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The Twitter Toolbox
for Educators

"Twitter is being embracea

by more and nnore educaton

around the world." i

STEVEN ANDERSON

For some, Twitter is a place where people talk about
themselves, a gallery to show pictures of what they
are eating, or a platform for celebrities to make

sure they are even more a part of our lives.
Certainly, such tweets and tweeters are out there. A simple search of a few key words will

reveal a world of misfits, narcissists, and sometimes even worse.

This is what 1 am up against every day-and you might be, too: trying to explain to

people what Twitter is and more and more what it is not. And in education, it is especially

hard trying to convince Superintendents, School Boards, administrators, and others that

Twitter is a viable means for leaming about real-time events and a tool by which educa-

tors can take part in meaningful professional development.

For me. Twitter is a valuable part of my Personal Leaming Network (PLN) or Personal

Learning Community (PLC). There is a really good saying that, "Alone I am smart but

together we are brilliant," and I see, feel, and experience this every day. I talk to folks all

the time about why they use Twitter for their PLN. Here are a few remarks from fellow

twitterers:

• I now feel confident that others go thru the same issues as me. value of PLN = shar-

ing of resources.

• I was not able to "talk" education. Doesn't happen at school, only here.

• I can PLC on global scale - geographically, grade level, subject, . . .

• I was floundering in ideas ft questions but in need of someone 2bounce them off of.

NOW I have MANY ppl to consult!

• Beyond amazing tools, love connections made w/ real people who care a lot about

kids. So many perspectives

• PLN provides resources to share w/teachers, ed tech news/info, ft communication w/

others in the field of ed tech.

• With my PLN, 1 get ideas for technology lessons that I would have never gotten oth-

erwise and the confidence to try them.

• I could not collaborate w so many teachers around the world Et present on Skype Et

in person to their schools

• I'm connected to a much bigger conversation than is possible within my workplace.

• My PLN gives me encouragement, support, and endless resources. I am a better edu-

cator because of them!

Twitter is being embraced by more and more educators around the world. (http://www.

edutopia.org/steven-anderson-guest-blogger-140confl And why not? It's a great way to

build your Personal Learning Network (PLN), participate in resource sharing, and get any

kind of help you might need for your classroom. There are also some very practical ways

in which educators are using it in their

classrooms.

But before you can do that, you need

to know how and where to get started. To

leam how to make the most of a Twitter ac-

count, either for yourself or for your class-

room/school/district, here is some advice:

What's in a Name? Once you are ready

to set up your account, you will need an

email address that is not already associated

with another Twitter account. Getting a ge-

neric email account set up by the district is

the best option. Otherwise, you will have to

find an email address to use {You can set

up a dummy gmail address as well). The

email address is used to confirm the ac-

count and send notices of direct messages

and new followers, etc. You will want to

pick a name that is your school's brand, but

also easy to remember This is how you will

define who your school will be on Twitter.

Remember, though, that users only have

140 characters to tweet, and if your user

name is @RonaldReaganHighSchool, that

doesn't leave a lot of characters for others

to tweet. So, maybe you go with @RRHS.

Adding your location, like town or state,

doesn't hurt either. Just keep it simple. And

remember: There are several hundred mil-

OCTOBER 2 0 1 1 2 2



BOOKMARKIT
R.1CHELLE BILZ

ADULT BOOKS FOR TEENS

LEARN SOMETHING
NEW
Freestyle skateboarding tricks. Sean

D'Arcy. Phillip Marshall. Firefly Books,

2010. $14.95. 978-1-554-07666-6. Grades

9-12. Written for both the novice with a

desire to learn skills and the expert who

needs new tricks, this colorful, portable

how-to is great for all skateboarders.

Wicked plants: the weed that killed
Lincoln's mother and other botanical
atrocities. Amy Stewart. Algonquin
Books of Chapel Hill, 2009. $18.95. 978-
1-56512-683-1. Grades 9-12. Stewart
describes the world's deadly, dangerous,
and destructive plants via historical
overviews, intriguing anecdotes, and
black and white botanical illustrations.
It's great for browsing and trivia tidbits.

