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Unit lll: Using Technology Effectively & Responsibly
Chapter 14: Free Speech

14.1: Goal

In this chapter, you will examine how digital technologies have transformed communication and
public discourse. You will explore the principles of free expression, consider the responsibilities
that accompany online communication, and discuss the challenges of balancing free speech
with safety, privacy, and respect in digital communities.

14.2: Objectives

« Explain the meaning and importance of free speech in a democratic society.
« Describe how digital technologies have transformed communication.

« Distinguish between government restrictions on speech and the content policies of private
online platforms.

« Explain the role of social media, blogs, podcasts, and online video in public communication.

« Recognize the responsibilities that accompany freedom of expression in digital
environments.

« Evaluate ethical issues involving online speech, misinformation, and respectful
communication.

14.3: Think About It

Imagine you post a thoughtful opinion about a current event on social media. Within a few
hours, hundreds of people have viewed it. Some agree with your perspective, while others
strongly disagree. A few users report your post, claiming it violates the platform's community
guidelines.

The platform temporarily removes your post while it reviews the reports.
Questions begin to arise:
« Should the platform be allowed to remove your post?

« Should all online speech be treated the same?
« What responsibilities come with the ability to communicate instantly with millions of people?
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As digital technology has made communication faster and easier than ever before, questions
about free speech have become increasingly important.

14.4: Opening Scenario

Maya, a first-year college student, writes a blog post expressing her opinion about the use of
artificial intelligence in education. She argues that Al can be a valuable learning tool when used
responsibly.

After sharing the article online, Maya receives hundreds of responses. Many readers thank her
for sharing her ideas, while others criticize her conclusions. Some comments are respectful and
encourage discussion, but others include personal attacks and misinformation. Eventually, the
website removes several comments because they violate its community standards.

Maya wonders why some comments were removed while others remained visible. She also
questions whether removing comments limits free speech or helps create a safer environment
for discussion.

This situation illustrates a challenge faced by millions of people every day. Digital technologies
allow ideas to spread farther and faster than ever before, but they also raise difficult questions
about respectful communication, privacy, misinformation, and the responsibilities of both users
and online platforms.

14.5: Why This Chapter Matters

The Internet has transformed communication. Today, almost anyone with a smartphone or
computer can share ideas with people around the world in seconds. Students use digital
communication every day to:

 Participate in online classes.

« Send email and text messages.

« Post on social media.

« Watch and create videos.

« Join online communities.

« Share photos and creative work.

« Collaborate on school and work projects.

These technologies make it easier to learn, connect, and participate in public conversations. At
the same time, they can also spread false information, encourage harmful behavior, or expose
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people to harassment. Understanding free speech in digital environments helps students
become informed digital citizens who can express their ideas responsibly while respecting the
rights and dignity of others.

14.6: What Is Free Speech?

Free speech, also called freedom of expression, is the ability of people to express their
ideas, opinions, beliefs, and creative works, without unnecessary government restriction.

Throughout history, the ability to exchange ideas openly has contributed to scientific
discoveries, artistic expression, political participation, and social change. Open discussion
allows people to share knowledge, question existing ideas, and learn from different
perspectives.

In many democratic societies, free speech is considered an important value because it supports
informed public discussion and allows people to participate in civic life.

Digital technology has expanded opportunities for expression. A single post, video, or podcast
can reach audiences across the world within minutes. As a result, more people than ever
before can participate in conversations that were once limited to newspapers, television, or
radio.

14.7: Why Is Free Speech Important?

Freedom of expression supports many aspects of society It allows people to:

« Share ideas and opinions.

Learn from different viewpoints.

Participate in public discussions.

Create art, music, and literature.

Report news and events.
« Question existing ideas.
« Advocate for change.

« Exchange knowledge and research.

Colleges and universities also depend on the open exchange of ideas. Students and instructors
often examine multiple viewpoints, evaluate evidence, and discuss challenging topics as part of
the learning process.
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Respectful disagreement can strengthen understanding by encouraging people to think
critically about complex issues.

Why Free Speech Matters

Benefit Example

Sharing ideas Publishing a blog or podcast

Learning Classroom discussions and debates

Creativity Writing stories, creating videos, and producing music

Civic participation Discussing public issues or voting information
Innovation Scientists and engineers exchanging research findings

14.8: Free Speech and Digital Technology

Before the Internet, most information reached large audiences through newspapers,
magazines, radio, and television. Today, digital technology allows individuals to become
creators as well as consumers of information.

People communicate through:

« Social media

 Blogs

« Podcasts

« Video-sharing platforms
Online discussion forums

Email

Messaging applications

Personal websites

These technologies have made communication faster, more interactive, and more accessible
than ever before.

