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RESEARCH-BACKED INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES TO SUPPORT THE DIGITAL 
INTERACTOR 
 
One of the three key areas of becoming a digital citizen is the ability of students to be digital 
interactors. The following provides instructional strategies that teachers and administrators 
can use to build the capacity of students to participate, consume, and connect digitally with 
skill, empathy, and ethics. By learning these strategies, students will be able to demonstrate 
progress towards becoming a digital citizen. 
 
NOTE: See Pathway 1 for background information and research and more details on the 
Digital Interactor. 
 
Discussion: Research supports that students in today’s classrooms need direct experiences in 
developing skills and dispositions to become purposeful digital interactors. Many of these 
skills and dispositions are extensions from physical to digital spaces. Those attributes and 
actions that have traditionally been nurtured through physical spaces have a strong research 
base that outlines the need for reflection, purposeful development of a learning culture, 
social skills, and the nurturing of mutually supportive relationships. In digital spaces we 
expand that research base to highlight the need for online social skills, case-based learning 
or role-playing, modeling, mindfulness, interpersonal skills, and communication skills. 
 
When individuals of any age interact in real time in an environment that lacks the opportunity 
to access multimodal sensory information (i.e., facial expressions, natural reactions, or 
gestures) there is more room for complex misunderstandings. Trust and personal validation 
can be more easily formed in face-to-face, physical interactions, but it is possible to develop 
them in digital spaces as well. When it comes to achieving educational purposes, research 
generally conflicts on the difference between digital and face-to-face interactions. These 
mixed results provide no clear guidance on the positive and/or negative impacts of online 
interactions on learning. Further, as research focused on digital interactions has continued to 
expand, early data show that for students digital interactions can be just as intense, stressful, 
and emotional as those which occur face-to-face. With this knowledge base in mind, the need 
to purposefully develop skills for digital interactions has become a requisite component of 
21st century education that fosters savvy digital citizens. 
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“The emotional brain responds to an event more quickly than 
the thinking brain. “  —Daniel Goleman 

 
Thoughtful action by the digital interactor is crucial to meeting the ISTE Standard, Digital 
Citizen, most notably indicator 2.b: 

b. Students engage in positive, safe, legal and ethical behavior when using 
technology, including social interactions online or when using networked devices. 

 
The ISTE Standards present a call to thoughtfully develop students as effective, ethical, 
sensitive interactors in a digital world where interactions with peers, family, friends, teachers, 
and other community members are increasingly online. Below are definitions, student 
descriptors, and instructional strategies for helping students to participate, consume, and 
connect throughout digital spaces with skill, empathy, and ethics. 
 

 

Defining digital interactor: Students who are digital interactors are ethical and 
empathetic digital communicators and collaborators. 

 
Furthering the definition: Digital interactors have the experience and understanding 
necessary to participate, consume, and connect throughout digital spaces. They are able to 
identify and follow norms within groups, communities, and networks. The digital interactor 
establishes his own purposes for such interactions. These purposes, combined with students’ 
own internal standards, guide their interactions. With expectations in place, students build 
relationships, communicate, and collaborate. Digital interactors leverage their experience 
and understanding for online civic and social engagement, bringing personal meaning to 
both access and opportunity online. 
 
Profile: Profile of a student who is a digital interactor: 

• Understands how to participate, consume, and connect in social and open digital 
spaces.  

• Utilizes the digital tools which they have been granted for online civic engagement.  
• Observes and identifies norms in various digital spaces and reflects on the alignment 

between those norms and personal expectations and ethics.  
• Collaborates and communicates with purpose.  
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• Understands potential barriers to effective digital relationships and communications 
and is able to overcome those barriers in appropriate ways.  

 
Instructional strategies: To develop a student’s abilities to participate, consume, and 
connect throughout digital spaces with skill, empathy, and ethics, teachers can use the 
following research-based strategies: 

1. Help students focus their social-emotional engagement in school toward positive 
interactions and relationships (e.g., empathy, openness, respect, optimism, non-
judgmental interactions, caring, and self-awareness). 
2. Integrate opportunities to role-play or use case-based examples (depending on 
developmental appropriateness) to develop awareness and cultivate attention to how 
interactions impact one’s self and others. 
3. Use interactive modeling to highlight what skills are being used at different points 
when responding to, discussing with, or interacting with others. 
4. Highlight specific elements of ethical decision-making. 

