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The iMentor Introduction 
 

During the fall of 2011, graduate students enrolled in EDUC 555 Continuous 

Inquiry: Science and Social Studies in an Elementary Classroom embarked on a social 

media journey as part of their coursework and field observations.  Through Twitter, the 

professor asked her Personal Learning Network (PLN) for volunteers to share how they 

teach both science and social studies in their elementary classrooms.  Many K-6 

educators on Twitter volunteered to mentor a teacher candidate at the beginning of the 

course.  As the semester continued, the virtual mentors were referred to as iMentors, 

educators across the country and around the world, who provided our teacher 

candidates an opportunity for virtual field experiences, allowing them to experience 

science and social studies from elementary teachers and their students via social media 

(Curran & Chatel, 2013).    

Twitter, Skype and blogging were the primary tools used to communicate with 

our iMentors and it quickly became apparent that social media was a vital part of the 

course and proved to be an invaluable component to the teacher candidates.  The 

iMentors provided something that could not be guaranteed during field observations in 

local classrooms: a view of both science and social studies being taught in an elementary 

classroom.  The use of iMentors provided continuous support and guidance for our 

teacher candidates, answering questions and giving advice, as well as opening up their 

classrooms for field experience opportunities.   Additionally, implementing iMentors 

into this methods course demonstrated that education in the 21st century allows us to 

be globally interconnected in the ways we learn (Curran & Chatel, 2013). 

The most effective iMentor relationship that semester was between a first year 

kindergarten teacher enrolled in the course for cross-endorsement and a kindergarten 

teacher in Canada, @happycampergirl.  His original iMentor introduced and welcomed 

him to a weekly Twitter chat for kindergarten teachers called #kinderchat.  As a result, 

the original iMentor became a collaborative effort and the iMentor became many 

kindergarten teachers actively involved in #kinderchat.   The purpose of this research 

stems from the kindergarten teachers who welcomed, supported and mentored this 



©Barbara F. Hartigan, Ed.D. and Marialice B.F.X. Curran, Ph.D., University of Saint Joseph, #ISTE13 
 

3 

first year teacher as an entire chat.  The collaborative iMentorship supports the power 

of educators using social media as a way to grow and develop as a 21st century 

interconnected educator (Curran & Chatel, 2013). 

Introduction 

This paper presents data and analyses of the use of social media and iMentors in 

the preparation of early childhood teacher candidates.  As university professors, both 

authors observe pre-service teacher candidates experiencing the benefits of using social 

media to improve their practice.  Last year we followed a particular teacher candidate 

on #kinderchat and witnessed the entire chat mentoring him as a first year teacher.  The 

wisdom of a group of mentors guiding pre-service teachers is dynamic, authentic, and 

real-world mentoring for this teacher candidate and many others.  In this case, the 

benefits of virtual mentors continued into the teacher's first year of teaching.  This 

continued use of iMentors through social media fulfills new teachers’ needs for 

guidance, iMentorship and lifelong learning (Augusto, McNair, McMullagh & McRoberts, 

2010; Blakenship, 2010; Chamberlin & Lehmann, 2011; Curran & Chatel, 2013).   

As a result of the #kinderchat iMentorship in fall of 2011 and our observing pre-

service teachers using social media in our courses, we followed nineteen teacher 

candidates, two males and seventeen female teacher candidates, during the fall of 2012 

and spring of 2013.  The nineteen teacher candidates volunteered to be part of our 

study and participated regularly in some type of social media mentoring.  Our research 

focused on social media and the benefits of social media to early childhood pre-service 

educators.  We found that the teachers actively involved with #kinderchat supported 

and iMentored two of the teacher candidates.  In addition, our research followed the 

influences of iMentors with regard to the pre-teacher candidates’ teaching and learning.  

We learned that the wisdom of iMentors was an invaluable component for all of the 

pre-service teacher candidates. 

