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The legal indeterminacy of social media as a public space has created a 
tense conflict between how adults understand the digital environment and 
how young people live and experience it. The recent position of the 
Supreme Court, according to which social media is not a public place in 
the sense of the law (Estonian Public Broadcasting, 2025), may be legally 
correct, but it does not reflect the everyday experience of young people. 
For them, the digital environment is not a mere virtual add-on to the 
physical world, but a single space where a significant part of socialisation, 
the formation of belonging and identity takes place. It is a public space in 
a different form: generally, out of sight of adults and thus without direct 
opportunities for intervention, yet full of norms and values that shape 
young people's understanding of themselves and others. 

International studies from recent years show that the value space of 
Estonian young people is not developing in a single direction but is 
diverging into two radically different trajectories. This is particularly 
evident from the results of the ICCS 2022 (International Civic and 
Citizenship Education Study): while average support for gender equality 
does not appear to have changed compared to 2016 figures, this stability 
is illusory (ICCS, 2022). The average persists only because girls have 
moved forward, while boys have taken a step back in their attitudes.  

Most girls endorse in their attitudes both gender equality and human rights 
as principles of democracy. This means that their values are increasingly 
similar to those of young people in the Nordic countries, for whom 
democracy means a respectful and inclusive society where people work 
together to reduce inequality. At the same time, there has been a noticeable 
regression in the attitudes of many boys: their values increasingly resemble 
those of young people in countries where gender roles that place people 
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in unequal positions are considered natural, hierarchy is normalised, and 
the unequal distribution of privilege and power is accepted.  

It is also noteworthy that the results of the 2022 survey show a gap based 
on gender, and not anymore on the language of instruction. This means 
that some young people in Estonia are moving in a direction that supports 
democratic values, while the other part is moving further away from it. 
These differences in attitudes do not arise out of nowhere. They are 
formed in a specific environment – increasingly in the digital public space 
– where messages aimed at boys normalise hierarchy, confrontation and 
the idea of "natural" gender inequality even before the child can make 
sense of these topics from a developmental psychological point of view. 
From social media feeds, complex concepts based on adult relationships 
and power logic reach the child's consciousness long before they develop 
autonomous thinking and critical evaluation. That is why harmful patterns, 
stereotypes and hierarchical narratives can quickly become entrenched – 
before the school can offer balanced explanations, supportive discussion 
and age-appropriate learning to understand these topics. 

A problem rooted in social media, the first thorns of which 
appear at school 

This is where the main difference between physical and digital public space 
arises. There are adults on the street, in the schoolyard or on the bus, 
whose presence creates a visible social protection layer: someone notices, 
someone intervenes, someone asks what is going on. There is no such 
shared responsibility in the digital environment. Young people move there 
without witnesses, adults who can step in and those responsible, while 
content creators and manfluencers bear no obligation for the 
consequences. The prevailing attitude of "don't look if you don't like it" 
shifts all the responsibility onto the child's shoulders. Thus, in situations 
where the presence of an adult would be self-evident in a physical public 
space, a child is left completely alone in a digital space. The expectation 
that the child would be able to assess the danger, recognize manipulation 
and withdraw at the right moment does not consider the child's 
development. These are skills that develop over time and need the support 
and explanations of an adult. Therefore, the child's vulnerability in the 
digital environment becomes structural rather than accidental. 
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In this space, understandings of gender, power and relationships begin to 
take shape, not gradually through experience, but reaching young people 
in a ready-made and emotionally charged form (Naegler et al., 2025). In 
algorithmically designed flows, new roots of misogyny emerge: messages 
that portray girls as manipulative, women as a threat, and gender 
relationships as hierarchical power struggles (Franklin-Paddock et al., 
2025). The core of the problem lies not only in immature jokes, but in the 
fact that children become acquainted with this understanding of the world 
at an age when they are unable to define themselves in this world – be it 
questions of status, the so-called crisis of masculinity or categories of 
hierarchy. When a ten-year-old boy speaks of "alphas" and "betas", it does 
not refer to independent identity formation, but to digital socialization, 
where the language of the adult logic of power reaches him long before he 
is ready to reasonably evaluate it (Botto, Gottzén, 2024). 

Research confirms that it is insecurity, fear and the need for belonging that 
create the ground on which such messages take hold most easily (Franklin-
Paddock et al., 2025). Vulnerability is not a problem in itself, but it 
becomes so when it is exploited and the young person is offered simplified 
reasons, images of culprits and ready-made solutions that promise quick 
clarity and create a sense of belonging (Botto, Gottzén, 2024). The 
algorithms of digital platforms exacerbate this vulnerability by assembling 
young people in bubbles where no statement is followed by a critical 
question or test, refuted, or its harmfulness explained (Naegler et al., 2025). 
In such environments, black-and-white opposites become established into 
patterns that the child is not yet able to interpret experientially, but which 
are quickly transferred to school: to the use of words, jokes and 
communication, shaping the atmosphere of the classroom much more 
strongly than adults can imagine (Walker and Sidebottom, 2025). This 
creates a situation where the attitudes acquired in the digital space do not 
remain behind the screen but begin to guide everyday behaviour and 
relationships in the environment where young people live and study – at 
home and at school. 