A student can publish a video viewed by thousands of people, a scientist can share research
with colleagues around the world, and a small business can communicate directly with
customers through social media.

Technology has dramatically expanded opportunities for people to participate in public
conversations.

Computer Concepts for the Al Age. Authored by Janet Joy using ChatGPT.
Creative Commons BY-NC- SA



Computer Concepts for the Al Age Page 5 of 16

14.9: Rights and Responsibilities

The ability to communicate widely also brings responsibilities.
Responsible digital communication includes:

« Sharing accurate information.

« Respecting other people's opinions.

« Avoiding personal attacks.

« Protecting privacy.

« Giving proper credit to creators.

« Considering how words and images may affect others.

Being able to express an opinion does not eliminate the need for respectful communication.
Constructive discussions are more productive when participants focus on ideas rather than

personal insults. Learning to communicate responsibly is an important part of being a digital
citizen.

14.10: Respectful Disagreement

People will not always agree with one another. In classrooms, workplaces, and online
communities, disagreement is normal. Respectful disagreement means:
« Listening carefully.

« Asking questions.

« Supporting ideas with evidence.

« Avoiding personal attacks.

« Recognizing that reasonable people may reach different conclusions.

Constructive conversations allow people to exchange ideas while maintaining respect for one
another.

14.11: Technology in Practice

Before You Post
Before sharing something online, pause and ask yourself:

e Is the information accurate?
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« Have | verified the source?

« Could someone misunderstand my message?

« Does my post respect the privacy of others?

« Would | be comfortable if this post remained online for many years?

Taking a few moments to think before posting can help prevent misunderstandings and protect
your digital reputation.

14.12: A Heated Discussion

Two students participated in an online class discussion about the use of artificial intelligence in
education. At first, they disagree respectfully. As the conversation continues, one student
begins making personal insults instead of responding to the other person's ideas.

Other students stop participating because they no longer feel comfortable joining the
discussion.

Discuss

1. How did the conversation change?

2. What could each student have done differently?

3. Why is it important to criticize ideas rather than individuals?
4. How can respectful disagreement encourage learning?

5. What responsibilities do participants have in maintaining productive online discussions?

Healthy communication depends not only on the right to express ideas but also on treating
others with respect and considering how our words affect the community.

14.13: The Digital Communication Revolution

Only a few decades ago, most people received information from a relatively small number of
sources, such as newspapers, television, radio, and magazines. Publishing information for a
large audience required expensive printing presses, broadcast stations, or other specialized
resources.

The Internet changed that model.

Today, nearly anyone with a smartphone, tablet, or computer can create and share information
with people around the world. A video recorded in the morning can be viewed by millions of
people later the same day.
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This shift has transformed communication from a one-way process, where organizations
primarily delivered information to the public, into a two-way conversation in which individuals
can create, share, and discuss ideas with global audiences.

14.14: Digital Communication Platforms

People communicate online using many different types of platforms, each serving a unique
purpose. Common examples include:

Email for formal and personal communication.

Social media for sharing ideas, photos, and short messages.

Blogs for publishing articles and opinions.

Podcasts for sharing spoken discussions and interviews.
Video-sharing platforms for educational, entertainment, and instructional content.

Discussion forums where communities exchange questions and answers.

Messaging apps for real-time conversations.

« Collaborative platforms that allow teams to work together on shared documents and
projects.

Each platform encourages different styles of communication and reaches different audiences.

14.15: Common Digital Communication Platforms

Platform Type Primary Purpose Typical Uses

Email Formal communication School, work, personal messages

Social media Sharing updates P.hotos,.op|n|ons, news, community
discussions

Blogs Long-form writing Articles, reviews, personal experiences

Podcasts Audio communication Interviews, storytelling, education

Video-sharing Visual communication Tutorials, entertainment, demonstrations

Discussion Communl’Fy Questions, advice, technical support

forums conversations

;zlllsboratlon Teamwork Shared documents and group projects
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User-Generated Content

Much of the information available online today is user generated content: material created
and shared by individuals rather than traditional publishers.
Examples include:

« Social media posts
Videos

Blogs

Podcasts

Product reviews

Comments

Discussion forum posts

Photographs e Livestreams

User-generated content has greatly expanded the number of voices participating in public
conversations. Individuals can share expertise, tell personal stories, teach new skills, and
contribute to communities around the world. However, because anyone can publish content,
users should evaluate information carefully before accepting it as accurate.

14.16: Citizen Journalism

Digital technology has also expanded citizen journalism.
Citizen journalists are individuals who report news or document events without working for
traditional news organizations.

