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BECOMING A 
NETWORKED LEARNER 

There is no single moment that Tony Baldasaro can remember that made 
him realize he needed to radically change the way he thought about learn
ing. But for the assistant superintendent of the Exeter, New Hampshire, 
school district, the 2009-2010 school year proved to be a transformative 
experience when it came to his own learning, the way he thought about stu
dent learning, and his role as a leader for his teachers. 

A New Way to Look at Learning 
"I was a competent yet introverted school leader," Tony recalls. He was 

willing to share his feelings about education with his close circle of friends 
but was uncomfortable making them known too widely. Over the course 
of that school year, however, things changed dramatically. "I became what 
I would call a transparent leader," he says, a shift that he describes as "the 
most transformational event of my professional life" (T. Baldasaro, personal 
communication, August 13, 2010). 

For Tony, that "event" centered on the online global learning networks 
and communities he chose to become a part of that year, networks that in 
just a short time gave him a voice and a perspective on education that he could 
not have imagined a year earlier. While no one reason drove him to learn
ing networks, he did attend a three-day workshop on the topic and "couldn't 
turn back." He started a blog called TransLeadership (http://transleadership 
.wordpress.com/) where he wrote and reflected regularly on his role as a 
school leader. He became active on Twitter (@baldy7) and started following 
and participating with other educational leaders from around the world, 
people who pushed his thinking and deepened his lean1cing around the 
changing landscape of education each step of the way. Before long, he 
had literally hundreds of connections willing to share their ideas, provide 
feedback, give advice, and on occasion, meet up for dinner. In short, this 
marked the beginning of his personal learning network, which now con
sists of the people and resources who contribute to his do-it-yourself pro
fessional development (DIYPD, as some call it) whenever he is connected to 
the Internet. 
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34 PERSONAL LEARNING NETWORKS 

"I'm still humbled by the readership of my blog and the number of peo
ple who follow me on Twitter," Tony says. "These are people who now pro
vide a tremendous amount of value to my life, people who impact me on a 
daily basis. The willingness of the community to welcome me to the con
versation has been remarkable." 

The Path to Learning Networks 
Tony's introduction to a networked learning life is no longer unusual. 

Each day, hundreds if not thousands of educators around the world take 
that first step to connecting online, to share ideas about the profession with 
other educators or to connect with other learners looking to deepen their 
knowledge around a particular topic-everything from cooking to politics 
to passions as unique as mountain biking on a unicycle. But Tony's story 
departs from many others regarding the speed and scale at which his net
work has grown. Within a year, he had found not only a group of willing, 
passionate educators to interact with, but he had also found his voice in the 
conversation. Both have led to what he calls "amazing learning." But here 
is the thing: you don't have to be like Tony to experience some amazing 
learning on your own. There is a path for every person into this networked 
learning space, and all that is required to make good use of it is a willing
ness to participate. 

And participate we must, if we are to fully understand the implications 
of these shifts at the curriculum, classroom, school, or systems level. It's 
not enough to employ these tools and technologies with our students; we 
have to employ them in our own learning practice. Otherwise, nothing 
changes. The vast majority of classroom uses of blogs, for example, are lit
tle more than taking what has already been done on paper for eons and 
publishing it in a different medium. In these cases, nothing has changed 
because the person at the front of the room (or in the front office) doesn't 
understand that a blog is not simply about publishing; it's about connect
ing. The great opportunity these tools provide is that they allow us to inter
act with others out there, but it's an opportunity that's meaningful only if 
we experience the full potential that exists in those interactions. 

As we move through this book to take a closer look at how we can begin 
to change our classrooms, our schools, and ultimately our districts and 
communities, remember that it all begins with your individual practice. These 
changes require a fundamental understanding of how learning networks 
work in your own practice. As Tony suggests, it's difficult not to look at 
school practices in a different light once you've been immersed in these 
very different learning spaces. Those five billion people who will be on the 
Internet in 2020 are our potential teachers as well as our students (rich
howard, 2010). It's hard to deny that this growth in numbers of users rep
resents an amazing chance for all of us to be connected to a global commu-

- nity of learners. Most importantly, it also leaves little doubt that the learn
ing future for our students resides in these networked spaces as well . 
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Becoming a Networked Learner 35 

Guideposts for Learning in Networks 
Before we take a look at some of the specific ways to begin making 

these connections and building these networks, we'll clarify what net
worked learning environments and interactions look like by discussing the 
following: 

• Passion to learn 

• Sharing 

• Quality, not quantity 

• Well-developed sense of self-direction 

• Balance 

• Reflection 

• Face-to-face networks 

Learning in networks begins with our passion to learn, whatever the 
topic. Just because you are an educator doesn't mean you have to start by 
building your network around the subject you teach. The great news about 
being online today is that it doesn't matter what your passion is, someone 
else out there shares it. Whether it's making stained glass or the Liverpool 
soccer team, finding that person, making a connection, and learning with 
her may do more to inform your ability to eventually help your students 
along their own paths than just staying within the area of your classroom 
expertise. In many ways, what we learn about how to interact with others 
online is just as important as what we learn about the topic at hand. 

Those .connections start with sharing, which is the lifeblood of net
worked learning. Just as we seek those who add value to our learning lives, 
succeeding in these networked spaces requires that we give back as much 
if not more than we receive. Whether it's posting a great link on Twit
ter, saving a bookmark to Diigo, or publishing a video of a presentation 
at your school (all of which we'll talk about in more depth in a moment), 
the easiest way to enhance your own networked learning experience is to 
share as much of the valuable stuff you learn as often as you can. To what
ever extent you are comfortable, these learning networks require a bit of 
our personal selves as well. It may mean a tweet or two about your vaca
tion, posting a favorite recipe, or some other rich detail of your life, simply 
to remind us of your human face. Regardless, as Brigham Young profes
sor David Wiley (2008) says, "Without sharing, there is no education." We 
couldn't agree more. 

Once we do start connecting, it's all about the quality of the connections you 
make, not the quantity. This idea pertains to choosing connections carefully 
as well as choosing diverse connections. While we have always needed to 
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36 PERSONAL LEARNING NETWORKS 

be skilled at identifying relevance in our learning interactions, with the 
literally billions of potential sources at our disposal right now, it's imper
ative that we find those that offer the most return for our time invest
ment. That's not to say scale is a bad thing; there is much to be said for the 
,,strength of weak ties" upon which most of our network interactions will 
be built, but a natural outgrowth of any social space is that some of those 
"nodes" will become more important than others. Managing the ratio of 
signal to noise in your learning flow is, as NCTE (2008) suggests, a crucial 
part of literacy at the moment, so choose those nodes well. Since humans 
have a herd mentality to begin with, it's easy to want to network with like
minded others. Diversity, however, is a key factor in taking full advantage 
of networked learning. To some extent, quality in networks requires us to 
seek those who respectfully disagree and make them a part of our online 
classrooms as well. 

