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TWITTER – A ‘WHAT’S IT ALL ABOUT’ 
WORKSHOP FOR STAFF 
This 90 minute workshop will cover: 
  

Why Twitter? ........................................................................................................................................ 1 
What is twitter? .................................................................................................................................... 1 
A brief history of Twitter ....................................................................................................................... 2 
Set up a Twitter account ...................................................................................................................... 2 
Some Twitter terminology .................................................................................................................... 2 
To follow other Twitter users................................................................................................................ 3 
To post an update (‘tweet’) .................................................................................................................. 3 

Tagging your tweets......................................................................................................................... 3 
Multimedia tweets............................................................................................................................. 3 
To shorten a web address................................................................................................................ 3 
To update from your phone.............................................................................................................. 4 
To receive updates by phone........................................................................................................... 4 

To reply to somebody on Twitter ......................................................................................................... 4 
Making sense of the noise ................................................................................................................... 4 
Funnelling from elswhere into Twitter .................................................................................................. 5 

‘Share this’ buttons........................................................................................................................... 5 
Funnelling from Twitter to your places elsewhere on the Web............................................................ 5 
Actual and potential uses of Twitter in academia ................................................................................ 5 

Searching Twitter ............................................................................................................................. 5 
Other academic possibilities ............................................................................................................ 6 

Twitter tools (made by third parties) .................................................................................................... 6 
More information and support .............................................................................................................. 6 

It’s a quick introduction, so if anything is unclear or you have a further question, get in touch. 

WHY TWITTER? 
There are alternatives to Twitter and services which overlap with Twitter. One is indenti.ca 
(http://identi.ca), a free and open source service. Another is FriendFeed (http://friendfeed.com), which 
can aggregate (gather together) all the online services you use (for example, your online photos, 
bookmarks, videos, or even other stuff you are aggregating) in one page which is public by default, 
and from which you can channel bits and pieces through to Twitter.  
But to get across some new principles and new practices, this workshop focuses on Twitter. 

WHAT IS TWITTER? 
• In plain English (short animated video) http://www.commoncraft.com/twitter  
• Twitter is a ‘micro-blogging’ platform. Each post (known as a ‘tweet’ or update) is 140 characters 

or less. You can also blog images and audio.  
• Your Twitter account exists on the Web; Your updates are public. 
• Twitter is ephemeral, beach-combing – futile to try to hang on to all the tweets. 
• You can direct messages at individuals (you can also message in private) 
• Institutions (like Goldsmiths, the Tate or the BBC) tweet 
• Individuals, professionals, practitioners tweet. 
• Some twitter users tweet from different accounts to separate the different parts of their identity 

(trainspotter, external relations officer, foot fetishist, band member…) 
• Twitter’s Search engine is a way to find out how people are responding to a given phenomenon - 
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including at a given time, and in a given location. 
• Twitter intends people to form links with each other by ‘following’ and being ‘followed’. 
• Finding things of value on Twitter is often serendipitous. 
• Some people follow thousands of others on Twitter. They view Twitter as a chance to find 

something wonderful if you’re looking at it at the right time. A bit like actors hang around in the 
pubs of Covent Garden. 

• In other ways, Twitter is a bit like shouting something quick through your friend’s open window 
without breaking your stride. 

• Or a bit like being in a huge room of people who are all friends of friends, or professional 
acquaintances of professional acquaintances. It’s noisy but you never know who you’ll bump into.  

• Swathes of social science researchers are moving into environments like Twitter to study the 
social interaction which is taking place online 

• Twitter seems more immediately relevant or interesting to some disciplines (Anthropology, Media 
and Communications) than it does to others. 

• Twitter accelerates the spread of memes (cultural phenomena which can be imitated or relayed) 
for better or for worse. During the April-May 09 flu outbreak, fears took hold. 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF TWITTER 
From the horses mouth - Dom Sagolla, formerly of Odeo Corp., corporate predecessor of Obvious 
Corp., the company behind Twitter – tells a (fairly technical) history of Twitter (up to 30 Jan 09) on his 
blog 140 Characters – a Style Guide for the Short Form 
(http://www.140characters.com/2009/01/30/how-twitter-was-born/). Twitter was born to help friends 
keep close in touch throughout the day. Since then it’s been used to share links, photos, responses, 
back-channel chat at conferences, spontaneous reportage, celebrity fan-base building, procuring 
work, publicising events, responding to events and much more. 
Perhaps the most momentous milestone for Twitter in the public consciousness was the aftermath of 
the Iranian elections. At time of writing the relationship between the organising activity and Twitter and 
the revolutionary activity on the streets isn’t well understood, but Twitter’s servers now hold a de-facto 
chronicle of the revolution, and it was thought to be important enough to political expression in Iran for 
Obama to request to delay in scheduled maintenance activity. 