How to build a fire: and other handy
things your grandfather knew. Erin
Bried. Ballantine Books, 2010. $15.00. fl
978-0-345-52509-3. Grades 9-12. From
how to buy flowers and how to wear cuff
links, to car buying, vehicle maintenance
and camping skills, this is a handy little
how-to book for guys of cdl ages.

Brain games for dogs. Claire
Arrowsmith. Firefly Books, 2010. $19.95.
978- 1-55407-490-7. Grades 9-12. Dogs
of any age can learn new tricks, and this
book presents ways to interact with your
dog that will exercise both his brain and
his body. Vivid color photographs and
explicit instructions add to this book's
appeal.

Stan Lee's How to dra'w comics. Stan
Lee. Watson-Guptill Publications,2010.
$24.99. 978-0-82300-083-8. Grades 9-12.
Stan Lee, venerable comic book artist,
provides tips for drawing characters eind
backgrounds, lettering, color, and much
more. This book is a visual treat for all
comics fans.

fl
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You don't have to create your own hashtag to

reap the benefits, either. There are many educa-

tion hashtags that have already been created that

you can follow, either to access conversations or

share/gather resources.
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lion Twitter users, so don't be disappointed

if your first choice for a username is taken.

Get creative and find something that can

become your brand.

Profile. The profile is a quick and easy

way to introduce yourself to the Twitter

world. Take some time and talk to new us-

ers about their profiles. Educators want to

see what grades/subjects they teach or how

they are involved in education. Any other

information you provide can be helpful,

too. When most users get new followers,

the first place those followerslook is the

profile.

Picture/Avatar. One of the barriers we

face with Social Networking is that a lot of

the time we never talk face-to-face (While

there are times you will meet at conferenc-

es or impromptu Tweetups, the vast major-

ity of you may never meet in person). Help

break down some of those barriers and take

a picture during your workshop. With digi-

tal cameras, it's super easy to take a quick

picture and then post to a profile. I often

hear that people will not follow tweets by

those without a picture. Show us what you

look like, already!

Follow Lists. One of the complaints I

hear from new users is they have no idea

who to follow. To get them started, provide

a list of 10-20 users they should be fol-

lowing. Lists can be easily created on your

Twitter profile or by using a service like

TweepML (http://tweepml.org/).

Think First. There are a few questions

you and your team (and it should be a

team) will want to ask and answer before

you jump in:

What do you want to do with this ac-

count? What do you hope to accomplish?

What do you want to communicate? Think

beyond the basic stuff like picture day and

what's for lunch. Consider taking pictures

of kids working on collaborative proj-

ects or highlighting a staff member of the

month. The tweets can really go beyond all

the regular communication and show the

community what your school (or district)

is all about.

Who will be in charge of the account?

Will there be just one person who will post

or will you have multiple posters? This is

all situation dependent. 1 would say more

than one person is great, but this can get

out of hand, and duplicate information

could easily be posted. Keep it simple and

experiment to find what works for your

group.

Will you follow anyone? Again, this

is situation dependent. You may want to

follow other schools and the teachers in

your school, but will you follow parents?

Students? Community members? If you are

just going to broadcast, following becomes

less of an issue. However, if you want to

facilitate interaction, then following is im-

portant, and your group will need to decide

some guidelines on who to follow.

If someone sends you an @ message,

will you respond? Often, your account will

get mentioned or someone will send you a

question. Your group will need to decide

how to handle these questions. My district

has a Twitter account, but it engages in

a one way conversation. It rarely will re-

spond to questions from the general public.

I believe it should be interactive. So take

time to get back to folks who need infor-

mation from you.