Using networks well requires a well-developed sense of self-direction. Net
worked learning is not linear. There are few if any texts, syllabi, assign
ments, or deadlines. The people, conversations, and content that you'll be 
immersing yourself in are distributed all over the web, glued together with 
the judicious use of links by the people you connect with. This may be, in 
fact, the most difficult shift to get used to in terms of the contrast to your 
normal learning practice. As you begin to read and interact online, you 
may find yourself following links down many different paths not always 
relevant to your focus. You may start with a tweet from a trusted source 
in your network that takes you to an article that links to an opposing blog 
post, which might lead you to a YouTube video or a new magazine arti
cle. It will test your ability to keep moving in the right direction by build
ing your own curriculum, textbook, and classroom as you go. The ability 
for us to make almost all of the decisions about our own learning really is 
the powerful potential of these technologies-and will require focus and 
organization. 

Networks also require balance in the sense that we need to tum everything 
off from time to time as well. One of the starkest shifts over the last ten years 
is the constant access to information and conversations that we now have. It's 
imperative that we practice balance, in whatever form that takes. For instance, 
we know some networked learners who turn off everything at 6:00 p.m. 
every evening, or who put limits on how much time they spend on Facebook 
or Twitter every day. Others take longer breaks, weeks even, to try to main
tain some perspective between their online and offline worlds. We would also 
argue, however, that most educators are currently out of balance in that they 
don't spend enough time connected. Fifteen minutes online a day, on average, 
can get you started down this road pretty well, but if you find yourself spend
ing hours online at the expense of your family and friends, it's probably a good 
time to reevaluate. 
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Becoming a Networked Learner 37 

Regular reflection on your network interactions is a good thing. From time 
to time, assess the learning that's coming from your time spent online. 
Are the people you are connected to adding value? Are you organizing the 
information and knowledge that you are extracting from those interactions 
in helpful ways? Are you making the most of your time online, or are you 
finding yourself lost in the sea of information and conversations? These 
types of questions can help you improve the "signal to noise" ratio in your 
practice. 

Finally, remember, too, that our face-to-face networks are still important 
in our learning. In this chapter, we emphasize the virtual connections that 
we can make, but we believe very strongly that the personal interactions 
you have with passionate learners in your real lives are equally as impor
tant. In fact, as intentional as we may be in finding and creating contacts 
and connections online, there is still a great deal to be said for the more 
serendipitous learning that can take place in staff rooms and conference 
halls and other face-to-face settings. The good news is that we can now use 
online tools to extend those face-to-face learning relationships, allowing 
them to grow and deepen even when we're not together in the same room. 

Obviously, this is not a linear process; we don't start with one of these 
ideas and build in the others in a lock-step way. We won't try to boil.down 
learning practices into their easiest common denominator, as if there is a 
formula or a consistent "Ten Steps to Success" program when it comes to 
learning. There isn't. Yes, it does mean that you are going to have to find 
the time in what is undoubtedly an already jam-packed schedule to turn 
the network learning concept into reality in your own life. But as we said 
before, if you can find just fifteen minutes a day, or an hour or two a week, 
you can reap many of the benefits that these online spaces offer-really! 
Most importantly, however, you'll gain the context that your students need 
you to have in order to help them make sense of their own online learning 
lives. 

The Tools 
So let's get started building that network, shall we? In this section, we're 

going to look at five specific online tools you can choose from that can 
help you create, navigate, and grow your own personal learning network 
in safe, effective, and ethical ways: Twitter, Diigo, Google Reader, Blogger, 
and Facebook. We've chosen these tools carefully because we think they 
offer the greatest potential for connections and shifted practice for most 
people out there. That's not to say these are the only ones to consider, as 
one look at Jane Hart's annual list of the "Top 100 Tools for Learning" 
quickly makes clear (Hart, 2010). But these five create what we think is 
a solid foundation for the types of interactions that will lead to effective, 
vibrant learning networks. 
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Having said that, we're aware that any discussion of specific online tools 
is difficult. Tools change; they go away, and newer, sometimes better ones 
emerge. Just in the course of writing this book, in fact, came news that 
one of our long-time favorite tools, the social bookmarking site Delicious, 
was potentially going to be shuttered unless Yahoo, its owner, could find a 
buyer. (Luckily for us, that news came before our final deadline.) So while 
we are going to offer up some starting points for your networked learn
ing tool kit, please remember: it's the connections that matter. Networks 
are resilient to whatever changes the tools might throw their way and will 
continue to exist. 

While the main goals for these tools are to share, interact, collaborate, 
and collect, please remember that your own use should be guided by the two 
undeniable realities of Internet participation. First, nothing that you post 
online can ever be assumed to be 100 percent private. Even though we may 
check the "Friends and Family" box on Facebook or a photo-sharing site like 
Flickr, there's nothing really stopping those to whom we give access from 
taking that story or picture and sharing it in their own networks. It would 
be great to say that we can trust everyone we interact with, but if you put 
something in digital form, you can't assume it won't be shared. That goes 
for regular old email as well. 

The second rule you need to remember is that once you hit the "publish" 
button with any of these tools, you can't take it back. The speed at which 
information travels these days means that whatever you share online might 
be seen by thousands of people in even just a few seconds. Google caches 
every page on the web, and RSS readers (which we'll talk about later) are 
constantly fetching new content from the spaces we publish. You may hit 
"delete" less than a minute after you tweet, but you can never assume it's 
totally gone away. So make sure what you share isn't going to get you in 
trouble. You never know who will see it. 

Now we know that those two realities are enough to make many of you 
put down (or turn off) this book and walk away from this whole conversa
tion, and that's a totally reasonable and sane reaction. It's hard to get com
fortable with "planet-scale sharing" as author Clay Shirky (2010) calls it, 
especially when it's so different from what we're used to. But remember, 
this isn't a race; there's no prize for being first. You can take all the time 
you need to ease into these tools in ways that make sense for you as long 
as you're moving forward, exploring, learning, and connecting. People are 
less concerned about your mistakes than you might think. 

Here's the flip side: that "you never know who will see it" part is in 
some way also what makes this moment so amazing from a learning stand
point. That blog post you wrote showing how your kids designed solar pan
els for your community's town hall may be read by another teacher half a 
world away on his cell phone, causing him to think about a similar project 
for his own students. Who knows? He might send you an email asking if 
your classes can collaborate on the next project. 
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Finally, we're going to remind you again to resist the urge to think too 
much about your classrooms while reading and learning about the follow
ing tools. We'll be looking at all of that in depth in the next chapter. We're 
convinced that until you have built your own networks and have seen these 
types of learning experiences for yourself, it's really difficult to use these 
tools well to build connections in the classroom. Be selfish at the start; do 
this for yourself first, and your students will benefit greatly later. 

With that, let's dive in, or at least stick a few toes in the networked learn
ing waters. 

