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Abstract: As social media gains prominence in education, the importance of critically examining our participation in 
social media spaces becomes imperative to inform our pedagogical practice. This qualitative study examined the 
researcher’s participation in an online community of practice through an examination of a course hashtag, and 
analyzed how they progressed from peripheral participation to evolving mature practice as an educator.  This 
research has implications for digital pedagogy and contributes by proposing a social media legitimate peripheral 
model based on the findings.  
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Introduction 

 
As relevance of social media increases in education, the need to critically examine our online participation 

for informing our digital pedagogy becomes imperative. With the increasing need for globally connected educators 
who leverage social media in their classes for meaningful engagement, understanding how novice educators move 
from peripheral participation to a place of transformed practice becomes relevant in order to inform our pedagogical 
practice as teacher educators. 

 
Twitter in Education 
 

Engagement with social media has become an everyday part of teens’ lives (Boyd, 2014).  Leveraging the 
ubiquity of social media has become imperative in the educational context for instantaneous, on-the-go mobile 
professional learning.  Java, Song, Fenin, and Tseng (2007) attributed Twitter’s 140 character messages to faster 
communication and frequent updates reducing user’s investment of time.  Twitter’s online networking, 
microblogging capability and its mobility value also reduces the spatial and temporal constraints facilitating 
anytime, anywhere professional learning.   Prior research has established the value of Twitter for professional 
learning to ease teacher isolation and for building professional learning networks (Carpenter & Krutka, 2014; 
Colwell & Hutchinson, 2018; Hsieh, 2017; Krutka, Carpenter, & Trust, 2017; Lord & Lumicka, 2014).  Kim and 
Cavas (2013) contend that pedagogical practices can be improved by establishing discourse communities online.  
Twitter’s simple and efficient interface “facilitates ubiquitous communities with less initial requirements or 
technology capability” (Kim & Cavas, 2013, p. 307). Online social networks enable communities of practice with 
contextualized, situated learning (Gee, 2004; 2008); learning occurs in a participatory culture (Jenkins et. al., 2006) 
where every contribution matters.  Based on the comprehensive review of research by Gan, Lou and Zang (2012), 
the learning potential of Twitter has been validated by numerous research studies.  Twitter promotes a virtual 
collaborative learning community where collaborations and sharing of resources can occur instantly (Click & Petit, 
2010; Junco et al., 2011) from any part of the world (Java et al., 2007).  Microblogging can also lead to reflection 
and in-depth thinking (Wright, 2010), as users are constricted by a character limit (280 as of now) to summarize 
their thinking.  In Ebner and Mauer’s (2009) study, students engaged in writing for a longer period of time with 
microblogging that led to a more reflective thinking mindset.   

 
Apart from the theme of collaboration and reflective thinking that stood out in the research studies, the 

predominant theme was Twitter promoting an active engagement and participation.  The desire to stay connected 
within the microblogging community was another factor for participating on Twitter (Antenos- Conforti, 
2009).  Dunlap and Lowenthal (2009) and Holotescu and Grosseck (2009) further validated the continued 
connection and participation of the users even after the completion of the class. As Gan, Lou and Zang (2012) noted 
user interactions through microblogging created a “culture of engagement” and a “deepening of their interpersonal 



connections” (Junco et al., 2011, p.129).  User interactions on Twitter also enhanced and created an in-depth 
learning experience (Kop. 2011).  

 
Twitter as an Educational Community of Practice 
 

Community of practice is characterized as, “Groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a 
passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” 
(Wenger, Macdermott, & Synder, 2002, p. 4).  Gee (2008) characterized these communities of practice as affinity 
groups.  Affinity groups are passion based, interest-driven groups where amateurs can become professional amateurs 
or pro-ams (Gee, 2008) to hone their craft along with others.  The boundaries among various communities of 
practice is fluid and flexible in online spaces as people from diverse, heterogeneous groups enter and exit affinity 
groups or specific communities of practice driven by their passion, curiosity, and the desire to stay connected with 
others as well as to master new literacies as necessitated by emergence of new technologies.  

