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Editorial

Twitter: An educational tool in 140 characters

Technology and social media are ubiquitous
in the educational setting, blogs, wikis, podcasts,
ebooks, apps, Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, Linkedin,
YouTube, Researchgate; the list of common social
media sites and tools used by staff and students at
university is almost endless. The way we deliver and
receive information is ever changing, students expect
to be able to access information where and when they
want it and in a user-friendly format. Students today
are much more likely to get information from social
media sites on their smart phone in a café, than read a
book or journal in a library. A recent study reported
that 97% of physiotherapy students now use social
medial for educational purposes [1]. For those of us
engaged in student education this presents challenges
– particularly for those not entirely comfortable with
social media. However, the technology also presents
opportunities for students; ease of access to high qual-
ity information means that it is that much easier to
keep up to date with developments and recent research
in any particular field. For clinical colleagues engaging
in Continuing Professional Development is just a click
away!

There is a perception among some that social media
is a frivolous waste of time, however, more and more
academic colleagues, researchers and clinicians are
engaging with social media as a routine part of their
professional role. Social media, and in particular Twit-
ter, presents a fantastic opportunity to network and
engage in debate and discussion with like-minded col-
leagues. Twitter presents an opportunity to keep up to
date with developments in your area of interest, to con-
nect with colleagues across the globe, to engage with
students and to disseminate research findings.

For the uninitiated, Twitter is a social media tool in
which the account holder (in my case @mcveigh joe)
may send or receive short, public messages, or tweets

of 140 characteristics or less. Twitter is designed for
‘conversation’ and to share ideas, as such it is ideal
for use as an educational tool. Engagement in the
educational process is facilitated by using a media
application that learners are interested in and Twit-
ter accounts can easily be set up for an individual
class or group of students. Twitter can then be used to
‘push’ educational content directly to students’ mobile
devices and there is some evidence that students find
this useful and user-friendly [2]. However, it seems
prudent that students maintain a separation between
professional and personal use of social media and
students have expressed the desire that privacy is main-
tained within the educational context.1 Due to the
public nature of Twitter, there are limits on how social
media can be used by educators and as with all social
media it is essential that all users maintain the utmost
professional and ethical standards at all times.

There are multiple journals clubs and ‘tweet chats’ in
physiotherapy and healthcare related subjects. What-
ever your particular interest you will be able to follow
journals or colleagues with similar interests by sim-
ply following a hashtag (#). #physiotalk, for example,
is a regular tweet chat, hosted by physiotherapists
in the UK, to support and facilitate discussion about
physiotherapy evidence and practice. #physiotalk has
over 11,200 followers from more than 110 countries
and 4600 people have used the hashtag #physiotalk
in 36,400 tweets. By any standards this represents
significant global engagement by the physiotherapy
community. Most conferences will have a specific
hashtag to facilitate engagement with those who are
unable to attend. The recent Irish Society of Char-
tered Physiotherapists’ annual conference had more
than 3000 tweets of the hashtag #iscpconf15, again
representing significant engagement with the wider
physiotherapy community.
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For those engaged in research, social media is
increasingly being used as a method to recruit partic-
ipants to research studies [3], in particular it has been
used with some success in ‘hard to reach’ communities
[4]. In the past, obtaining the opinions of patients or
therapists often involved cumbersome postal surveys
[5, 6] with their many limitations. Today, opinions can
be gleaned almost instantaneously, and while the rigour
of using social media for this purpose still has to be
fully tested, there is no doubt that social media presents
an extremely useful recruitment tool for researchers.

The use of social media in education and profes-
sional development is emerging and evolving. The
flexibility of the technology can enhance student learn-
ing and experience; however, there are confidentiality
and privacy issues that need to be recognised. Addi-
tionally, the ease of access and amount of information
available may encourage ‘scanning and skimming’
as opposed to deep learning – learning takes time
regardless of the technology. Finally, it should be
remembered that social media is not primarily about
the technology, it is about engagement, debate and dis-
cussion. If you haven’t already, it’s time to join the
conversation.

J.G. McVeigh
Editor-in-Chief
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