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Abstract

This paper that examines how school management can strategically leverage social
media to enhance reading and writing among secondary school learners. Grounded in
Connectivism, the study employed a qualitative literature review and thematic analysis of
peer-reviewed research, policy documents, and educational reports. Through this
process, dominant themes were distilled to reveal the systemic and pedagogical factors
shaping digital literacy practices. Three key aspects emerged. First, management
practices that align social-media use with curriculum goals, ensure safe and responsible
participation, and provide structured support are essential for meaningful literacy
integration. Second, structural and governance constraints, including inconsistent
connectivity, limited device access, restrictive policies, and equity concerns, shape
whether social media becomes an enabling literacy resource. Third, instructional
leadership strategies such as sustained professional development, teacher collaboration,
and modelling of effective digital-literacy practices strengthen teachers’ confidence in
designing multimodal, networked literacy tasks. Recommendations emphasize the need
for clear school-wide digital literacy visions, supportive policies and infrastructure, and
continuous capacity building to foster effective and innovative use of social media for
literacy. The study concludes that coherent leadership and enabling conditions are critical
for cultivating inclusive, digitally connected learning environments, particularly in rural and
under-resourced contexts. Ethical procedures guided the use of secondary data.

Keywords: Social media integration; literacy; instructional leadership; governance and
policy; teacher professional development; Connectivism

Introduction

For today’s secondary school learners, social media is more than entertainment; it's
where they communicate, construct meaning, and encounter diverse texts. This everyday
reality coexists with persistent concerns about literacy in secondary education, as many
adolescents continue to struggle with reading comprehension, critical engagement, and
written expression (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization,
2021). Against this backdrop, researchers increasingly view social media as a promising
space for extending literacy learning beyond the classroom, enabling interaction,
collaboration, and multimodal expression that resonate with learners' lived experiences
(Gee, 2015; Mills, 2016). Platforms can support authentic reading and writing for real
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audiences while cultivating digital and information literacy, including evaluating credibility
and engaging in respectful online discourse (Greenhow & Lewin, 2016).

Schools should navigate uneven access to devices and connectivity, safety and ethical
online practices, and uncertainty about alignment with curriculum and assessment
expectations (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2020).
Principals and School Management Teams (SMTs) shape the vision, policy environment,
and professional learning conditions that determine whether teachers feel authorised and
equipped to use social media as a purposeful literacy resource (Leithwood, Harris, &
Hopkins, 2020). While prior studies acknowledge the educational potential of social
media, much of the work centres on classroom practice or learner experiences, often
treating management as peripheral (Greenhow & Chapman, 2020). What remains under-
examined is how management itself understands social media as a literacy tool, how it
supports teachers, and how it governs policy, ethics, and accountability at the school
level.

This article uses a qualitative literature review and document analysis guided by
Connectivism to foreground management’s strategic role in enabling responsible,
curriculum-aligned use of social media for literacy. The goal is to offer context-sensitive
insights for leaders, teachers, and policymakers working to strengthen reading, writing,
and critical digital participation amid persistent literacy challenges and uneven
technological access (UNESCO, 2021; OECD, 2020).

Problem Statement

Although existing research demonstrates that social media can enhance literacy
development, particularly through classroom-based practices that promote reading,
writing, and multimodal engagement, the strategic role of school management in enabling
and sustaining such integration remains under-examined. Most studies prioritise teacher
and learner experiences, overlooking how leadership vision, policy, and institutional
support shape implementation. This gap matters because, without coherent leadership
and structural alignment, social media initiatives risk fragmentation, unsustainability, or
inequity within secondary schools.

This study had the following research questions:

1. What management practices are employed by school management to guide and
support the integration of social media for literacy teaching and learning?

2. What challenges do school management encounter when leveraging social media
for literacy development in secondary schools?

3. How do school management strategies influence teachers’ use of social media to
promote literacy practices among secondary school learners?

Theoretical Framework

This study adopted Connectivism to explain how learning unfolds in digitally connected
environments such as social media. Connectivism posits that learning occurs across
networks of people, tools, and information, making the capacity to locate, evaluate, and
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connect knowledge as important as possession of content (Siemens, 2005; Downes,
2012). For secondary learners immersed in information-rich, online spaces, this lens
clarifies why literacy now encompasses participation in dynamic, multimodal networks.

Connectivism also guided the analytical stance of the literature review. Rather than
treating sources as isolated, the review read them as nodes in a knowledge network,
prioritising studies on networked learning, technology-mediated interaction, and social
media as sites of knowledge flow (Siemens, 2005; Downes, 2012; Greenhow & Lewin,
2016). Thus, theory shaped both what counted as evidence and how it was interpreted.