 

TECHNOLOGIES TO EMPOWER THE DEVELOPMENT OF A STUDENT 
AS A DIGITAL INTERACTOR  
Technologies can be used in a variety of ways to enhance and accelerate opportunities for 
students to develop the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that will enable them to 
participate in digital spaces as purposeful interactors. Examples of these technologies 
include: 

• Use animation or video tools to allow students to demonstrate different types of 
interactions and positive and negative responses to those interactions. Provide 
students with the vocabulary around those interactions and responses and help them 
make meaning of that vocabulary through creatively demonstrating understanding 
with animations or videos that depict various interactions. 

• Use apps that provide yoga or mindfulness opportunities for students (either as a 
group or independently). 

• Use mind-mapping software or applications to bring the decision-making process to 
life. Focus on ethical decision-making and allow students the opportunity to 
demonstrate positive and negative outcomes of different interactions and decisions. 

• Use journaling apps to capture video, audio, graphical, or textual reflections from 
students specifically highlighting how they were mindful in their approach to 
interacting with others. 
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• Use video to capture different exemplars of communication through role-playing or 
observation and use that video to provide students examples of communication skills 
in action. 

Use social media, blogs, or websites to empower real world digital interactions and use 
digital or in-person tools to encourage self-reflection and intention-making. 
 
Getting specific about the strategies to develop digital interactors. 
Each of the strategies is more fully discussed below, with examples of the strategy provided. 
 

 

 
Strategy 1: Help students focus their social-emotional engagement toward 
positive interactions (e.g., empathy, openness, respect, optimism, non-judgmental 
interactions, caring and self-awareness). 
 

Discussion: The development of social-emotional engagement has been an important 
element of preK-12 education for years. In school, regardless of the age or grade, students 
have constant opportunities for interacting and communicating. These interactions can be 
supported and positively nurtured when teachers and school leaders directly attend to social-
emotional engagement. This engagement supports long-term academic achievement, trust 
and respect for teachers, and the skills necessary to interact and communicate regardless of 
physical or digital environment. 
 

 

 

To see the full research base for social emotional 
engagement, access the Empowered Learner 
course. 

 
This strategy addresses the ways in which teachers can create and support interactions that 
not only create opportunities for students to positively interact, but also build student 
capacity to do so successfully. Social-emotional engagement registers the extent of positive 
or negative reactions and interactions with teachers, classmates, academics, or school. With 
complex human interactions come a range of emotions, and the necessity to foster proactive 
emotions, attitudes, and behaviors (i.e., empathy, openness, respect, optimism, non-
judgmental attitudes, caring, and self-awareness). Research indicates that an important 
aspect of encouraging students to be lifelong, purposeful digital interactors is to ensure that 



 

 

5 

every student has access to explicit opportunities to develop his or her skills and 
understanding of social-emotional engagement. In the classroom these opportunities include 
giving students space to practice and reflect on their interactions in meaningful ways; 
discussing what it means to be empathetic, respectful, and open to others’ ideas and values; 
setting expectations for respecting all individuals; and promoting the social confidence of 
students to initiate play, initiate conversations, respond to social cues, and interpret body 
language. Educators should scaffold skills, find links between physical and digital 
interactions, and specifically practice interactions as part of the curriculum (with a focus on 
social emotional engagement and purposeful, positive interactions). 
 
EXAMPLES OF STRATEGY 1 FOR DEVELOPING DIGITAL INTERACTORS 
 
Ages 11-14 
Mr. Stewart has observed that the students in his 8th grade math class have become 
increasingly negative and unkind to each other online. He suggests that they gather data 
about the difference between attitudes and actual behavior in offline and online interactions. 
The students create and distribute anonymous online surveys regarding their beliefs about 
behaviors such as cyberbullying, “over sharing,” and digital drama and their actual behaviors 
in those same areas. They compile the data into a shared spreadsheet and use the 
spreadsheet tools to create charts and graphs showing the disparity between beliefs and 
actions. The students use these graphs as the basis for discussion about their habits and how 
they might change any negative behaviors that don’t align with their true values. Many are 
surprised to see that the survey results indicate that their in-person beliefs and behaviors are 
in sync, but that their ratings in online behaviors is significantly lower than their beliefs about 
their own online behavior. Based on their findings, the students create a school-wide 
awareness campaign about the importance of acting in accordance with one’s beliefs in 
person and online. They also committed to repeating the survey at the end of the year to see 
if they have improved. 
 
