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To Tweet or Not to Tweet? Exploring College Students’ Reactions to Using Twitter 

Introduction/Need for Research

As of December 2008, 19% of Internet users ages 18-24, and 20% of Internet users ages 25-34 said they used some form of microblogging service that allowed them to share updates about themselves or see others’ updates (Lenhart & Fox, 2009). Twitter is one microblogging website currently being integrated within the agriculture industry to increase consumers’ understanding of agricultural practices (Hoffman, 2009). For example, the Ohio Farm bureau uses Twitter to distribute information to over 5,200 followers. As of February 23, 2011, nearly 5,500 “tweets” had been disseminated (Ohio Farm Bureau, 2011).

In addition to the agriculture industry, Twitter is also being integrated into the classroom to enhance student engagement with fellow students and instructors both inside and outside the classroom.  Dunlap and Lowenthal (2009) found by incorporating Twitter, the learning community was able to “engage in sharing, collaboration, brainstorming, problem solving, and creating within the context of our moment-to-moment experiences” (p. 131). 

Although Twitter has shown to be beneficial for faculty, tweeting can be distracting, time-consuming and possibly have no educational value (Grosseck & Holotescu, 2009).  The purpose of this study was to determine college students’ perceptions of Twitter, specifically its usability and the credibility of the information being “tweeted.” 

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this research is based on uses and gratifications theory (Katz et al., 1974) that states that “people choose their own media consumption so they may incorporate it in their lives in a way most beneficial to them” (Graybill, 2010, p. 56).  The theory states that a media user will seek out a media source that best fulfills the needs of the user (Katz et al., 1974) and “individuals use their own interpretive framework for their own understanding of the information perceived through the media” (Graybill, 2010, p. 57).

Methodology

The population for this study was 24 students in an agricultural communications course at a southwestern university.  In this course, students were required to open a Twitter account and follow the instructor and other sources of agricultural information.  Data were collected at two points in time – once before explaining the Twitter assignment and the other after students had used the site for four weeks.  The initial data collection gathered students’ previous knowledge and opinions of Twitter and the later collected their reactions to using the microblogging site. Students’ reflections were collected and then transcribed and analyzed.  The researcher categorized the student’s comments as positive or negative, then analyzed the comments for dominant themes. 



Results/Findings
The entire population participated in this study.  At the beginning of the study, only six (25%) had previously used Twitter and of those only two (33.3%) enjoyed using it.  The remaining 18 (75%) had never used Twitter before.  After four weeks of use, six (25%) enjoyed using Twitter and will continue to use it on a regular basis, two (8.3%) preferred Twitter over other social mediums for agriculture news updates, and 16 (66.6%) found Twitter confusing and “did not like it at all.”  Of these 16, 10 compared it directly to another social medium, Facebook, saying Facebook is more “user friendly,” “less confusing,” and less “impersonal.” 

In addition to following agriculture organizations, only one student followed organizations that were not directly related to agriculture, including CNN and Fox News.  The remaining 23 students followed a variety of agriculture organizations.  The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), AgChat, AgNews, and Texas Farm Bureau (TFB) were the most followed. These students opined that “tweets” from these sources were “trustworthy,” “informative,” and “credible.”  Students also said that information presented was “biased toward agriculture” and often “one-sided,” but allowed for “conversations.”  

Conclusions

Overall, the students in this study said they prefer Facebook over Twitter and would only use Twitter if necessary.  This coincides with a Nielsenwire report that states of U.S. Twitter users, more than 60% fail to return to the medium after the first month of use, giving a retention rate of 40% (Martin, 2009).  Students had a dominantly positive perception of the information being presented on Twitter; however, they said that those not from an agriculture background would find the information from the mentioned sources to be dominantly one-sided and favoring the opinions of those in the agriculture industry. 

Implications/Recommendations/Impact on Profession

Although it seems that Twitter is gaining popularity (Schonfeld, 2009) with more than 17 million unique visits in April 2009 (Oshel, 2010), the college students in this study were struggling to adopt it.  These students found Facebook more social and convenient to use.  Those who have adopted Twitter are following agriculture organizations to keep up with the latest news and information.  Perhaps if more students took the time to learn how Twitter operates, they would find it useful to quickly gather the most recent and newsworthy information. 

Additional research is needed to continue to explore the use and perceptions of Twitter among other college students nationwide.  This would help identify the uses and gratifications college students have in regard to using Twitter.  Within education, college instructors should continue to explore the use of Twitter as a teaching tool and examine its effectiveness when integrated in the classroom. 
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