Within this framework, social media are learning spaces, not mere communication
channels. They invite learners to read diverse texts, engage in dialogue, and write for
authentic audiences, activities that develop conventional literacy (reading
comprehension, writing) alongside digital and information literacy (Greenhow & Lewin,
2016; Gee, 2015). Literacy is therefore viewed as a social practice, constituted through
participation and shared meaning-making within networks.

Effective learning networks, however, do not emerge spontaneously; they require
structure, guidance, and sustained support. Here, school management is pivotal; hence,
policies, shared expectations, and curriculum alignment function as network design and
governance, shaping how connections form and persist in a school’s learning ecology
(Siemens, 2005; Downes, 2012). Where leadership is strategic, social media is more
likely to advance literacy rather than amplify distraction or inequality (Bush, 2020;
Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2020).

Teachers, in turn, are positioned as facilitators of networks rather than transmitters of
content. Management-led professional development and coaching build teachers’
capacity to guide critical reading, purposeful writing, and responsible online engagement
(Redecker, 2017). Practices such as curation, scaffolding, and feedback circulate
knowledge and sustain networked literacy (Greenhow & Lewin, 2016; Gee, 2015).

Finally, Connectivism foregrounds infrastructure and access as constitutive conditions of
learning. Without reliable devices, connectivity, and data, especially in under-resourced
contexts, networks fracture, and inequalities deepen (Van Dijk, 2020; UNESCO, 2018).
Advancing networked literacy, therefore, aligns with SDG 4 (Quality Education) and SDG
9 (Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure) by linking pedagogy, technology, and equitable
access (United Nations, 2015).

Literature Review

This literature review explores how school management can strategically support the use
of social media to enhance literacy in secondary schools. It also highlights how
management decisions shape teachers’ day-to-day use of social media for literacy and
emphasises the importance of shared vision, collaboration, and sustained support. The
review concludes by identifying gaps in existing scholarship and proposing directions for
future research to strengthen sustainable and inclusive models of social-media-supported
literacy.
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School Management’s practices for integrating social media into literacy
instruction

Instructional Leadership and the Framing of Social Media

The literature reviewed demonstrates that instructional leadership plays a central role in
shaping how social media is conceptualised and integrated into literacy instruction.
Research indicates that school leaders’ pedagogical orientations strongly influence
whether social media is framed as a meaningful literacy resource or relegated to
administrative communication (Bowman etal., 2022). When management articulates
explicit connections between social media use and core literacy outcomes such as
reading for meaning, authentic writing for real audiences, and dialogic engagement,
teachers are more likely to integrate such platforms into their instructional practices. This
aligns with sociocultural perspectives that define literacy as a socially embedded set of
practices enacted through interaction and context (Gee, 2015). Social media, as
Greenhow and Lewin (2016) argue, offers opportunities for learners to participate in
authentic literacy experiences that bridge everyday communication with school-based
learning. However, the literature consistently cautions that leadership endorsement is
insufficient without clear pedagogical direction; teachers often require structured
guidance to translate institutional support into purposeful literacy activities. For example,
the European Framework for the Digital Competence of Educators (DigCompEdu)
provides a structured guide for aligning digital practices with pedagogical goals (European
Commission, 2017), underscoring the need for leadership to frame social media use
within clearly articulated literacy outcomes. Thus, across studies, instructional leadership
emerges as a decisive factor in framing social media as a tool for advancing literacy
learning.

Professional Development and Teacher Capacity

Another central management practice identified in the literature is the provision of
professional development that builds teachers’ capacity to use social media for literacy
instruction. A study by Feng and Xue (2023) shows that when school management uses
such frameworks to guide professional development, teachers are better prepared to
design literacy tasks that involve evaluating online texts, producing multimodal writing,
and providing feedback in digital spaces. At the same time, the literature cautions that
professional development must be sustained and supported by resources. Diaz-Suarez
etal. (2025) report persistent gaps in digital content creation and assessment when
training is limited. This highlights the leadership responsibility to move beyond one-off
workshops toward ongoing support and coaching.

