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A Little Birdie Told Me: Using Twitter as a Discussion Tool
 Introduction/Need for Innovation or Idea
	As technology becomes more prevalent in  society, technology and teaching have developed a natural kinship. Mishra and Koehler (2006) put forth a framework for teaching with technology that involved content, pedagogy, and technology; instead of viewing these components as separate entities, they are treated as related concepts where all three are necessary for a teacher to be successful. Because social media are pervading students’ lives, many teachers are implementing social media into classes (Robin, 2008). If social media are to become a successful technological component of education, there is a need to understand the successes and nonsuccesses of individual applications of social media in education. This study examined the effectiveness of one social media tool, Twitter, as a classroom discussion tool. 
Twitter is a microblog that allows its 175 million registered users to post messages up to 140 characters (2010). Twitter’s original purpose was for users to answer the question “what are you doing?” in 140 characters or less. This type of communication is referred to as two-way asymmetrical communication in which Twitter was attempting to gain information from users without altering the functioning of their communication medium. However, social media, which Twitter is a part of, is a user-driven medium that allows its users to not only create content but also affect the site as a whole. For Twitter, the creation of hash tags (#) and replies to other users (@) were user-created phenomena. Additionally, users began to engage one another in extended conversations, which were an unintended consequence of Twitter (Honeycutt & Herring, 2009).This inherent interactivity alters the medium from two-way asymmetrical communication to two-way symmetrical communication where all users have equal standing and “dialogue [is used] to manage conflict, improve understanding, and build relationships” (Grunig & White, 1992, p. 39). Due to user engagement, Honeycutt and Herring (2009) state that one important person-to-person interaction via Twitter could be collaboration. Furthermore, due to its access flexibility, Twitter has the opportunity to become a tool for users to share ideas and coordinate activities (Honeycutt & Herring, 2009). 
Methodology
Twitter was used in a college of agriculture honors course about climate change with 13 students. None of the students had previous experience with Twitter so based on Grosseck and Holotescu’s (2008) recommendations for using Twitter as an educational tool, the instructor explained to students the premise of Twitter and how it functions. Additionally, the instructor worked to be flexible and open to the direction in which the tweets led and included the students in the evaluation of the tool, which was also recommended by Grosseck and Holotescu. A hashtag (#) was used to track all student tweets. Students were required to tweet about the course twice a week but were encouraged to tweet more and respond to class members with direct replies. Additionally, the teaching assistant responded to students’ tweets and proposed other questions to the group. The students got responses from people who were not in the class, which added a component not seen in other types of class discussion tools. A descriptive survey methodology was utilized to determine student perceptions of using Twitter as a discussion tool. All 13 students in the course completed the survey, resulting in a 100% response rate. To conduct the evaluation, a 25-item questionnaire was developed that asked questions about the use of Twitter in the course and its effect on student learning. 
Results to Date
	The students indicated the use of Twitter in this class did not enhance their overall learning, with a mean of 1.9 in response to the statement “the use of Twitter in this class enhanced my overall learning.” This was on a five-point scale with one being “strongly disagree” and five being “strongly agree.” Additionally, the students reported that using Twitter for the discussion component of the course was not a good use of their time, with a mean of 4.09, in response to the statement “the Twitter portion of this class was a waste of my time.” Additionally, when given the statement “using Twitter caused me to think deeper about the class,” the mean score was 2.18. However, in response to the statement “I see value in using technology to submit course assignments,” students were receptive, with a mean score of 4.18. The students were neither happy nor unhappy to have gained new media skills through the use of Twitter, with a mean of 3.18 in response to the statement “I am happy to have learned new media skills from this class.” The participants’ comfort with using new media in their personal lives was above average on the presented continuum, with a mean of 3.9 in response to the statement “I am comfortable using new media for my personal use.” Students were more comfortable using new media for educational purposes, with a mean of 4.18 in response to the statement “I am comfortable using new media for educational purposes.” Fifty percent of the students said they would have preferred the discussion component of the course be done through the university’s course management system. Twenty-five percent reported they would have preferred the discussions be done through Facebook, while only 0.2% said they preferred discussions being done through Twitter. A few students had suggestions for other discussion tools they would have preferred to use, specifically BlogSpot or Google Wave.
Future Plans/Advice to Others
While this study followed previous recommendations from Grosseck and Holotescu (2008) on how to implement Twitter as an educational tool, the students in this course were not receptive to its use. There are multiple reasons why implementation may not have been successful in this case, which could give guidance to other instructors thinking about using Twitter in their courses. This course comprised majors throughout the college of agriculture, none of which were in majors related to communication or technology. Additionally, this group reported they were not comfortable using new media in their personal lives. As such, the authors recommend a longer introduction to the technology in groups that are less familiar with the tool. Moreover, this study indicates a need for special attention to be paid throughout the process of Mishra and Koehler’s (2006) framework for teaching with technology, which involves the interaction of content, pedagogy, and technology. Future classroom use of Twitter should include more content related to the use of Twitter and integrate new developments related to Twitter with regard to content and real world use. The use of Twitter may be more effective in a less formal environment, like in an extracurricular organization using experimental learning practices.  
Cost/Resources Needed
Twitter is a free service. Students can set up personal accounts at no charge. Students will need access to a computer or other device connected to the Internet to access their Twitter account. 
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