
	

	 	

Felicia	Chong,	Ph.D.	
July	31,	2017	

	

Social	Media	in	Technical	Communication	
Classrooms	

	

Council	for	Programs	in	Technical	and	Scientific	
Communication	

	



	
	

1	

So
ci
al
	M

ed
ia
	in
	T
ec
hn

ic
al
	C
om

m
un

ic
at
io
n	
Cl
as
sr
oo

m
s	
|	
	7
/3
1/
20

17
	

Council	for	Programs	in	Technical	and	Scientific	Communication	

	Social	Media	in	Technical	Communication	Classrooms	

Introduction:	The	Need	for 	Social	Media	
Social	media	are	commonly	defined	as	“tools	used	for	communicating	within	and	across	networks”	(Daer	
&	Potts,	2014,	p.	31)	or	as	“media	that	exploit	Web	2.0	technologies	to	allow	for	more	user	interaction,	
especially	opportunities	for	user-generated	content”	(Verzosa	Hurley	&	Kimme	Hea,	2014,	p.	57).	Social	
media	users	are	increasingly	sharing,	publishing,	discussing,	collaborating,	networking	and	messaging	
using	various	platforms	and	services.	Examples	of	social	media	that	will	be	discussed	in	this	paper	include	
Facebook,	Twitter,	blogs	and	Classroom	Salon.	

With	the	advent	of	social	media,	technical	communication	students	are	“expected	to	be	proficient	in	
these	technologies”	(Magrino	&	Sorrell,	2013,	p.	358).	Ferro	and	Zachry’s	(2014)	survey	of	knowledge	
workers	confirmed	this	expectation,	where	they	found	that	tools	such	as	Twitter,	LinkedIn	and	Google	
Docs	are	widely	used	to	accomplish	workplace	tasks	or	goals.	Daer	and	Potts	(2014),	citing	their	2013	
study,	found	that	even	academic	jobs	in	technical	and	professional	communication	are	increasingly	
seeking	candidates	with	experience	teaching	in	online	environments	(p.	22).	Therefore,	technical	
communication	instructors	and	scholars	are	strongly	urged	to	incorporate	and	implement	social	media	
into	their	classrooms,	as	Bowdon	aptly	stated:	

The	popularity	and	ubiquity	of	social	media	in	contemporary	mainstream	American	private	and	
public	culture	demand	that	technical	communication	instructors	help	our	students	to	learn	how	
to	use	these	tools	to	accomplish	their	individual	rhetorical	goals	as	well	as	those	of	the	
organizations	where	they	will	serve	as	professionals	or	volunteers.	Teaching	technical	
communicators	how	to	perceive,	address,	and	respond	to	audience	needs	while	carrying	out	
organizational	strategy	has	always	been	difficult,	but	adapting	to	social	media	technologies	may	
make	the	challenge	even	greater.	(Bowdon,	2014,	p.	40)	

Advocates	such	as	Magrino	and	Sorrell	(2013)	argued	that	social	media	such	as	Facebook,	Twitter	and	
other	blogging	applications	are	ideal	for	classroom	use	because	they	are	“more	accessible	from	mobile	
devices	than	university	course	management	systems	are”	(p.	364),	which	means	students	are	also	“more	
likely	to	receive	and	respond	to	class	announcements”	(p.	362).	In	addition,	the	authors	argued	that	social	
media	projects	not	only	allow	students	to	“’open	out’	to	the	public	sphere	of	the	Internet	in	a	way	that	
seems	to	make	them	feel	less	confined	than	traditional	written	assignments,”	but	those	also	encourage	
students	to	do	extra	work	(p.	364).		

While	much	of	our	scholarship	is	devoted	to	analyzing	how	social	media	are	or	can	be	used	in	the	
workplace	or	public	spaces	(see,	for	example,	Ferro	&	Zachry,	2014;	Jones,	2014;	Longo,	2014;	Shin,	Pang	
&	Kim,	2015;	Stolley,	2009;	Pigg,	2014)	or	during	emergency	and	disastrous	situations	(see,	for	example,	
Bowdon,	2014;	Potts,	2013),	this	paper	focuses	on	articles	that	provide	pedagogical	suggestions	or	
examples	of	integrating	or	implementing	social	media	into	technical	communication	classrooms.		
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Myths	about	Social	Media	
According	to	studies	conducted	by	the	Pew	Research	Center,	65%	of	American	adults	and	90%	of	young	
adults	(ages	18-29)	use	social	media	(Perrin,	2015).	While	these	numbers	indicate	that	the	majority	of	
Americans	have	an	active	online	presence,	we	cannot	assume	that	all	social	media	users	are	equally	
savvy.	It	is	important	to	recognize	myths	of	digital	natives	and	social	media,	which	include:	