Managing Risk Through Literacy Education

Concerns about risk, such as cyberbullying, misinformation, and learner well-being, are
frequently cited in the literature as reasons for limiting social media use in schools. Rohn
etal. (2024) show that many school districts respond to these concerns with restrictive
policies that reduce opportunities for instructional use. An alternative approach is
presented by Weinstein and James (2022), who argue that risks can be addressed
through education rather than prohibition. Their review of school-based programmes
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highlights the value of teaching learners to read digital spaces critically, reflect on their
online behaviour, and regulate their engagement. From this perspective, school
management practices that integrate digital citizenship into literacy instruction enable
learners to navigate social media responsibly while developing essential reading and
writing skills. Leadership thus plays a key role in reframing risk management as part of
literacy education.

School Management Constraints in Leveraging Social Media for Literacy
Policy Ambiguity and Governance Constraints

South Africa has a strong policy foundation supporting the integration of digital
technologies in education, most notably the White Paper on e-Education (Department of
Education, 2004) and the Professional Development Framework for Digital Learning
(DBE, 2018). These documents provide broad strategic direction rather than specific
guidance on the instructional use of social media for literacy. Studies on school leadership
and digitalisation show that when policies are not explicit, school management tends to
adopt conservative approaches to avoid risk and non-compliance (Bowman et al., 2022;
Pettersson etal., 2024). In South Africa, the absence of nationally standardised
guidelines on social media use in classrooms places responsibility on School
Management Teams (SMTs) and School Governing Bodies (SGBs) to develop local
policies. As a result, social media policies often emphasise discipline, reputational
protection, and learner safety, rather than pedagogical use for reading and writing (SACE,
2020; DBE, 2023). This governance gap limits the extent to which social media is
positioned as a legitimate literacy resource within the curriculum.

Curriculum and Assessment Misalignment

The Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statements (CAPS) clearly articulate literacy
outcomes across subjects, including reading comprehension, writing, argumentation, and
language use. However, CAPS do not explicitly reference social media as a learning
space or provide exemplars for assessing literacy practices that occur on digital platforms.
Studies by Leithwood etal. (2020) and Pettersson etal. (2024) show that when
instructional activities are not clearly assessable within formal curriculum structures,
teachers are less likely to sustain them. For school management, this creates a dilemma.
Social media-based literacy activities may align conceptually with CAPS outcomes; their
lack of explicit recognition in assessment policies makes them difficult to justify within
time-pressured, examination-driven schooling environments. As a result, SMTs often
prioritise traditional, print-based literacy practices that are more easily aligned with formal
assessment requirements.

Limited Teacher Capacity and Professional Development

Although the DBE’s Professional Development Framework for Digital Learning outlines
competencies related to digital literacy, critical evaluation of online texts, and content
creation, studies show uneven implementation across provinces and schools (DBE, 2018;
Durodolu & Mojapelo, 2020). South African teachers’ use of social media, particularly
WhatsApp, during and after the COVID-19 pandemic reveal challenges related to digital
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pedagogy, moderation of online interaction, and assessment of learner contributions
(Davids, Seymour, & Jaffer, 2024). From a management perspective, supporting social
media for literacy requires sustained professional development, mentoring, and time
allocation, all of which are often constrained by workload pressures and limited resources.
Where such support is absent, school leaders may discourage or limit social media use
to avoid poorly implemented practices that undermine instructional quality.

Legal, Ethical, and Learner-Safety Constraints

The full implementation of the Protection of Personal Information Act (POPIA) places strict
obligations on schools regarding the collection, processing, and sharing of learners’
personal information. School management must ensure parental consent, data security,
and responsible platform use when learners engage online (DBE, 2023). According to
SACE (2020), educators are to safeguard learners’ dignity, privacy, and well-being in all
contexts, including digital spaces. Rohn etal. (2024) indicate that these obligations
heighten leadership caution, leading school management to limit social media use due to
fears of cyberbullying, exposure to inappropriate content, and reputational damage. While
such concerns are legitimate, the literature suggests that risk-averse responses may
inadvertently limit opportunities to develop critical digital literacy skills.

Infrastructure and Equity Challenges

National strategies, such as the National Digital and Future Skills Strategy (Department
of Communications and Digital Technologies, 2020), acknowledge the importance of
connectivity and school infrastructure. Nevertheless, empirical evidence highlights
ongoing disparities in access to devices, reliable internet connectivity, and affordable
data, particularly in rural and historically disadvantaged communities (Durodolu &
Mojapelo, 2020).

Research on social media use in South African secondary schools shows that these
inequalities shape management decisions, as leaders seek to avoid practices that
exclude learners without consistent access (Davids etal., 2024). Consequently, SMTs
may restrict the instructional use of social media or confine it to optional communication
rather than core literacy activities. This equity concern functions as both a practical and
ethical constraint on management’s willingness to integrate social media into formal
literacy instruction.

