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Abstract 
Education stakeholders in reddit groups describe 

how emerging cohorts of students are increasingly 
disengaged from learning.  For many, the change seems 
unprecedented, and a key culprit may be the social 
media apps on your cellphone. Our mixed methods 
study drew on data gathered from over 500,000 
comments distributed across 2383 education centered 
reddit threads. Narratives displayed cohorts that 
reflected their social media behaviors into real world 
actions. These behaviors then amplify preexisting anti-
intellectual normative expectations, creating a 
generation of apathetic and anxious students unwilling 
to take risks out of their fear of sanctions. Analysis of 
the temporal distribution of disengagement discussion 
shows that disengagement is growing as an issue in 
teacher discussions and diminishing in student 
discussions, suggesting its normalization for students. 
Implications and limitations are discussed. 

 
Keywords: Education, Learning Disengagement, 
Normative Sanctions, Social Media, Social Learning  

1. Introduction  

Teachers, professors and students describe how the 
motivational and social foundations in contemporary 
educational institutions have been disrupted. The 
willingness of current high school and college students 
to read out loud, write a coherent paragraph, participate 
in class, answer questions, or offer insights are 
increasingly stunted. These same cohorts spend hours 
on their phones every day and are more embedded in 
social media platforms than they are in face-to-face life. 
Teachers and professors can tell you that their students 
display a bored, distracted, and apathetic demeanor.  

We observe this wave of disengagement through 
the everyday experiences described in thousands of 
discussions populated by teachers, professors and 
students. Our digital, mixed-methods study provides 
both rich description and comparative quantitative 

analysis.  We focus on describing the learning 
disengagement phenomenon, and documenting the 
ways in which social, network, and normative evolution 
explain patterns in the phenomenon.  

High school and college students absorb their social 
media feeds via cell phones, and the average hours per 
day of screen time for the 13-18 age group is over 8 
hours (Christakis et al., 2025). With the rise of 
contemporary social media, conventional and critical 
experiences of adolescent socialization were replaced 
by online interactions within platforms seeking to 
maximize user engagement, leading to a generation of 
anxious and socially impaired students (Haidt, 2024). 
Their disengagement is a symptom of the structure of 
their social world, which largely transcends face to face 
relations. 

We argue that higher education’s increasing 
disruption is driven by the seismic shift in what 
adolescents count as legitimate social life. They 
embrace a mediated social world supported by a de facto 
legitimation of numbers and exposure (He, et al 2023), 
and the digital technological superiority of embedding 
their identities in the popular platforms. This altered 
behavior undermines their real-world social abilities to 
pursue desires and benefit from the institutions that can 
provide them with real social mobility.  

We present a qualitative thematic analysis of 
threaded discussions concerning firsthand educational 
experiences from the perspectives of k-12 teachers, 
higher ed faculty, and college students, outlining 
notable dimensions and explanations surrounding 
modern disengagement. We then contextualize and 
extend this inquiry by analyzing thread activity metrics, 
and measures based on sentiment and automated 
content analysis of over 500,000 comments distributed 
across 2383 top threads with at least 85 comments. 

Narratives describe disengagement as a widespread 
student apathy created as a self-protective response to 
ever present anti-intellectual normative pressure. Our 
analysis reveals how these pressures have drastically 
increased for modern cohorts as a result of digital 
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socialization, thus feeding and normalizing the 
disruption of learning.  

2. Literature review 

Student disengagement is a complex social issue 
composed of various individual troubles and social 
problems that factor into student motivations, 
willingness, and capacities to learn (Winn et al., 2006). 
We start by discussing changes inside formal 
educational institutions that set the context for the 
digital disruption of social interaction.  

2.1. Educational policies undermining learning 

Policies like No Child Left Behind, Every Student 
Succeeds, and Common Core sought to standardize 
Language Arts and Mathematics national curriculums, 
making education equal and efficient regardless of 
location (Conley, 2011; Gregory & Chapman, 2012; 
Davidson et al., 2015). While the effectiveness of these 
policies is debated amongst scholars (Carl, 2017; 
Eisenbach, 2012), standardization of content limited 
instructor creativity, alienated students, decreased 
engagement, undermined teacher authority, and 
impeded instructional innovation (Swars & Chestnutt, 
2016; Haager & Vaughn, 2013) a psychologically 
worrisome strategy (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Cerasoli et al., 
2015).   

