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The use of social media at Brunel University

Peter Klein
Pklein@educatedC.com, peter.klein@burnel.ac.uk
Brunel University

Abstract

Our research shows that students using social media to engage in conversation with their lecturer have
a significant statistical advantage over students who don’t use social media. Is it the conversation or the
medium? It is the belief of the author that any lectures have the chance to change how students lean,
how to integrate learning into student’s spare time and make sure your message is part of their life. Our
research shows that if you use the medium of communication of the student, they will learn.

Keywords: social media, social networking, Web 2.0, university education

Background

I started lecturing at Brunel University in January of 2010. I had just left my job of running a
software company (www.Viewlocity.com). I had vague memories of my attending
University (Saint Mary's University of Minnesota) lectures 30 years ago. My three children
attended New York University, Middlebury and Heathrop College, University of London. I
mention my children because I kept thinking about the amount of money I spent to send
them to these schools and how I was going to give Brunel Students their moneys worth
(Ewing, 2007).

I walked into my first lecture to a room of 100+ students. As I introduced myself I
wondered how I would ever communicate with these young adults. I had 3 lectures a day
with a total of 370 final year students. The course was Ethics and Sustainability. My section
was sustainability. I had 13 lectures, a weekly 1 hour office visitation for students, 3 revision
lectures and then a mixture of ad hoc meetings with groups of students. My goal was to
teach the concept and best practice of sustainability to students, they were thinking about
their exams. We needed to communicate. To get communication going I gave the students
my mobile number, my personal email and invited them to my office for help.

The first few weeks no one visited the office, I had no calls on my mobile, but I did get a
few emails like in Figure 1. A handful of students would hang around and talk after the
lecture, but that was cut short by the next group filling the room and waiting for the lecture
to begin. The schedule was lecture 1 hour and then 10 min for changeover, lecture another 2
hours. In class the same 10 students would answer the questions in the lecture and the
others would smile as they walk out of class. I was failing to connect beyond being an
entertaining lecturer. I used the latest presentation tools (Prezi, 2010), kept my lectures very
multi-media based and all the material was on-line for future sharing and test preparation.

Setting up the tracking and reporting

When I started the year I used the company website (OpenCarbon, 2010) to host all the
lectures (put the material on-line so they could access the presentation for review). To get
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access to the material a student had to register and once registered they had access to all the
lectures, web links and backup material from some of the best minds in sustainability. At
first I got complaints from the students asking why I didn’t use the Universities “U-Link”
system. I explained that the U-link allows the viewer to print presentations and this course
is about sustainability; no printing. Not printing was one reason, but the real reason was to
measure me, my lectures and the use of social media in communicating with University
students. The OpenCarbon system would allow us to see who viewed the material, when
and for how long. This would give me an indication as to the relationship of time on the site
to their grade? Since we are doing these courses for multiple Universities we needed to
understand which lectures were more popular, what parts did they not understand or did
they continue to go back to them because the message was not clear? The system allowed us
to track their real behaviour, not just did they down load the paper.

« Back to Inbox = Archive = Reportspsm | Delete Movetow | Labels v More actions ¥

Corporate Governance lecture 20/01/10 ko |

from  Abdul-Rahim Osman <chlBaan@brunel ac uks hide details 11:12 PM (13 hours ago) | 4y Reply | ¥
sendertime  Sent gt 11:12 PM (UTC). Current time there: 1:09
Pr. O

10 pklein@opencarbon.com
dale  Tug, Jan 19, 2010 at 11:12 PM
subject  Corporate Governance lecture 20001410

Dear Mr Klein,

First of all thank you for the fantastic lecture today. | am not trying to gain brownie points (although it might help)
but that lecture is up there as one of the hest in my 4 year course in Bruonell

So much so | actually weas maore wary with the taps in my room after the lecture and | washed my bottle of water for
use tomorrowd

Iwas hoping you could farward the notes you were using for the lecture as they will help guide my learning and sat
a context within the textbook

| am excited about these lectures over this term as | feel gaining an understanding from industry expers in this field
is the best way to see how sustainability challenges and is addressed by organisations in the real world. Better

than any texthooks could suggest

| loak forward to hearing from you and towards the rest of the term listening to some of the experts (as you mention
on your website).