School Management’s Strategies Influencing Teachers’ Use of Social Media for
Literacy Instruction

Policy Development and Regulatory Guidance

Bowman et al. (2022) mention that when school leaders establish clear policies outlining
acceptable, ethical, and pedagogical uses of social media, teachers are more likely to
integrate these platforms into instruction with confidence. Policy clarity reduces
uncertainty around boundaries, responsibility, and accountability, thereby legitimising
social media as a space for teaching and learning rather than merely social interaction.
At the same time, the literature cautions that policies framed primarily around control and
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discipline may unintentionally discourage pedagogical innovation. Greenhow and Lewin
(2016) argue that overly restrictive policies can position social media as a risk to be
managed rather than a literacy resource to be developed.

Instructional Leadership and Vision Setting

Research shows that school management strategies that articulate a clear instructional
vision for digital literacy are associated with greater teacher willingness to experiment
with social media-based learning activities (Pettersson, Hakansson Lindqvist,
& Gronlund, 2024). When leaders frame social media as aligned with literacy goals rather
than as an optional add-on teachers are more likely to see its instructional value. Gee’s
(2015) sociocultural perspective on literacy provides a theoretical basis for this strategy,
emphasising literacy as a social practice embedded in interaction and meaning-making.
School leaders who adopt such perspectives are better positioned to encourage teachers
to use social media for dialogic reading, collaborative writing, and engagement with
authentic audiences. A study by Bowman etal. (2022) suggest that where leadership
lacks a coherent digital literacy vision, teachers’ use of social media remains fragmented
and largely confined to communication rather than instruction.

Risk Management and Ethical Leadership

Concerns about learner safety, cyberbullying, misinformation, and data privacy often
shape school management decisions. While these concerns are legitimate, studies
caution that risk-averse leadership strategies may limit opportunities for developing
critical digital literacy (Greenhow & Lewin, 2016).

An alternative strategy emphasised in the literature involves ethical and educational
approaches to risk, in which school management supports teachers in teaching learners
to navigate social media responsibly as part of literacy instruction. This includes fostering
critical evaluation of sources, respectful online communication, and reflective writing
about digital participation. Such strategies position social media not only as a risk to be
controlled, but as a context in which essential literacy competencies can be developed
(Gee, 2015).

Professional Development and Capacity-Building Strategies

The Professional Development Framework for Digital Learning (Department of Basic
Education, 2018) illustrates how management-led professional development can support
educators in integrating digital tools with curriculum goals. Durodolu and Mojapelo (2020)
indicate that when school management prioritises sustained professional development
rather than once-off workshops, teachers are better able to design literacy activities that
involve evaluating online texts, composing multimodal responses, and moderating online
discussions. In contrast, where professional development is limited or generic, teachers
often lack the pedagogical strategies required to use social media meaningfully, leading
management to restrict its use due to concerns about instructional quality.

School management emerges in the literature as a key determinant of how effectively
social media is integrated into literacy instruction, with leadership practices, institutional
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constraints, and strategic support collectively shaping teachers’ uptake of digital tools.
While supportive policies, resource provision, and professional development enable
meaningful use of social media to enhance literacy learning, challenges such as limited
infrastructure, policy gaps, and safety concerns often hinder implementation. Overall, the
literature indicates that purposeful, context-responsive school management strategies
are essential in empowering teachers and sustaining the pedagogical use of social media
for literacy development.

Methodology

This study adopted an interpretive research approach to explore how school management
can strategically leverage social media to enhance literacy, particularly reading and
writing skills, among secondary school learners. The interpretive approach was deemed
appropriate because it enables an in-depth understanding of how educational leadership,
policy, and practice shape the integration of social media for literacy development. The
study sought to interpret the meanings, assumptions, and practices embedded in the
existing literature on school management’s role in promoting digital and literacy
competencies in an information-driven society.

A qualitative desktop literature review methodology was employed to analyse existing
scholarly and policy-based knowledge on social media use, literacy instruction, and
school management in secondary education. This approach allowed for a systematic
examination of secondary sources to identify trends, patterns, and conceptual insights
relevant to the strategic role of school management. The qualitative literature review was
particularly well-suited to synthesising diverse perspectives and to examining how social
media integration aligns with Sustainable Development Goal 4 (Quality Education) and
Sustainable Development Goal 9 (Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure) within rural
and under-resourced educational contexts.

