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Did you know that you can access more than '150 free online professional development workshops

each week-and you don't even have to leave the comfort of your home or school to attend them?

Learn how to find, participate in, and start your own Twitter chats with this easy-to{ollow FAQ,

nless you've been living under
a rock for the past five years,

you have undoubtedly heard
of Twitter. Beyond its entertain-
ment uses, the free service has been
a major boon to educators, who use

it to connect with colleagues, share
resources, communicate with experts,
and personalize their professional
learning.

In fact, we authors met because
we were both using Twitter with our
teacher candidates. Even though we

live 1,000 miles apart, we have

collaborated on several
projects while continu-
ing to learn from each

other via tweets.

Using a service that limits
communication to 140 characters

may seem like a strange way to get
professional development (PD), but
educators have found it to be a power-
ful digital learning space where they
can connect around shared interests.
Scheduled Twitter chats, in particular,

have become a popular professional
activity for many tweeting educators.

Why, you ask? And how? Read on
to find the answers to your questions
about Twitter chats.

Why Twitter?
First of all, Twitter is not just limited
to 140 characters. In addition to text,
tweets can include images, short vid-
eos, and hyperlinks. Educators can
also tweet links to recommended ar-
ticles, blogs, websites, and other teach-
ing resources. And Twitter's 2417 1365
accessibility from multiple platforms,
such as Twitter.com, HootSuite, Tweet-
Deck, and several mobile apps, makes
it easy to use anltime, any'where.

TWitter is also an open social net-
work. While Facebook friend requests
from strangers cause suspicion, on
Twitter it's normal to follow and be fol-
lowed by people you dont know. That
means that far-flung educators who
might otherwise never meet, but have
some common interests, can still easily

connect through the medium. It is not
uncommon for educators using TWitter

to interact virtually for some time and
then eventually meet face to face at edu-
cational conferences or teacher-driven
unconferences or edcamps.

What ls a Hashtag?
Hashtags help connect educators
with similar interests. A hashtag is a
ke).word or phrase preceded by the #
symbol, which indicates that a tweet
includes content on a particular topic.
For example, users sending tweets re-
lated to the flipped classroom model
might add the #flipclass hashtag.

This mechanism allows educators to
join ongoing discussions with others
tweeting on similar topics and direct
their messages and resources to those
who have a shared interest. Hashtags

are usually determined organically by
users, and educators on Twitter have

established and make frequent use of a

wide variety of education-related ones
(see "Hash It Out" below).
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What's a Twitter Chat?

The term chat in the context of Twitter
refers to synchronous events where
many users participate in a discussion
via tweets on a specific topic, usually
using a predetermined hashtag at a
designated time. Although the Twitter
environment continuously evolves, a

chat is tlpically a weekly one-hour live
discussion that focuses on a specific
topic. And they're very popular: In
a recent survey we conducte d of 7 55

educators who use TWitter, 73o/o of re-
spondents reported they had partici-
pated in a chat.

Chats often encourage a more sub-
stantive and dynamic exchange of
ideas than traditional, singie-tweet
activity. A new user who sends out an
individual tweet may have little sense

of the audience for that tweet and may
not make any new connections with
it. But taking part in a chat will let her
get into immediate interaction and
discussion and quickly expand her
personal learning network (PLN).

Larger chats can involve hundreds
ofparticipants and thousands of
tweets during a single hour. If that
seems overwhelming, keep in mind
that many newbies just "lurk," or fol-
low chats without tweeting, while
others find smaller chats to partici-
pate in at first.

Why Ghat?
Participants join chats for many
reasons, including resource sharing,
networking, emotional support, com-
munity building, and contributing
to their profession. The collective
intelligence of a chat can provide
educators with classroom-tested les-
sons, a variety ofperspectives on
specific problems, or an introduction
to emerging technologies. Chats offer
leaders opportunities to expand their
audiences and influence, and they
give voice to teachers who might not
otherwise have the chance to exercise
leadership outside their classrooms
or schools. Educators also appreciate

that the medium is concise, immedi-
ate, and easily personalized to their
professional needs.

In contrast to traditional PD that
often casts teachers into passive roles,
chats can be dynamic, engaging, and
even'bddly invigoratingi' as one of
our students said. Chats provide op-
portunities for teachers to interact with
a variety ofeducators and other stake-
holders in ways that are sometimes rare
in schools, and they provide spaces for
democratic and equitable interaction
and collaboration. PIus, participation
in chats aligns with the ISTE Standards
for Teachers because it supports profes-
sional growth and leadership and al-
lows educators to model digital citizen-
ship and responsibility.

Who 0rganizes Ghats?
Most chats are started and facilitated
by a small group of self-nominated
leaders, and some involve a compan-
ion blog or website with chat sched-
ules, topic polls, and archives. For
example, when several Oklahoma
educators attending an edcamp de-
cided in February 20L3 to start using
#OkiaEd for a weekly moderated
chat, they created a website (oklaed.
blogspot.com), archiving account
(storify.com/OklaEd), and private
Google Doc to help organize and
sustain the chat.