Twitter 
Twitter has been one of the fastest-growing social tools since 2008, and 

it's not hard to see why. In a nutshell, Twitter allows you to write and pub
lish a Ntweet" about what you're doing or thinking at the moment in 140 
characters or less. It's a short snippet of your existence that is then seen by 
the people who have chosen to "follow" you. For most, that means a few 
dozen to a few hundred friends and family members who might want to 
keep abreast of what you're up to at any given moment. For others, how
ever, it might mean thousands or even tens of thousands (and, yes, mil
lions) who want to learn from you and with you. 

Most people who hear about Twitter for the first or second (or third) 
time just can't understand what all the fuss is about. It seems silly-who 
would want to read somethillg like "Oh gosh, the baby just threw up on 
me!" or "Little Johnny just hit a home run!"? Nice to know, but it's not 
compelling content that will have anyone.coming back for more. 

What if you thought of Twitter as a place to share not just your life but 
the conversations and content that really make you think about whatever 
your passions are? What if you used it as a way to disseminate the best 
content you find to those followers? Even more importantly, what if the 
people who you follow on Twitter did the same for you? All of a sudden, 
it's not hard to see how Twitter can become an interesting (and sometimes 
overwhelming) way of connecting and collecting around the subjects you 
find most important. In fact, a 2010 study showed that 55 percent of the 
people who use Twitter use it to share links to news, and that number is 
growing (Scola, 2010). 

For example, in March of 2011, Alec Couros (@courosa on Twitter), a 
professor at the University of Regina in Saskatchewan, posted this tweet: 
"Excellent intro. to Twitter by the amazing @nancywhite on Vimeo http:// 
vimeo.com/20008272" (Couros, 2011). The link takes his followers to an 
eight-minute overview of how to get started on the tool. Or how about 
this one from Edutopia, the online magazine of the George Lucas Educa
tion Foundation: "New! Strategies for Embedding Project-Based Learning 
into #STEM http://bit.ly/fAaotB #scichat #edchat" (edutopia, 2011). Twitter 
is a great way to offer up some lin~ love to the best content we find online. 
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For that reason, most of the educators we're connected to on Twitter 
will tell you it's one of their primary forms of DIYPD. In fact, these days 
it's where most educators seem to start when building their networks. Part 
of it is ease of use, but a bigger part may be that the 140-character limit 
creates an opportunity to participate without putting too much of yourself 
out there. How dangerous can it be to send out links to high-quality read
ing that others might find interesting and learn from, even if your name 
is attached to it? Answer: not very. Once you get the hang of how to start 
connecting with other Twitterers, your networks can grow very quickly. 
Tens of millions of people now have active Twitter accounts, and thou
sands of educators of all stripes are participating there as well. 

One note before we get to the "how-to" part. We sincerely want you to:· 
pursue this network-building exercise in the context of whatever your pas- 1

1 

sions are, but for the sake of simplicity, we're going to use the education ( 
community as the primary example in this book. Along the way, we'll pro-

1 

vide some suggestions for more general connecting around your personal 1 

interests. 

Getting Started 
Start your Twitter journey at www.twitter.com by clicking on the "Sign 

Up" button in the right column. The short little form on the next page is all 
you have to fill in to get started, thankfully, but you do have some interest
ing decisions to make here. Without making it too painful, we're going to 
dive into some of the minor details in many of these processes just to make 
sure you get a sense of the broader implications of some of these decisions. 
The first is whether or not you should use your full name when signing 
up. The name you put in that blank will be the name associated with your 
account and will show up on your Twitter home page. In other words, 
everyone will be able to see it. Our strong recommendation is that you use 
your real, full name. 

Why? So you can be found by people who look for you. Part of con
necting effectively in this world is the breadth of your "G-portfolio"-that 
online resume or collection of links that comes up when someone Googles 
you. In the context of network building and learning, it really helps to be 
findable, so we're going to urge you to be yourself on Twitter (and every
where else, for that matter). Using your real name will also make you think 
twice about doing something less than smart on Twitter, and that's always 
a good thing. 

In the second line, add a username that will come up on each of your 
tweets. Here, you can be as creative as you like, within reason. We use 
willrich45 and RobMancabelli, both pretty straightforward, but we're con
nected to Teach42 (Steve Dembo), nashworld (Sean Nash), funnymonkey 
(Bill Fitzgerald), and a whole bunch of others with even stranger Twitter 
handles. Just be sure to pick a username that's not too strange; .Twitter will 
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be a part of your digital footprint online, don't forget. After that, choose a 
password you can remember, add your real email, decide whether or not 
you want others to be able to find you by searching your email (we'd sug
gest yes), uncheck the email updates since you'll be checking your Twitter 
stream regularly, and then press "Create my account." You'll have to enter 
the code words on the next page just to prove you're a human, and then 
you should be all set up. 

You might want to ignore the next two Twitter pages asking for your 
interests and your friends and ju~t follow our steps, which are a bit more 
focused way to build connection.s. If you do want to do a search for some
one when you get to the last page, go ahead, but you might want to read 
ahead a bit first before doing that. The final step is to click on the link 
in the confirmation email that Twitter sends; then you can log in to your 
account, at which point your account will be active. 

Befqre sending your own tweets, it might be good to spend some time get
ting your tweet feet wet by following a few people and reading what they are 
sharing. The first thing you want to do is find some people to follow. We've 
provided a fairly random list of ten folks who are great sharers on Twitter, 

Alan Levine, a director at the New Media Consortium: 
www.twitter.com/cogdog 

Kathy Cassidy, first-grade teacher in Saskatchewan: 
www.twitter.com/kathycassidy 

Patrick Larkin, high school principal in Massachusetts: 
www.twitter.com/bhspri ncipal 

Shelly Blake Plock, high school history teacher in Maryland: 
www.twitter.com/teachpaperless · 

Pam Moran, superintendent in Virginia: 
www.twitter.com/pammoran 

Tom Barrett, educational consultant in the U.K.: 
www.twitter.com/tombarrett 

Digital Media and Learning Central, collaborative 'blog on education: 
www.twitter.com/dmlcentral 

Jay Rosen, journalism professor and media critic at NYU: 
www.twitter.com/jayrosen_nyu 

·Edutopia, webSite for the George Lucas Education Foundation: 
www.twitter.com/ed~topia 

Lee Kolbert, middle school teacher in Florida: 
www.twitter.com/teachaki~d 
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most of them in education, and you're free to start with those if you like. 
Go to their Twitter page (address provided) and take a look at the kinds of 
things they are tweeting out to their followers. Odds are, you'll find two 
types of tweets: (1) those that include links and (2) those that are more 
conversation or banter. Both are valuable in their own way. 

No question, the reason we follow people on Twitter is usually because 
they are sharing links to great resources, whether those are blog posts, 
new?paper articles, new tools, or other sites or content they find valuable. 
In this way, they act as curators and filters, two essential roles that all of us 
play within our networks. Obviously, there is way too much information 
flowing through the web to be able to find and read even a minuscule per
centage of the good stuff, so we rely on others in our petworks to do much 
of that reading for us, select the most valuable pieces, and share what they 
find. They depend on us to contribute in turn. Yes, we can just be followers 
on Twitter, just sucking up all of the great links that come our way with
out ever adding to the flow ourselves, but that misses the point. This new 
learning world is about participation, not just consumption, and it's only 
with that participation piece that the real connections can happen. 

