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The Role of Social Networks in the Mental Health of Students with Special
Needs, Social Functioning, and Academic Performance of Users

Abstract

Social networks, as one of the main pillars of today's digital life, have had profound and
multifaceted effects on the mental health, social functioning, and academic performance of
students with special needs. Review studies indicate that these platforms can, on the one hand,
help improve the mental health and academic progress of these students by providing
opportunities for social interaction, reducing isolation, increasing self-efficacy, and offering
access to educational resources; and on the other hand, they can endanger their mental health by
creating challenges such as cyberbullying, social anxiety, internet addiction, and unhealthy
comparisons. Evidence suggests that students with special needs, due to their specific cognitive,
emotional, and social characteristics, are more vulnerable to the negative effects of social
networks, but with the design of appropriate educational and supportive interventions, they can
benefit from the advantages of these technologies. The social functioning of these students is
influenced by the quality of online interactions, peer support, and digital communication skills,
and their academic performance is also related to access to diverse educational content,
collaborative learning, and academic motivation. This systematic review, by analyzing the
findings of previous studies, examines the positive and negative dimensions, mediating and
moderating factors, and intervention strategies, and emphasizes the necessity of media literacy
education, parental supervision, the design of inclusive platforms, and school-based support
programs. Finally, it is concluded that the effects of social networks on these students depend on
the type of use, environmental supports, and their individual characteristics, and educational
policies should be designed in a way that establishes a balance between the opportunities and
threats of cyberspace for this vulnerable group.

Keywords: Social networks, mental health, students with special needs, social functioning,
academic performance
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