For example, someone attending a community event or witnessing severe weather may
record photos or videos and share them online before professional news organizations
arrive. Citizen journalism can:

Provide eyewitness perspectives.
Increase awareness of local events.

Share information quickly during emergencies.

Give communities a voice.
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However, like all information sources, citizen journalism should be evaluated carefully because
reports may be incomplete, inaccurate, or lack important context.

14.17: Information Travels Quickly

One of the defining features of digital communication is its speed. A single message
can be:

Shared with thousands of followers.

Forwarded by friends and family.

Recommended by computer algorithms.
Discussed in online communities.

Reported by news organizations.
As more people share the content, its audience may grow rapidly. This process is often

described as content going viral.

While viral communication can spread helpful information quickly, it can also spread rumors,
misunderstandings, or inaccurate information just as fast.

For this reason, responsible digital citizens verify information before sharing it.
14.18: Digital Communication Pros and Cons
Opportunities Created by Digital Communication

Digital communication offers many benefits. It allows people to:

« Connect with family and friends around the world.

Learn from experts.

Share creative work.

Build professional networks.

Participate in online learning.

Promote businesses and organizations.

Organize community events.

Support charitable causes.

Computer Concepts for the Al Age. Authored by Janet Joy using ChatGPT.
Creative Commons BY-NC- SA



Chapter 14: Free Speech Page 10 of 16

Digital communication has created opportunities that were difficult or impossible just a
generation ago.

Challenges of Digital Communication

Along with these opportunities come important challenges. Examples include:

Misinformation spreading rapidly.

Difficulty verifying sources.
Online harassment.

Privacy concerns.

Scams and fraudulent messages.

Echo chambers that expose users to only similar viewpoints.
Information overload.

Developing strong digital literacy skills helps individuals navigate these challenges more
effectively.

Opportunities and Challenges

Opportunities Challenges

Instant global communication Misinformation can spread quickly
Easy sharing of knowledge False information may appear credible
Collaboration across distances Online harassment and cyberbullying
Greater access to education Privacy concerns

More opportunities for creativity Information overload

Community building Echo chambers and filter bubbles

14.19: Breaking News?

During a severe storm, a student saw a dramatic photo on social media claiming that a local
bridge had collapsed. Without checking whether the information was accurate, the student
shared the post with friends and family. A few hours later, local officials announced that the
photo was taken years earlier in another state, and that the bridge in the student's community
was safe.
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Discuss

1. Why might people share information before verifying it?

2. What problems can result from spreading inaccurate information?

3. What steps could the student have taken before sharing the post?

4. How can social media users help reduce the spread of misinformation?

5. Why is accuracy especially important during emergencies?

Digital communication makes it easy to share information quickly, but speed should not replace
accuracy and responsible decision-making.

Did You Know?

Every minute, millions of digital messages, photos, videos, searches, and emails are created
around the world. While this constant flow of information connects people and communities, it
also makes digital literacy and critical thinking more important than ever.

14.20: Rights and Responsibilities

The ability to communicate widely also brings responsibilities.
Responsible digital communication includes:

« Sharing accurate information.

» Respecting other people's opinions.
« Avoiding personal attacks.

» Protecting privacy.

« Giving proper credit to creators.

« Considering how words and images may affect others.

Being able to express an opinion does not eliminate the need for respectful communication.
Constructive discussions are more productive when participants focus on ideas rather than

personal insults. Learning to communicate responsibly is an important part of being a digital
citizen.
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14.21: Professional Communication
Respectful vs. Unproductive Communication

RESPECTFUL COMMUNICATION UNPRODUCTIVE COMMUNICATION

Focuses on ideas Focuses on personal attacks

Uses evidence Spreads rumors or unsupported claims
Listens to others Interrupts or dismisses others
Encourages discussion Discourages participation through insults
Seeks understanding Seeks to "win" at any cost

Academic Communication

Colleges encourage students to exchange ideas, ask questions, and participate in
discussions. At the same time, students are expected to communicate honestly and
respectfully. Responsible academic communication includes:

« Citing sources properly.
« Giving credit to the work of others.

Participating respectfully in discussions.

Avoiding plagiarism.

Using artificial intelligence tools ethically when permitted.

Presenting information accurately.

Academic integrity helps create an environment where learning and collaboration can flourish.

Professional Communication

Employers increasingly evaluate communication skills alongside technical skills.
Professional communication should be:

e Clear

» Respectful

« Accurate

» Organized

« Appropriate for the audience

» Free from offensive language
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Whether communicating through email, video meetings, instant messaging, or collaborative
workspaces, professionalism helps build trust and credibility.

Many employers review publicly available online information when evaluating job applicants,
making responsible online communication an important part of career preparation.