That's not to say, however, that we just add content value. Part of the 
appeal of Twitter is that we can ask for help, make jokes, and share a little 
bit about our personal lives. (Yes, even occasionally when the baby spits 
up on us.) It's not just a learning network; it's a social network too, and it's 
important to be a person from time to time as well. While others may take 
a different tack, we tend to follow folks who are linking at least 50 percent 
of the time, with some exceptions for personal friends. That's how we get 
the most value for our time spent on Twitter. 

In other words, before you decide to follow anyone on Twitter, try to 
assess whether or not he or she (or in some cases "it") will bring that value 
into the interaction. Aside from looking for the ratio of links to chatter, 
you might consider how many people are already following that per.son 
(the higher the number, the more potential value), take a look at the web
site that is linked to her Twitter profile, or do a Google search to see what 
comes up. Remember, you want the most bang for your Twitter time, and 
if you take a few extra minutes up front, you'll save time later. 

If at the end of all of that you think it would be worth your time to fol
low that person, just go to his Twitter page (for example, www.twitter.com 
/willrich45 or www.twitter.com/RobMancabelli), and click the "Follow" 
button under his picture toward the top. From that point on, all of his tweets 
will show up when you go to Twitter.com and log in to your home page. 

Here are a few other ways you can find others to potentially follow on 
Twitter: 

• See who the people you follow are following. On any Twitter 
account page, click on the "following" link just under the person's 
profile at the top left corner. 
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• Check out the Twitter lists that people have built around various 
topics. Visit http://mashable.com/2009/l l/02/twitter-lists-guide/ 
for a good how-to for creating lists. 

• If you're focusing on education, visit http://twitter4teachers 
.pbworks.com/ on Twitter4Teachers. You'll find a list of all sorts of 
educators using Twitter broken down by discipline, job title, and 
more. 

43 

However you engage, just remember the more people you follow, the 
more Tweets will be coming your way. Here again, people have differ
ent strategies. Some will follow anyone who follows them, which means 
that if you get pretty popular on Twitter, you'll have a lot to read on your 
Twitter home page. Here's an important reality: few if any Twitter users actu
ally read all the tweets from those they follow. Most just check in from time to 
time to see what's coming through the flow at any given moment. Will, for 
instance, limits the number of people he follows to 150, and even at that he 
rarely reads more than 10 percent of the daily tweets they post. Don't feel 
guilty if you're not keeping up; no one does. 

One last piece of advice about reading Twitter: many power users don't 
use the Twitter home page to check their tweets. Instead, they'll use a sep
arate app or tool like TweetDeck or Twitterific with which you can man
age groups of Twitter users. Both of .us use TweetDeck, which lets us sep
arate our tweets into different users or topics to help manage the flow of 
tweets. You can also run searches and follow topics that have labels called 
hashtags associated with them-more on that in a minute. You can follow 
as many folks as you want, but separate out those whose tweets you really 
don't want to miss. And remember, you can take Twitter with you on your 
mobile phones since, as you probably guessed, there's an app for that. 

Jumping In 
Once you've spent some time getting comfortable with Twitter, it's time 

to start participating. When you go to www.twitter.com and log in, you'll 
see the "What's happening?" form at the top, which is where you'll type or 
paste anything you want to share with your followers. You may not have 
too many followers at first-we'll give you some strategies to get some in 
a second-but remember, the best way to begin attracting connections is 
to provide valu~ on a fairly consistent basis. In an educational context at 
least, when you look at those who have the most followers on Twitter, all 
of them spend a great deal of time reading, selecting, and sharing links to 
interesting resources·. 

The easiest way to start contributing on Twitter is to "retweet." As 
the name suggests, when you retweet someone else's· post to Twit
ter, you're simply sharing what someone else found with your followers. 
So if Alec Couros (@courosa) tweets a link to a great article about open 
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content online, just hover your mouse on the tweet itself, and click on 
the "Retweet" OPlion. Both your name and Alec's will appear on the new 
tweet. If characters permit, you can even add your own comments to his 
tweet, for example, in parentheses at the end. Twitter will let you know 
how many characters you have left as you type. 

Most likely, you will generate your tweets using content that you read 
and find as you surf around the web. In those cases, links are always the 
key. Most links are too long, however, to make the 140-character-per-tweet 
limit useful, so you'll want to use some type of link-shortening tool like 
TinyURL (www.tinyurl.com) or bit.ly (http://bit.ly). On these sites, paste 
your original link into the box to generate a shorter link, which you can 
then use in your tweet. Another reason to use TweetDeck or similar ser
vices is because they have the link-shortening capability built in. By short
ening the link, you'll have room to add the title of the page you're linking 
to, give some description, or ask a question-whatever you think is worth 
noting about the link content that fits in under 140 characte!s. The more 
you read tweets, the easier it will be to get the hang of that process. 

Certainly, you'll be more motivated to tweet if you have followers read
ing those tweets. At the start, you're going to have to do some active mar
keting to let people know you've entered the Twittersphere. The easiest 
way to accomplish that is to personalize your tweets, which is where the 
@ symbol comes in handy. For instance, you could tweet -"@willrich45 
thought you'd find this link interesting. http://bit.ly/aQorIX" if you find an 
interesting resource about writing literacy in the 21st century. That way, 
even though Will may not be following you on Twitter, he'll see it in his 
"Mentions" list. In fact, just use the @ symbol whenever you want to make 
your tweet a reply to someone else. Odds are, those people will check out 
your Twitter stream, and if they find that you are sharing great links, 
they'll most likely follow you. 

If you use the @ symbol often, you'll be interacting with all sorts of 
people on Twitter before you know it. Then it just becomes a matter of 
how much time you put in-not just reading the tweets of the people you 
are following, but also reading the links they send your way. It won't take 
long before you are swimming in interesting research, articles, and blog 
posts, and you'll be working to "manage, analyze, and synthesize multiple 
streams of simultaneous information," which NCTE (2008) wants you to 
be adept at. 

Another way to get the most out of Twitter is to use the # symbql or 
"hashtag" to label certain tweets and categorize them. For instance, posts 
on Twitter that deal with educational reform topics often carry the hashtag 
"#edreform" somewhere within the Tweet-usually at the end. There are hun
dreds of these types of tags being used in education, and you can find a pretty 
complete list at the Cybrary Man site (www.cybraryman.com/edhashtags 
.html). In addition, you can create hashtags on the fly for conferences, 
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workshops, or subject-specific conversations. It can be a powerful tool for 
organizing discussions on Twitter and for finding new people to connect to. 
You can also use hashtags to participate in conversations on Twitter. One of 
the most popular is #edchat, in which people converse in 140 characters or 
less using that tag to keep it as organized as a Twitter conversation can be. 

