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MEMORANDUM – SOCIAL MEDIA TOOLS 
 
To: Ted Sicker, WGBH 
From: Lauren Goldenberg, Michelle Cerrone, & Marion Goldstein, EDC/CCT 
CC:  Peter Pinch, Chris Wise, Joe Brandt,WGBH 
Date:  January 16, 2009 
Re:   Teachers’ Domain Pathways II – Social Media Tools  
 
Overview 
 
WGBH recently received a grant from the National Science Foundation to enhance the utility 
and appeal of Teachers’ Domain by integrating social media tools; expanding the reach and user 
base of TD; expanding TD’s content offerings; and providing in-person and online workshops to 
support TD use. The Education Development Center’s Center for Children and Technology 
(EDC/CCT) serves as the external evaluator of the project. 
 
Our first task is to help TD staff understand how educators are currently using social media tools 
for professional purposes and how the TD website can support teachers’ professional practices. 
In order to accomplish this, we reviewed social media tool use on teacher resource websites, 
gathered information from prior research at CCT, and examined the preliminary wireframes 
prepared by WGBH. The second component of this task is to conduct teacher focus group 
interviews in February 2009.  We present the results of our initial review in this memo and will 
expand upon them in a phone meeting on January 21. 
 
Teachers and Social Media Tools: Environmental Scan 
 
In order to better understand the current landscape of social media tools in education, we 
reviewed education resource sites similar in nature to Teachers’ Domain as well as social 
networking sites designed for educators.  Sites we considered TD “peer websites” included 
Discovery Education, Scholastic Teacher, National Geographic Education, PBS and 
Smithsonian Education. Our scan of these sites suggests that social media tools on education 
resource sites are only beginning to emerge. The majority of the education sites lacked the ability 
to post any type of user-generated content.  At this point, user-to-user engagement tends to be 
limited to participating in moderated discussion forums.  Teacher networking and resource 
sharing is much more common on social networking sites designed for educators.  Examples of 
such sites include Edublogs, TeacherTube, TeacherLingo, and TeachersFirst.  The web address 
for each website we reviewed is listed in Appendix 1.   
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The social media tools available to teachers on education resource and social networking sites 
fall into four main categories: content-driven tools; communication tools; identification tools; 
and collaborative marking tools. 
 
Content-driven Tools (enable users to create or customize content for classroom use, and post 
content to share with other users) 

• Lesson plan sharing.  All the education resource sites we reviewed provide users with 
ideas and materials for integrating media into lessons; sites that invite user-generated 
lesson plans generally have a review system in place.  

• Quiz and worksheet generators. Discovery Streaming and Scholastic Teacher both 
contain text-based instructional and assessment resources that users can customize and 
save for their own use.  Most education resource sites limit the ability of users to share 
content they have modified. 

• Saving resources. Nearly all of the sites we reviewed offer users the option of saving 
resources, but it was not possible for us to ascertain how widely used this feature is. In 
addition, it appeared that users were not able to easily share their saved resources with 
other users.   

• Wikis. For the most part, wikis exist as stand-alone sites, such as PBwiki, which allows 
teachers to easily create wikis for educational purposes. The curriculum social 
networking wiki, Curriki is an interesting case, as its purpose is to be the go-to site for 
open source curricula. It contains many social media tools for registered members, such 
as saving resources; nominating and commenting on lessons and activities; sharing user-
generated education content; customizing and remixing curricula; joining and creating 
groups. 

• Remixing of rich media assets. At this point, most sites do not allow users to remix rich 
media assets.  

 
Communication Tools (enable users to interact with one another through blogs, comment areas, 
forums, and groups) 

• Comment Areas. User comments on education resource sites tend to be sporadic, and do 
not appear to generate ongoing dialogue. Moreover, few of the sites we looked at provide 
users with the ability to comment on resources (see Ratings, below). 