SET UP A TWITTER ACCOUNT 
1. Go to http://twitter.com 
2. Choose a name: 

• Is this for work, or not for work? You can have more than one account and switch easily 
between them using a separate bit of software such as Tweetie - or you may be comfortable 
blending. Or you may share an account with colleagues. 

• Are you happy using your own name? You don’t have to – it may make it easier for 
acquaintances to find you, for better or for worse. 

3. Choose a password you’ll remember 
4. Add your email address 
5. Type the ‘captcha’ – this checks you’re human and not a spambot 
6. Click to create the account 
7. If you want, and if it crops up, un-check the boxes in order to ‘unfollow’ a number of Twitter users 

(mostly media institutions, also some celebrities) who you are automatically assigned when you 
sign up. 

8. For ‘See if your friends are on Twitter’ click the ‘Skip this step’ link – you can do this later 
9. Ignore ‘Look who else is here’ and click Finish 
This returns you to your front page. Let’s have a look at some of the terms: 

SOME TWITTER TERMINOLOGY 
• Following – this is the number of Twitter users whose tweets you are subscribed to – these appear 



Page 3 of 6 

Last updated by Mira Vogel, Learning Enhancement Unit, Goldsmiths, University of London on 22 Jun 09 
N:\workshops\twitter\twitter_workshop.doc 
 

as they happen in reverse chronological order on your front page 
• Followers – this is the number of Twitter users who are following you 
• Updates – these are ‘tweets’ (aka ‘posts) 
• @Replies – if you want to directly reply to somebody, to prefix the ‘@’ in front of their username 
• Direct Messages (or DMs) are private between you and somebody you are following. 
• Favourites – anything you have starred (i.e. each update whose little star icon you’ve clicked) 
• Following – the twitter users whose updates appear in your feed 
• Device updates – your phone number. This allows you to update Twitter by texting and (for some 

phone companies) to received updates from Twitter to your phone by text.  

TO FOLLOW OTHER TWITTER USERS 
First – if you haven’t already - let’s boot out (at least some of) the people we were automatically 
following when we signed up. 
1. Click on the Following link on your front page 
2. Click the Remove button next to the people you want to unfollow 
Next let’s find somebody to follow. Let’s follow Goldsmiths: 
1. Click the Find People link at the top of the page 
2. Click the Find On Twitter tab  
3. In the ‘Who are you looking for?’ textbox type ‘Goldsmiths’ 
4. Click GoldsmithsUOL 
5. Click the Follow button 
6. You will see a tick, and when you return to your front page you’ll see Goldsmiths UOL among the 

others you follow 
7. If you are reading this in a workshop situation, do the same with others in the group. I am 

paternosterlift and update pretty regularly, so you can follow me too. 

TO POST AN UPDATE ( ‘TWEET’)  
1. Go to http://twitter.com and log in – or if logged in, click on Home 
2. In the textbox under ‘What are you doing?’ you can type anything – as long as it’s less that 140 

characters 
3. Then click Update 
4. Your update will appear in your own feed, and the feeds of anybody else who is following you 

Tagging your tweets 
Twitter tells you which topics are ‘trending’ at a given time. Today you can probably guess at least 
some of them, based on the news. To add to this swell, you can incorporate a so-called ‘hashtag’ into 
your 140 characters – this is a keyword (as distinctive and short as possible) preceded with a hash ‘#’ 
– e.g. #swineflu.  You want your hashtag to be the same as the one which is being used by consensus 
elsewhere on Twitter – that way your update will appear in any searches by hashtag (see below for 
more on this). 

Multimedia tweets 
You can also post audio and visual material. Try Blip for audio (including a huge library of music) and 
TwitPic for still images which you can upload. You can also tweet YouTube. 