The Importance of the Study 

With the onset of social media, the world has changed how we communicate, 

collaborate, learn, and interact with others.  We live in a complex, interconnected, 
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global and networked world where information and communication is easily accessible 

and can be accessed instantly (Curran & Chatel, 2013; Ewbank, Foulger & Carter, 2010; 

Greenhouse & Gleason, 2012; Morris, 2012; November, 2010; Rosen, 2011; Siemens, 

2005 & 2007).  As a result, how we prepare teachers should include multimodal, 

networked practices that are already an integral part of the daily life of our teacher 

candidates (Curran & Chatel, 2013).  Furthermore, John Dewey advocated that our 

schools need real life social activities to mirror the real life of the students (Pamental, 

2010). 

Helping early childhood teacher candidates to understand pedagogy, strategies, 

techniques, and best practices is vital for education of our most important population of 

students (NAEYC, 2011).  Charlotte Danielson (1999) reports that mentoring new 

teachers helps them resolve all types of challenges.  By using reflective practice and 

professional conversations, pre-service teachers improve their understanding of 

teaching.  Embedding social media into teacher preparation programs offers the teacher 

candidate multiple resources to improve their practice.  Through conversations via 

social media, individual teachers contribute by offering strategies, which work in their 

classrooms.  These suggestions are rejected or confirmed by other members of the chat 

or other social media gathering.  Sharing suggestions, which the pre-teacher can 

implement, contemplate, and evaluate, that are tried and true is invaluable. 

Early Childhood Teacher Education 

 According to Kostelnik, Soderman & Whiren (2011) early childhood teacher 

preparation programs vary in their physical characteristics, teacher candidates and 

theoretical foundations. “Most of these variations center on differing beliefs about how 

much either biology or the environment influence child development and learning.  

These differences in theoretical orientation lead to variations in program models and in 

the curricula children experience” (p. 29).  There are three traditional learning theories 

taught in most early childhood teacher education programs: Behaviorism, Cognitivism, 

and Constructivism.  With the addition of the digital age and social media, George 

Siemens proposed Connectivism as an additional learning theory (2004).  This theory 
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views learning as distributed within a network that is social and technologically 

enhanced where recognizing and interpreting patterns leads to learning.  The diversity 

of one’s network is an influencing factor for diverse learning.  Additionally, complex 

learning, rapid changing core, and diverse knowledge sources lead to an intersection of 

prior knowledge, experiences, perception, reality, comprehension and flexibility 

(Siemens, 2007). 

Social Media a Paradigm Shift 

 Embedding the iMentor and Connectivism model is a shift from the traditional 

methods used to educate early childhood teacher candidates.   This new approach helps 

pre-service teachers recognize and make connections between specific information 

sources.  Siemens refers to learning as “forming networks” (Siemens, 2005a & 2005b).  

Furthermore, Curran & Chatel (2013) define an iMentor as an educator who is Rigorous 

of Mind, Compassionate of Heart, and an Agent of Change.  The most effective iMentor 

is knowledgeable of content, willing to share professional expertise, and serve as a 

catalyst for learning content and pedagogy via social media.  By connecting to an 

iMentor and forming a Personal Leaning Network (PLN) through Twitter, learning takes 

place beyond the four walls of a classroom and college campus. 

The paradigm shift in using social media and iMentors for teacher candidates is a 

relatively new concept (Curran & Chatel, 2013; Siemens, 2005 & 2007).  Social media 

provides a unique format for content delivery and mentorship for teacher candidates to 

learn, communicate, connect, and collaborate with educators throughout the world, 

virtually flattening the walls of our classrooms.  Kirk and Oliver (2003) state that the 

onset of social media and mobile technologies has had a profound effect on traditional 

mentoring that has ultimately led to iMentoring.  

Kindergarten teachers like Jennifer Aaron and Ann Graboski, are changing how 

social media is embedded in kindergarten classrooms (Phillips, 2012; Stagis, 2013).  

Although the two kindergarten teachers are using Twitter to inform parents, they are 

also using it differently.  Three days a week, Ms. Aaron asks her kindergarten students to 

compose a message about what they have learned.  The messages are then turned into 



©Barbara F. Hartigan, Ed.D. and Marialice B.F.X. Curran, Ph.D., University of Saint Joseph, #ISTE13 
 

6 

tweets that are sent to parents through her private Twitter account, @JensClass.  Ms. 