• Discussion Forums. Most of the sites we surveyed have discussion forums; however, 
most topics are generated by the website and tend to result in only a handful of user 
responses.   

• Blogs. Most education resource sites have blogs. These blogs are written either by 
website ‘owners’ or by expert moderators (e.g., teachers, instructional specialists). 
Though education resource sites allow users to comment on blogs, most do not permit 
user-generated blogs.  Teachers interested in blogging tend to use Edublogs to connect 
with students, and Teacherlingo to connect with other teachers.  Based on our review of 
these sites, and what we know from previous work at EDC, teachers have little interest in 
blogging. 

• Groups. Overall, groups do not seem to be well-established on the sites we surveyed.  
Most groups exist in the form of subscriptions (through RSS feeds) to forums and blogs.  
In this sense, groups exist as more of a passive communication tool.  In addition to 
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groups, users on social-networking sites like TeacherTube are able to become “friends” 
with other members.    

• Notifications. Most of the websites we surveyed offer RSS feeds and email alerts.  For 
example, users of Discovery are able to set up an alert when new content related to their 
subject area or grade level is posted.  The extent to which users take advantage of RSS 
feeds is not clear. Non-educational social networking sites often provide messages and 
updates that are embedded on a user’s home page, but we did not observe this feature on 
the education sites we reviewed. 

 
Identification Tools (provide users with a way to identify themselves, communicate their 
interests, and maintain resources)   

• User profiles. Overall, educators do not seem to be taking advantage of most of the 
features on profile pages on either teacher resource or social networking sites. 

  
Collaborative Marking Tools (allow users to provide feedback via rating tools and tags) 

• Ratings. Some teacher resource websites we reviewed allow users to rate resources.  
Users on Discovery Education rate resources on a scale of one to five stars.  Smithsonian 
Education uses a similar scale, but also asks users to provide their name, professional 
role, and any additional comments they may have about the resource.  Our previous 
research suggests that teachers place more value on this second type of rating.  Sites may 
also use a more passive approach to rating, where the popularity of a resource is based on 
the amount of times users have viewed, downloaded or saved the resource. However, we 
did not see this approach used on the sites we reviewed. 

• Tagging. Few education resource sites use tags; they are more common on education 
social networking sites such as Edublogs.   

 
Summary 
Our survey of education resource and social networking sites suggests that teachers tend to be 
passive users of social networking tools.  This is particularly true on education resource sites, 
where blogs, discussion forums, and groups tend to be moderated by staff from the site itself. At 
this point in the evaluation process, it is difficult to determine the exact role that social media 
tools will have for educators as they become more familiar with the technology and the idea of 
social networking.  We anticipate that the teacher focus groups will clarify many of the questions 
we have about how teachers approach social networking in their personal and professional lives. 
 
Teachers and Social Media Tools: Implications of Prior Work 
 
Past research conducted by EDC sheds light on the extent to which K-12 teachers are 
community-oriented in their efforts to prepare for and improve their classroom instruction. We 
found that educators tend to fall on a continuum: (1) teachers who work alone to get their job 
done; (2) those who may integrate the resources and ideas of others in their classrooms, but are 
unlikely to play an active role in sharing, networking, and communicating; (3) educators whose 
professional identity is rooted in networks at their school, district, discipline, or region; and 
(4) leaders in terms of curriculum development and resource sharing.  
 
It is likely that the first teacher type will have little interest in using social media tools. When 
they go to the Web, their exclusive goal is to find useful resources to use in their classroom 



Social Media Tools Memo  
Prepared by EDC/CCT for WGBH 1/14/09 4 of 7 

instruction. They deem any other effort – to create public folders, to remix and share content, or 
to chat with other educators – as an unnecessary distraction from this goal.  
 
The second teacher type benefits passively from professional communications and professional 
development opportunities. They may read user comments and adopt user-generated content. By 
browsing educational resource sites for content and activities, they may also contribute to passive 
collaborative rating tools. 
 