Above and beyond these long developing 
institutional changes, the introduction of computer 
mediated communication systems revolutionized social 
interaction and disrupted numerous industries and 
institutions (DiMaggio et al., 2001). For some this 
change was positive (Anderson, 2006) but for many 
others it was negative (Fuller, 2010). As a result, the 
broader changes to Generation Z’s social development, 
such as the emergence of hand-held social media 
portals, can better explain additional dimensions and 
degrees of disruption to educational institutions.  

2.2. Generation Z’s anxiety, cell phone usage, 
and social interaction 

Generation Z has experienced major increases in 
depression, anxiety, loneliness and suicide rates at a 
scale far above their predecessors (Haidt, 2024; Twenge 
et al., 2021; Twenge et al., 2019). Haidt (2024) noted a 
particular phenomenon that he labeled the ‘Great 
Rewiring of Childhood’, where the social habits of 
Generation Z were fundamentally changed beginning in 
2010 as a result of societal and technological changes. 
He argues that Generation Z children were encouraged 
to stay inside and play on smartphones instead of 

physically interacting with peers due to widespread 
safety concerns. The result was a ‘phone-based 
childhood’ where children were denied traditional 
socialization processes, leaving many in an anxious and 
afraid ‘psychological defense mode’ (Haidt, 2024). And 
studies surrounding smartphones and social media do 
point to general harms on real world interaction.  

Przybylski & Weinstein (2013) found reduced 
conversation quality, social connectedness, and 
relationship forming when smartphones were simply 
present within interaction. Thornton et al. (2014) 
backed this work, finding that the mere presence of a 
smartphone resting on a table leads to negative 
performance on cognitively demanding tasks amongst 
undergraduate college students. Conversely, separation 
from smartphones leads to greater anxiety amongst 
those with problematic cell phone usage or smartphone 
addictions (Hartando & Young, 2016); a population that 
is largely made up of school age kids and young adults 
(Busch & McCarthy, 2021). To the extent that social 
media platforms are designed to maximize engagement 
by introducing “features” that enrage to engage (Wolak 
& Sokhey, 2022), incentivizing streaks (van Essen & 
Ouytsel, 2023), sunsetting short term content, and 
promising a chance to go viral (Meier & Johnson, 
2022), these systems can addict users and make their 
sense of self dependent on their “success”, a situation 
that does not contribute positively to their cognitive, 
social, and emotional development (Haidt, 2024). 

2.3. Social media’s powerful effect on social 
relationships and the magnified power of 
normative sanctions  

Computer mediated communication systems have 
powerful effects on social relations (Kollock and Smith, 
1996) by altering the potential for people to solve 
problems of cooperation and coordination (Kollock, 
1999; Malone & Crowston, 1994; Kraut et al., 1999). 
Whether they are in person or interacting through 
mediating systems, people must be concerned about the 
meanings assigned to their presentation of self (Smith 
2009) and to material or other informal sanctions for 
normative behaviors (Opp, 2018; Kitts & Shi, 2018). 
Kitts and Quintane (2020) describe strategies to 
formalize estimation of influence and sanctioning in the 
context of digitally networked social systems that 
overlap with membership in groups or communities. We 
see that people monitor their self-presentations online to 
match the normative expectations of a given platform 
(Ross, 2019) or to constrain individual presentations as 
a result of peer-to-peer surveillance (Marder et al., 
2016). However, research has yet to describe the full 
extent of how smartphones and engagement 
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maximizing social media alter peoples’ self-
presentations and the development of their self. 