Aaron believes that 140 characters is the ideal for kindergarteners. “To me, Twitter is 

like the ideal thing for 5-year olds because it is so short.  It makes them think about their 

day and kind of summarize what they’ve done during the day; whereas a lot of times 

kids will go home and Mom and Dad will say, ‘What did you do today?’ And they’re like, 

‘I don’t know’” (Phillips, 2012).  Heidi Echternacht, @hechternact the co-founder and 

moderator of #kinderchat responded to this article: 

We love tweeting with Kindergarteners!  Many teachers connected with 
#Kinderchat Network have been tweeting for a while now together!  We run 
multiple projects over multiple platforms, including Amy Murray’s Kindergarten 
Around the World Program, where she connects classrooms to Mr. Ben 
Sheridan’s Twitter Play Project where we play games together. 
Tweeting is a great way to connect with other classes and has given all of our 
classrooms a chance to take learning in new directions we never could have 
anticipated.  Growing and building genuine friendships with other children 
around the world has been incredibly rewarding for both the children and 
teachers! 
 
Thanks for this great story! 
 
Ms. Graboski, @LiveFromRoom5 decided to use Twitter in her kindergarten 

classroom after reading a blurb about Kim Kardashian’s Twitter account.  In an interview 

with the Hartford Courant, Graboski shared, “It was so self-absorbed, so silly, and then I 

thought, but that’s a good tool for communication with parents” (Stagis, 2013).  All year 

long, she has been tweeting pictures and updates of her kindergarteners from an open 

Twitter account: 

 

In response to Graboski’s use of Twitter in her kindergarten classroom, Alan November, 

co-founder of the Stanford Institute for Educational Leadership Through Technology and 

November Learning consultant responded: 
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 The research on learning shows the family involvement is critical.  Some of those 
tweets actually instruct the parent on what to talk about when they get home.  
Not only is she making them feel good, but she’s giving the parents direction on 
how to be supportive at home (Stagis, 2013). 

 

Methodology 

Utilizing case study methods, this study focused on the individual’s 

interpretation of events to a social or human problem via social media (Leedy & 

Ormrod, 2009).  Insights into the early childhood teacher candidates’ views on using 

social media were examined through the following use of primary data sources: in-

depth interviews, surveys, and transcripts from #kinderchat and blogs.  The survey 

instrument was constructed to gather the perceptions of early childhood teacher 

candidates about their personal and professional use of social media.  The data was 

collected during the fall of 2012 and the spring of 2013.  A qualitative research design 

supplemented by a small quantitative component was applied to address the research 

questions (Creswell, 1994).  The use of both components provided data that offered 

insight into different aspects of the researched topic.  The data was analyzed and 

presented to show the benefits, or lack thereof, of social media as a mentoring 

experience for pre-service and master’s level early childhood teacher candidates.   

The site population and selection for the case study are located at a small private 

university in Connecticut which earned “College of Distinction” for 2012 and 2013.  The 

Early Childhood department in the School of Education consists of graduate candidates 

who are prepared to work with students from nursery school to grade three.  Teacher 

and master’s level candidates who attend the university are from diverse backgrounds 

and work with diverse students across Connecticut and Massachusetts. 

The limitations of this study include sample size, self-bias, and location.  The size 

of the study is limited to the number of teacher candidates who are working with early 

childhood students and enrolled in graduate classes this year.  Both researchers are 

highly committed to embedding social media into teacher preparation programs, so self-

bias is realized; however, both parties reported outcomes as accurately as possible.  

Finally, while the location of the university is in a wealthy, suburban community, the 



©Barbara F. Hartigan, Ed.D. and Marialice B.F.X. Curran, Ph.D., University of Saint Joseph, #ISTE13 
 

8 

teacher candidates in this study are from a variety of ethnic and social backgrounds and 

work with diverse students throughout the state. 

