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Teaching by Tweeting: Using Social Media as a Teaching Tool in Agriculture
Introduction
Agricultural illiteracy is a growing trend in the United States today with less than two percent of the public receiving formal education in agriculture (Frick, Kahler, & Miller, 1991).  Swan and Donalson (1970) point out that many misconceptions existing about farms, plants, animals, and other agricultural concepts can be changed when people are simply taught about agriculture.  Unfortunately, today’s education system cannot support agricultural education for every single student enrolled, especially with the lack of qualified agricultural educators (National FFA Organization, 2011). 
Undergraduate students pursuing a degree in agricultural education may one day be educators.  As educators, they will be working with a generation of students who have grown up in the digital age.  In order to maximize learning outlets, social media will be one tool that can be utilized in education and advocacy, both fields that combat the agricultural illiteracy issue in America.  According to Tapscott (2009), the upcoming generation of learners prefers to learn and work collaboratively, anticipates fast and frequent communication, and does not make a sharp distinction between work and play or their public and private spheres.  “Since students can access factual data instantly online, and since the body of knowledge in any given profession now becomes obsolete quickly, education should not focus on transmitting knowledge, but on teaching students how to learn,” (Tapscott, 2009, pg. 4).
In order to prepare for educating the ‘Net Generation’ and combat growing agricultural illiteracy, future agricultural educators need to be practiced in social media.  This particular outlet will challenge undergraduate students pursuing a degree in agricultural education to communicate about agriculture concisely, quickly, and frequently.  These students will be further challenged to create social media messages that will be effective and appealing to multiple learning styles. 
How It Works
Agricultural illiteracy is an issue many students hope to overcome (Frick, Kahler, & Miller, 1991).  Although there are several outlets for advocacy and education regarding agriculture, social media is one of the most popular means of communications today (Tapscott, 2009).  Undergraduate students pursuing a degree in agricultural education developed their own Twitter handle and used this handle for advocacy and education.  Students began by watching the YouTube videos “Twitter in Plain English” (Keikocrosserekeikocr, 2011) and “Twitter Search in Plain English” (Leelever, 2009) in order to understand the terminology associated with Twitter and the process of setting up an account.  Once students registered their account, they followed their classmates and began tweeting twice a day, for two weeks, with facts regarding agriculture and its association with the students’ everyday lives.  Since Twitter is a microblog that allows its users to express thoughts and happenings, tweeting and reading tweets is a form of dialogue from a personal, trusted source of information for the user. The majority of agricultural illiteracy stems from a lack of knowledge or non-credible sources of information (Frick, Kahler & Miller, 1991).  Students not only became experts in their fields, but also were seen as a trusted source where others could seek out information regarding agriculture (Daly, 2011).  After completing these tasks for two weeks, students were able to see the number of followers they had reached, the impact their tweets had, and tie these statistics back to educating in a formal setting.  After identifying these statistics, students created a lesson plan or a teaching tool that could be implemented or enhanced by Twitter as a platform for social interaction and as an educational tool. 
Implications
In an undergraduate agricultural education course, students’ study teaching methods and learning styles. Social media is an emerging teaching method despite its reputation for being completely social (Tapscott, 2009).  Students engaged in Twitter in order to advocate about agriculture in 140 characters or less.  This conciseness required students to provide very clear messages to a following that sees them as a credible source.  This constant stream of information allowed for followers of the students to develop an almost telepathic awareness of the student advocate similar to proprioception (Thompson, 2007).
Proprioception is the body’s ability to know where its limbs are (Inverarity, 2009).  “Twitter and other constant-contact media create a social proprioception” (Thompson, 2007, pg. 4).  The student becomes the ‘body’ and has the ability to know how their followers are thinking and reacting (Tapscott, 2009).  This idea has many implications in agricultural education and advocacy. Because these students will one day become educators, it is important for them to understand the reactions of their students or audience.  This not only develops the student as an educator, but also develops students as a social media professional, an emerging job field in agriculture (Cohen, 2012).  Finally, by reviewing the analytics of their account, the students were able to see the real-world impact their advocating had.  
Future Plans/ Advice to Others
The Pearson Learning Institute is designing a study to identify how higher education students can use social media to enhance the learning process (Moran, Seaman, & Tinti-Kane, 2012).  Once this study has been completed, the measurement instrument will be beneficial in assessing the impact this experiential learning project has on student learning and the classroom. Also, prior to the Twitter experience students should have a classroom discussion to assess their attitudes towards using social media as a professional and educational tool rather than just a personal and social tool.  Hopefully, students who believe social media can only be used as a personal tool will reassess their assumptions and find applicable ways in which social media can be a teaching tool.  This can be identified in the quality of the final product or lesson plan. 
Costs/ Resources Needed
This innovative instructional method requires students to have access to the Internet or a mobile device with a Twitter application.  Additionally, Internet is required to watch the two videos that set the context of the social media outlet.  Finally, students will need access to a computer with presentation software for their final presentation on their social media experience and conclusions.  Overall, if the technology is accessible in the classroom the overall cost will be $0.00.  However, if computers, phones, and software are not accessible the costs can range from $800 to $2,500 (Coley, Cradler, & Engel, 2012). 
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