Marder and colleagues suggest that social media 
leads to an extended chilling effect where people who 
are embedded in social media and a face-to-face social 
context (like the classroom) will then alter their face-to-
face behavior to avoid risks of their behavior being 
attacked in the mediated context (Marder et al., 2016). 
The sanctions in the digital realm can become magnified 
well beyond any numbers possible in the face-to-face 
realm as shown by Opp (2018) and Kitts and Quintane 
(2020).  Thus, the threat of excessive social costs makes 
sense of student behaviors: their unwillingness to 
participate, fear of standing out, and refusals to signal 
interest or attention. Where a teacher might see apathy 
or laziness, the student may rightly recognize a risk of 
going viral as a meme to be reviled and mocked by 
millions. We address three exploratory research 
questions:  

RQ1: How prevalent is disengagement from the 
perspective of relevant stakeholders? 

RQ2: How is this disengagement expressed, 
described and understood by education stakeholders?  

RQ3: How do student experiences and narratives 
demonstrate concern about social mediated risks 
associated with engagement in learning? 

3. Data collection and methods 

By sampling education oriented sub-reddits we 
were granted access to individual narratives, reactions, 
and elaborations with a sample size that would have 
been prohibitively time consuming using traditional 
data collection methods (Hogan, 2010; Lazer et al., 
2009). Our sample frame includes 12 months starting 
Oct 22, 2023 and one month starting December 11, 
2024 ending January 11th, 2025. Using the 
RedditExtractoR package (Rivera & Rivera, 2022) we 
collected up to 1000 annual ‘best’ threads from six 
education related subreddits [college, Teachers, 
Professors, GradSchool, Academia, AskAcademia]. 
The trimmed sample excludes threads with fewer than 
85 comments, resulting in a dataset of 2,383 threads. 
The reddit API provides up to the first 500 thread 
comments, and so the thread level measures are based 
on 538,033 comments distributed across a range of 
between 85 and 500 comments per thread.  

 
3.1. Qualitative methods and measurement 

 
Our mixed methods study begins with a qualitative 

thematic analysis of threaded discussions. Our two 
primary goals are to (1) describe the nature, scale, and 
dimensions of student disengagement (2) describe how 
learning engagement is undermined in  context with 

widespread social media use among adolescent and 
young adult peers.  

The lead author performed a preliminary 
exploration of the top 50-100 comments in over 500 of 
our sampled threads.  That effort resulted in recognition 
of both disengagement as an issue, and one that 
intersected with discussion of student anxiety and social 
media. We revisited the corpus and, following (Ryan 
and Bernard, 2002) we relied primarily on repetition 
and categorization to clarify themes and identify terms 
related to these conceptual variables. We then looked 
for discourse where students complain about their peers 
or express their own difficulties and make sense of how 
they approach classroom interaction. Students describe 
their orientation towards assignments, education and 
credentialization, and we interpret their aspirations and 
their frustrations. We also reviewed discussions where 
teachers and professors describe the successes and 
failures they encounter in their lessons, grading, and 
development of learning environments. We finally 
highlighted when instructors describe differences they 
experience in their students and when teachers seek peer 
insight into their perception of salient differences, “are 
you seeing this too?”.  

 
3.2. Quantitative measurement of thread level 
variables 

 
Our qualitative exploration was then used to 

identify terms for a disengagement index that combined 
indicators of the following word pairs: don’t learn, 
won’t work, do nothing, don’t care, student effort, no 
consequences, skip class, and no motivation. Both 
students and teachers were concerned about students 
who “do nothing” or “don’t care”.   

Using automated content analysis, we searched 
every available comment resulting in 1 for present, 0 for 
absent.  These were summed across comments within 
each thread, then converted to a rate representing 
occurrence per 100 comments. The eight indicators 
were then summed and natural log transformed to 
reduce right skewed distortion. To represent a minimal 
level of disengagement we dichotomized 
disengagement with 0 representing no mention of 
disengagement terms; 1 = any non-zero level of 
disengagement mentions.  

We extend our qualitative insights with a temporal 
description of the prevalence of disengagement related 
threads across 10 time periods and within the three 
primary subreddits. Finally, we demonstrate how 
disengagement is conditionally associated with a range 
of relevant conceptual variables by presenting a pair of 
regression models. First is a linear regression that uses 
a range of participation, emotion, and content-based 
variables to estimate the conditions that explain 
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variation in the level of disengagement.  The second 
uses logistic regression to identify which of those 
variables predict the presence of any mention of 
disengagement.  

