Julie be paying 
attention to right now? 

o Oversharing 
o Red flag feeling 
o Miscalculation 
o Digital footprints 
o I don’t know 

OKN_UPD_0
9 

Adam wanted to go to the movies 
with Daniel and some other friends 
but couldn't make it. Daniel posted 
pictures he took while at the movies 
with their friends. After seeing the 
posts, Adam started feeling 
uncomfortable. Why might Adam 
get a red flag feeling from seeing 
Daniel's posts? 

o The movie they saw got bad 
reviews. 

o He is happy his friends went to see 
the movie. 

o He is planning to see the movie the 
next day and doesn't want them to 
tell him what happens. 

o He feels left out. 
o I don’t know. 

OKN_UPD_1
0 

Samuel posted a picture on 
Instagram and keeps checking his 
phone because he wants to know 
how many people have “liked” it. 
Which of the following is true? 

o Samuel is oversharing on social 
media. 

o Samuel is talking to his friends on 
social media, so it’s okay that he is 
checking it a lot. 

o Samuel should watch out for 
when he starts to feel sad or 
anxious. 

o Samuel should only be using social 
media for 1 hour per day. 

o I don’t know. 

OKN_UPD_1
1 

Ellen is looking at social media after 
she comes back home from school 
and she starts to get a red flag feeling 
(for example, something that makes 
you sad or uncomfortable). What can 
Ellen do to make herself feel better? 
 

o Spend time with friends and family 
offline. 

o Take a break from social media. 
o Do an activity that she enjoys. 
o All of the above. 
o I don’t know. 

OKN_UPD_1
2 

Brandon shared a post on social 
media about how he is super upset at 
his mom for making him do his 
chores before he was allowed to play 
soccer. Later that day, he feels 
regretful that he shared that with all 
of his social media friends. What did 
Brandon experience? 

o Social media bias 
o Oversharing 
o Undersharing 
o Cyberbullying 
o I don’t know 



PURINGTON 

 162 

OKN_UPD_1
3 

Malik knows how to balance social 
media use with other things in his 
life. That is why he: 

o Limits how much time he spends 
on social media. 

o Makes sure to have time on social 
media daily. 

o Checks his social media accounts 
regularly when he is spending time 
with friends or family so that he 
does not miss anything important. 

o Makes sure that he posts things 
that get a lot of likes. 

o I don't know. 
 
 
2. Social media self-efficacy (12 items, 2 per dimension) 
 
Code Item Formulation Response Options 

SEF_ADS_01 
I am confident that I can find several 
ways to respond to advertisements 
on social media. 

 
o This is exactly like me!  
o This is sort of like me.  
o I am not sure if this is like 

me. 
o This is not like me.  
o This is not like me at all!  

SEF_ADS_02 I am confident that I can identify ads 
on social media. 

 
o This is exactly like me!  
o This is sort of like me.  
o I am not sure if this is like 

me. 
o This is not like me.  
o This is not like me at all! 

 

SEF_CYB_01 
I am confident that I can find several 
ways to respond to cyberbullying by 
being an upstander on social media. 

 
o This is exactly like me!  
o This is sort of like me.  
o I am not sure if this is like 

me. 
o This is not like me.  
o This is not like me at all!  

SEF_CYB_02 I am confident I can always identify 
cyberbullying on social media. 

 
o This is exactly like me!  
o This is sort of like me.  
o I am not sure if this is like 

me. 
o This is not like me.  
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o This is not like me at all! 
 

SEF_DFT_01 

 I am confident that I can manage a 
positive digital footprint on social 
media. 
 

 
o This is exactly like me!  
o This is sort of like me.  
o I am not sure if this is like 

me. 
o This is not like me.  
o This is not like me at all!  

SEF_DFT_02 
I am confident I can always tell how 
a post will impact my digital 
footprint on social media. 

 
o This is exactly like me!  
o This is sort of like me.  
o I am not sure if this is like 

me. 
o This is not like me.  
o This is not like me at all! 

 

SEF_NEW_0
1 

I am confident that I can identify 
credible news sources on social 
media. 

 
o This is exactly like me!  
o This is sort of like me.  
o I am not sure if this is like 

me. 
o This is not like me.  
o This is not like me at all!  

SEF_NEW_0
2 

I am confident I can always identify 
false or untrustworthy information 
on social media. 

 
o This is exactly like me!  
o This is sort of like me.  
o I am not sure if this is like 

me. 
o This is not like me.  
o This is not like me at all! 

 

SEF_PHI_01 
I am confident that I know what to 
do if I accidentally fall for a phishing 
scam on social media. 

 
o This is exactly like me!  
o This is sort of like me.  
o I am not sure if this is like 

me. 
o This is not like me.  
o This is not like me at all!  

SEF_PHI_02 
I am confident that I can always 
identify phishing scams on social 
media. 

 
o This is exactly like me!  
o This is sort of like me.  
o I am not sure if this is like 

me. 
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o This is not like me.  
o This is not like me at all! 

 

SEF_UPS_01 
I am confident that I can balance my 
social media use with other 
activities. 

 
o This is exactly like me!  
o This is sort of like me.  
o I am not sure if this is like 

me. 
o This is not like me.  
o This is not like me at all!  

SEF_UPS_02 
I am confident I know what to do to 
feel better if social media posts make 
me feel worried, sad or anxious. 

 
o This is exactly like me!  
o This is sort of like me.  
o I am not sure if this is like 

me. 
o This is not like me.  
o This is not like me at all! 