• Students’	familiarity	and	comfortability	with	social	media	tools.		
Their	proficiency	in	using	social	media	does	not	necessarily	mean	that	students	“fully	grasp	its	
professional	applications”	(Magrino	&	Sorrell,	2013,	p.	372).	Similarly,	in	Brumberger,	Lauer	and	
Northcut’s	(2013)	discussion	of	teaching	visual	technologies	in	the	classroom,	they	argued	that	
the	notion	of	“digital	natives”	is	problematic,	as	it	suggests	that	students	“are	capable	of	and	
comfortable	with	learning	new	software	and	hardware	on	their	own”	(p.	172).	In	reality,	they	
posited,	our	students	use	these	tools	on	a	surface	level	without	“questioning	the	settings	
appropriateness	of	the	results	to	the	task	at	hand”	(p.	181).		They	do	not	function	as	designers	or	
developers.	When	researching	students’	use	of	social	media	tools	for	collaboration,	Lam	(2013)	
also	found	that	students	almost	always	used	e-mail	as	the	default	tool	of	communication	instead	
of	thinking	critically	about	their	media	choices.		

• Social	media’s	“magical”	ability	to	make	students	more	engaged.		
Although	scholars	argued	that	using	social	media	improves	student	work	on	traditional	academic	
assignments	(Magrino	&	Sorrell,	2013)	and	allows	students	to	be	more	engaged	in	collaborative	
activities	(Kelm,	2011),	social	media	should	be	viewed	as	“tools	to	assist	students	in	achieving	the	
goals	of	the	course	curriculum”	(Magrino	&	Sorrell,	2013,	p.	358)	and	not	be	used	or	
implemented	simply	for	technology’s	sake.		

Approaches	to	Teaching	Social 	Media	
While	scholars	in	our	field	recognize	the	importance	of	implementing	social	media	in	our	classrooms,	the	
approaches	to	teaching	or	engaging	with	social	media	vary.	For	example:	

• Verzosa	Hurley	and	Kimme	Hea	(2014)	advocated	for	the	use	of	critical	theory	in	teaching	and	
learning	about	social	media.	They	argued	that	“students	need	to	be	able	to	deploy	social	media	
as	part	of	their	own	efforts	to	create	online	personas	and	to	disrupt,	in	some	cases,	assumptions	
about	the	wholly	negative	effects	of	social	media	in	their	lives”	(p.	58).			

• Ferro	and	Zachry	(2014)	posited	that	we	can	challenge	students	to	think	differently	about	online	
communication	by	teaching	them	how	to	“map	types	of	knowledge	work	tasks	to	different	kinds	
of	services	that	others	are	using”	(p.	20).		

• Bowdon	(2014)	emphasized	the	importance	of	helping	students	learn	the	concept	of	
organizational	ethos	so	that	they	may	“create	effective	social	media	campaigns	as	part	of	their	
work	as	technical	communicators”	(p.	42).	

• Daer	and	Potts	(2014)	contended	that	students	should	practice	social	media	literacies,	instead	of	
viewing	social	media	as	skills	or	learning	outcomes.	They	emphasized	the	need	for	“sustained,	
guided	practice	and	reflection	in	lieu	of	emphasis	on	measurable	outcomes”	(p.	25).	

General	Principles/Guidelines		
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Magrino	and	Sorrell	(2013)	argued	that	a	successful	implementation	of	social	media	involves	full	
immersion	in	tools	such	as	LinkedIn,	Facebook,	Twitter,	Google+	and	Blogger.	They	recommended	that	
instructors	“keep	things	simple,	introducing	one	platform	at	a	time	and	expecting	mishaps	early	on”	(p.	
361).		
	
According	to	Daer	and	Potts	(2014),	instructors	should	form	realistic	expectations	about	how	students	
and	users	can	integrate	social	media	tools	into	the	curriculum.	They	recommended	that	instructors	learn	
and	use	the	tool(s),	provide	examples	of	good	uses,	incorporate	practices	that	involve	analysis	and	
evaluation,	and	pay	attention	to	privacy	and	accessibility	issues.	These	are	the	11	practical	suggestions	
they	offered:	

1. Get	familiar	with	the	tool	
2. Actively	maintain	an	online	presence	across	multiple	digital	spaces	
3. Teach	students	how	to	curate	their	online	presence	
4. Design	exercises	that	emphasize	practice,	not	mastery	
5. Highlight	good	uses	of	social	media	already	happening	at	the	institution	
6. Be	aware	of	the	differences	between	social	media	and	social	networking	
7. Build	students’	awareness	of	how	networks	and	media	work	over	time	and	distance	
8. Resist	the	urge	to	evaluate	based	on	quantifiable	outcomes	
9. Allow	for	“throwaway”	accounts	
10. Remind	students	(and	instructors)	that	nothing	is	private	on	the	internet	and	that	the	internet	

has	a	very,	very	long	memory	
11. Emphasize	accessible	technologies	

Examples	of	Social 	Media	Assignments/Models 	
These	are	four	models	or	assignments	that	describe	how	social	media	can	be	incorporated	into	technical	
or	professional	communication	classrooms:	

