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 Coordinating the Chatter: Using Twitter as a Medium for a Student Teacher 
Community of Practice 

Introduction 
Student teaching is the capstone component of a pre-service teacher education program and has been described as one of the most crucial components of the teacher preparation process, (Alger & Kopcha, 2009; Edgar, Roberts, & Murphy, 2011; Kasperbauer & Roberts, 2007). In a study reviewing student teacher concerns, Fritz and Miller (2003) posited, “one way for student teachers to reflect on their daily concerns and receive feedback is to communicate with other student teachers and supervisors” (p. 51). Electronic dialogue can assist student teachers in developing critical reflections as well as provide ongoing support throughout the student teaching experience (Whipp, 2003). Developing an electronic community of practice enables student teachers to build relationships and learn from each other (Wegner, 2007).
The purpose of this innovative idea poster is to explain how the Agricultural Teacher Education program at /University/ utilized the microblogging tool Twitter (Java, Song, Finin, and Tseng, 2007) for student teachers to ask questions, share resources, and receive feedback. Twitter is a microblogging tool that allows users to send 140 character messages called tweets to their followers. During the spring 2011 semester, 22 student teachers from /University/ participated in an electronic community of practice. Cooperating teaching centers were located in three states from the North Central and Southern Regions of the American Association for Agricultural Education. Four /University/ faculty supervisors facilitated the social media discussions.

Procedures
The agricultural education student teaching coordinator developed a list on a Twitter account developed specifically for the student teachers to use during the 14-week student teaching experience. As part of the pre-student teaching orientation session, the pre-service teachers were trained on how to set up and use Twitter as a networking resource. Student teachers were encouraged to ask questions, share teaching resources, and provide feedback to each other each week. Additionally they were asked to reflect on their student teaching experiences through a weekly blog that was shared with the community of practice. Potential concerns were addressed with the student teachers prior to engaging in the electronic community of practice. Ethical communication issues regarding appropriateness and professionalism of tweet posts were discussed. University faculty tweeted prompts to engage the student teachers and posted other announcements important to the students.

Results

Student teachers who participated in the Twitter-facilitated community of practice utilized the virtual, microblogging environment to ask questions, share resources, and participate in reflective practice regarding their student teaching experiences. Several of the student teachers’ tweets are categorized below.

Students asked each other for advice:

	“Question for everyone…What do you do if students don’t turn in work on time? Give them a zero until they get things done?”
 
	“Our grade system doesn’t penalize students if you do not enter a score so we enter 50% until it is done so the report is more accurate.”

Students shared what worked:

	“Tried a different motivation technique today [and it] worked like a charm. I gave each student a note card and asked them two review questions.”

	“I drew the cards out of a bucket and the correct ones received a candy bar.”

Students shared their frustrations:

	“I am starting to become very stressed out but am learning that I am now a teacher and don’t have time for some other activities.”

	“Teacher or glorified babysitter…today made me wonder.”

Faculty facilitated discussion:

	“Cell phones don’t have to be a distraction in class. In fact, they can be valuable learning tools. Share with the group your school’s cell phone policy and if you use them in class.”
	
	“We use them in our classroom. Check out polleverywhere.com.”

Students shared their appreciation:

	“I would like to commend your efforts with the wonderful Twitter Blog idea…it has been a nice way to communicate with others.”

Student teachers have continued to use Twitter as they began in their first teaching positions. Several now utilize Twitter for communication within their FFA Chapters.
Recommendations and Future Plans 
Student teachers will participate in Twitter microblogging each semester. Upon implementing the Twitter-based, electronic community of practice with the next group of student teachers, three changes will be implemented to improve the activity. Student teachers will be required to develop a separate account to be used only for interaction within the student teaching community of practice.  This will keep students from blending personal and professional posts, especially those not pertinent to student teaching. Specific posting requirements will be given and participation will be graded utilizing rubrics developed for threaded discussions. Additionally, faculty will continue to engage beginning teachers in their first year of teaching through the existing Twitter list.
Resources Needed 
Although Twitter is a free service, access is required through a computer with internet access, smart phone or iPad/iPod technology. Some school districts block social media in their buildings so alternative locations with Twitter availability may need to be identified.
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