Personal drinking photos could get teachers fired in Muskegon
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Muskegon school teachers could be in trouble if they post images of someone drinking alcohol on Facebook or other social media sites. A new school district policy warns that employees will “be held responsible” if images depicting “use of alcohol, drugs or anything students are prohibited from doing” are posted on such online sites as MySpace, Twitter, Flickr and YouTube. Employees could be fired or suspended if they violate the school policy.

Other school districts are likely to follow suit, with many area superintendents saying they are working on social networking policies. The Muskegon Area Intermediate School District is providing help in drafting appropriate policies. “I think it's going to be statewide,” said attorney Gary Britton, who represents Muskegon Public Schools and several other local school districts. “You'll find most districts will use that kind of policy to protect themselves.”

Muskegon's policy warns that employees' online activities can “reflect negatively” on the district, which needs to protect its “reputation and educational stature.” The policy reads, “Such individuals must understand that if students, parents, other employees, the public or news media obtain access to such information, their case will be investigated by school administrators.” 

Muskegon Superintendent Jon Felske said the district will "encourage and support” employees to have professional social media sites such as Facebook, through which they can communicate with students and post homework assignments. “We want to protect our employees, but we also want to protect our students,” Felske said. The district's policy warns that "when a teacher and a student become 'friends' in an online environment... an invisible line between professional and personal is crossed."

Several Muskegon-area superintendents said they plan to adopt similar policies. “We are looking at this area very carefully,” said Mona Shores Superintendent Dave Peden. Reeths-Puffer in March was poised to adopt a new social networking policy, but pulled it at the last minute for being overly restrictive. The policy, which underwent one of two required readings before the school board, would have allowed for disciplining of school employees who posted online “items exhibiting .... alcohol.”

At the time, Superintendent Steve Edwards said he thought prohibiting pictures in which a glass of wine, for example, can be seen was too restrictive. Edwards said recently that the district is still working to develop an appropriate policy setting the ground rules for employee social networking. He said one of the problems with the proposed policy that was rejected was it didn't delineate between professional and personal social media sites. “A well-written policy provides guidance — it provides direction on topics that could be emotional topics,” Edwards said.

Muskegon's social networking policy prohibits employees from “fraternizing” with students as if “they were peers” — essentially communicating with them about anything that's not school-related — through phone calls, texting, emails and letters.

It also directs employees "to make clear" that any written opinions posted online are their views, and don't represent those of the school district. Britton said Muskegon's policy wasn't in response to any improper activity on the part of employees, but is a preventive measure. School districts elsewhere have had issues with “sharing of inappropriate information,” he said. “People feel this anonymity when they're out in space doing this stuff,” Britton said. “They don't realize everybody and their mother is watching.”

Answer all of the following “English” questions with respect to the article and rationalize your answers:
· How was it said? What kind of text is this? Where did it appear? For whom is it written? What kind of person is the author?

· Why was it said? What is the author’s message? What is the author’s purpose in writing this text? Cite text examples.

More specifically as a Teacher Cadet, rather than answering comprehension question about the text, GENERATE meaningful questions that the text inspires. Use the text as inspiration to create significant, abstract, open-ended questions (for which you may not necessarily have an answer) that might inspire a lively in-class discussion. 