 

 

 
Strategy 2: Integrate opportunities to role-play or use case-based examples 
(depending on developmental appropriateness) to develop awareness and 
cultivate attention to how interactions impact one’s self and others. 
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Discussion: In the classroom, role-playing or case-based learning should activate students’ 
prior knowledge, and also be realistic, non-threatening, and focused on developing specific 
skills. Role-playing is acting out an interaction or situation, while case-based learning is 
usually reading or viewing an example of an interaction or situation. With either, the focus 
should be on a very specific behavior, interaction, or example of positive or negative 
interaction. Teachers should clearly identify what their objective is and design the roleplay or 
case so that it is proactive (as much as possible addressing skills and understanding prior to 
negative experiences), developmentally appropriate, based on real-world physical or digital 
interactions or situations, targeted to a specific outcome, and providing students with 
enough detail to engage in role-playing or case-investigation purposefully. In addition, role-
playing and case-based learning should have a very clear point of reflection, asking students 
to identify ways that they connected with the role-play or case and identifying as individuals 
or groups what was learned from the experience. 
 
EXAMPLES OF STRATEGY 2 FOR DEVELOPING DIGITAL INTERACTORS 
 
Ages 4-7 
Ms. Evans’ preK class uses an app that allows students to create talking animated characters. 
In a playful way, she asks her students to have their character say the same phrase or 
sentence in a mad voice, a sad voice, a silly voice, etc. Then she uses a digitized “robot voice” 
to say the same thing. She asks her students to identify whether the robot is happy, sad, mad, 
etc. and they discuss how hard it is to tell what the robot voice is feeling. She names “tone of 
voice” as an important component of speaking, listening, reading, and writing, and 
encourages her students to be aware of “tone of voice” in all circumstances. When using 
digital classroom tools and apps to engage with each other, she asks her students to carefully 
consider tone of voice and whether the post should be edited before sending, and they also 
discuss the “tone of voice” in the replies that they receive. 
 
Ages 14-18 
Mr. Aguilar’s sophomore Psychology class is studying emotional intelligence. After reviewing 
some case studies about the importance of the social-emotional components of 
relationships, students take an online “EQ” (emotional IQ) assessment quiz and evaluate their 
own results, comparing them against the case studies. After talking with his students about 
how through reflection and setting personal goals, they can increase their EQ, he asks them 
to write a personal narrative describing a positive and a negative reaction they have had 
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online, and to set a personal EQ goal to prevent a second instance of the negative reaction. 
Mr. Aguilar presses his students to consider the results of their EQ results in all interactions, 
both face-to-face and online/with devices, and further presses them to be proactive in 
educating others about emotional intelligence. For their final project, a group of students 
design an app that will help younger students become more aware of the elements of 
emotional intelligence. 
 
 

 

 

Strategy 3: Use interactive modeling to highlight what skills are being used at 
different points when responding to, discussing with, or interacting with others. 

 
Discussion: Modeling usually means that teachers show students how to do something—a 
task, routine, or procedure. Interactive modeling takes traditional modeling a bit further. 
Interactive modeling results in students being able to replicate what the teacher modeled, 
discuss their natural or independent observations, practice and receive immediate feedback 
or coaching from peers or teachers, and transfer the experience to real-world, typical settings 
that students naturally find themselves in. Research supports that interactive modeling is 
effective for teaching social skills, academic skills, purposeful interactions, procedures, and 
routines. Some examples of interactive modeling call for a seven-step process that includes. 

1. Providing students with an overview of what you will model; provide an explanation 
or prompt so that there is context. 
2. Model exactly what you are trying to teach, without providing descriptions or 
verbalizing steps. 
3. Ask students what they notice, what the result was, and what was different or typical 
about what you did. 
4. Have students model what you modeled with peers. 
5. Ask students again what they noticed, what the result was, and what was different or 
typical about what they did. 
6. Ask students to give feedback to their peers on what was modeled, if appropriate. 
7. Let students practice the new skill or behavior in a context that is meaningful and 
natural to them. As students are practicing provide prompts for further clarification, 
feedback to encourage mastery, and positive support to encourage adoption of the 
behavior, skill, etc. that was the focus on the interactive modeling. 
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Another popular modeling approach is “think-alouds,” where the person educating does the 
process while the learner watches, during which the educator verbalizes their steps and 
thought processes throughout. 
 