Therefore, school is not a neutral space where young people arrive as a 
clean slate. They come there after hours of getting acquainted with 
thoughts and understandings that provide them with ready-made 
explanations of how the world works (Kaukonen et al., 2024). When digital 
culture normalizes superiority and dehumanization, it inevitably spills over 
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into schools: in the form of vocabulary, jokes, and explicitly sexist and 
aggressive behaviour that affect classroom safety and relationships (Sanz-
Barbero et al., 2022). These are not just isolated random utterances but 
reflect a broader and structural shift in young people's perceptions. 

Even more complicated, we may inadvertently reproduce in schools the 
same hierarchies and control mechanisms that flourish in digital 
misogynistic culture. If teachers lack the skills to notice or transform these 
patterns, it is the perceptions formed in digital culture that will determine 
whose voice is heard, whose is overshadowed, and what behaviour is 
considered normal even if it is hurtful. Research indicates that schools are 
often forced to deal with consequences that have their roots in the digital 
space: behaviour that seems abrupt or inexplicable to teachers has 
gradually developed in social media communities that adults cannot access 
(Forcadell-Díez et al., 2024). Thus, the school is not faced with exceptions, 
but with an overwhelming problem that affects schooldays in many ways. 

Does our education meet the demands of the era? 

School interventions show that young people's attitudes and ways of 
communicating can only be changed if the school allows them to make 
sense of these experiences and does not limit itself to testing of knowledge 
(Sanz-Barbero et al., 2022). This also requires making the so-called hidden 
curriculum visible – understanding the silent norms, expectations and 
relationships that shape everyday communication and power dynamics.  

Nowadays, the so-called hidden curriculum is no longer limited to what 
happens in school. In the digital environment, young people are exposed 
to the so-called masculinity education:  instructional behaviour based on 
the manosphere and the notions disseminated by manfluencers, which 
offers simplified and hierarchical explanations about gender, relationships 
and power. This digitally evolving "curriculum" is not neutral: its central 
messages may begin to compete with the value space offered by the school 
and shape young people's attitudes even before teachers can start a 
balanced discussion. Therefore, the change starts from the moment 
schools and teachers understand how these digitally pervasive perceptions 
reach the classroom and have the skills to notice, formulate and reshape 
them if necessary (Forcadell-Díez et al., 2024). 
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Considering the impact of the digital environment, it is necessary to find 
out how young people understand emotions and interpret the messages 
and stories that reach them in a ready-made form and often through 
manipulative techniques. Digital critical competence is not an additional 
technical skill, but the ability to understand why certain messages have an 
impact, what psychological techniques are used, and when attempts are 
made to exploit young people’s vulnerability (Collins et al., 2025). 
Relationships with peers also play a central role here: supportive groups 
of friends and meaningful discussions help to create alternative 
explanations that balance the black-and-white narratives of the 
manosphere that reinforce the hierarchy of power (Over et al., 2025). In 
this way, the school can design a space where young people do not accept 
the oppositional roles rooted in the digital culture by default but learn to 
critically analyse and reinterpret them. 

The indicators created to assess exam results do not describe how 
education supports young people's inner maturity, critical thinking, 
resistance to manipulation or ability to notice injustice. The manosphere 
and social media do not ask how many points someone scored on a math 
exam – they shape attitudes and relationships according to their own logic, 
and often faster than the school can react. At the same time, teachers feel 
an increasingly strong compulsion to focus on what is easy to measure.  

The results of the OECD International Teaching and Learning Survey 
TALIS 2024 indicate about Estonia that teachers perceive the pressure to 
assess and perform and find that the current curriculum does not 
sufficiently support learning activities that would allow students to delve 
deeper, discuss and reflect (Leijen et al., 2025). As the teachers themselves 
have noted, this pressure pushes the acquisition of skills necessary for 
coping in a democratic society to the background. According to ICCS 
2022, Estonian students have noticeable deficiencies in these skills, even 
though their knowledge is good. 

If a teacher feels that the curriculum does not support reflection or 
development of reasoning skills, does not allow to delve deeper, they will 
be left alone in achieving their actual goals. Therefore, the school must 
give a new and balancing meaning to the effects of social media and the 
manosphere. This meaning should not reinforce confrontation and fear, 
but create a space for understanding, responsibility and caring.  
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The task of education is not to compete with the digital world, but to offer 
a space for its interpretation: to create an environment where young 
people can make sense of their experience and recognise manipulation. 
This helps to ensure that democratic culture does not disintegrate under 
the pressure of confrontation and fear but survives with the support of 
critical debate and mutual respect. 
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