An interview protocol was used to ask questions and record answers during the 

qualitative interviews.  This protocol included a list of questions centered on benefits, 

expertise, pros, cons, and continued use of Twitter chats and other social media.  Our 

interview gave instructions for the interviewee to follow so that standard procedures 

were used for all teacher candidates. Questions used were generally open-ended, few in 

number, and elicited views and opinions from those surveyed (Creswell, 2009). 

Data Collection and Analysis 

The survey asked questions to ascertain basic information about the teacher 

candidate’s knowledge, appreciation, and use of social media.  An open-ended 

questionnaire asked graduate teacher candidates for specific examples about their use, 

implementation, success/failure, reflections, and learning from social media platforms, 

specifically #kinderchat.  Blogs and Twitter chats were analyzed to assess types of 

contributions and/or learning candidates’ gleaned from iMentors. Additionally, teacher 

candidates were asked to comment on how they perceived social media and iMentors 

contributing to their professional development. 

When asked if social media helps improve your teaching and learning, all 

nineteen pre-service teacher candidates reported social media as beneficial.  Pre-service 

candidates were asked to rate the importance of online environments.  Candidates 

explained that their rate of importance is directly related to their experience and 

perceived benefit of each type of social media.  Figure 1 shows candidates’ perceptions 

of social media’s benefits to their teaching and learning.  
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Figure 1 Perceived Benefits of Social Media on Pre-Service Teachers’ Teaching and Learning 

 

The influence of social media on pre-service teachers’ teaching and learning is 

directly related to their use and successful connections with iMentors.  For example, 

eighty percent of the candidates used Twitter and felt they learned from online support, 

while only twenty percent of pre-service candidates had experience with Skype or used 

FaceBook as an online learning tool.  Specific questions to professors via email or 

BlackBoard resulted in one hundred percent learning experiences.  Eighty percent of the 

candidates viewed blogs as influencing their teaching and learning while forty percent of 

the candidates used Pinterest.  Ninety percent of pre-service teachers used YouTube to 

learn new information for their teaching while only thirty percent of the candidates 

poled had experience with Edmodo.   When pre-service teacher candidates use social 

media and connect with iMentors, they realize the importance social media plays in 

their continued professional development. 

The collaborative and interconnected approach of social media would suggest 

that all nineteen candidates befitted from the use of iMentorship approach to teacher 

preparation.  All teacher candidates stated that the virtual support they received 
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enhanced their learning and connected them to a global network of educators that 

would never have been possible without the use of social media in teacher preparation 

programs.   

Teacher candidates in this study reported using Twitter and #kinderchat multiple 

times to connect with global educators and their own university teacher preparatory 

classes.  The use of Skype, Pinterest, FaceBook, Edmodo, YouTube, and blogs are just a 

few of the social media sources cited as being beneficial to the pre-teachers’ 

learning.  One teacher candidate discussed the use of Skype with a class in France so 

students could learn first-hand about another culture.  Another candidate used Edmodo 

to correspond with Columbia Teachers College faculty and showcase his kindergarten 

classroom’s many successes using Columbia’s faculty mentors.  YouTube videos were 

used to better understand teaching pedagogy, classroom management, and social 

development in the early childhood classroom.  Additionally, teacher candidates cited 

Facebook as a resource to connect with fellow educators and/or retired teachers for 

advice or suggestions about teaching strategies and lesson design.  Pinterest, blogs, and 

educational website users find these resources useful for informational ideas and 

supplemental materials for lesson and unit planning. 