Our regression analysis focuses on measures 
theoretically and empirically associated with the 
discussion of disengagement. We include a range of 
thread participation metrics, measures of sentiment, and 
content based on indicators of words or phrases. Among 
the thread participation metrics, we focused on logged 
counts of upvotes and comments and words per 
comment. We used the “sentimentr” package by Rinker 
(2021) to estimate positive and negative sentiment, use 
of profanity, and 8 emotions and their negation. Among 
these sentiments our final regression models included 
sadness and trust negated. To represent related 
conceptual variables, we used a single indicator to 
detect the use of capital “AI” to represent mention of 
chat based artificial intelligence apps. And we 
constructed indices in the same manner as the 
disengagement index for screen addiction [phone, 
distract, addicted, addiction, screen addict, phone 
addict]; anxiety [anxious, anxiety, depress, stress, 
mental health]; and controls of what “they think” [they 
believe, they claim, they say, they think, they want].  

We explore the implications of operationalizing 
disengagement as an index of intensity of discussion, 
and as a dichotomized outcome that distinguishes 
between when some discussion is present and when it is 
absent. 

4. Thematic analysis 

4.1. Normative disengagement  

 Many of our sampled educators acknowledged the 
existence of collectively reinforced norms that 
encouraged and fostered a communal disengagement 
amongst this generation. The following comments best 
exemplify this:  

  
“I have ONE student in the 7th grade who tests in 

the 12th grade. He is the only one and he gets mocked 
for being intelligent” [53] 

“One student today gave a couple of very mature, 
thoughtful responses to a question I posed yesterday. 
Each time he began to speak, the others cruelly laughed 
at him. Like he was a nerd I guess (he's not even "nerdy" 
btw). They mocked him.” [53] 

 
Both examples come from teachers outlining a 

normatively disengaged culture in school. Specifically, 
disengaged students are applying pressure towards 
visibly engaged or successful students through ridicule 
designed to discourage deviation from social 

expectations. Two comments from the college subreddit 
provide a more student-oriented insight on this issue:  

 
“Me personally I think everyone most likely finds 

me annoying by how much I talk in discussions ... But in 
my classes there are usually the same 4-6 people that 
always participate while the rest don’t participate much 
or at all.” [1476] 

“Overparticipation can be a bigger problem than 
anything else in a class. Sometimes people feel like the 
silence is actually ok. They don't want to be "that" 
student or stand out in any way.” [1476] 

 
While not as extreme as the teacher comments, the 

r/college perspectives still describe similar norm-driven 
pressures around academic engagement. The first 
comment pinpoints a student’s anxieties regarding class 
participation, with the student worrying that silent peers 
find them annoying for their engagement - by doing so, 
the student acknowledges there is a degree of normative 
pressure to disengage from a first-hand perspective.  

The second comment, however, is more directly 
pointing out issues with engagement and the modern 
student’s mindset. This student makes the argument that 
over-participation is a bigger issue than under-
participation: they claim that by participating too much, 
a student runs the risk of standing out. While they do not 
expand upon this idea of standing out, the context 
suggests that they view it from a fearful or anxious 
standpoint due to the known normative expectation to 
just be a face in the crowd. 

It is important to acknowledge that anti-intellectual 
sanctions on student behaviors are not new. Labels like 
“nerd” and “dork” have been prevalent in the US and 
Willis (1981) noted the term “ear’oles” or “swots” in 
1970s Midlands of England that serve the same 
functions. These terms have consistently garnered peer 
ridicule and have altered individual behaviors, but these 
narratives suggest that the actual influence of said 
sanctions have drastically increased on the current 
student cohorts. The behavioral consequences of 
increased sanction influence upon modern students 
would be a widespread and collective demeanor 
designed to avoid the possibility for sanctions entirely - 
which exactly matches teacher descriptions of the 
disengagement phenomena. 

