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Leveraging Web 2.0 Programs to Increase Academic Retention

Introduction
It is important for educators to understand the changing communication styles among students in today’s classroom.  The importance of technology is the diffusion of knowledge to increase students’ competencies and to expose instructors to different learning delivery systems for their subjects (Tough, 2009).  The learning experience of today’s students, Millennial or Generation ‘Y’, must compliment specific information styles associated with the digital age.  These students are techno-savvy, visual and digital learners, and are dependent on the use of technology to communicate (Gladen, 2006; Young, 2009).

Myspace, Facebook, Tumbler, Twitter, etc. are popular forms of social networks external from the education environment.  The most popular, Facebook, has over 400 million active users and 35 million user updates per day (Facebook, 2010).  While many colleges currently use eCollege or Blackboard for teaching and digital communication, very few students use these programs out of class making it difficult to effectively communicate with students in a timely manner.  This ineffective message is necessary to appreciate how social media inclusions can benefit education.  

Educators have increased social network use in the classroom but concerns over content control, privacy rights, and copy right issues have limited adoption (Ewbank, 2008; Shui, 2007).  Even with these limitations, Facebook adoption by educators for teaching purposes is increasing (Kayri, 2010).  However, the role of Facebook and other teaching social networking sites in education are still to be determined.  Educators are being asked to be more techno-savvy but adoption has been slow (Saunders, 2008).  A gray area is developing between professionalism and expectations among of adoption for educators. 

Use of online social media networking can assist in knowledge retention and complement traditional teaching methods.  With students already accepting technology as a way of life, digital inclusion through virtual learning will be necessary to increase education content outside classroom confinements, which increases students’ engagement.  This is critical when managing organizations or collective individual groups that are not in regular contact, such as for class. 

How it Works
In order to increase student involvement, retention, and to provide visual inclusion in education outcomes, the structured use of web 2.0 programs were implemented in the management process of the university’s agribusiness academic competition team (AACT).  The voluntary team is comprised of two groups of students, agricultural marketing and agricultural economics quiz bowl.  The team members received neither academic credit nor monetary compensation for their time.  The team members traditionally met for one hour, one afternoon every two weeks to brainstorm ideas, divide research, or study academic materials.  Over a two month period, face-to-face meetings were suspended, and the web 2.0 leverage was implemented.

At the last face-to-face meeting, team members were surveyed to determine their current level of member-to-member interaction, member-to-advisor interaction, and time spent working on team activities, and their interest in alternative methods of meeting and working together on material for the two competitions. They were also asked about their current usage of web 2.0 programs, in terms of time spent and purpose of use. Following the survey, team members were asked to register for the following web 2.0 programs: Twitter, Dropbox, Delicious, and Mindmeister.  Over the next two months the team met and collaborated through web 2.0 programs, where student responses and submissions were observed.  At the end of the two months, the team was again called for a face-to-face meeting and surveyed.

During the two-month web 2.0 period team members were asked to utilize the web 2.0 applications.  Both groups of students were asked to follow coaches’ Twitter accounts and respond to the “tweets” in a number of ways.  The coaches tweeted questions to the two groups every two days and the students were asked to respond to the tweet within another two days.  Students chose their response method and responses could range from tweets to research submissions to project manuscript revisions to no response.  Number, type, timeliness and quality of responses were recorded from each student.  

Results to Date
The purpose of the two-day response time was intended for repetition yet flexibility; to encourage student focus through repetition but allow students adequate time to respond if they were in class, at work, or did not have immediate access to technology.  It also provided students time to review the concept for a correct answer if they did not immediately know.

Increased interaction was observed among team members resulting in greater collaboration on research and idea development.  Students regularly updated information on Dropbox and Delicious to openly share with other members.  This provided up-to-date information and provided ease of access with flexibility.  Tweets allowed students to communicate openly in a private forum much like short media messages (SMS) as a group.  

Future Plans
Future plans are to implement web 2.0 programs into classrooms and general agribusiness curriculums.  The goal is to identify one interactive program to increase the networking capabilities between students and collaboration between students.  Twitter and Dropbox were the two most favored programs because of ease of use, timeliness, and applicability for other purposes.  Faculty members should not be afraid to adopt these free services to enhance professional and classroom collaboration.

Costs
Direct cost includes internet access for these web 2.0 programs.  Students and faculty may use the free internet access provided by the university or they may purchase internet usage on their mobile device ($20/month) or at home ($20-$40 depending on service).  Most students currently employ one or both of these direct costs already.  While the recommended web 2.0 applications can be purchased (higher service level), students and faculty only used the basic free service.

Indirect cost includes time by both faculty members and students.  This time includes learning the application, creating content, sending content, and responding to content.  For faculty, it also includes monitoring responses and evaluating students’ quality of response.  
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