When asked if there is one example of learning from Twitter chats, or other 

social media, which stands out as being truly beneficial to your teaching and learning, 

one graduate’s reply was especially poignant.  He explained that he was a first year 

teacher in a district where teachers do not collaborate and work well as a team.  This 

teacher learned on #kinderchat that other teachers worked in similar situations and 

stated:  “It made me feel good to know that I was not alone.”   He reported that this 

particular #kinderchat conversation changed his teaching because at this point in his life 

he was not sure that he wanted to continue teaching.  Knowing that others used 

#kinderchat to converse and learn gave him hope that he could “get what I need” from 

online chats and resources.  This particular educator is a second year teacher who 

changed schools at the end of his first year of teaching. 
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Half of the pre-service teachers surveyed reported observing in teacher’s 

classroom where class blogs are used to communicate with parents.  One candidate 

watched a kindergarten class use Twitter to communicate with family, relatives, and 

friends as a means of showcasing classroom happenings each week.  This candidate 

shared: “I was amazed at the different skills students learned by participating in the 

class’s Twitter chat.”   Summarizing events, recalling details, and student collaboration 

are just a few of the skills this teacher candidate cited as observed during the weekly 

Twitter chat lesson. 

Other pre-teacher candidates discussed using teacher blogs as a means of 

learning from virtual mentors.  Teacher candidates responded to blog entries with 

questions to the authors on various topics.  Blogger, in turn, answered the teacher 

candidates’ musings with valuable advice.  Class blogs from candidates’ graduate 

courses were also cited and learning opportunities and a way to “truly internalize” other 

classmates’ viewpoints and opinions.  

Two of the teacher candidates reported that they preferred personal 

connections and did not enjoy Twitter chats or the use of blogs.  The other seventeen 

appreciated the opportunity to participate or not participate in online chats or blogs, 

depending on their personal interest level.  Additionally, having an unknown identity 

made asking questions of the virtual mentors easier for these pre-teacher 

candidates.  Three candidates cited class blogs as a resource to better understand 

different perspectives and a vehicle to reflect on class readings.  One candidate reported 

class blogs as taking away from “grand conversations” about important reading 

assignments, which usually happen during class time. 

All nineteen pre-teacher candidates appreciated the chance to learn via social 

media.  Each commented on receiving advice from online mentors, trying-out ideas, and 

then reflecting on the success, or lack thereof, of the implemented idea.  All subjects 

reported seeking advice/counsel from virtual mentors on a daily to weekly basis so they 

could fulfill course assignments or teaching commitments. Ten candidates commented 

on the need to read thoroughly and accurately so as to synthesize information learned 
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correctly.  Daily reflection on pedagogy and practice were the result of virtual mentors’ 

suggestions.  

#kinderchat and Twitter Chats to Change Teacher Preparation Programs 

 

What is #kinderchat?  According to their website, The Online Home to the Little 

Chat That Could, they meet and chat weekly on Twitter about a specific topic.  The 

#kinderchat goals include the following: 

 
1. To facilitate discussions among Educators, Parents, Policy Makers and the 
Public about Best Practices in Early Childhood Education. 

 
2. To create a collaborative space where Teachers, Administrators, Parents and 
Organizations can share both their knowledge and the challenges of the learning 
and teaching of Young Children. 

 
3. To highlight, learn from and discuss different philosophies of teaching and 
learning with Young Children. 

 
4. To promote real world and real life experiences of working daily with young 
children, always preserving the dignity and importance of the unique 
experiences of the Young Child and the critical nature of Educating within 
Developmentally Appropriate Practices. 

 
5. To create a greater sense of community among those working with Young 
Children. 
 

 During the fall of 2011, #kinderchat became the source for encouragement, 

support and mentorship for a first year kindergarten teacher enrolled in EDUC 555 

Continuous Inquiry: Science and Social Studies in an Elementary Classroom.  One 

iMentor became an entire chat.  Once @happycampergirl introduced 

@kindergarten113 to #kinderchat, his experience as a first year teacher changed 

drastically.  What made #kinderchat so special and unique?  Multiple kindergarten 
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teachers on a global network welcomed, reached out and mentored a struggling first 

year teacher through Twitter.  It didn’t take long for the first year teacher, 

@kindergarten113 to see the value of Twitter as a professional development 

opportunity. 