  
As Gee stated (in Baker, 2010) that due to mobile, social nature of communication technologies, groups can 

form and reform even for short-term purposes with constant communication and feedback.  “These quickly formed 
groups can engage in social, cultural, and political manner with fast, pervasive, and efficient manner.” (Gee as cited 
in Baker, 2010, p.174).  Liedka (1999) defined community of practice as “Individuals united in action” 
(p.5).  Learning in a virtual community of practice occurs when members situated in a learning context engage in 
discourse, action, reflection, reorganization leading to socially-mediated metacognition (Gunawardena et al, 2009).  

  
Twitter as an online social network facilitates formation of flexible communities of practice with members 

that simultaneously engage in diverse communities of practice based on interest.  The hashtags (#) represent 
communities of practice or affinity groups on Twitter.  Educators belong to diverse communities based on 
institutional, professional, and interest-driven membership in their professional learning networks.  

 
Conceptual Framework: Legitimate Peripheral Participation  
 

A guiding framework relevant to this study is the theory of situated learning (Brown et. al., 1989) where 
learning takes place in a situated context, and, more specifically the process of legitimate peripheral participation 
(Lave & Wenger, 1991).  Legitimate peripheral participation (LPP) exemplifies the phenomenon of a newcomer 
gaining entry into a community of practice and gradually becoming a more reified participant over time. This 
analytic framework served to examine the researcher’s participation on Twitter initially as a newcomer and then as 
an emerging, evolving mature expert in an online community of practice.    

 
As mentioned above, the process of LPP begins when an individual first gains access to a community of 

practice (Wenger, 1998).  In case of virtual social networks, the individual is engaged in learning the norms and 
conventions of the virtual platform as well as the culture operating in an online community of practice as an 
apprentice.  Lave and Wenger (1991) indicated that legitimate peripheral participation (LLP) provides “newcomers” 
with more than an ‘observational’ lookout post.  It crucially involves them in participation as a way of learning - of 
both absorbing and being absorbed in the “culture of practice” (p. 95).  The instructor enabled this participation and 
apprenticeship by embedding Twitter within the learning management system of an online course to create social 
presence, and to build a sense of community; this scaffolding facilitated moving toward evolving mature practice.  
The term “expert” was not used in this research as it denoted a culminating point without potential for growth.  
Instead, evolving mature practitioner specified a construct with potential for growth and an adaptable mindset that 
was open to learning and growing with the influx of emerging technologies and socio-cultural changes. 

 
Research Methodology  
 

A descriptive qualitative research approach was instituted in this research study.  Analysis of the 
participation was done by examining the course hashtag (#) of an online class that denoted the community of 
practice through thematic analysis (Saldana, 2012), followed by reflection to describe how the participation changed 
over a course of time.  Data collection consisted of extracting the course tweets (N=50) generated by the participant, 
and categorizing them based on thematic analysis: Norms and conventions of the platform, engagement, bonding 



social capital (affective and cohesive), bridging social capital, human capital and decisional capital if applicable. 
The tweets were categorized and analyzed, followed by critical reflection to address the following questions. 

 
Research Questions 
 

1. How did the participation on Twitter’s educational community of practice evolve from legitimate 
peripheral participation to transformed practice?  
 

2. How does it inform our digital pedagogical practice as teacher educators? 
 

Data Collection & Analysis 
 

Content analysis framework guidelines were taken from Lord & Lumicka (2014) who borrowed it from 
Rourke et al. (2001). This framework was modified to fit the current research goals.  The tweets were categorized 
based on the codes and analyzed according to the specified criteria in accordance with the LLP model (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991) and professional capital (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012) in the context of social media, specifically 
Twitter.  Professional capital (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012) was conceptualized as consisting of human capital, or the 
knowledge and skills one gains through resource sharing among members of a group and by connecting with 
diverse, heterogeneous groups; social capital or social connections that can be leveraged to accomplish professional 
goals; and decisional capital or the insights gained through professional experience and socially mediated 
metacognition. Social capital was further categorized as the bonding social capital, affective or cohesive in nature 
that exists within small homogeneous groups, and bridging social capital that one develops by connecting with 
diverse heterogeneous groups. 
 