When teachers were directly asked for their 
opinion on what has recently changed in education, the 
following response was of note: 

 
“Biggest change? Apathy. It’s incredible how 

many students don’t seem to care about their schooling, 
even in high school where the threat of not graduating 
is right there - they don’t seem to care” [117] 
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Among teachers and professors, apathy was a 
common characterization of students who were 
disengaged. They argue that this generation of students 
does not care, nor do they express interests in ways that 
previous groups did, which in turn leads to 
disengagement. In another thread, one teacher argued 
the following in a manner that encapsulates student 
apathy:  

 
“This year in particular are the worst. NOTHING 

MAKES THEM HAPPY except being on their phones. 
NOTHING. They don’t care, aren’t interested and think 
teachers are annoying” [53] 

 
Importantly, however, they do not conflate the 

student’s lack of care or interest in their education with 
intelligence, as seen in this next quote: 

 
“I don't think they have gotten "dumber" but the 

lack of care in getting anything done is insane.” [117] 
 
To summarize, teachers described an apathetic and 

emotionless cohort of students who express little 
outward regard for their education leading to increased 
disengagement and participation. Again, normative 
sanctions in school settings are not new but these 
teachers have made it clear that their influence has 
increased. So then, what causal mechanism explains the 
increase in power and prevalence of normative 
disengagement? Many teachers pointed towards social 
media.  
 
4.2. Social media amplifies sanctions 
 

The following quotes include teacher 
interpretations regarding the increases in student 
anxieties; these showcase how student perceived risks 
of standing out have amplified and become inescapable: 

“I don’t wanna blame everything on cell phones, 
but I think part of this might be cell phones. If you know 
that at any time, one of your classmates could be 
recording you and then they could use that video to post 
on socials and make a thousand million different 
versions of you fucking up, and share it, potentially 
having it go viral…. of course you’re going to be averse 
to taking risks.” [955] 

“I also can’t imagine not being able to escape my 
bullies. I graduated high school in 2009 just when 
Facebook was starting to take off. When I went home 
from school the bullies couldn’t follow me there. 
Sometimes they’d try on aim or MySpace, but I could 
just turn the computer off. You can’t do that anymore.” 
[955] 

Together, these teachers recognize how threats of 
student bullying can heighten student anxieties and in 
Kitts and Quintane’s (2020) perspective, can lead to 
infinitely amplified risks. The first teacher 
acknowledges the role of social media in cascading the 
effects of normative sanctions and pressures to 
disengage, while the second recognizes the persistence 
of mediated social violence. If the teacher is the only 
person who values participation, and students all 
understand that participating is both risky and 
undermines their ability to hide from negative 
sanctions, then the equilibrium behavior is to maintain 
a disengaged apathetic stance.  

Normative sanctions for behaviors that damage the 
interests of others are an inescapable dimension of 
social interaction (Douglas et al., 2024). But when the 
mere threat of online sanctioning reinforces face-to-
face interaction, those sanctions have the capacity to go 
beyond physical presence of an individual through the 
knowledge of set group dynamics and alters that control 
the possible outcomes of behaviors (Kitts & Quintane, 
2020). As the teachers point out, students can take 
videos or text friends about deviations from social 
norms which effectively creates an ever present and 
behavior changing alter amongst a given student body. 
When students are in a socially high-risk environment - 
like a classroom where anti-intellectual collective 
pressures are prevalent - then, logically, the risk of 
being sanctioned and ostracized for individual effort 
increases dramatically with the mere knowledge that 
any peer could broadcast an embarrassing moment 
instantaneously. Through that mindset, the teacher 
reports of an entire generation of students maintaining 
an apathetic front stage performance is entirely logical.  

 In addition, this comment reveals Instagram 
'followers' or Facebook ‘friends’ - that have typically 
been classified as weak and dyadic role relations (Kitts 
& Quintane, 2020) - hold significantly more weight in 
the enforcement of sanctions to a network of students 
raised on social media than previously thought. Even 
though the individuals receiving undesirable 
information may be irrelevant to the physical network 
of the individual student, knowledge of their existence 
and unfavorable attitude is still serving as a powerful 
deterrent for intellectual actions amongst the 
generation. So, social media is effectively increasing 
the amount of meaningful others that can deliver 
sanctions - despite the weak role relations that these 
others legitimately possess.  