 

 
From feeling isolated as a first year teacher, @kindergarten113 was immersed in a 

online community who could virtually guide, mentor and empower him to be an agent 

of change in his own classroom, school and community. 
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This experience propelled both authors to explore the idea of teacher candidates 

using #kinderchat as an integral part of early childhood teacher preparation.  In the fall 

of 2012, #kinderchat welcomed the next EDUC 555 cohort; @kindergarten113 even 

welcomed and mentored the new teacher candidates to #kinderchat.  In one hour, 

#usjfall12 tweeters generated 103 tweets between the professor, former EDUC 555 

student @kindergarten113, and six new graduate teacher candidates.  During that hour-

long chat, questions were asked and answered, tweets were retweeted (RT), and the 

walls of our classroom were flattened and expanded as connections were made with 

educators on a global level. 

 

 

During the chat, @kindergarten113 was no longer the mentee, but the mentor: 

 

Although our new teacher candidates felt lost with the pace of the chat and the 

newness of collaborating through Twitter in 140 characters, they too became more 

active as the chat continued.  The pattern of the six new teacher candidates 

participating in #kinderchat indicated that in the beginning they were more comfortable 
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retweeting (RT) other teacher’s tweets.  By twenty-seven minutes into the chat, 

@JenniferMcLain asked the first question: 

 
And even though four of the teacher candidates continued to lurk and remain relatively 

quiet, they were actively engaged: 

 

 
By the end of the chat, the new teacher candidates had experienced the power of 

connecting, communicating and learning with a Personal Learning Network (PLN): 

 

Endless Possibilities 

During the analysis portion of the data, a pattern emerged in examination of the 

surveys, interviews and #kinderchat and blog transcripts.  The teacher candidates 

consistently elaborated that prior to this course they were unaware of the global 

networks and mentorship available to them professionally.  When the teacher 

candidates articulated their perception of using social media as part of their teacher 

preparation, one teacher candidate stated:  

[Using social media] with real teachers across the U.S. and Canada has opened 
me up to the endless possibilities.  As a teacher, it’s not as important to know 
everything, as it is to know how to find everything.  This course has taught me to 
really think outside of the box and has provided me with a plethora of tools to 
locate resources to use in my classroom.  The digital divide is very real, and I 
want to make sure it does not exist in my future classroom. 
 

Another teacher candidate shared: 
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The use of social media definitely dictated the overall learning in this course; it 
opened up our learning beyond the four walls of our classroom.  I hope to be 
able to create a similar ‘infinite’ boundary to learning when I have my own 
classroom.  I know that I will be a teacher who will strive to move beyond the 
four walls of my classroom to provide my students with as many outlets and 
sources of genuine, experiential learning as I can create. 
Teacher candidates also shared that learning through social media within a 

classroom environment helped ease the transition into virtual experiences:  

Watching my classmates try new things, writing lessons in groups, and learning 
from iMentors via Skype and Twitter have been incredible experiences.  The 
iMentors especially have made this class something incredible to remember.  
Their warmth, reflection, wealth of knowledge, interest in helping other 
educators, and all around advice was like nothing I’ve ever experienced.  The 
intrapersonal and global community connections that Twitter has afforded me 
have shown me how we need to help our students connect to the real world. 

 

Conclusions and Future Implications/Research 

The results of this study show that pre-service early childhood educators learn 

from and value learning and teaching ideas and methodology obtained from social 

media.  One particular teacher candidate attributes social media and particularly 

#kinderchat to the continuation of his teaching career.  Other candidates use social 

media to inform their teaching and pedagogy.  Still other teacher candidates incorporate 

social media in their classrooms to extend the learning their students’ experience truly 

flattening classroom walls and the world. 

Following these teacher candidates into their classrooms and researching their 

continued use and perceived benefit of social media would be the next step in this 

research.  New teachers in Connecticut are required to complete and pass a state 

mentoring process where they show “growth and development” in self-selected areas 

for improvement.  A building or district mentor is selected as the new teacher’s 

mentor.  Knowing whether or not virtual mentors are employed by new teacher 

candidates to further assist in their professional growth and development would add 

validation to the perceived benefit of virtual mentors and the benefits of social media to 

all professional development for teachers. 

Key words 
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