Hashtags. A good idea is to also come

up with a hashtag—the # symbol that marks

a topic or key words. This will allow you to

track conversations, even if your account

is not mentioned in a tweet. For example,

in our district, we use the initials #wsfcs as

our hashtag. The hashtag is good, because



classes and teachers can send tweets and

still reference your school without men-

tioning you in the tweet. You can then col-

lect them and retweet them as you see fit.

And you don't have to follow everyone to

see what folks are saying. If you have mon-

itors set up near your entrance, you can

use a program like Twitterfall to display all

the tweets coming in on your hashtag. This

might also entice folks to check out your

Twitter account and leam more about your

presence there.

Hashtags also work well in the class-

room. Many teachers/professors will create

a hashtag to track the conversations that

are going on in and out of the classroom,

pose questions, and share resources to the

group. And hashtags are an easy way to

view tweets without actually sigining up

for Twitter.

Creating a hashtag is easy. Go to http://

search.twitter.com and do a search for

what you want your hashtag to be. You can

sometimes be surprised at what hashtags

people are using. Check because you don't

want your tweets getting confused with

others.

You don't have to create your own

hashtag to reap the benefits, either. There

are many education hashtags that have

already been created that you can follow,

either to access conversations or share/

gather resources. Jerry Blumgarten (@cy-

brarymanl) has put together a huge list of

many educational hashtags that are used

on twitter: (http://www.cybraryman.com/

edhashtags.html) Some are used more than

others, but this can be a good place to start

to learn what exactly educators are doing

on Twitter.

Promote. The account does no good if

no one knows about it, so make everyone

aware. Put a widget on your website, so

that every time folks visit, they see your

updates. Tell parents about it in mailings

home. A simple "Follow Us on Twitter"

with a link will go a long way into getting

folks to see what you are saying. You may

also want to make some videos to explain

what you will be using your account for

and how followers can find your updates.

"But I Don't Want to Be on Twitter."

You may find resistance to the idea of a

school Twitter account, because folks don't

want one of their own. That's fine. They

don't have to have one. The easiest way

to follow updates is to have their own ac-

count, but they can also subscribe via the

RSS feed found on your profile page, sub-

scribe through SMS (text) messages on

their phone (they have to have an account

for this), or they can add the Facebook wid-

get to their page and see the updates ev-

ery they visit. And remember: You should

have the widget on your school webpage,

so there are many ways to see the updates

without requiring your community to use

the service themselves.

Educators from around the globe are

using Twitter for their personal and profes-

sional development. But how are educators

harnessing the power of Twitter to do some

very unique things in the classroom?

A Simple Weather Exercise. A Kinder-

garten teacher I have been working with

McCarthyism
And The Communist Threat

By Kevin HiUstrom.
978-0-7808-1184-3.

List Price $55.
School & Library Price $49.

Defining Moments: McCarthyism and
the Communist Threat provides users
with a detailed and authoritative
overview of how the rise and fall of
Senator Joseph McCarthy-and the
phenomenon known as McCarthyism—
affected the politics and culture of
the United States.

Each Defining Moments volume
includes a wide variety of materials
to provide a one-stop resource for
student research:

• Narrative Overview
• Biographies
• Primary Sources
• Glossary
• Chronology
• Sources for Further Study
• Bibliography
• Subject Index
• Library binding, T'A x 9%
• 240 pages per volume
• 30-40 illustrations

"Designed by librarians and educators, these books are
well researched, usefully organized, and highly readable

for audiences in middle school and up . . . . "
—American Reference Books Annual, 2010.

tarâmes
Qualily Reßre/Ke Works

For full descriptions and online ordering, visit:
wwwomnigraphics.com

Phone: 800-234-1340 • Fax: 800-875-1340
Mail Orders: PO Box 625 • Holmes, PA 19043
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BEST NEW SOFTWARE