Data were collected through document analysis of peer-reviewed journal articles, policy
documents, and educational reports related to social media, literacy, digital learning, and
school management. Sources included South African Department of Basic Education
policy documents, academic publications (2015-2024), and reports from national and
international organisations such as UNESCO and United Nations International Children’s
Emergency Fund

(UNICEF). These documents provided insights into educational leadership practices,
curriculum alignment, digital literacy development, and the infrastructural and managerial
conditions necessary for effective social media integration in literacy instruction.

An extensive literature search was conducted using academic databases including
Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC, Academic Search Premier (EBSCOhost), Google
Scholar, and Sabinet. These databases were selected for their relevance to education,
educational leadership, and digital learning research. Key search terms included “social
media and literacy”, “school management and digital learning”, “secondary education and
social media”, “digital literacy in schools”, “educational leadership and technology

integration”, “Connectivism and learning”, and “social media in South African schools”.
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Boolean operators were used to combine and refine search terms to ensure the retrieval
of high-quality, relevant sources.

Inclusion criteria required that documents be published between 2015 and 2024, focus
on secondary education, and address issues related to social media use, literacy
instruction, school management, or digital innovation in education. Priority was given to
studies conducted in South Africa or comparable Sub-Saharan African contexts.

Purposive sampling was used to select literature that was most relevant to the study’s
objectives, ensuring that only sources directly addressing the strategic role of school
management in social media-supported literacy were included. The selected data were
analysed using thematic analysis, which involved identifying, categorising, and
interpreting recurring themes related to school management practices, constraints, and
strategies influencing the use of social media for literacy instruction. This method enabled
the synthesis of key insights regarding leadership, teacher support, curriculum alignment,
and digital inclusion.

The study focused conceptually on secondary schools in a predominantly rural, under-
resourced context to highlight the challenges and opportunities for leveraging social
media in literacy education. While literature exposure offers insights applicable to similar
contexts, the primary aim was to deepen understanding of the South African rural
schooling environment. Trustworthiness was ensured through systematic sourcing,
careful thematic interpretation, and alignment with the Connectivism theoretical
framework. Ethical considerations were observed by acknowledging all sources, using
secondary data responsibly, and ensuring academic integrity throughout the research
process.

Data Analysis and Synthesis

This is desk-top research in which secondary sources were reviewed and critically
analysed. Literature on the influence of school management on the integration of social
media into literacy instruction in secondary schools. The analysis focused on three key
themes identified through purposive sampling of relevant academic literature, policy
documents, and conceptual frameworks: school management’s practices for integrating
social media into literacy instruction, the structural and governance constraints that limit
its effective use, and the instructional leadership strategies that shape teachers’
pedagogical engagement with social media. These themes provide a basis for
understanding how leadership decisions, organisational conditions, and support
mechanisms collectively impact social media-supported literacy learning.

Results and Discussion

Theme 1: Strategic Instructional Leadership Practices Supporting Social Media
Integration for Literacy Teaching and Learning

One of the most prominent management practices identified in the literature is the way
school leaders frame social media within the teaching and learning agenda. The
documents suggest that when management views social media merely as a
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communication or promotional tool, teachers are less likely to use it for instructional
purposes. In contrast, when leaders intentionally position social media as a resource for
literacy development, its classroom use becomes more purposeful and structured.
Bowman etal. (2022) highlight that school leaders’ beliefs about teaching and learning
strongly influence how teachers interpret the legitimacy of using social media for
instruction. When management links social media use to literacy goals such as improving
reading comprehension, encouraging writing for real audiences, and promoting learner
interaction, teachers are more inclined to integrate it into their lessons.

This leadership practice aligns with sociocultural views of literacy, which understand
reading and writing as social activities shaped by interaction and context (Gee, 2015).
From this perspective, social media platforms offer spaces where learners can engage in
authentic literacy practices that mirror everyday communication. Greenhow and Lewin
(2016) argue that such environments help bridge the divide between school-based
literacy and learners lived digital experiences. The literature, therefore, suggests that
management framing is not neutral; it actively shapes how social media is understood
and used in literacy teaching.

A second management practice emerging strongly from the literature is the provision of
professional development to build teachers’ capacity to use social media for literacy
instruction. The analysed documents consistently indicate that teachers require guidance
in designing effective digital reading and writing activities, assessing online work, and
managing learner participation in digital spaces.

Competence-based frameworks, such as DigCompEdu, are frequently cited as useful
tools for school management in aligning digital skills with pedagogical objectives. Feng
and Xue (2023) report that when school leaders use such frameworks to guide
professional development, teachers become more confident in supporting learners to
critically evaluate online texts, create multimodal writing, and engage in collaborative
learning activities.