Diigo 
In the old days, like 2006, when we came across a site online that we 

wanted to save for later, we'd go up to the top of our browser and either 
click the "Bookmarks" button in Firefox or "Favorites" button in Internet 
Explorer and save the link into what, for most, became an ungodly long 
list of places we really meant to go back to but probably never did. Why, 
you might ask, is that the way we used to do it? Because bookmarking, like 
so much else on the web these days, has gone social, meaning we now do 
it online, not just on our computers. Now we don't just save sites for our
selves; we save them for others, too, by adding them to a public list of links 
that can be accessed by anyone from anywhere with a connection-not 
just the computer we saved them on. So that means we can all be scouring 
the web for great resources on, say, creating digital stories with students 
and can easily share those links with one another online. 

That's an important shift and another step in the direction of the "if I 
get smarter, you get smarter" web. It means that, just like with Twitter, we 
see the value of working for one another and sharing the best of what we 
find with the-world-only in this case, it's a bit more organized and a bit 
less interactive. Still, it's an effective connection point and an important 
building block for your personal network (as well as your "managing, ana
lyzing, 'synthesizing" literacy.) 

Two social bookmarking tools reign supreme in the education world. 
The first is Delicious (www.delicious.com), one of the original bookmark
ing sites on the web, which-as we mentioned previously-may be at risk 
of closing. The other is Diigo (www.diigo.com), which has become a must
use tool for educators for a variety of reasons, despite its smaller user base. 
Both have similar functions, and both make networks and groups a main 
feature of their use. Because of the uncertainty with Delicious and because 
Diigo actually has more functionality, we're going to focus on the latter in 
this section. 

Getting Started 
As with most of these tools, Diigo is relatively easy to use, and you can 

get up and running in literally about five minutes. For the more nuanced 
uses of Diigo, you can always do a search on YouTube to find some "how
to" videos. To start, just go to www.diigo.com and click on the blue "Get 
Started Now" button in the middle of the homepage. (Just to the right of 
the button is a small text link that says "Educator? Get started here." After 
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you've logged in, you'll want to use that link to apply for a free educator 
upgrade. Visit http://help.diigo.com/teacher-account/faq to get .the scoop 
on those accounts.) First, fill in the form to create your account, and then 
check your em.ail for a link to activate the account. Once activated, you'll 
only be a couple of steps from starting to save all those great sites you find 
on the web. 

The first thing you want to do is add the Diigo toolbar to your browser. 
Just click on the "Tools" link at the top right of the page, and you should 
land on a page that gives you a link to install it in whatever browser you 
are using. (Safari users will need to use the "Diigolet" button instead; just 
follow the links to install it.) It is a pretty painless procedure, and when 
you're done, you should see either the toolbar or a Diigo button in your 
browser. 

Jumping In 
Once you have your account set up and your toolbar buttons installed, 

it's time to start bookmarking. If you're following great sharers on Twitter, 
you will already be getting lots of links worth saving to your Diigo account. 
The process to do so couldn't be easier. First, make sure the page you want 
to save is open in your current browser window or tab. Then, even though 
this next step is optional, take a look at the page and try to determine the 
best paragraph or two of text that neatly sum up the article. Highlight that 
text by clicking and dragging your cursor over it while clicking on your 
mouse or touchpad. 

Next, while your text is still highlighted, click on the "Bookmark" but
ton that appears on the Diigo toolbar. This may vary depending on the 
browser you use. If you don't see the "Bookmark" option,· click on the 
Diigo icon that you do see, and you'll most likely find it there. A Diigo form 
should pop up that shows the address of the site, the title, and the section 
of text you highlighted. You can choose to keep your bookmark private, 
though that kind of defeats the purpose: Diigo will be one way people can 
connect with you if your bookmarks are public. You can also save a version 
of the entire page in your Diigo account by checking "Cache," just in case 
the page gets taken down at some point in the future. 

Next comes the "Tags" section, and from a "managing streams of infor
mation" standpoint, it may be the most important field on the form. Unlike 
old taxonomies that others created to help us organize information, we 
now have to take on that job ourselves. It's not as neat or as linear, and 
what works for you may not work for someone else, but the moment calls 
for each of us to begin to "tag" or add keywords to the content we find, cre
ate, and share so that we-and others with similar interests-can find it 
more easily later. 

You can add as many tags as you like, but most people add between 
three and seven, depending on the resource. They can be general, as in 
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"education," "learning," or "2lst_Century_Skills," or they can be unique to 
your own needs. For instance, if you want to collect bookmarks collabora
tively with your class, you might all use a tag like "jfkhsaphistoryl" (Can you 
figure out what that means?), or if you're running a conference, you could 
use "educon2011." Whatever tags you use, enter them without commas, 
separated only by spaces. Diigo will create a list of all of your tags that you 
can access on your Diigo page (which, by the way, is www.diigo.com/user 
/your_user_name). Even better, you'll be able to search your bookmarks by 
the tags or by multiple tags as well. 

Here is the cool thing about Diigo: you can also add highlights and 
sticky notes on any of the pages you bookmark, and if you make those 
notes and highlights public, any other Diigo users who land on the page 
can see and interact with them. (You'll notice highlights and notes when 
you start browsing around after installing Diigo as well. Visit go.solution
tree.com/technology for examples.) We know many teachers who have 
begun to deconstruct individual web pages using the notes and highlights 
functions with their students (but only after they themselves have·played 
with Diigo for a while, of course). 

Really, that's about it when it comes to saving bookmarks, but that's 
not the end of our Diigo conversation. Diigo can also be a place where you 
begin connecting with others who share your interests and are sharing 
their bookmarks. It's not nearly as conversational or social as Twitter, to be 
sure, but it is a place where you can begin to mine a great deal of resources 
if you are "networked" with great Diigoers. There are a couple of ways to 
do this, but let's start with the most straightforward. When you're logged in 
to the Diigo site, just click on the "My Network" link, and you'll be guided 
through a process where you can find other users with similar interests. 
Much like Twitter, as you add people to your network, you'll be able to eas
ily follow all of the links they add to their Diigo accounts. If you build your 
network well, it's almost like having a whole research team working for 
you constantly. Obviously, you'll want to be a part of that team as well. 

As always, there are a number of great resources to learn about Diigo 
online. Aside from those at www.diigo.com and the many quality tutorials 
on YouTube, you might want to check out the "Diigo" tag at Delicious (www 
.delicious.com/tag/diigo), where you'll find the latest great bookmarks about 
the service. And don't forget to explore Diigo's many already-created groups 
where educators are sharing their best links with one another (http://groups 
.diigo.com/index). It's another great way of making connections with other 
passionate educators. 

Google Reader 
One of the most powerful tools for gathering information is one you 

may not have heard of. It's called RSS, or "Real Simple Syndication," and if 
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you take a little time to mak~ it a part of your daily practice, it will change 
the way you think about information and learning. 