To shorten a web address 
Because you are permitted a maximum of 140 characters per tweet, and given that some web 
addresses (aka URLs) get very long, you may need to shorten these.  You may be using a Twitter 
‘plugin’ (e.g. PowerTwitter) which shortens them for you. If not, there are free quick services which will 
generate a small URL from a longer one (these are also helpful for sharing long URLs with students in 
a way which minimises time-consuming transcribing): 
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• Bitly - http://bit.ly/  
• SnipURL – http://www.snipurl.com   
• TinyURL – http://www.tinyurl.com  
• Twitclicks - http://twitclicks.com – you can then track who clicked a given link. 
To use these: 
1. From your browser’s address bar, copy the URL of the page you wish to post. 
2. Paste it into the relevant box on one of the sites above, and click the button to generate the short 

URL. 
3. Copy this short URL and paste into Twitter 
Note too that third party Twitter platforms (such as Tweet Deck, Power Twitter and Twhirl) offer 
integrated URL shortening. 

To update from your phone  
You can SMS (text) your updates to Twitter (no charge from Twitter but your usual tariff per text will 
apply) as follows: 
• When logged in, click on Settings and then Devices. 
• Enter your number, replacing the initial ‘0’ with ‘+’ and your country code 
• Check the box which gives permission for Twitter to text your phone  
• Finally, verify your number by texting the letters and/or numbers shown to the number given. 
• Save that number into your phone as a contact 
• Test it out by texting an update to the number you saved. 

To receive updates by phone 
At time of writing some UK phone company subscribers can receive updates to their phones via text 
a.k.a. SMS; users can choose who to follow and the texts are free up to a certain number of incoming 
messages per month. Twitter’s popularity it looks as if this will broaden out to become standard.  
One obvious advantage of this in education is an operational one – see http://twitter.com/londontraffic 
for collaborative traffic updating. You can let your students you’re caught up in traffic, for example. 
Another is the potential for spontaneous reporting, one to many – see the Mars landing for the power 
of this http://www.ignitesocialmedia.com/5-interesting-uses-twitter/   

TO REPLY TO SOMEBODY ON TWITTER 
1. prefix the username with ‘@’ e.g. @GoldsmithsUOL 
2. This will then appear in their stream and in their @Replies page 
3. You can see all your own @Replies by clicking @Replies on your own page (click your username 

to get there) 
4. Note that @Replies are public – if you want to be more private, use Direct Message 
5. Factoid - note also that Twitter terms any update beginning with an @[username] as an ‘@Reply’, 

and any update containing an @[username], but not beginning with one, as an ‘@Mention’ 

MAKING SENSE OF THE NOISE 
• You could just go with the noise and chalk it down to serendipity. But I doubt an Iranian post-

election blogger would have been satisfied with that. Tweetdeck – a bit of third-party software – is 
widely used to sort, filter and arrange the Twitter streams you follow 

• You could use a RSS reader to ‘subscribe’ to the Twitter users you want to prioritise – i.e. to lift 
them out of Twitter into an environment for just the things you particularly want to read 

• You can create groups – currently this has to be with third-party software – for a mid Feb 098 
overview see http://mashable.com/2009/02/15/twitter-groups-3/. Tweetdeck is one way to set up 
groups 

• You could use Favourites (the star icon next to each tweet) 
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• If you really want to, you can bookmark a tweet’s ‘permanent link’ (‘permalink’). You get to the 
permalink by clicking on the time of the tweet (e.g. ’38 minutes ago’) and bookmarking that page. 

• You can use Twitter’s own Search engine to find tweets on a given topic, or to look at 
conversations 

FUNNELLING FROM ELSWHERE INTO TWITTER 

‘Share this’ buttons 
• For example. go to the bottom of the main post at the blog http://mashable.com/2009/02/15/twitter-

groups-3/. 
• You can see an array of buttons – one of them is Twitter. 
• If you are logged into your account, then clicking on that will send it to your Twitter feed. 

FUNNELLING FROM TWITTER TO YOUR PLACES 
ELSEWHERE ON THE WEB 
(This is a brief overview of some third party tools which let you make connections between Twitter and 
other environments – ask for more information about anything that interests you.) 
• You can repost tweets to your blog automatically by using a free tool such as TwitterFeed  
• And to learn.gold, by displaying your Twitter account’s RSS feed there 
• And to many other places, such as Friendfeed, a place which can gather together your online 

photos, bookmarks and tweets in a single (public by default) place. 
• You can post pictures from your phone with a tool such as TwitPic 
How you achieve this depends on the environment you’re working in – consult its Help files and follow 
the instructions there. 