At the same time, the literature points to challenges in professional development that are
limited or fragmented. Diaz Suarez et al. (2025) note that short-term or once-off training
often leaves teachers underprepared, particularly in areas such as digital content creation
and assessment. The effective management practices extend beyond organising
workshops; they involve sustained support, access to resources, and ongoing
instructional guidance. In this way, professional development is presented as a strategic
leadership function rather than a technical add-on.

The literature also reveals that school management plays a critical role in how digital risks
associated with social media are handled. Concerns about cyberbullying, misinformation,
and learner safety frequently appear in the analysed documents as reasons for restricting
or banning social media use in schools. Rohn et al. (2024) show that many schools adopt
restrictive policies as a precautionary measure.

However, several documents challenge this approach by arguing that restriction alone
may limit learners’ opportunities to develop critical literacy skills. Weinstein and James
(2022) propose an alternative management practice in which digital risks are addressed
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through education rather than exclusion. Their work highlights the importance of teaching
learners how to read digital content critically, write responsibly, and reflect on their online
behaviour.

From this perspective, school management supports social media integration by
embedding digital citizenship within literacy instruction. By guiding teachers to address
ethical engagement, critical reading, and reflective writing, leaders help learners navigate
digital spaces safely while strengthening their literacy skills. The literature, therefore,
positions effective management as balancing protection with empowerment.

Theme 2: Structural and Governance constraints limiting school management’s
use of social media for literacy teaching and learning.

One of the most frequently documented constraints relates to policy ambiguity. South
Africa has established a strong national commitment to digital education through policies
such as the White Paper on e-Education (Department of Education, 2004) and the
Professional Development Framework for Digital Learning (DBE, 2018). However,
document analysis shows that these frameworks provide broad strategic intentions rather
than clear guidance on how social media may be used instructionally for literacy
development.

Studies on school leadership indicate that when policy guidance lacks specificity, school
management tends to adopt conservative positions to minimise risk and ensure
compliance (Bowman etal., 2022; Pettersson etal., 2024). At the school level, this
ambiguity shifts responsibility to School Management Teams (SMTs) and School
Governing Bodies (SGBs), who are expected to formulate local social media policies. The
literature indicates that these school-level policies often prioritise discipline, learner
safety, and reputational protection over pedagogical innovation (SACE, 2020; DBE,
2023).

From a document analysis perspective, this governance gap limits how social media is
positioned within schools. Rather than being recognised as a legitimate space for
developing reading and writing skills, social media is frequently framed as a risk factor
requiring control. As a result, management practices tend to discourage instructional
experimentation, even where leadership recognises the potential literacy benefits.

A second major constraint identified in the literature concerns misalignment between
social media-based literacy practices and formal curriculum and assessment structures.
The CAPS documents clearly articulate literacy outcomes, including reading
comprehension, writing, argumentation, and language use, across subjects. However,
document analysis shows that CAPS does not explicitly acknowledge social media as a
learning space, nor does it provide assessment exemplars for literacy practices enacted
through digital platforms.

Leadership studies suggest that when instructional activities cannot be easily aligned with
formal assessment requirements, they are less likely to be sustained, particularly in
examination-driven systems (Leithwood et al., 2020; Pettersson et al., 2024). For school
management, this creates a practical dilemma. While social media activities may align
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conceptually with literacy objectives, their lack of formal recognition in policy and
assessment structures makes them difficult to prioritise within tightly scheduled curricula.
Consequently, the literature shows that SMTs often favour traditional, print-based literacy
teaching methods that are more predictable and assessable. From a management
perspective, this preference does not signal opposition to innovation but rather reflects
structural pressures that limit experimentation in high-stakes schooling environments.

The reviewed literature consistently identifies teacher capacity as a significant constraint
shaping school management decisions. While national frameworks acknowledge the
importance of digital literacy competencies, document analysis reveals uneven
implementation of professional development initiatives across provinces and schools
(DBE, 2018; Durodolu & Mojapelo, 2020).

Studies focusing on social media use during and after the COVID-19 pandemic illustrate
this challenge clearly. Research on teachers’ use of platforms such as WhatsApp
identifies difficulties in digital pedagogy, moderation of learner interaction, and
assessment of online contributions (Davids, Seymour, & Jaffer, 2024). From a
management standpoint, supporting social media-based literacy instruction requires
sustained professional development, mentoring, and time all of which are constrained by
heavy workloads and limited financial resources. The literature suggests that where such
support structures are lacking, school management may deliberately limit or discourage
social media use to protect instructional quality. Document analysis, therefore, positions
limited teacher capacity not merely as an individual weakness, but as a systemic
constraint influencing managerial decision-making.