The concept is pretty straightforward: RSS allows you to subscribe for free 
to "feeds" of information so that, just like the newspaper that ends up in your 
driveway each morning, the latest blog posts, bookmarks, and even tweets 
automatically get collected in your RSS "reader." For instance, if you want 
the most recent writings about school reform as posted by Diane Ravitch and 
Deborah Meier in their great blog Bridging Differences, you can subscribe to 
that blog, and whenever they update, the posts automatically come right to 
your reader. That means that you can collect a great deal of the best, most 
relevant content being produced on the web into one space for easy manag
ing, analyzing, and synthesizing whenever you're ready to do so. 

As much as RSS creates an opportunity for us to expand our connec
tions, however, it also poses a huge challenge: it's almost too easy to start 
building your own "Daily Me," as some have called it, and it's not hard to 
feel quickly overloaded by information. So a bit of a caveat and a reminder 
that you have heard from us before: start slowly, and know that you don't 
have to read everything that comes your way via RSS. The more focused 
you can make the experience, the better-not only for your own learn
ing, but also for your ability to teach and model RSS to your students and 
colleagues. 

Getting Started 
Once again, the basics here are pretty straightforward. While there are 

a number of RSS readers, we're going to suggest you use Google Reader, a 
free tool that comes with your Google account. If you don't have a Google 
account, just go to www.google.com, click on "Sign In" at the top right of 
the screen. On the next page, click on "Create an Account Now" just below 
the sign-in form. The process is very easy, and once you've completed it, 
not only do you have a reader but you also have a Gmail account, which 
is an email account through Google; free biogs at Blogger; free documents, 
calendars, spreadsheets, and presentations at Google Docs; and a whole 
bunch more. 

Your personalized, totally private Google Reader will be at www.google 
.com/reader and will show up whenever you are logged in. You might want 
to put a link to it on your browser toolbar for easy access when you want 
to read what posts and articles have arrived. You might also want to create 
a pop up on your Google calendar for the first few weeks to remind you to 
visit. RSS is the type of tool that works best for you when it becomes a reg
ular part of your network practice. 

The only real "how-to" part of RSS is finding and adding subscriptions 
to follow. To use the Bridging Differences example from earlier, if after read
ing through some of the recent posts you decide that you want to subscribe, 
just copy the address of the blog (http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/Bridging 
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-Differences/), open Google Reader, click on the "Add a Subscription" but
ton, paste the address into the form that pops up, and click "Add." The 
name of the blog will be added to your subscriptions list in the lower part 
of the left-hand column. That's it. Now every time a new blog post is added 
to the Bridging Differences site, a copy of it will automatically be sent to your 
reader. You'll know when new posts arrive because the blog name will 
turn bold and you'll see a number in parentheses showing how many n~w 
posts have arrived. 

When you click on the subscription, the posts themselves will show up 
in the right-hand pane. You'll see a set of options at the bottom of each post 
that will allow you to email the link to someone, star it as a favorite, and 
even add tags if you want to organize the links. From a networked learner 
scenario, however, you might want to think about clicking on the links 
that you find most interesting to open them in your browser, saving them 
to Diigo, and maybe even sharing them on Twitter. Being a great filter of 
information for your network is an important role. 

Jumping In 
So what else can you subscribe to with Google Reader, aside from blogs? 

Well, a lot of stuff, actually. Let's say you are interested in the rain forest 
and you want to keep track of any global news relating to that topic. You 
can go to Google News (www.google.com/news), do a search for "rain for
est," take the address of the page where the search results come up, copy 
it, and add it to Google Reader. Then you'll get a link to every article pub
lished about rain forests from around the world as they occur. If you want 
to narrow your search in Google News, and you probably will, just click on 
the "Advanced Search" link to limit your query to a particular country, a 
specific newspaper, and more. 

By using Google Blog Search (http://blogsearch.google.com), you can 
search all the blogs in the world. Once again, if you take the address of the 
search result and add it to your reader, you'll have a constant flow of blog 
posts about the rain forest coming your way. If you find some blogs that 
write about the rain forest on a regular basis, you might subscribe to those 
as well. 

You can also track alL of the great sites about rain forests that people are 
saving to Diigo in your RSS reader. Just take the Diigo address for the tag 
"rainforest" (www.diigo.com/tag/rainforest), and add it to your reader. If 
you want to collect all the tweets with the hashtag #rainforest, you can go 
to http://search.twitter.com, enter the tag, copy the address of the results, 
and add it to Google Reader. Want pictures and movies? You can subscribe 
to Flickr photos and YouTube videos about the rain forest as well. Just do 
the searches, and, well, you should have the idea by now. 

Finally, don't forget that one of the keys to building your learning net
work is interacting with the content you find or, in this case, content that 
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finds you. Don't hesitate to click on those really interesting blog posts that 
come into your reader, and perhaps leave some comments for those blog
gers. The more you enter those conversations and start sharing your own 
ideas, the more connections you'll make. 

Blogg er 
The weblog, or "blog," is the granddaddy of social media, if there is such 

a thing. Way back at the turn of the 21st century, biogs starting popping 
up as a way for individuals to publish their thoughts online at the click of a 
button (no HTML or FTP stuff required). It was like sending an email to the 
world. More importantly, blogs became a place where readers could actu
ally respond to those ideas. Currently, you'll find over 200 million blogs 
online in various stages of use, and on many of them, you'll find some of 
the best writing and thinking anywhere. Blogs are a powerful writing and 
multimedia tool that more and more educators are beginning to bring into 
their classrooms. In general, biogs are a tremendous tool for synthesizing 
ideas, connecting to other teachers and resources, and with a little time 
and patience, developing a conversation around the topics you care about 
the most. But even more importantly, they are a great way for each of us to 
reflect on our own practice and experiences in our schools and classrooms. 

In fact, the use of biogs in classrooms actually has some research sup
port behind it. A 2010 University of New Hampshire study found that "reg
ularly creating blog entries had a positive impact on learners' writing flu
ency and increased their motivation to write for a broad audience" (Lee, 
2010). The abstract of another study from Northwestern State University in 
Louisiana found that a blog "enhances curriculum, supports cognitive abil
ities, and creates a positive learning community" (McBride & King, 2010). 
In addition, the study found that "writing skills of elementary age students 
can improve because the tool excites the student and is already a familiar 
mode of communication" (McBride & King, 2010). 

Don't kid yourself; blogging can be hard work. It takes time to read and 
think and synthesize and write. But for many, the process is worth it, not 
just because it's good learning work that can produce some "intellectual 
sweat" from time to time, but also because it definitely gets you to grapple 
more deeply with the whole shift around transparent participation that's 
occurring. Blogging is also one of the best ways to fully understand these 
shifts in the sense of creating great pedagogy and curriculum around the 
use of blogs in the classroom. If we're going to use the NCTE definition 
again, biogs are where we "analyze and synthesize" as well as connect. 

Here is a bit of history. Biogs arrived around 2000 and created the foun
dation for the Web 2.0 phenomenon, the explosion of online tools that 
allowed people to easily connect online. In the early days of blogs, they 
were seen as mostly online journals or diaries, and for some, that's still 
how they are used. For most, however, biogs are now places of exposition 
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where the essay has taken on a new life, complete with links and multime
dia. On our blogs, we opine, we curate, we filter, we connect, and we do it 
in a way that is open to the world to see and interact with. 