 

 
 
3. Experience of using social media (1 item) 
 
Code Item Formulation Response Options 

USE_LNG_0
1 

How long have you been using 
social media? 

 
o I don’t use social media 
o 0-6 months 
o 7 months –  less than 1 

year 
o 1-2 years 
o More than 2 years  

 
 

4. Duration of social media use per day (1 item) 
 
 
Code Item Formulation Response Options 

USE_TME_0
1 

How much time do you spend on 
social media each day? 

 
o I don’t use social media 
o Less than 30 minutes a 

day   
o more than 30 minutes but 

less than 1 hour a day   
o 1-2 hours a day   
o 3-4 hours a day    
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5. Breadth and type of social media use (6 items) 
 
Code Item Formulation Response Options 

USE_TYP_01
_1 

How do you use the following 
social media? - YouTube 

 
o Don't use  
o Just watch/read posts (or videos) 

others make  
o Like other people’s posts/videos  
o Comment on other people’s 

posts/videos  
o Create my own posts/videos   

USE_TYP_01
_2 

How do you use the following 
social media? - Instagram 

 
o Don't use  
o Just watch/read posts (or videos) 

others make  
o Like other people’s posts/videos  
o Comment on other people’s 

posts/videos  
o Create my own posts/videos   

USE_TYP_01
_3 

How do you use the following 
social media? - TikTok 

 
o Don't use  
o Just watch/read posts (or videos) 

others make  
o Like other people’s posts/videos  
o Comment on other people’s 

posts/videos  
o Create my own posts/videos   

USE_TYP_01
_4 

How do you use the following 
social media? - SnapChat 

 
o Don't use  
o Just watch/read posts (or videos) 

others make  
o Like other people’s posts/videos  
o Comment on other people’s 

posts/videos  
o Create my own posts/videos   

USE_TYP_01
_5 

How do you use the following 
social media? - Twitter 

 
o Don't use  
o Just watch/read posts (or videos) 

others make  
o Like other people’s posts/videos  
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o Comment on other people’s 
posts/videos  

o Create my own posts/videos   

USE_TYP_01
_6 

How do you use the following 
social media? - Facebook 

 
o Don't use  
o Just watch/read posts (or videos) 

others make  
o Like other people’s posts/videos  
o Comment on other people’s 

posts/videos  
o Create my own posts/videos   

 
 
 
6. Socio-Demographics 
 
Code Item Formulation Response Options 

 
 
DEM_AGE_01 
DEM_AGE_01_2_TE
XT 

 

How old are you? 
 

 
o 9   
o 10   
o 11   
o 12   
o 13   
o Other ____  

DEM_GRD_01 What grade are you in? 

 
o 4 
o 5   
o 6   
o 7   
o 8    

DEM_RAC_01 
DEM_RAC_01_7_TEX
T 

What describes you best? 
Check all that apply. 

 
o American Indian or Alaska 

Native  
o Asian   
o Black or African American   
o Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 

Islander   
o White or Caucasian   
o Hispanic or Latinx 
o Prefer to self-describe: ___  

DEM_GEN_01 I identify as… Check all 
that apply. 

 
o Male   
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o Female   
o Transgender   
o Gender non-conforming   
o Prefer to self-

describe:  __________  
 
 
 

7. Subjective General Social Media Literacy * 
 
Code Item Formulation Response Options 

LIT_USE_01 
I can set up my own account on 
social media platforms, such as 
Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter 

o Not true 
o Somewhat true 
o Neither true nor untrue 
o Somewhat true 
o Very true 

LIT_USE_02 
 I can use my smartphone, iPad or 
computer to create posts on social 
media 

o Not true 
o Somewhat true 
o Neither true nor untrue 
o Somewhat true 
o Very true 

LIT_USE_03 
 I can use the search tool to find 
information on social media 
platforms 

o Not true 
o Somewhat true 
o Neither true nor untrue 
o Somewhat true 
o Very true 

LIT_INT_01  I know when I see something unsafe 
or bad on social media 

o Not true 
o Somewhat true 
o Neither true nor untrue 
o Somewhat true 
o Very true 

LIT_INT_02 
 I can tell whether a social media 
post is an advertisement that is trying 
to sell things to me 

o Not true 
o Somewhat true 
o Neither true nor untrue 
o Somewhat true 
o Very true 

LIT_INT_03 

 I can recognize what posts on social 
media may get people in trouble 
later. 
 

o Not true 
o Somewhat true 
o Neither true nor untrue 
o Somewhat true 
o Very true 

LIT_GEN_01  I can create posts with text and 
images on social media 

o Not true 
o Somewhat true 
o Neither true nor untrue 
o Somewhat true 
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o Very true 

LIT_GEN_02 
 I can choose images that are 
appropriate for sharing on social 
media 

o Not true 
o Somewhat true 
o Neither true nor untrue 
o Somewhat true 
o Very true 

LIT_GEN_03 

 I know how to  communicate with 
other users on social media, for 
example, by replying to other 
people’s posts or comments 

o Not true 
o Somewhat true 
o Neither true nor untrue 
o Somewhat true 
o Very true 

LIT_REF_01 I would not post mean things about 
others on social media 

o Not true 
o Somewhat true 
o Neither true nor untrue 
o Somewhat true 
o Very true 

LIT_REF_02  I would only post things which I 
believe are true on social media 

o Not true 
o Somewhat true 
o Neither true nor untrue 
o Somewhat true 
o Very true 

LIT_REF_03 
 I would think about how my post 
will make others feel before I post 
anything on social media 

o Not true 
o Somewhat true 
o Neither true nor untrue 
o Somewhat true 
o Very true 

 
 
* Items based on:  
 
Zhu, S., Hao Yang, H., Xu, S., & MacLeod, J. (2020). Understanding social media competence 

in higher education: Development and validation of an instrument. Journal of 
Educational Computing Research, 57(8), 1935–1955. 

 
 


