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The class was all a-Twitter: Using microblogs to facilitate class discussion

Introduction
Web 2.0 technology has evolved from simple social networking to a phenomenon called “microblogging” (Passant, Hastrup, Bojars, & Breslin, 2008). Microblogs allow individuals to publish brief messages describing their current states and activities through communication channels such as text messages and specialized Web platforms (Passant et al., 2008). Twitter is the most well-known microblogging tool, with more than 190 million visitors per month and 65 million messages posted each day (Schonfeld, 2010). Agriculturists, citing the growing cultural and informational divide between producers and consumers and the shift toward Web-based information-mining (Kwak, Lee, Park, & Moon, 2010), embraced microblogging as a tool to both train industry professionals in communication techniques and to educate “digital natives” about agriculture in an informal online setting (AgChat Foundation, n.d.; Bull, Thompson, Searson, Garofalo, Park, Young, & Lee, 2008). 

The success of the AgChat Foundation, a non-profit organization that promotes communication technology use among producers and hosts a weekly streaming Twitter conversation, indicates the growing importance of social media as a means of communicating with the population at large (AgChat Foundation, n.d.). However, agriculture professionals tend to lag behind due to technological inequalities, such as lack of rural high-speed Internet service or a dearth of familiarity with Web 2.0 platforms (Hall, Dunkelberger, Ferreira, Prevatt, & Martin, 2003; Mishra & Park, 2005). Incorporating Twitter in an educational situation, patterned after the AgChat model, could provide future producers and industry personnel with experience utilizing social media in a professional manner.

Methodology
Twitter allows users to instantly post 140-character “tweets” from a variety of platforms, including the Twitter website and third-party applications. Some Twitter applications allow users to insert multimedia, such as condensed hyperlinks, photographs, and videos, into posts. To conduct a conversation involving numerous users, platforms like TweetChat and Twubs—both utilized by AgChat participants—are beneficial, as they filter out posts not tagged to a specific topic. Users sign into the application with Twitter account information, then enter a hashtag, or topic tag (for example, #agchat) (Parr, 2009). This hashtag specifies the topic of the posts and adds tagged messages to the streaming conversation. One user moderates the chat by posing questions, drawing users back to those questions, and disciplining users who disrupt the flow of the conversation. As in a real-world discussion, participants can answer questions and respond to each other. Users also can insert hyperlinks to related information in their messages, fulfilling the “sharing resources” function described by Java, Song, Finin, and Tseng (2007).

A Twitter discussion of social media’s impact on agriculture was included in a graduate-level seminar course at a large public university during the fall 2010 semester. Students and department faculty were informed one week before the class session that Twitter would be implemented in the class discussion and were encouraged to open an account and familiarize themselves with the application. Discussion leaders set up a TweetChat room with a class hashtag (#681chat) prior to the start of the discussion and invited Twitter users outside the class to contribute. In the classroom, participants logged into TweetChat, entered the tag, and were able to join in the conversation, which was shown on a SmartBoard for class members who did not or were not able to participate online. The moderators posed a series of questions to the group and received responses from class attendees, students and faculty who were absent, and an out-of-state communications professional. 

Implications
Conducting discussions through Twitter serves as a form of “informal learning,” or learning and engagement that occurs outside a formal classroom setting (Bull et al., 2008). Generation Y students have been raised in a digital society and are adept at communicating through text messaging, social media, and other electronic forms. Using Twitter and other platforms to facilitate discussion enhances social presence by allowing for fluid, “just-in-time social interactions” beyond the capabilities of conventional e-learning software (Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2009). Twitter also helps overcome challenges related to distance and location and enables real-time discussion, collaboration, brainstorming, and problem solving; allows instructors to address student issues in a timely manner; encourages concise writing; and helps maintain ongoing relationships among instructors, industry professionals, and students (Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2009). The use of Twitter also prepares students to apply social media platforms in professional contexts.  

Advice to Others
Twitter is a useful tool for facilitating interaction among students and instructors and building relationships with geographically diverse contacts, but the technology must be handled carefully in an academic environment. Dunlap and Lowenthal (2009) offer guidelines for instructors seeking to implement Twitter in their curricula, including establishing relevance for students, defining clear expectations for participation, and actively engaging with the technology after courses are complete. In addition, instructors need to consider how to structure class time in an informal setting, customize content to meet specific objectives, develop best practices for a method in relative infancy (Bull et al., 2008), and be prepared for when technology fails. Based on the seminar course experience, lesson plans should include an alternative to the online conversation in case the Web platform is unavailable or inaccessible to some users. 

Costs and Resources Needed
[bookmark: _GoBack]Though available for free, Twitter and other microblogging platforms may require costly inputs, such as mobile devices with Internet capabilities, for those users who do not already own them. For online discussion to take place on campus, schools must be equipped with wireless Internet available to students and faculty. Classrooms installed with appropriate technology, like interactive display panels, would allow instructors to introduce Twitter and associated practices in a controlled setting. While the initial cost of mobile devices and Internet access may be significant, in the long run, the use of Twitter may prove to be less expensive than costs associated with travel and long-distance phone charges.
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