The following arguments by other Teachers might 
reveal exactly why these relationships and sanctions 
hold weight: 

“I remember hearing from high school teachers 
that Gen Z seemed to have the highest standards for 
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each other (both in performance and social life) 
compared to previous generations. This was a 
generation that couldn't mess up at all, or everything 
would be posted to social media for all to see forever. 
That certainly tracks with what we're seeing in students 
nowadays.” [217] 

“Think about their main form of socialization 
outside of school (and unfortunately, also, while IN 
school)… it’s social -m-e-d-i-a- That’s completely 
different from getting up and doing something in front 
of others… it’s all planned, rehearsed, staged, edited, 
filtered, and CONTROLLED by them. And then they 
have this heavy weight of trying to keep up that 
perfectly controlled self image 24/7 while in person. 

Video themselves reading something aloud? Sure, 
they can take the video 10x and only post the one they 
are most confident about. Ask them to read aloud in real 
life surrounded by people they’ve so desperately tried 
to make think they are perfect… they might gasp make 
a mistake. And a real mistake… one they can’t edit and 
take away. One everyone SEES.” [955] 

These comments show how social media and 
ubiquitous cell phones contribute to disengagement, 
and they describe how recent cohorts are subjected to 
more numerous and risky comparisons. Contemporary 
social media platforms are designed to encourage 
maximum engagement through the cultivation of a 
perfected image of the self (Ross, 2019). In an 
environment where posters are at risk of slipping up and 
losing attention, passive scrollers are constantly 
exposed to unrealistic perfection that forces 
comparisons between the poster and the scroller, 
whether comparison is intended or not (Meier & 
Johnson, 2022). And deviations from the ideal scripted 
self-portrayal risks exposure to highly unfavorable and 
negative comparisons between the self and others. To 
make matters worse, likes, shares, and comments in 
social media create pressure towards a glorification of 
the quantified self, where popularity and self-esteem 
depend on a capricious interface. The absence of 
sufficiently large validation is felt as a failure. When the 
most popular users are influencers that craft fictitious 
brands exclusively showcasing the artificially perfected 
aspects of their lives, the standard for comparison is 
arranged in a manner that asserts individual perfection 
as a necessity for peer approval even when perfection is 
unattainable - a psychologically detrimental dilemma 
(Vogel et al., 2014). 

When analyzed alongside disengagement, an 
apathetic stance seems entirely logical. If perfection is 
the standard to students in Generation Z and they are in 
a learning environment where mistakes are bound to 
happen, then participation becomes a much more 
daunting task. And in combination with normative 

sanctions that frown upon participation as is, the 
environment becomes lose-lose to the students. If they 
get the answer wrong then their cultivated brands are 
damaged, which would harm their popularity; if they 
get the answer right then anti-intellectual sanctions and 
stigmas can harm their brand just as badly as if they 
were to get answers wrong. The only winning path is 
the one of least resistance: doing nothing and showing 
no emotion. This mindset explains why students 
responded the following way when asked why they do 
not participate:  

 
“I’d rather die than participate in any class, hope 

this helps” [1476] 

To summarize: this generation is sheltering 
themselves from a culture of persistent risk of criticism 
and encourages constant comparison between self and 
others. By coming across as ‘nonchalant’, they reduce 
the risk of sanction and stigmatization. 

5. Quantitative analysis 

Our sample includes 2383 threads with at least 85 
comments collected over about 13 months and 
distributed across 6 education related subreddits, in 
descending order: Teachers (1031), Professors (601), 
College (431), GradSchool (123), AskAcademia (122) 
and Academia (75). Activity in longer threads is not 
directly related to number of subscribers: with College 
having the most subscribers (2.9 million), Teachers (1.9 
million), and Professors (150,000).  

We collected the top threads from a year period 
starting on Oct 22, 2023 and added the top monthly 
threads starting on Dec 11th. Because the start and end 
dates do not correspond with new months we organized 
the threads into 10 decile groups, each with about 238 
of the threads in chronological order of the thread start 
date. This allows us to compare rates of thread 
formation and the distribution of the intensity of 
disengagement discussion. We display the three most 
active education subreddits (Teachers, Professors, 
College) and omit the others due to insufficient cases 
per time period.  