Best Regards,

Abdul-Rahim Qsman

Figure 1. A student’s e-mail

Outcome of website

One outcome we noticed is students not attending lectures would scan the material, watch
the YouTube videos and spend little or no time on the written content.

As the year progressed YouTube videos were a hit. These videos gave us the ability to
have segments by the people who created the idea and could get their message across better
that any lecturer. As the lecturer I could stop and comment on the speaker, playing the
devils advocate as I ask questions of the students.

Videos got the information across and this was proven by links being shared outside the
students that attended the course. This behaviour reinforced they were interested in the
material as the links were going well beyond the 370 students. After some lectures we saw a
significant increase in unique visitors a week, triple what visits normally are (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Visitors of the lessons’ website

Reality Check

All sound good, not really, I still did not have the communication that I felt helped Students
achieve good grades. I need to do something different if I was to give these Students their
moneys worth.

Doing something different

A few lectures into the year I asked the students to follow me on Twitter. Here are a couple
things that are interesting about adding Twitter to my work load. Students started to show
up during my office hours, sometimes as many as 10. Introducing Twitter gave them the
ability to have something to talk about outside class material. I believe this was a simple
step to connecting.

From a social media standpoint; less than 20% of the class had a Twitter account and
most of those were not active users. 90% had Facebook and they were active users. Many
said they did not have time to set Twitter up (it takes 2 minutes). I don’t care for Facebook as
a method of communicating because too many people abuse it and it is harder to filter data
unless you are in the system. I personally keep a Facebook account for family and very close
friends. I chose Twitter because I believe this will be the next communication medium
because everyone has time for short messages.

More thoughts on social media

Knowing Twitter seemed to connect me with some of the students. I then took the material
from the course and developed a publishing plan for the balance of the Year. A publishing
plan is about what you are going to say to who and when. One thing we have learned at
EducatedChange (2010) is to not start using any social media tools without a plan. My
publishing plan directed the students to material that would open their eyes to the issues on
sustainability. I mixed in some personal things, job related links and next thing over 100 of
the students were following me. I started with 1 or 2 tweets a week, that turned to about 6
per week as I responded to some of the students that responded or pointed me to great
material that I will be using next year.
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These are some of the Tweets and the kid’s responses (Figure 3).

Irending: London 2
Rl AbzAAces @educatede Hd a lengthy discussion on 'green’ stuff on Change

tube journey bck from Science museum! Amazing hw much Peter
Klein taugntﬂlnsplred me! Lindsay Lohan

Tue May 25 2010 22:30:14 (GMT Daylight Time) via web ot Moat
farlar @educatedc are u gomg to be al our exam on thurs? Paranormal Activity
Tue Way 11 2010 15:42:42 (GMT Da T —_—.

YA M L e e e e Cheryl Cale

o Diana Vickers

AbzAAces @educatedc coming to see you at the coffee shop!
SHould be tnere soon\ #onetimeanniversary

Tue May 11 201

sadia_ali_khan @educatedc when will you be available at uni
next?

5:22 PM Apr 28th via Twitter for BlackBerry®

charles_lee87 @educatedc are you talkin about greenwashing
sms’? cause i thought there were only six?

7-03 PM

1=t via web in reply to educatedc Reply Retweet

rajni8s @educatedc hello peter have u got a gud definition of
greenwashmg

-

i jalabaster @educatedc i like the look of this website
http-//sinsofgreenwashing org/, do you think its a good one to be
readlng'?

12:05 AM May 4th via web in reply to educatedc

&

sustainability mark, highest mark in any module i've studied! Thank
you!

208 AR Jun Zath via web

g‘ troublebubble21 & @educatedc Just got my ethics and

s

AbzAAces @educatedc My reaction to results= Hw Federer
reacted winning the French! Jst like Roger it is 1stclass-thanks
Godlll Cheers PKlein!