That last part is daunting, and it's what stops many from starting their 
own blogs. An oft-heard refrain by newcomers is "But what do I have to 
say that people would be interested in?" It's a valid question, but the truth 
is that if you are writing about your passion, you'll have readers. It may 
take a while, but in the world of Twitter and instant connections, it won't 
take as long as you think. In the past year, we've seen many Tony Baldasa
ros come out of nowhere to become important parts of the conversation; it 
all comes down to a willingness to learn, test ideas, and share stories with 
what most will tell you is a very welcoming community-no matter the 
topic. 

Besides, no one is saying that you have to wax philosophic on your blog 
five times a week. Many folks just use their blogs to post short commen
taries on links that they've found, while others use it as a portfolio space 
for photos they've taken or videos they've created. Some post fairly regu
larly, others just a few times a month. Do whatever works for you, as long 
as there is some level of engagement and participation that helps you grow 
the connections in your network and helps you understand the potentials 
for your students. 

Getting Started 
Before you create your own blog, however, we're going to suggest you 

take some time to read other biogs first. Remember, you can use Google 
Blog Search (http://blogsearch.google.com) to find folks who are blogging 
about your interests. When you do, don't just look at the ways the bloggers 
weave in references to the things they have read or found on the web. Pay 
attention to the writing style (most are pretty informal) and the ways the 
bloggers use pictures and multimedia. Look at the overall design and feel of 
the space, how often they post, the types of comments they get, and links 
to other places where you might connect with them. In other words, do 
some analysis. Then, when you feel compelled to do so, we would encour
age you to leave some comments and get into some conversations. Again, 
when you comment, use your real name. 

When you're ready, the easiest way to start a personal blog is to use 
Google's Blogger (www.blogger.com), especially if you've gone through the 
process of setting up a Google account already. Just go to Blogger, sign in 
with your Google information, and it will take you through an easy setup 
process that will have you blogging in under five minutes. As always, there 
are a large number of getting-started videos about Blogger on YouTube, but 
remember to think carefully about the name of your blog, and don't be shy 
about using your real name when you set it up. You want to be findable. 
Blogger also has a whole bunch of creative themes to choose from, so feel 
free to experiment a bit. 

© 2011 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781742391816 • SOT1816 



11 I 
I t 
~ 

I·. I 
. 1 

; 
' . 
I 

52 PERSONAL LEARNING NETWORKS 

Jumping In 
More important than the setup, however, is the process of blogging. 

Where do you get ideas to write about? How do you begin to make connec
tions? How do you "market" your blog posts? Ideas spring from the things 
you read; you get things to read from Twitter, Diigo, and Google Reader; 
and you share your blog posts using those tools as well. In this way, in 
fact, Twitter is one of the most powerful tools to disseminate your blog 
posts and attract readers. In other words, once you get the hang of it, these 
tools can all work in concert to begin building a really powerful learning 
network. 

While it's probably obvious already, the key technical ingredient to cre
ating connections while blogging is the link, and many of your blog posts 
should be filled with them. If you're writing about something that you 
read, be it a newspaper article, a bookmark, or a post on someone else's 
blog, make sure to create a link to that piece within your post. If you do 
that, two things (if not more) happen. First, you add valuable context to 
whatever it is that you are writing about. If your readers want to read more 
about the topic or simply check your logic, they can, with one simple click. 
The other reason is that, through the wonders of the web, the bloggers you 
link to will automatically find out that you are writing about them, and 
that means more potential for network building. This type of notification is 
called a "trackback," if you want to learn more about how that works. 

There's nothing wrong with posts that are primarily reflection or narra
tive, sharing experiences that you feel are important in your own learning 
and that might be of interest to your readers. Even if you don't have many 
readers at the outset, have faith that they will come if you are consistent in 
writing on your blog and in using these other tools to grow your connec
tions and, as a by-product, share your blogging to a wider audience. Make 
sure to interact with your readers as they begin to comment on your posts; 
responding in the comment thread is a great way to deepen the conversa
tion and connection. 

Face book 
No question, Facebook is the eight-hundred-pound gorilla of social net

working these days, having left MySpace in the dust, at least in terms of 
North American participation. Despite numerous missteps surrounding 
privacy and personal information sharing, Facebook has become proof pos
itive that social networks are here to stay, with over five hundred million 
active users at this writing and adding over five hundred thousand new 
users a day. It's mind-boggling to think about. 

Keeping in mind that our focus at this stage is on building our own 
learning networks rather than finding ways to use these tools in the class
room, Facebook is an important site for all educators to experience, if for 

1 no other reason than to help their students understand the potentials and 
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the pitfalls. It's also a great way to start connecting online, because on 
Facebook you network with people you already know. While different peo
ple have begun to use Facebook for different purposes (such as marketing, 
activism, and politics), at its core it's still about "friending" the people in 
your life you want to connect with. In that respect, at least, it's not about 
sharing to the world at large. Just remember, however, that our two golden 
rules of online interaction apply here as well. 

Getting Started 
Getting set up on Facebook isn't rocket science, so we won't spend a 

lot of time on that process here. Just go to www.facebook.com and fill out 
the form. You'll have the chance to connect with folks already in your 
email contact list if you'd like. This does require you to share your email 
password with Facebook, however-something many are not willing to 
do. Once you've gone through the login process, you'll be able to search 
for people already on Facebook, create groups of family members or col
leagues, and update your friends on what's going on in your life. 

Jumping In 
The key to Facebook, as with any of these tools, is using it appropriately 

and using it well. For all sorts of reasons, it's best not to friend current stu
dents, even though you may actually be friends with them in real life. And 
it's best to not use your Facebook page as a place to vent your frustrations 
with the system or your colleagues. Remember, even though you can config
ure your Facebook privacy settings so that only your "friends" can see your 
page, you have to think of it as a public space. Similarly, feel free to post pic
tures to your page (over a million go up every day), but you might not want 
to add any of you at a keg party wearing a pirate costume for obvious rea
sons. Facebook is also a great place to connect with some of the professional 
organizations that might be associated with your interests. In education, you 
might try the Edutopia page (www.facebook.com/edutopia}, the ISTE page 
(www.facebook.com/pages/ISTE/8828374188), or even the National Coun
cil of Teachers of English (www.facebook.com/ncte.org) page, among many 
others. These are great spaces to meet and learn with others in your disci
pline or subject area. 

Obviously, the privacy concerns that so many folks have about Facebook 
are real and shouldn't be ignored; you can buy a number of well-written 
books on the subject, in fact. While we'd love to go into some depth over 
those concerns, we don't have the time or space to do the conversation jus
tice, especially since things have a tendency to shift very quickly in this 
type of discussion. A free download titled The (Very) Unofficial Facebook Pri
vacy Guide will serve as a great primer for your foray into the choices you 
can make concerning privacy on your site (Alcorn, n. d.). 

