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Facebook Groups in Personal Learning Networks of Agriculture Educators

Introduction/need
With the internet, personal computers, and smart phones now a daily part of our lives, individuals are able to learn outside of formal settings. These situations provide for the investigation on the learner’s terms including what, when, and how they want to learn (Collins & Halverson, 2009, pp. 3-4; Nussbaum-Beach & Ritter Hall, 2012, p. 10). Individuals who engage online can benefit from the collective intelligence of those around the world to solve problems, share ideas, and ultimately increase their effectiveness as a teacher. Technology has become a catalyst for individuals to connect and collaborate around the world, and bring their shared knowledge back to classrooms and districts (Nussbaum-Beach & Ritter Hall, 2012, p. 18). These educators direct their own learning, on their own timeline in order to meet their learning objectives. The collective wisdom of a group of connected educators, can be used to increase educator’s effectiveness and student learning. 
Educator groups like those on Facebook, can help teachers to engage in informal professional growth, meeting several of the criterion for successful professional development (Rutherford, 2013). The platform allows users to join and follow groups which align with their personal interests. Users can engage in conversation relating to user generated topics, and because participation in these groups aligns the ideas outlined by Rutherford (2013), participation in Facebook and other online informal learning groups should be regarded as a valid source of professional development for teachers (Trust, Krutka, & Carpenter, 2016). 

How it works
The social network Facebook allows users to create groups where the topics of discussion are determined by the users. Group administrators (creators) can elect to make these groups closed, whereby making membership available to those that are invited, or those that request membership and are approved. Groups can also have open membership, and allow anyone to join. Once groups are created administrators can invite their friends (other users) to join. As members are added, other users can invite new members, whereby building a network of membership which reaches beyond that of the friend group of the original administrator. 
Members of groups can make posts. Posts can take many forms, however in the setting of education frequently take the form of questions or shared resources. Other members of the group can respond to these posts. Responses can be more than a text discussion, they can also include hyperlinks to resources, or even could include a tag to another group user. Tagging another group user would notify that member their name was mentioned in a conversation, and may encourage them to engage in the discussion post as well. 

Results to date/implications
A national group called the Ag Education Discussion Lab has over 6,000 members, and is open to all topics related to agriculture education. The purpose of the California group’s creation was to address curriculum, resource acquisition, challenges and other topics unique to California agriculture educators that might not otherwise be germane to a national audience. The group was created mid-year in 2016, and had been in existence for a little over nine months before the study occurred. At this time there are 367 members, consisting of California secondary and post-secondary educators. Discussion topics range from curriculum and instruction matters, to career development events and FFA leadership topics. Those individuals that respond to the discussion post topic can interact in several ways including text, links, photos, videos, and tagging other members of the group. Facebook provides no analytic tools to measure group member’s exposure to posts, meaning far more members may have been exposed to the discussion topic and responses than can be quantified in the number of likes, shares, responses, etc.  
Several findings have occurred to date relating to teacher’s personal pursuance of knowledge and skill, leveraging of collective wisdom, culture of growth and self-reflection. Teachers are making requests for resources and advice relating to needs assessments, pacing guides, course outlines, and teaching resources. On occasion, conversations were sometimes restarted after a natural end. Presumably, given the gap in time this topic although not of initial interest, had now become a timely personal learning need. Teachers work to leverage the collective wisdom by asking questions or seeking advice of the group. In a specific post 14 different participants shared their experience with 5 different online resources including Kahoot, Quizziz, Google Forms, Google Slides, and Quizlet. These resources could be used for the purpose the initial post maker was seeking, but also for general instructional purposes. A sub theme of leveraging collective wisdom relates to teacher’s efforts to overcome isolation. This took two forms, one relating to new curriculum, the other relating to programs with unique characteristics. In some cases teachers share in an unsolicited fashion. This idea promotes self-growth, and tends to be well received in the group as indicated by tagging others as well as thanking the individual that shared. The final finding to date related to reflect on possible modification of practices. Users have shown on several occasions their willingness to ask for resources based on performance, as well as provide advice about how they would proceed differently in the future with instructional opportunities. 

Future plans and advice to others
It is estimated that currently two billion people have access to the internet, and by the year 2020 five billion will be connected (Pitler, Hubbell, & Kuhn, 2012). Richardson says, “technology in all of its forms is no longer an add-on to work that we as educators do. It is now a fundamental part of the way we live and learn and teach” (Pitler et al., 2012, p. xvi). Facebook groups can provide valuable networking opportunities for individuals to build their professional network and engage in informal professional development. They are easy to use and can serve a key role in educators personal learning networks by providing exposure to ideas and resources to increase student learning and teacher’s professional development. Educators should take the opportunity to research existing groups that meet their interests and seek membership. In the event these groups are not in existence educators should consider creating a group that meets their informal professional development needs and helps them to be a connected educator. Administrators should consider the possibility of informal professional development through the social media avenues. 

Costs/resources needed
To participate in a Facebook discussion group, an individual needs access to a computer or smart phone with internet access. Facebook can be used in a web based version, but can also be accessed through smart phone apps downloaded free of charge through the App Store or iTunes.  Costs associated with participating in Facebook discussion groups relate to technology and the use of the internet. Smart phones able to access Facebook through web browsers or apps may cost between $100-$800. Internet access and can vary greatly depending on geographic region, and may be as little as $40 per month. 
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