 
Category Code Description Example 
Norms and conventions of 
the platform 

NC Using Hashtags 
Shortening the link 
Addressing 
individuals with @ 
140 character 
concise writing 
 

“Would you please send the 
link for shortening the 
link?”  

Engagement/Interaction    
Reply RP Replying to 

someone’s tweet 
@name Enjoy the 
conference! Would love to 
hear about the prevailing 
views and perspectives on 
illiteracy . 

Quote/Retweet* RT Retweeting or 
quoting a retweet 

** 

Content Reference CR Referencing a text 
by a quote, picture, 
or a statement. 

Semiotics consisting of 
symbols, icons, indexes- 
important in early literacy 
acquisition (Labbo and 
Ryan) 

Making a Statement ST Statement that 
expresses a belief or 
a view. 

Fully Literate lives need 
creativity as well as 
competency. 

Asking a question QU Asking a question to 
understand. 

What was that moment 
when technology and 
literacy came together for 
you? 

Agreement/Likes AG Indicating 
Agreement through 

Can completely relate to 
you :) 



Likes or words 
Professional capital: 
Social Bonding Capital  
(Affective) 

   

Humor/jokes HU Using humor to 
connect by sharing a 
joke, an amusing 
situation, satire or 
irony. 

@name  Ha! Ha! 

Emotion/giffs/emojis EM Projecting emotions 
through words, or 
visuals. 

Looking forward to a new 
learning experience! 

Compliment/Appreciation CP Appreciating or 
giving compliments 

Ooh!! So cute...your 
daughter did an awesome 
job!   

Self-Disclosure SD Revealing 
something about 
yourself 

Son showed me all his 
Minecraft servers; 
complexity of architectural 
details and critical thinking 
authenticates Gee. 

Professional Capital: 
Social Bonding Capital 
(Cohesive ) 

   

Vocatives/Names VN Using names @name Thanks, Jessica. 
Inclusive Pronouns PR Use of inclusive 

pronouns “we” and 
“our” 

Missing our twitter 
classroom feed! You 
created an awesome, 
informed, involved 
classroom community. 

Phatic/Salutations PH Greetings/best 
wishes/thanks 

Hello, session attendees! 
We hope you are enjoying 
our class tweets :) Have a 
great day! 

Address Group GR Address the entire 
group- use of 
“everyone”, “all” 

“Wish you all happy 
holidays and best wishes 
for new year!” 

Professional Capital 
(Social Bridging Capital) 

   

Connecting with authors 
and other professionals in 
the field. 
 

CO Connecting with 
diverse 
professionals. 

@name Appreciate your 
insight on Multimodality 
with material and rhetorical 
flexibility leading to 
metacognition 

Professional Capital 
(Human Capital) 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Resource sharing 
 
Participating in Twitter 
chats 

RS 
 

Sharing Resources 
by sharing a link, or 
by connecting with 
diverse individuals 
through Twitter 
chats 
 

“Tedtalk video- something 
to think about- privacy 
issues, data mining 
bit.ly/1q7zn9a” 
 

Conference Back 
channeling*  

CB Tweeting live from 
the conference 

** 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Table 1: Categories for Classification of Data 

 
Note: ** Not observed during the analysis of the course hashtag; *engaged in it as an evolving practitioner 
 
 
Findings 
 

The results indicated that the norms and conventions of the platform were learned by being intentionally 
involved in it for pedagogical reasons, and all tweets started out with the instructors’ name followed by the class 
hashtag. Concise writing on the platform was a challenge, and 1% of the tweets posed a question regarding 
shortening the link.  Engagement consisted of 45% of the tweets: Replies (RP) were 13%, Re-tweets (RTs) 0%, 
content reference (CR) were 17%, Statements (ST) 7%, Questions (QU) 3% and Agreement (AG) 1%.  