5.1. Changing distribution of disengagement 
discussion across time and context 

Figure 1 displays a Waffle plot where each square 
represents a conversation thread with at least 85 
comments, for the three most active subreddits. Threads 
are ordered chronologically by start date and grouped 
into time slices, each representing 10% of the threads. 
The color of disengagement discussion corresponds to 

Page 2558



intensity of hue, with 5 categories representing None 
[lightest] through Quartiles 1, 2, 3, and 4 [darkest].  

Purple represents conversations posted in the 
r/Teachers subreddit which was the most active 
subreddit and showed the highest number and overall 
average percentage (68%) of disengagement related 
threads. Green represents the r/Professors conversations 
which shows a slight increase in both number of threads 
and proportion related to disengagement (46%). Blue 
represents the r/College conversations and shows a clear 
decreasing trend in both threads and proportion related 
to disengagement (27%). 

Both teachers and professors seem to increase the 
volume of active threads and their attention to 
disengagement as semesters come to an end. Activity 
drops slightly during the middle of summer. College 
student conversations show a general decline in the 
number of active threads, and a decrease in the 
proportion of discussions related to disengagement. 
College students also discussed disengagement less as 
the semesters concluded.  

 

 
Figure 1: Intensity of Disengagement Related 

Discussions Over Time Separated By Subreddit 

 
The trends for professors and teachers suggest that 

disengagement becomes more salient across the 
temporal sample frame while disengagement becomes 
less prominent among college students.  Both patterns 
are consistent with the explanation that instructors are 
becoming more concerned about disengagement, and 
students may increasingly see disengagement as 
normative enough to not warrant much discussion. It is 
also possible that the decline of disengagement 
discussion among students is due to students discussing 
disengagement elsewhere, i.e. X or TikTok. 

5.2. Conversation attributes associated with 
disengagement 

The disengagement index represents a cumulative 
focus on reactions to behaviors associated with 
disengagement, such as “skipping class”, showing “no 
effort” etc. Therefore, when the index is high it means 
that multiple comments and multiple behaviors have 
been mentioned. For the disengagement index all of the 
content and emotion related variables are positively 
related to greater discussion of disengagement. 
Compared to the three smaller education subreddits 
each of College, Teachers, and Professors tend to have 
higher predicted levels of disengagement discussion. 
Distrust, screens, ‘they think’, and AI are all positively 
related to both operationalizations of discussion of 
disengagement.  
  

Table 1: OLS and Logistic regression models of 
conversation attributes that explain variation in 

discussion of disengagement from learning  
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The dichotomized measure represents 0 as no 

mention of any of the disengagement terms, and 1 
indicates any mention at all. Where do the conversation 
attributes show similar associations and where do they 
differ? Finally, to what extent is disengagement 
discussion related to mentions of anxiety, feelings of 
dis-trust, and mentions of phones and screens? 

The first three predictors represent activity related 
control variables. While these variables are bivariately 
correlated with disengagement, in the linear regression 
model of the disengagement index these are not 
significant predictors, while the baseline mention of 
disengagement is positively related to longer threads 
and threads with more words per comment.  

In contrast, it is only in threads with a greater focus 
on disengagement that the emotion of sadness, and the 
mention of anxiety, anxious, mental health, depression 
are present. This reflects insights learned in the 
qualitative analysis: students and some teachers 
understand that when students seem disengaged or 
apathetic and are not willing to participate in class, 
sometimes this is driven by an underlying anxiety about 
the risks of participating. Such conversations spark a 
greater expression of sadness among conversation 
participants.  

6. Discussion 

Online narratives revealed a new wave of academic 
disengagement sparked by anti-intellectual normative 
pressures and sanctions, which are amplified by the 
existence of phones and social media. With its capacity 
to broadcast any scenario anytime, we argue that social 
media’s false displays of perfection have amplified the 
preexisting pressures to not be a “nerd” and the anxieties 
for making individual mistakes. Cohorts of students 
show minimal emotion, interest, or care for the world 
around them as a means to avoid risk - leaving the 
current cohort disengaged and seemingly apathetic.  