Because the third teacher type typically seeks outlets to connect with peers and colleagues who 
teach the same subject, work in their school or district, or to whom they are connected through a 
professional development community, they are likely to comment and communicate with other 
users; customize content and perhaps post it to share with others; and rate and comment on 
resources. 
 
The final teacher type, is small in number but has a large influence on other teachers. These 
teachers are likely to use social media tools in similar ways to members of the third teacher type 
and, in addition, create groups and folders in order to share resources and communicate with 
other teachers from their school. They may also seek to establish broader networks beyond their 
school.  
 
We have heard from all kinds of educators, regardless of the orientations described above, that 
they are on the lookout for like-minded teachers—teachers who work in their geographic region, 
teach the same subject or grade, or have comparable technology access. Teachers value the 
opinions and insights of peers with whom they share these characteristics, but finding them often 
is challenging in online environments. Users will likely look favorably on resources that help 
them identify like-minded teachers, make connections, and benefit from their relevant 
knowledge and experiences.  
 
Next Steps and Recommendations 
 
It is important to acknowledge that teacher use of social media tools is constantly changing.  As 
Web 2.0 technologies become more ubiquitous, teachers may become more aware of the 
affordances of social media tools to help them plan their instruction. Teacher reliance on these 
tools may grow and the ways in which they use them are likely to evolve. On the other hand, 
potential resistance may remain. Teachers have limited time in which to plan, and will likely 
focus on activities that will yield them the most benefit for the least investment of time. The 
focus groups and interviews that we will conduct will shed more light on teacher needs and the 
social networking tools that are most relevant to teachers.  
 
Next Steps 
 
1. Our immediate next step is to conduct the teacher focus groups. In the focus groups, we will 

address the following research question: 
 
How do teachers use social media tools in professional contexts, and for what purposes? 
How are teachers likely to use social media tools in the near future? 
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We would like to discuss potential strategies for teacher recruitment during our call on 
Wednesday. Because of the tight timeframe of the teacher focus groups and interviews, we 
will need to move quickly to recruit teachers from the universe of TD users. Strategies may 
include: 
• Getting a list of emails of TD teachers in the NYC area, indicating their grade level, 

subject area, town, level of use (perhaps differentiated by whether they created folders on 
the site), and frequency of visits within the last 3 months. 

• Working together to reach out to teachers WGBH has worked with in the past – teacher 
advisors, etc.  

• Working together to identify interesting groups of teachers – for example, teachers in 
Maine – and whether it is feasible to organize a focus group among those teachers in such 
a short time frame.  

• Enlisting colleagues at WNET to identify TD users whom they know or have access to. 
• Reaching out to past participants in WGBH evaluations (pros: they have participated in 

the past; cons: they are geographically dispersed, and therefore are not candidates for a 
focus group). 

 
Our preference is to conduct face-to-face focus groups in the New York area. However, we 
may be able to travel to Boston and/or Maine for focus groups.  In addition, we could 
potentially conduct a few individual interviews over the phone if we feel the need to 
supplement our focus groups.  

2. We will need to work together to prepare materials based on the wireframe that are 
appropriate for the focus groups (e.g., pages mockups).  

 
Additional Considerations 
 
In the course of preparing this memo, we generated a few additional questions and ideas that 
may be useful for the TD development team to consider.  

• What search functionality will TD have related to social media tools and user-generated 
content? We wonder what search functionality you are planning for TD in terms of the social 
media tools and user-generated content. Specifically: will users be able to include or exclude 
particular resource types (e.g., user-customized versions of resources)? Will users be able to 
filter or sort search results by category (TD-generated or user-generated), rating, number of 
comments, number of views, etc.? 

• How will user-generated content be managed? We wonder how TD will vet the quality of 
teacher-customized and teacher-generated resources that they upload to share with others. 
(See also “searching” below.) 