EXAMPLES OF STRATEGY 3 FOR DEVELOPING DIGITAL INTERACTORS 
 
Ages 11-14 
Mrs. Copeland’s 6th grade Science class is very curious about the science behind geotagging 
and geolocation. Mrs. Copeland herself does not fully understand how this technology works 
so she authentically models for her students how to go about finding accurate information 
about an unfamiliar topic. The students and teachers collaboratively create a “KWL” chart 
(what I know, what I wonder, what I learned) using an online brainstorming tool. Mrs. 
Copeland conducts an internet search and projects the results on the board via her projector. 
Before opening any of the links, she discusses with her students the credibility of the sites and 
which of them might offer the most reliable information. She then models looking for 
information from additional sources to confirm her findings. She also demonstrates how to 
use words learned from initial searches to refine future searches to learn more, and asks the 
school librarian for additional resources.  
  
Although the students are interested in the topic, they have not done many searches that are 
so technical in nature. Mrs. Copeland and the librarian demonstrate the use of online 
annotation tools to help the students keep track of their sources and make sense of the 
information. The search for information about geotagging provides not only an excellent 
springboard for research strategies, but also the basis for provocative and engaging 
conversations about the topic of geotagging itself. 
 
 

 

 

Strategy 4: Highlight specific elements of ethical decision-making. 

 
Discussion: In any decision-making process students should be empowered to share their 
ideas and opinions, and feel acknowledged. Research strongly supports that decision-
making experiences of students regarding their environment and how they experience that 
environment can have a long-term impact on their overall ability to process new knowledge, 
acclimate to new environments or routines, and change behaviors based on experience and 



 

 

9 

goals. Students should first understand the process of making decisions, and to facilitate this 
process some educators utilize the decision-making wheel as shown.  
 

 
 
After students understand that decision-making is a process, educators can layer on the 
critical components of ethical decision-making. Ethical decision-making is the process of 
evaluating and making choices based on those principles that govern one’s behavior. Ethics 
might be described as morals, values, standards, or the difference between right and wrong. 
Ethical decision-making in the classroom helps students to consciously commit to a choice 
that leads to positive outcomes for themselves and others. The general steps for ethical 
decision-making include: stop and think, remind oneself of goals, identify facts and 
acknowledge emotions, develop options, consider consequences, make a decision, act on 
the decision, and reflect on the decision. 
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EXAMPLES OF STRATEGY 4 FOR DEVELOPING DIGITAL INTERACTORS 
 
Ages 7-11 
The third grade students at Lakewood Elementary have recently completed the annual Jump 
Rope for Heart Health event. Mr. McCord, the PE teacher, wants to encourage his students to 
continue developing and analyzing their own health habits, and he engages them in some 
goal-setting activities. He develops an online form that students use to keep a personal 
record of their own exercise and activity levels and track the healthy foods they eat, and he 
encourages them to keep an honest account of their own health habits. Mr. McCord 
introduces the concept of “accountability partners” and the students pair up to give each 
other feedback on the activity levels and healthy foods on their weekly self-reports. A group 
of students suggests that they create a school-wide Health Pledge, and Mr. McCord helps 
them to create and electronically publish that pledge on the school’s website. He also 
describes how such goal-setting and achieving strategies help people fulfill goals based on 
their ideals. 
 
Ages 14-18 
The students in Ms. Carter’s junior Sports Marketing classes are tasked with analyzing the 
advertising sponsors at local sporting events. They run a statistical analysis of advertising 
content, including images that could be considered stereotypes. They discover that one 
company, a very popular shoe manufacturer, uses significantly more sexist and sexualized 
images in its marketing than other similar companies. This leads the students to a discussion 
that reveals significant differences of opinions. Some students want to boycott the company 
entirely, some think that they should not worry about the marketing because the product 
itself is so good, and still others want to begin a social media campaign in the hopes of 
changing the company’s marketing strategy. The students are quite impassioned about their 
opinions and Ms. Carter turns these interactions into teachable moments. 
 
First, she guides her students toward more in-depth and critical thinking about broader 
issues of discrimination and stereotyping. She also commends them for their generally 
respectful disagreements and encourages them to consider how their online disagreements 
compare. Then Ms. Carter teaches them to steps of “ethical decision-making” and has the 
students reflect in their digital journals their individual thoughts on their position. Finally, she 
breaks the students into groups based on their position and has them use a brainstorming 
software to strategize a concerted response, whether a persuasive or informative campaign. 