• Business	proposal	
In	this	assignment,	students	collaboratively	developed	a	business	proposal	by	creating	and	
managing	an	aggressive	online	presence.	Magrino	and	Sorrell	(2013)	recommended	the	
following:	

o Twitter	was	most	effective	when	used	in	tandem	with	other	platforms	such	as	Google	
Drive,	and	for	“distributing	links	to	websites,	documents,	videos,	and	blogs”	(p.	362).	It	
was	also	more	useful	for	student-student	and	student-teacher	communication	(p.	371).		

o Blogs	should	be	used	as	a	self-reflective	exercise	regarding	the	nature	of	social	media	and	
the	course	assignments	(p.	370).	

o Facebook	was	effective	in	facilitating	the	peer	review	process	“since	it	is	most	likely	
already	used	by	both	student	and	instructor”	(p.	365).		

	
• Twitter	analysis	

In	this	coding	assignment,	students	collected	and	analyzed	tweets	from	the	American	Red	Cross,	
the	Centers	for	Disease	Control	and	Prevention	and	CNN	(Cable	News	Network)	during	Hurricane	
Irene	to	determine	how	these	key	organizations	used	Twitter	to	communicate	with	their	
followers	about	the	storm.	Bowdon	(2014)	offered	the	following	strategies	for	how	this	exercise	
may	be	valuable	in	the	classroom:	

o Begin	the	analysis	assignment	with	a	group	discussion	of	students’	initial	expectations	
about	the	organization	(e.g.,	its	ethos,	the	kind	of	information	it	would	provide),	and	then	
compare	those	expectations	against	the	tweets	they	find.	
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o Compare	Twitter	threads	for	a	national	organization	with	threads	from	a	local	source	that	
features	more	emphasis	on	geographically	relevant	and	time-sensitive	information.	

o Evaluate	Twitter	threads	and	the	role	of	social	media	during	major	events	such	as	the	
Arab	Spring	or	the	Haitian	earthquake.	

o Encourage	students	to	consider	their	ethos	in	reviewing	their	own	social	media	practices.	
	

• Technical	documentation	
In	this	assignment,	students	identified,	documented	and	published	a	specific	technical	process	on	
Instructables.com	for	use	by	the	larger	online	community.	Concepts	such	as	reach	and	
crowdsourcing	were	used	to	help	students	consider	their	audiences	as	actual	users	who	may	
encounter	or	interact	with	their	writing	outside	of	the	classroom.	Hurley	and	Kimme	Hea	(2014)	
explained	the	following:	

o This	assignment	showed	students	that	commonplace	writing	principles	still	apply	to	the	
documentation	published	on	Instructables,	and	it	encouraged	students	to	“consider	and	
reflect	critically	their	own	sharing	and	liking	practices	outside	of	the	classroom”	(p.	64).		

o Concepts	of	reach	and	crowdsourcing	introduced	to	students	early	on	in	the	course	
allowed	students	to	be	more	engaged	with	Instructables.com	by	building	their	persona	
and	establishing	credibility.		

	
• Classroom	Salon	

As	a	tool	that	has	Facebook-like	features,	Classroom	Salon,	was	used	in	writing	classes	to	assist	
students	in	collaborating	and	building	social	networks	and	communities	through	text	annotations	
(similar	to	peer	reviews).	Kaufer,	Gunawardena,	Tan,	and	Cheek	(2011)	argued	the	following:	

o Classroom	Salon	can	transform	the	writing	classroom	into	a	“social	media	classroom”	and	
help	students	“build	personal	identity	and	community”	(p.	318).	

o Features	such	as	hotspots	and	heat	maps	allow	students	to	see	how	collective	attention	
is	distributed	throughout	a	text	(i.e.,	hotspots	show	parts	of	text	that	have	the	most	
annotations).	Teachers	are	also	able	to	see	their	students’	annotation	behavior	(who	are	
most	and	least	active)	through	visualizations.	These	features	encourage	students	to	
engage	since	it	“makes	reading	drafts	a	more	social	activity”	and	“reading	a	more	
accountable	activity”	(p.	316).	

Conclusion	
In	this	paper,	I	described	the	two	common	myths	about	social	media;	I	reviewed	the	theoretical	
approaches	to	teaching	social	media:	I	provided	general	principles/guidelines	for	implementing	social	
media	assignments	in	the	classroom;	and	I	concluded	with	examples	of	social	media	assignments/models.	
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