Academic, Personal, and Professional Communication

SITUATION APPROPRIATE STYLE

Texting a friend Informal and conversational
Posting on social media Respectful and thoughtful
Emailing an instructor Polite, organized, and professional
Workplace email Clear, concise, and respectful

Team project discussion Collaborative and constructive

14.22: Your Digital Footprint

Everything you post online contributes to your digital footprint: the collection of information
associated with your online activities. A digital footprint may include:
« Social media posts.

e Photos and videos.
« Comments.

Blog articles.

Online reviews.

Discussion forum posts.

Public profiles.

e Shared documents.

Some digital information may remain available for many years, even after it has been deleted
from its original location.

Before posting online, it is helpful to consider whether the content reflects the image you want
to present to classmates, instructors, employers, and others.

Think Before You Post

Because digital communication can spread quickly, it is often helpful to pause before sharing
information. Ask yourself:

e Is this information accurate?
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e Is it respectful?
« Could someone misunderstand my message?
 Does it reveal private information about me or someone else?

« Would | be comfortable if a future employer or instructor saw this post?
Thinking before posting helps reduce misunderstandings and supports positive online

interactions.

14.23: Digital Citizenship in Action

A digital citizen uses technology responsibly and contributes positively to online
communities. Responsible digital citizens:

Verify information before sharing it.

Respect copyright and intellectual property.

Protect personal and private information.

Report harmful or unsafe behavior when appropriate.

Treat others respectfully.

Use technology to solve problems and support learning.

Recognize that people may have different experiences and perspectives.

Strong digital citizenship helps create safer, more welcoming online communities.

Technology in Practice

Writing a Professional Email

Email remains one of the most common forms of communication in education and the
workplace. Before sending an email:

« Use a clear subject line.

Begin with a polite greeting.

State your purpose clearly.

Keep your message concise.

Proofread for spelling and grammar.

Close with a professional sign-off.

Good email habits save time and demonstrate professionalism.
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14.24: The Group Project Chat: Ethics in Action

A team of four students is working on a class presentation using a group messaging app. One
student becomes frustrated when another misses a deadline and posts an angry message
criticizing that person's work. The conversation quickly becomes tense, and several team
members stop contributing.

Later, the student apologizes and suggests discussing the problem calmly during the next
meeting.

Discuss

1. How did the original message affect the group?
2. What could the students have done differently?
3. Why is tone important in digital communication?
4. How can disagreements be handled professionally in online group projects?
5. What responsibilities do team members have when communicating digitally?

Professional communication helps maintain trust, encourages collaboration, and creates an
environment where everyone feels comfortable contributing.

14.25: Did You Know?

Many colleges and employers encourage students and employees to build a positive digital
presence by creating professional profiles, showcasing projects, participating in volunteer
activities, and sharing educational achievements online. A thoughtful digital footprint can
highlight your skills and accomplishments as well as your character.

14.26: Chapter Summary

Free speech is an important principle in a democratic society and plays a major role in how
people communicate and share ideas in the digital world. In the United States, the First
Amendment protects freedom of speech from many forms of government restriction. However,
freedom of speech is not unlimited, and the First Amendment generally restricts government
action rather than requiring private individuals or companies to provide a platform for every
form of expression.

The Internet has greatly expanded opportunities for people to express themselves. Websites,
blogs, social media, discussion forums, podcasts, videos, and other digital platforms allow
individuals to communicate with audiences around the world. This increased access has
created important opportunities for education, political participation, creativity, activism, and
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public discussion. At the same time, online communication can contribute to problems such as
harassment, threats, misinformation, hate speech, and harmful or abusive content.

An important distinction exists between government censorship and content moderation by
private platforms. Social media companies and other private organizations may establish
rules describing what users can post on their services. These policies can create difficult
questions about how platforms should balance open expression with safety, privacy, accuracy,
and the rights of other users.

Technology has also introduced new challenges involving free expression. Artificial intelligence
can rapidly generate and distribute text, images, audio, and video, making it easier to create
useful content but also easier to produce convincing misinformation and deepfakes. Algorithms
that recommend and prioritize content can influence what information people encounter and
which viewpoints receive the most attention.

Understanding free speech in the digital age requires both knowledge of individual rights and
an appreciation of individual responsibilities. Responsible digital citizens should be able to
express opinions, consider opposing viewpoints, evaluate information carefully, respect the
rights of others, and understand that legal protection for speech does not necessarily eliminate
the social or personal consequences of what someone chooses to say online.

As technology continues to change how people communicate, debates about free expression,
censorship, content moderation, privacy, misinformation, and artificial intelligence will
continue to evolve. Understanding these issues helps students participate thoughtfully and
responsibly in an increasingly connected digital society.
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