 
 
Engagement Percentage (45%) 
Replies (RP) 13% 
Re-tweets (RT) 0% 
Content Reference (CR) 17% 
Statement (ST) 7% 
Question 3% 
Agreement 1% 

Table 2: Engagement Criteria 
 

Results for affective aspect of bonding social capital accounted for 19% of the tweets. The predominant 
category was self-disclosure (SD) with 9% of the tweets, humor (HU) 3%, emotion (EM) 3% and compliment (CP) 
1%.  The cohesive aspect of bonding social capital accounted for 15% of the tweets with vocative or name (VN) 1%, 
inclusive pronouns (PR) 1%, Phatic/salutations (PH) 5%, and Address Group (GR) 5%. Altogether, 35% of the 
tweets indicated bonding social capital.  Bridging social capital (CO) where individuals connected with diverse 
professionals and authors accounted for 9% of the tweets, and human capital (RS) accounted for 31% of the tweets. 
Altogether, building professional capital accounted for 65% of the course interactions. 
 
 
Professional Capital  Percentages (65%) 
Human capital 31% 
Social Capital 35% 
Decisional Capital 0% 

Table 3: Professional Capital Criteria 
 

Professional Capital 
(Decisional) 

   

Sharing insights 
 
Participating in twitter 
chats* 

SI Sharing pedagogical 
insights 

** 

Transformed Practice/ 
Evolving Practitioner 
(Flexible, continually 
learning) 

   

 
Pedagogical use of the tool 
as a teacher educator* 

 
EP 

Using the platform 
within a classroom 
context as a teacher 
educator. 

** 



The reason decisional capital was not observed in the tweets was in the context of legitimate peripheral 
participation, the participant was still learning, engaging, interacting, resource sharing, and connecting to build the 
human and social capital within an online course and beyond as they moved from a novice to an evolving 
practitioner.  Based on the narrative account of the participant, they engaged in pedagogically usage of the Twitter 
platform as a teacher educator in the context of their own classroom to teach about social media, to have students 
build their professional learning network beyond the classroom walls, and to have an authentic audience for student 
writing. The participant found Twitter back channeling particularly useful during conferences for disseminating and 
sharing information; amplifying others’ voice through re-tweets, and gaining decisional capital through socially 
mediated metacognition enabled by synchronous Twitter chats as well as asynchronous slow chats.  The participant 
was evolving as a mature practitioner focused on transforming their pedagogical practice as they built their 
professional capital and grew as a connected educator.  
 
 
Discussion  
 

As the results indicate, content reference and replies formed the majority of the engagement process.  
Referencing the content through quotes or statements provided a fairly easy, safe way to engage in the platform for 
those who were novice and still learning to have social presence in an open, digital platform using the norms, 
conventions, and affordances of the platform.  Additionally, sharing resources provided scaffolding for the learning 
process and modeled engagement on the social media platform.  However, the most important component that stood 
out was building a community and rapport in an online course as indicated by 35% social capital.  This social capital 
was built through humor, phatic/salutations, addressing the group as a cohesive unit, inclusive pronouns, names, 
compliments, sharing emotions where one felt comfortable to share news through self-disclosure.  This research 
study confirmed that the building of professional capital occurs through engagement and interaction within the 
community of practice.  In the context of social media legitimate peripheral participation (SMLPP, Gurjar, 2018) 
proposed below, the results indicate that in order for the newcomer to become comfortable enough to participate, 
creating a congenial community is imperative. Scaffolding with how to navigate and engage on the platform is also 
important for newcomers to the community of practice.  Providing a safe, risk-free way to engage paves the path for 
greater engagement and building of professional capital that has the potential for transformed practice for the 
evolving educator.   
 