Chats typically have one or two
moderators. Some chats retain the
same moderal.ors lor every session,
while others regularly rotate mod-
erators, feature guest moderators
with expertise relevant to a par-
ticular week's topic, or actively seek
out moderators among regular chat
participants.

Moderators generally create the
slate of questions or prompts for the
chat beforehand. At the outset, they
collectively welcome participants to
the chat and often ask them to in-
troduce themselves. After that, they
periodically ask the predetermined
questions and interact spontaneously
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with participants. Most moderators
pose 5-10 questions, but supplemen-
tary questions, diversions, and side
conversations are common too.

Although the moderators contrib-
ute important ideas to the chats, they
usually try not to dominate discourse
or control the flow ofconversation to
the same extent that a presenter might
in a traditional PD workshop. In fact,
some chat organizers empower par-
ticipants by allowing them to select
each week's topic through an online
poll that they tweet out and/or post on
the chatt website.

How Do I Participate in a Chat?
A diverse array ofeducation chats is
continuously emerging (see "Give a

Chat a Chancel'pages 12-13). Some
chats end up attracting participants,
while others fail to find a long-term
audience. Last year many state-based
chats, such as #KSed for Kansas edu-
cators, sprung up as opportunities to
connect and share resources with
nearby educators. Numerous book
group chats, which tend to be ad hoc
conversations that typically exist for
a short period of time, also started
last year. For example, Dave Burgesst

(pburgessdave) Teach Like a Pirate
spawned book chats that he led as well
as several spinoffchats that centered on
applFng the ideas of his book to spe-
cific educational contexts. And Clinton
Public Schools in Oklahoma uses chats
to connect educators within and across
schools with the hashtag #cpsreds.

It's easy to take part in a Twitter chat.
First, be sure your privacy controls are
set to make your tweets public so all
chat participants, not just your follow-
ers, can see them. Although it is pos-
sible to participate in chats using the
regular Twitter interface, we recom-
mend setting up a third-party account
with a service like HootSuite or Tweet-
Deck. These free services link to your
Twitter account and allow you to more
conveniently manage tweets and chats
by creating multiple "streams" or col-
umns that aggregale tweets by hashtag
or search term. This will make it much
easier to follow the flow of a chat and
contribute.

To keep track of which answers go
with which questions, moderators typi-
cally label each question with Qt, e2,
and so on. Participants, in turn, preface
answers with Al, 42, etc., so it's clear
which question they are answering.

This approach allows participants to
join chats late, discuss a particularly
interesting question beyond the des-
ignated chat time, or catch up with
conversations. Although anyone is
welcome to ask questions of all partici-
pants, it's good etiquette to generally
respect the moderator's role of guiding
the conversation.

Chats are generally welcoming
environments, and many chat mod-
erators support and encourage new
chatters. Researchers Ceren Budak
and Rakesh Agrawal, who have stud-
ied Twitter chats, found that new-
comers feel socially included when
fellow chat participants mention and
retweet them.

But they warn that more established
chats with numerous regulars can be
less inviting to outsiders and that the
quantity of tweets or links shared might
initially be overwhelming. TWitter has
been compared to a waterfall: Users
can hold out their cups to collect the
water they need but shouldnt worry
about everlthing that passes by. Twitter
chats, in particular, involve an immense
amount of information and educational
ideas, so keep in mind that it is pretty
much impossible to digest it all.
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The collective intelligence of a chat can provide educators with
classroom-tested lessons, a variety of perspectives on specific
problems, or an introduction to emerging technologies.

of their voluntary participation is
a testament to the value of chats.

If you're ready to join them, then
find-or start-a chat that meets

your professional needs. You may
be surprised by what you can learn
140 characters at a time!
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social media's role in student learning and
educator professional development. Follow
him on Twitter @DocCarpenter.
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participatory and democratic educational exp-

eriences. Follow him on Twitter @dankrutka.

What lf I Miss a Chat?

Although the live, dynamic nature
of chats is part of their appeal, many
chat transcripts are also archived on
a companion blog or website. This
is a valuable service for participants
who want to review tweets because of
the fast pace of chat or for those who
miss a chat altogether. Users can also

archive important individual tweets
from chats they would like to view
later by using Twitter's "favoritd' fea-

ture. Free apps like Evernote can also
help you store tweets and links for
later reference.

How Do lStart My Own Chat?
Ifa hashtag doesnt already exist
for a topic ofinterest, any user can
claim it for a chat and spread the

word to others interested in the topic.
But dont forget that no one owns a

hashtag. So ifyou decide to start us-
ing #MHSchat, for example, for a chat
among teachers at your high school,
dont be surprised if teachers from a

different "MHS" start using the same
hashtag. Thatt why it's wise to choose
a hashtag that others are unlikely to
apply to a different topic.

Twitter chats are a great way to
model participation and innovation
in a digital age learning culture. While
Twitter is no panacea for professional
development, an increasing number
ofeducators turn to the free service
again and again to energize learning
and collaboration with their col-
leagues. And given the many demands
on educators' time, the sheer volume
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