Legal and ethical obligations emerge as another powerful constraint on school
management. The full implementation of the Protection of Personal Information Act
(POPIA) requires schools to ensure responsible handling of learners’ personal data,
parental consent, and secure use of digital platforms (DBE, 2023). In addition, the SACE
Code of Professional Ethics obliges educators and school leaders to safeguard learners’
dignity, privacy, and well-being in all educational settings, including online environments
(SACE, 2020).

Document analysis indicates that these responsibilities heighten leadership caution.
Studies show that concerns about cyberbullying, exposure to inappropriate content, and
reputational risk lead many school leaders to restrict social media use as a preventative
measure (Rohn et al., 2024). While such caution is understandable and legally grounded,
the literature also suggests that overly restrictive approaches may limit learners'
opportunities to develop critical reading and writing skills in digital contexts.

Finally, the literature identifies persistent inequalities in digital infrastructure and access
as a major structural constraint. National strategies acknowledge the importance of
connectivity and digital infrastructure (Department of Communications and Digital
Technologies, 2020), yet studies continue to document uneven access to devices, reliable
internet, and affordable data, particularly in rural and disadvantaged communities
(Durodolu & Mojapelo, 2020).
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Research shows that these inequalities strongly influence management decisions. School
leaders are often reluctant to integrate social media into core literacy teaching when
access cannot be guaranteed for all learners (Davids etal., 2024). As a result, social
media use may be limited to optional communication rather than embedded within formal
literacy instruction.

Theme 3: Instructional leadership strategies that enable Teachers’ Pedagogical
Use of social media for Literacy

The literature strongly suggests that school-level policy development is one of the most
influential mechanisms through which management shapes teachers’ use of social media
for literacy instruction. Bowman etal. (2022) indicate that when school leaders enact
clear, well-communicated policies outlining acceptable, ethical, and pedagogically
grounded uses of social media, teachers demonstrate greater confidence in integrating
these platforms into their instructional routines. These policies reduce uncertainty around
issues such as privacy, accountability, and appropriate boundaries, effectively
legitimising social media as a tool for teaching and learning rather than a mere
social-interaction space.

Greenhow and Lewin (2016) emphasise that overly restrictive regulatory environments
position social media primarily as a risk to be contained rather than a literacy resource to
be developed. It shows that effective policy strategies are those that strike a deliberate
balance, providing necessary safeguards while explicitly linking social media use to
curriculum-aligned literacy outcomes such as reading comprehension, audience-oriented
writing, and critical evaluation of online texts. This balance ensures that policy frameworks
become enabling rather than constraining for literacy-oriented social media integration.

The literature shows that when school leaders articulate a coherent instructional vision
for digital literacy, teachers are more willing to experiment with social media-based
learning activities (Pettersson, Hakansson Lindqvist, & Gronlund, 2024). This vision-
setting role positions leaders not merely as policy enforcers but as pedagogical guides
who define the educational value of social media.

The influence of sociocultural perspectives on literacy, particularly Gee’s (2015) view of
literacy as a socially situated practice embedded in interaction and meaning-making.
Leaders who adopt such perspectives are better able to frame social media as an
extension of literacy practices that support dialogic reading, collaborative writing,
engagement with authentic audiences, and multimodal meaning-making. Conversely,
where leadership lacks clarity or fails to articulate a coherent digital literacy direction,
teachers’ use of social media remains inconsistent, fragmented, and often limited to
administrative communication rather than instructional integration (Bowman et al., 2022).
This pattern underscores the centrality of leadership vision in shaping teachers’
pedagogical uptake of social media.

Concerns surrounding learner safety, cyberbullying, misinformation, and data privacy are
prominent in the literature and often influence managerial decisions regarding social
media use. While these concerns are legitimate, the risk-averse approaches can limit
learners' opportunities to develop critical digital literacy skills. Restrictive leadership
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strategies primarily focused on preventing harm tend to narrow teachers’ instructional
options and reinforce perceptions of social media as inherently dangerous (Greenhow
& Lewin, 2016).

Instead of shielding learners from social media, these strategies support teachers in
actively teaching learners how to navigate digital environments responsibly as part of
literacy instruction. This includes fostering critical evaluation of online sources, promoting
respectful online communication, and using reflective writing to examine digital
participation. Gee’s (2015) sociocultural framework supports this shift by positioning
online interactions as legitimate literacy contexts that require guided participation. Risk
management is most effective when integrated into literacy learning, enabling teachers
to address safety concerns while still leveraging the pedagogical affordances of social
media.