Implication and Contribution 
 

Based on the critical analysis of participation in an online community of practice, the researcher proposes 
the following social media legitimate peripheral model.  As Lave and Wenger (1991) stated learning is situated in a 
socio-cultural context and happens as a result of the activity, the context, and the culture operating in a community 
of practice.  As a newcomer gains entrance to a community of practice on a social media platform, they have to go 
through a period of informal apprenticeship where the norms and conventions of the platform have to be learned by 
observing others engage.  Gradually, the newcomer becomes an active participant by engaging in the discourse 
community, also known as the affinity group (Gee, 2008).  The engagement in the Social Media Legitimate 
Peripheral Participation Model is conceptualized with the context relevant to individual social media platforms.  On 
Twitter, it entailed learning the conventions of the platform, engaging with the community of practice, building 
professional capital (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Gurjar & Sivo, 2017) and transformed practice leading to evolving 
mature practice.  Results of this research study support the Social Media Legitimate Peripheral Participation Model 
(SMLPP, Gurjar, 2018) as the researcher progressed from a newcomer or a novice initially learning the norms and 
conventions of the platform, to engaging on the platform as they continually built their professional capital to aim 
for transformed practice, to a continually evolving mature practitioner who exhibited an adaptability and reciprocity 
in social media context with the influx of emerging technologies.  

 
   



 
Figure 1: Social Media Legitimate Peripheral Participation Model (Gurjar, 2018) 
 

Implication for our pedagogical practice is leveraging social media in either online or face-to-face courses 
in such a way that it creates an authentic, engaged classroom community where people feel comfortable to share and 
reach beyond the specific community of practice or their affinity group to connect with other diverse professionals 
and communities of practice to form interdisciplinary teams with distributed expertise for deeper learning. 
Embedding Twitter in an online course facilitated social presence that built an engaging classroom community in the 
context of this research.  This has implications for online teaching, and how social presence can be created within an 
online course.  Social Presence is defined as “the degree of salience of the other person in the mediated interaction 
and the consequent salience of the interpersonal relationships” (Short, Williams & Christie, 1976, p.65).  Leveraging 
social media has the potential to connect students with the authors of their textbooks and diverse professionals in the 
field to build students’ professional capital. Furthermore, connecting them to peers, in-service teachers, principals, 
administrators and alumni provides an informal mentoring network to further build their professional capital. 
Newcomers to the platform learn the norms and conventions under the apprenticeship of an instructor or informal 
mentor who models by sharing the content and scaffolding the interaction for deeper learning.  With built-in support 
system, the students connect beyond their community of practice to engage with other professionals to build their 
human and social capital.   

 
Our digital pedagogy was transformed as we intentionally practiced being globally connected educators 

who modeled meaningful pedagogical engagements for our students focused on building their professional capital.  
We became more cognizant of scaffolding their learning on social media platforms for them to be comfortable 
enough to create their own supportive community of practice as lifelong learners. Our pedagogical practice entailed 
empowering pre-service teachers to connect with others in various communities of practice through Hashtag (#) 
search, and for them to be intentional, reflective practitioners (Schon, 1987) as well as creative problem solvers in 
social media spaces who engaged in collaborative knowledge construction and socially mediated metacognition to 
build their decisional capital through Twitter chats while combating professional isolation (Lortie, 1975). As teacher 
educators, we continue to design authentic pedagogical engagements that leverage the affordances of a particular 
social media platform for relevant, authentic learning while developing students’ digital and new literacy skills.  
Being a perpetual learner with the knowledge, skills, and disposition to connect, share, and learn from others; to ask 
an authentic audience for feedback; to verify the credibility of information; and to compose in an open, social media 
space while being cognizant of their emerging professional identity, the audience, purpose, and text repurposing are 
some of the skills students need to be engaged in while building their professional capital.  We hope as students 
become engaged, they will continue to build professional capital as evolving practitioners while learning and 
growing amidst the changing socio-cultural, technological, and educational landscape.  This research contributes by 
proposing the social media legitimate peripheral participation model based on the results of this study. 
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