2:07 AM Jun 24th via web

Figure 3. Users’ responses

More measuring

Our motto is “only in measuring can we see if we are doing a great job”. To measure
correctly we also tracked the value of a Tweet (message). We believe the value of a Tweet
can be measured by the number of visits to the recommended reading material. The more
students that read the material the better the Tweet. Measuring was done using Bitly (2010),
a free tool that shrinks web addresses. What we see from Bitly is that more than 3/4 of the
students were following the links to the articles or website (Figure 4). This is an amazing
statistic, in the business world less than 2% follow a link.
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virtue ethics - Google Search

87

Traffic
Clicks Referrers Locations

Now Past Week Past Month

Click(s) 87 Since Apr 01, 2010 EST

| shibby285 @educatedec 'The only thing that interferes with my
,‘ learning, is my education’

Rephy Retweet

Figure 4. Twitter message visits

Take-a-ways on behaviour and how Education needs to adapt

Out of the 370 students 8% never visited the OpenCarbon (2010) site to get the lecture
material. Of students that received A’s all of them spent over an hour on the material
outside of the lectures. Our data from debriefing students told us that the Students spent
more time on the material then we estimated but our system lost the ability to track them
after they learned how to get to the lecture materials without going to the website. Once
they had the link for the Prezi site they did not need to go to OpenCarbon and we lost track
of the student usage.

If you came to the special review secession (announced on Twitter) and followed me on
Twitter you had a 90% chance of getting an A. If you followed me on Twitter you had an
80% chance of getting an A. The conclusion: the more you communicate with your professor
outside of the lecture the better will do better on your exams.

What to do next year

As this was my first year I gave out my personal email and mobile phone number not
realizing what would happen. About 10% of the students called, those calling did not seem
to do well on the test, but I also did not have all the names from the phone calls so I could be
wrong. Most of the calls were about specific problems so I am not sure we can use this data.
I did feel that it gave them some comfort just being able to talk. I would still give out my
mobile again but with very specific guidelines.
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Conclusion

We must reach out to the students in their language, using the medium of the day. I
recommend the use of social media, but as important we need to develop relationships with
the Students. Let’s implement multiple communication/relationship programs because
there is a person in the back of the room that wants to ask question but is not confident
enough to talk in a room of 100 people. Do it for the person for whom English is the second
language and it is easier to type than stammer in front of everyone and lastly it is for the
Student sitting alone in his room and wants to connect to another person about a subject
they chose to study. The social media revolution is about relationships and communicating.
Look at the research, it has now shown that using social media makes you feel better
(Fastcompany 2010) and if this social media movement helps one student we should act on
it. I feel the students got their money’s worth for this course and I will leave it to you to
answer the question “is it the conversation or the medium”

Next year I will be using Twitter and Message Board Live in the class room so students
can comment in class in real-time. I will keep you posted on the success at our website
www.educatedchange.com. I continue to get feedback from the students (Figure 5).

Tom Rodger to me

detals Jun 22 (7 days ago) | 4 Reply | ¥
Dear Mr Klein

Tam a student at Brunel Unnversity, and | have just fireshed oy third and Binal year, | am wailing on my
results (these should be available m the next few days or so0) from the MG3113 exam on Ethics,
Sustamabdity and Governance, and followed you on Twitler prior 1o the examnation penod. | have pust seen
that you have released a podcast which unfortunately | havenl kstened lo yet because | am al work, but |
ook forward 1o hearing it

What zort of pattern have you found? Iz there a positive correlation between using social networking and
achieving higher resullz?

I thank it is a really interesting topic, because | think there is S0 much negative talk about social media and
the argument that it is damaging out interpersonal communication kills, but the same can be sasd for e.
mail, mobile phones and texting. | think social networking i5 a great way. | feft reassured about my ¢xam
from following your tweets and fell that support was there if | needed it. Obviously, | do not know how the
exarm went but it el quite postive. Social networkmg has a greatl role to play m our modern culture, Looking
al the recent electon in the UK, there was a lot of campasgnang and debatng done over social networkng
shes ke Facebook which, | think, will have reached a wider audience and mformed many mone people who
miay have been demlerested m the elecbon (those who are nol of adequale age to vole for example). My
brother is @ 17 year old who has never had an interest in polics bat he began to watch the debates on
televigion and pay mare attention to the campaigns of the different parties, as did |

| think it i refreshing to zee social networking sites being put to good use, to try to inform people, especially
when you read stones abaut cyber bullying and social networking being ill-utlised | think there is much ta
b gained from combaning social netwaorking and revision practices

I hope my e-mail is of s5ome use 1o you in terms of feedback

Yours sincerely,

Tom Rodger

BPL Marketing

T Gamick Street

Lendon

WCZE 9AR
Tel 020 3051 1370

Figure 5. Student feedback message
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