Theoretical implications arise when we compare 
our findings with Willis' “Learning to Labor” (1981). 
Willis emphasized how cultural capital was reproduced 
through education - which, in the case of his study, 
revealed that disengaged attitudes created the perfect 
breeding ground for working class boys to end up in 
blue collar jobs. Through their rebellion and truant 
behavior, they lost out on the skills that otherwise would 
have provided them with the social mobility to get out 
of the working class. While our study cannot provide 
the same hindsight that Willis’ methods allowed, his 
conclusions might shed light on the prospects for this 
generation’s disengaged students.  

To the extent that avoiding risk entails avoiding 
learning, the generations that experience socialization 

through digital media will be left underprepared to 
achieve their social media inspired goals of perfection. 
Social media too often encourages focus on domains 
unrelated to career or academic success, providing 
individual comparisons and reflections (Meier & 
Johnson, 2022; Vogel et al., 2014) that can crowd out 
productive development. This generation risks 
comparing themselves to the hundreds of influencers 
who present a false reality of “living the best life” with 
millions of dollars at their disposal. But as these kids 
attempt to maintain their perfect image (through an 
apathetic, nonchalant stance), they will paradoxically 
disconnect from the exact opportunities that could 
enable their desires - the social mobility that is 
broadcasted by large social media influencers.  

We also suggest that younger generations strongly 
value the preservation of a perfect “self”. Ross (2019) 
discussed the powerful role that “likes” play in the 
presentation of an idealized self on Instagram, as well 
as the lengths people go to garner the most “likes”. 
Although our study does not directly discuss “likes”, 
peer approval is at the heart of both these issues. 
Unequivocally the approval of others on social media - 
which are often classified as weak ties (Kitts & 
Quintane, 2020) - holds significant weight to 
Generation Z to the point that they alter behaviors in 
physical and virtual mediums. In a different time and 
social landscape, Mills (1964) outlined how people may 
conflate wealth with knowledge. Perhaps a similar 
dilemma is occurring for this generation where social 
media attention and “likes” are taken as evidence of 
success and legitimacy.  

7. Limitations and conclusions 

We explored how social media behaviors - 
specifically those that chase likes and approval - are 
being reflected into real world actions in a damaging 
way. This might suggest that there is a mindset amongst 
many that conflates “likes” with knowledge or success. 
While likes and social media success might lead to real 
world success, one does not guarantee the other.  

Future research should triangulate by using other 
methods such as interview, survey, participant 
observation. It will also be important to provide 
comparison across institutional contexts as well as study 
contexts where students are highly engaged, as opposed 
to a monolithic approach. Experimenting with  the 
removal of technology within a classroom environment 
to negate amplified pressures and facilitate positive 
behaviors may also be a worthwhile endeavor. 

We must also acknowledge the nature of our data 
with our results. Although disengagement was found to 
be a prevalent and recurring theme throughout the 
sample, reddit discussions only give us a secondhand 

Page 2560



view into the dilemma. In addition, the entirety of our 
sample consists of information presented by individuals 
that post on education related subreddits - while their 
narratives provide value, two limitations arise: issues 
regarding sample reliability and broader 
generalizability.  

Cheap pseudonyms lead to social costs (Friedman 
& Resnick, 2001) and in reddit, there is no way to 
determine if threads and comments were made by 
genuine teachers or students. While there is no direct 
reason or incentive for individuals to lie in these 
subreddits, we must acknowledge that falsified 
“trolling” behaviors might exist and could undermine 
the validity of some narratives in our study (Hardaker, 
2010). Additionally, teacher and student narratives on 
reddit represent an idiosyncratic subset of the entire 
education community - only those who post on reddit.  

The general strategy of sampling from online 
discussion and social media can be greatly improved by 
extending to the primary interactive contexts for teens, 
such as YouTube or TikTok.  If future studies use 
similar methods to our own, they should refine their 
index of disengagement by identifying the multiple 
dimensions in which stakeholders discuss 
disengagement and create a sub-index for each. 

To conclude, our study highlighted Generation Z’s 
heightened desires for positive attention and fear of 
negative sanctions as a result of their unprecedented 
overexposure to network socialization and pre-existing 
anti-intellectual norms.  
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