ACTUAL AND POTENTIAL USES OF TWITTER IN 
ACADEMIA 
Twitter is very new at the moment, so this is emerging. In fact, it’s up to you! There are some vignettes 
around though: 
• Lots of ideas in this April 09 Chronicle of Higher Education piece on academics who Twitter: 

http://tinyurl.com/d63u7m 
• A US MA student has written a great 2009 post in his learning journal on uses of Twitter in 

academia. It includes a literature review, research questions, examples of use, reflections and 
many references: http://tinyurl.com/c8mft5 

Searching Twitter 
It helps to keep in mind that Twitter is not all about you, you, you – you can search Twitter for what 
other people (in industrialised countries, note) are seeing, doing, thinking, feeling, reading, saying. 
Twitter is a search engine which can tell you what twitter users are saying on a given topic now as well 
as in the past. It’s excellent for breaking news and rumours. The Advanced search lets you filter by 
location and date - http://search.twitter.com/advanced. In the results you can also see conversations. 
The main difference between searching on Twitter and Google is that Twitter is as-it-happens – 
it’s now, it’s global and it’s egalitarian (i.e. serendipitous), whereas Google has a time lag and a 
peer review algorithm which gives more visibility to some sources than others. Another 
difference is that you can search by location of the tweet, as well as by keyword. 
The Twitter advanced search engine is somewhat hidden away – you can either scroll to the bottom of 
a Twitter page, click on Search and then on Advanced Search, or you can go straight there: 
http://search.twitter.com/advanced. 
You can add twitter to a Google search bar in your browser, along with the other search engines you 
use regularly. 
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Other academic possibilities 
I’m continuing to excerpt some thoughts from pundits, educators and educationalists at 
http://bit.ly/PhAhm 
(http://celtrecord.wordpress.com/2009/02/26/what-educators-educationalists-and-pundits-have-said-
about-twitter/) 
Some things to know: 
• You can embed your Twitter feed in e.g. learn.gold, Pageflakes, your blog etc 
• If a lot of people are interested in what you are doing, you can keep in touch – going to this or that 

conference, reviewing or reading a certain paper, writing an article - a glimpse into academic life 
• You can get the word out about – events, experiences. 
• You can follow an academic, practitioner, professional or organisation - http://twitter.com/Tate 
• You can tweet on a theme - http://twitter.com/journalism_live; http://twitter.com/tweet4education  
• You can poll learners / peers - http://twtpoll.com 
• You can continue a class discussion by asking students to use a shared hashtag when tweeting 

about class topics to share links or information – and you can have the twitter stream for this 
hashtag feed straight into somewhere like learn.gold 

• ‘Back-channel’ conference tweeting - you can use ‘hashtags’ to link your updates with others’ on a 
theme – perhaps you can have a parallel Twitter-based conference during an actual conference. 
For example, the Convention on Modern Liberty was held in London on Saturday. Search fror 
#coml. I went to a workshop on Digital Identities. There was a ‘tag’ for all twitter posts - #EDID9. 
You can search for #EDID9 and see all tweets about the workshop. The Shock and Beyond e-
learning conferences at the University of Oxford were heavily twittered using the lecture theatre’s 
wireless network - #shock09 and #beyond09. The organisers were following the tweets with great 
interest, and the presenters were unfazed (but they are all technology-friendly). Questions were 
received via Twitter from colleagues back at the office 

• Project tweeting – micro-blogging on projects.  
• You can ask a question. The Tate recently crowd-sourced questions to ask in an interview with 

David Hockney – see http://twitter.com/Tate/status/1268980462 
• Reaching learners – if most of your learners use Twitter, why not consider using it too? 

TWITTER TOOLS (MADE BY THIRD PARTIES) 
There are some ways to find out what’s available. Remember, if you’re going to commit to a bit of free 
third party software (including Twitter itself) look for some signs that it can survive events like bursting 
financial bubbles. Signs include longevity, popularity and a professional ethos. Here is a social 
bookmarking group, an excellent source of tools and other good things: http://groups.diigo.com/twitter-
freaks/bookmark  

MORE INFORMATION AND SUPPORT 
• How-to information - http://twitter.zendesk.com/home  
• Our growing collection of links on Twitter - http://delicious.com/CELTGC/twitter  
• A blog post excerpting what educators, educationalists and pundits have said about Twitter - 

http://celtrecord.wordpress.com/2009/02/26/what-educators-educationalists-and-pundits-have-
said-about-twitter/  

• Jane Hart’s Twitter reading list for education - http://www.c4lpt.co.uk/socialmedia/twitterrl.html  
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