The teachers’ confidence and competence are strongly linked to the nature, frequency,
and quality of professional learning opportunities provided by school management.
Frameworks such as the Professional Development Framework for Digital Learning
(Department of Basic Education, 2018) illustrate how structured, management-led
capacity-building initiatives can strengthen teachers’ digital pedagogical skills and
support alignment with curriculum goals.

Across the literature, sustained and context-specific professional development emerges
as a key enabling factor. Durodolu and Mojapelo (2020) shows that teachers who
participate in ongoing digital-literacy-focused development are better equipped to design
rich literacy learning experiences, such as evaluating online texts, composing multimodal
responses, and facilitating online discussions. In contrast, the absence of meaningful
professional development often leads to surface-level or hesitant use of social media,
prompting school management to restrict its use due to perceived risks or concerns about
instructional quality. This finding reinforces the idea that capacity-building is not optional
but foundational to the practical and responsible integration of social media into literacy
instruction.

Strategic Leadership for Networked Literacy Model

The following diagram shows that using social media to strengthen literacy in secondary
schools is not a once-off classroom choice, but a coordinated effort that unfolds across
different layers of the education system. It begins with the broader policy and governance
environment, which sets the expectations and conditions that shape what schools can do.
Within this context, school leaders play a vital role by communicating a clear vision,
organising resources, and nurturing a positive school culture that supports digital learning.
Their work makes it possible to build the organisational foundations such as staff
development, infrastructure, ethical guidelines, and strategies for equity that teachers rely
on in their daily practice. With these supports in place, teachers are better able to use
social media meaningfully, drawing on their professional judgement to integrate it into
learning in ways that promote critical and responsible digital engagement. As a result,
learners are empowered to develop the kinds of networked literacy skills that matter in a
connected world, including the ability to think critically, engage with multimodal
information, and participate ethically online.
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MACRO CONTEXT (Policy & Governance Environment)

SCHOOL MANAGEMENT STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP (Vision
— Framing — Resource Alignment — Culture Building)

ORGANISATIONAL ENABLING CONDITIONS (Professional
Learning — Infrastructure — Digital Ethics — Equity
Structures)

PEDAGOGICAL MEDIATION (Teacher Agency —
Pedagogical Integration — Critical Digital Literacy)

LEARNER NETWORKED LITERACY OUTCOMES (Critical
Literacy — Multimodal Literacy — Civic & Ethical
Participation)

Recommendations

This study recommends that school leaders adopt a more deliberate, future-focused
approach to integrating social media into literacy instruction. In line with Connectivism
principles, leaders should communicate a clear vision that recognises social media as a
meaningful node in the learning network. By modelling effective digital practices and
creating opportunities for teachers to collaborate and share ideas, leaders can help
ensure that social-media use becomes a coherent and purposeful part of the school’s
literacy strategy.

To address existing structural and governance barriers, schools and education
departments should develop more enabling organisational conditions. This includes
revising restrictive policies to support safe and meaningful online participation, investing
in reliable digital infrastructure, and streamlining decision-making processes to enable the
timely adoption of emerging tools. Ensuring that teachers and learners have access to
robust digital networks is essential to Connectivism, a network-based literacy learning
approach.

Finally, the study highlights the importance of sustained professional development that
builds teachers’ confidence and pedagogical skills in using social media for literacy.
Ongoing, practice-based learning supported by coaching, mentoring, and reflective
dialogue will help teachers design literacy tasks that enable learners to connect, create,
and evaluate information across digital networks. When teachers are supported to
innovate and take risks, they can more effectively integrate social media as a dynamic
platform for connected, multimodal literacy learning.
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Conclusion

This literature review examined how school management can strategically leverage social
media to enhance literacy in secondary education. This shows that successful integration
depends on three interconnected factors: clear instructional leadership that positions
social media as a purposeful literacy tool; enabling structural conditions, including
supportive policies and reliable digital infrastructure; and continuous professional
development that strengthens teachers’ capacity to design networked, multimodal literacy
activities. Viewed through a Connectivism lens, these elements highlight the importance
of creating learning environments where teachers and learners can access, navigate, and
contribute to digital knowledge networks. Although this study draws from existing
literature rather than empirical data, it underscores the pivotal role of school leadership in
shaping how social media is used for literacy learning. Future research should explore
how these leadership practices unfold in real classrooms, particularly in contexts with
diverse resource levels, to better understand how networked literacy practices develop in
practice.
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