 
• How will social media tools be integrated into TDPD? Teachers’ Domain professional 

development programs are a context in which social media tools may be especially beneficial 
for teacher communication and collaboration. As teachers participate in the same course, they 
may have a direct need to communicate. Moving forward, we can discuss and assess 
effective ways to integrate social media tools into these contexts.   
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• Consider implementing a variety of rating and review mechanisms. While some teachers pay 

a lot of attention to user ratings as they navigate educational websites, others see ratings as 
unreliable. Teachers have told us that unless they know basic characteristics of the users who 
rated a resource (e.g., their subject, grade-level, and region), they are skeptical as to whether 
ratings are meaningful given their own instructional context and purposes. Consider allowing 
users to not only rate resources but provide some basic information – subject, grade-level, 
and geographic region – about the rater, and comments associated with the rating. Linking 
ratings and comments would allow users to judge whether a particular rating is relevant for 
their purposes. Reviews may include a designated area to comment on how users used a 
particular resource in their classroom. A second rating or review mechanism to consider is 
the passive one, e.g., “other teachers who looked at this resource have also looked at these 
other resources” or “other teachers like you have looked at these resources.”  

• Consider a variety of ‘notification’ options. As described above, notification options allow 
users to keep current on user-generated and site-generated content. For example, RSS feeds 
can send a notification to group members when a user has uploaded new content to a group 
folder. Subscribing to these feeds may be an easy and unobtrusive way for teachers to stay 
updated on information they care about. Some teachers may prefer email notifications or 
more passive notifications, such as seeing what’s new for them and their networks when they 
log onto the site.  

 
• Consider using incentives for teachers to use social media tools. Teachers identified as 

leaders could receive a stipend to be “community guides,” expert bloggers, or discussion 
moderators. Other potential incentives that inspire teachers to share resources they create 
with the Teachers’ Domain community may include offering continuing education credits, 
subsidizing conference fees, or running contests. 

 
• Consider what teachers have told us about tagging tools. In related CCT work, recent 

discussions with educators about tagging tools indicated that this type of feature is new to 
teachers and, moreover, its purpose is unclear. Once its purpose was explained, few 
educators said they would use it. We recommend that tagging should be given low priority in 
development efforts.  

 
• Consider the pros and cons of blogs. It was unclear to us from the wireframe if TD is 

considering implementing blogs (on pages 2-3 of the wireframe, the feature is labeled My 
Blog/Comments) – so this bullet may or may not be relevant for TD developers. In related 
CCT work, most teachers told us that they avoid reading educator blogs; they question blog 
content reliability unless they know the author personally. They also told us that reading 
blogs hardly ever leads them to valuable ideas for their classroom and, instead, distracts them 
from their search for resources. For this reason, we recommend that the introduction of 
blogging features be low on the list of development priorities. If blogging features are 
developed, consider inviting educators with expertise to blog, to help ensure the reliability of 
information. Also consider limiting the content of blogs to issues that relate directly to the 
needs of teachers preparing instructional materials.  
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Appendix 1.  Educational resource and social-networking websites 
 
Education resource sites 
Discovery Education - http://streaming.discoveryeducation.com/ 
 
National Geographic Education - http://www.ngsednet.org/index.cfm 
 
PBS - http://www.pbs.org/teachers/ 
 
Scholastic Teacher - http://www2.scholastic.com/browse/home.jsp 
 
Smithsonian Education - http://smithsonianeducation.org/ 
 
 
Social-networking sites 
Edublogs – http://edublogs.org/ 
 
Teachers First - http://www.teachersfirst.com/index.cfm 
 
Teacher Lingo - http://teacherlingo.com/blogs/default.aspx  
 
TeacherTube - http://teachertube.com/ 
 
 
Other sites mentioned 
 
Curriki - http://www.curriki.org/xwiki/bin/view/Main/WebHome  
 
PBWiki -  http://pbwiki.com/academic.wiki  
 