CRACK CODE

ff ^^f f Brings
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TCI. (http://www.teachtci.com/). Gr. K-12
Peruse this online option as an alterna-
tive to a textbook or as a supplement to
an existing social studies curriculum. The
options range from Social Studies Alive:
Me and My World to middle school ancient
world and contemporary studies and up
through high school economics, history,
government, and geography. Each course
includes lesson plans, pre-made presenta-
tions for use with a projector and/or IWB,
handouts, assessments, game-like reviews,
and differentiation ideas. The presen-
tations can be customized and saved
on the TCI site. The tools to do this are 1
proprietary to the site, but quite similar I
to PowerPoint and other presentation Ç
programs. Class setup and monitoring
is simple and straight forward. Student
texts Eire online. These texts can be
highlighted and audio files accompany all
text. Options for both English and Spanish
are available. The pricing for these
materials is quite low and geared to follow
the textbook adoption cycle. I highly w

suggest you take some time to explore the
materials available as you help enter the
world of electronic curriculum materials.
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wanted to impress upon her kids that while

the weather in our part of the world was

perhaps hot and sunny, it wasn't necessar-

ily like that in other places. So we created

a Twitter account for her. Each morning

she would Tweet what the weather was

like near her school and then ask what the

weather was like for tweeters elsewhere.

Initially, she received a few tweets from

around our area but eventually, through

the power of Twitter, she would get re-

sponses from around the globe. Kids began

to realize that there is a great world beyond

their own, and the teacher saw how some-

thing so simple became a powerful leam-

ing experience for her students.

Reminders. I taught middle school, and

anyone who knows kids that age under-

stands that they sometimes forget things.

Because Twitter users can be notified of

updates through SMS or text messages,

teachers can send tweets for homework

reminders, project updates, and other class

events that they may want their kids to re-

member.

Making Connections to History. What

would John Quincy Adams have tweeted

about? Or a teenager living during the

Depression? Many tweeters are using the

micro-blogging platform to bring new life

to history. The J.Q.Adams account is actual

diary entries from the former president. The

Depression account is the same. But many

teachers assign their students fictional

characters-anyone from Romeo and Juliet

to Oliver Twist-and have them see what

they would Tweet about. It is a fascinat-

ing way to get kids interested in a subject

matter in a format that is familiar to them

and to think critically about the ways oth-

ers were thinking, doing, and seeing, etc.

Storysharing. 140 characters is more

than you think. And kids can be pretty cre-

ative with those 140. One of the most inter-

esting projects I have seen is a class Twitter

account used for Storysharing. One student

starts the story and tries to use as many

of the 140 characters as possible. The next

kid builds on the story, again trying to use

all of the characters, and eventually, each

kid has contributed to the story. It might

end there, but some of the best ones go on

for days and days. One account is used, so

you can see the progression of the story,

and the students sign the tweets with their

inititals. It is a fun activity that, again, pro-

motes creativity and critical thinking.

Those are just five examples. There

are many, many more out there. For

more ideas, check out the "34 Interest-

ing Ways to Use Twitter in the Class-

room (https://docs.google.com/present/

view?id=dhn2vcv5_118cfb8msf8) and

my Livebinder on Twitter in Education

(http ://l i vebinders.com/pl ay/pi ay_or_

edit?id=34291).

Twitter is an important part of who I

am as a person and a professional. The

amount of leaming that takes place there

is something that has made me who I am

today. And the possibilities for students to

leam in new and innovative ways can be

endless-if you take the plunge and jump

head first into the stream of real-time in-

formation.

Steven Anderson is a District Instructional

Technologist at Clemmons Middle School

in the Winston-Salem/Eorsyth County

Schools working with district and school

administrators on how to hamess the

power of technology to enhance leaming.

He previously served as the District In-

structional Technologist for Stokes County

Schools where he was responsible for all

technology professional development pro-

grams in the district. A former classroom

teacher, Anderson has been involved with

several projects focused on improving

educational performance through the use

of instructional technology. He writes the

award-winning blog http://web20class-

room.blogspot.com/ and has spoken at the

#140 Conference where he was awarded a

Now Award recognizing the "Movers and

Shakers" in the world of Social Media. He

can be contacted at Steven.anderson@we-

h20classroom.org.
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