Finally, one last bit of caution regarding Facebook: remember that ulti
mately anything you post to Facebook is owned by Facebook and can be 
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removed at any time by its staff. For this and a number of other reasons, 
some important voices such as Tim Berners-Lee, the web's inventor, and 
others have been speaking out against a growing trend to use the site as a 
one-stop shop for content creation and publishing. Sure, Facebook makes 
this whole networking thing easier, but from a learning standpoint, that 
doesn't necessarily mean better. Learning on the web is about participating 
in many spaces in different ways, and there is a real danger, we think, in 
tying too much of our work to one particular site. 

Levels of Participation 
Once you have established your networks, how will you use them? We 

feel strongly that every educator would be well served to be a participant 
in these spaces to some degree. If we've succeeded in building a compelling 
case around the shift to networked, passion-based learning online, then 
how can educators choose not to participate? Remember, our students are 
already taking part in social networks like Facebook in droves, but there is 
a big distinction between the social interactions at Facebook and the learn
ing interactions we're talking about here. The reality right now is that most 
of our students have no one teaching them or modeling for them what sus
tained, passion-based, self-directed learning in networked online spaces 
can be. They are not the "digital natives" some would have you believe 
when it comes to the networked learning aspect of all of this. They're immi
grants just like we are. 

Let's also be clear about something else: just as generic learning is on 
its way out in the classroom, the ways in which we explore these environ
ments for ourselves will be as unique as our own personalities and proclivi
ties. While we'll provide an easy, step-by-step process to follow, no two of 
us will follow the exact same path to success. In essence, you'll be travelling 
down your own unique learning road here, which is as it should be. 

If you want to get some sense of how people in general participate in 
online networks, the "ladder" (fig. 2.1) gives a pretty good overview of the 
different levels of activity. 

In other words, there are lots of ways to get involved. We would also 
suggest that the farther up you can move on this ladder, the better. That's 
not to say you can't find value in participating at the lower rungs, espe
cially at first. But those "take, not give" activities won't do much for grow
ing a learning network. In our experience, becoming a creator affords the 
most opportunity to experience rich connections, so think about the start
ing points outlined here and the ways you might work your way up. And 
remember, it's not a race; no one is grading you, and everyone will travel a 
different path. 
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Groups include 
consumers 
participating in 
at least one of 
the indicated 
activities at 
least monthly. 
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Creators 

23% 

Conversationalists 
31% 

Critics 
33% 

Joiners 
59% 

• Publ;sh a blog 
• Publish your own web pages 
• Upload video you created 

; • Upload audio/mustc you created 
• Write articles or stories and post them 

• Update status on a social networking site* 
• Post updates on Twitter 

• Post ratings/reviews of products or services 
• Comment on someone else's blog 
• Contribute to online forums 
• Contribute to/edit artides in a wiki 

• Use RSS feeds 
• Vote for websites online 

Add tags to web pages or photos 

• Maintain profile on a social networking site 

--------- --
•Read biogs 
• Listen to podcasts 
• Watch video from other users 
• Read online forums 
• Read customer ratings/reviews 

• Read tweets 

• None of the above 

Base: U.S. online adults 
*Conversationalists participate in at least one of the indicated activities at least weekly. 

Sou rce: Used with permission f rom Fo rrester Research . Adapted f rom Anderson and Bernoff 

(20 10) and Elliott (20 10). 

Figure 2.1: A ladder of activity for users of online social media. 
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So what does this all look like in your own personal learning practice? 
Since no two people are going to have the exact same networks or the 
exact same interactions, there's no one right answer to that question. You 
can assume, however, that the way you learn in your network is going to 
look and feel different from your current learning practice. You're creating 
your own learning path here, and little about this has a decidedly linear, 
step-by-step feel. If you begin to use these tools fairly regularly, you'll see 
that your Twitter network will seep into your blog network and Facebook 
connections as well as those you have on Diigo and elsewhere. Pretty soon 
the whole thing will begin to become a part of your learning workflow
one network of integrated parts that work seamlessly together. We know 
that might seem like a long way off for those of you who are just starting 
down this road, but as we said, these days there are a lot of Tony Baldasa
ros out there-people who are participating in pretty extensive networks 
after just a few short weeks and months. 
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Effective participation has a consistent look and feel, however person
alized or general that may be. For instance, simply reading all of the links 
and resources provided by your network is a good first start, but as figure 
2.1 (page 55) implies, responding and creating are how you will reap real 
benefits. If there is one mantra we would suggest you keep in mind when 
using these tools, it's simply this: add value. As you read, reflect, and learn 
from the flow, also remember to ask, uwould this be useful for others who 
are connected to me in my network?" If the answer is yes, then you might 
think about tweeting it out, saving it as a bookmark, or even writing a blog 
post about it. While most of the value you add will be focused around your 
professional interests, don't forget that occasionally, a more personal level 
of sharing is integral to effective participation as well. It might be a picture 
you put up on Twitter (using www.twitpic.com, for instance) that shows 
the great-looking bread you baked for Thanksgiving or the kids dressed up 
in their Halloween costumes. Or it might be a blog post describing a con
versation about education that you overheard at the local diner. In other 
words, we want to see your humanity as it adds to our sense of who you 
are and what lens you bring to the larger conversation. So mix it up from 
time to time; your connections will deepen. 

Almost all of these tools work on mobile devices. While we haven't 
really discussed the growing presence of smartphones and iPad-like 
devices, all of them have apps or software that make tweeting, blogging, 
and Facebooking pretty much a breeze. So next time you're standing in 
line at the checkout, and you have a few spare seconds, see what your net
work is up to and perhaps "favorite" a few of those tweets or items in your 
Google Reader for later in the day or week. 

Finally, understand that along with the challenges to staying focused 
that we touched on in chapter l, there are other acute shifts we need to 
reflect on regularly. For instance, this personal transformation is emotional 
as well as intellectual. Learning how to use the tools is only part of the 
process, and for some, it may be the easy part. The real test of your com
mitment will come as you ride the emotional roller coaster of participation 
that every learning network beginner experiences. 

At first, there will be days when you wonder, "Why am I doing this?" 
In fact, you may feel like you're tweeting and blogging to an empty room . 

. You may write a long blog post that articulates an important part of your 
worldview and really struggle with the fear that comes with clicking on 
the "publish" button. Your first few blog posts may not get any comments, 
and your first two hundred tweets may just float into the ether. But these 
first steps are a great opportunity to see what works for you and what 
doesn't, and to get a feel for your own reactions to putting more of yourself 
online. Allow yourself time to get acclimated, to start understanding how 
these interactions change things. Enjoy that initial quiet, and trust that if 
you participate regularly and "add value," others will find you and your 
anonymity will soon fade. A ~onnection with someone in another part of 
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the world will exhilarate you, and an educational idea will take you to a 
whole new level of thinking about your field. People you have never met 
will thank you for contributing to their learning, and you'll participate in 
regular conversations with the same familiar rhythms of your daily face
to-face interactions. Your network will grow, and your learning will never 
be the same. 
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