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This is part one of a series

of three articles, in which
Barry Sampson defines social
media and explains the basic
concepts.

lenty of L&D professionals have a
real interest in using social media
but many have no idea of where to
start. A fact highlighted at this years’
Learning and Skills Group conference held in
June. The knowledge and understanding of
the use of social media and learning is far
more varied than most people had thought.
A number of the sessions assumed a level of
knowledge and understanding of social
media that was lacking in most people in
the audience. And delegates’ also assumed
that everyone else was on the same page.

This is not a surprise if we acknowledge that
social media and its use in learning, has
really become a hot topic only in the past
two years. As the event progressed it
became apparent that there are two distinct
groups. Firstly, the people who are aware of
its progress, but don't know very much
about it, and are not ready to use it; and
secondly, those who have been using social
media for a considerable time, either within
their workplace or at least for their own
personal development.

D LEARNING

So, although it certainly isn't new to
everyone, in this article | will assume no
prior knowledge or experience on the part of
the reader.

WHAT IS SOCIAL MEDIA?

Social media isn't just about millions of
people following Stephen Fry on Twitter, or
playing Farmville on Facebook. Neither is it
about connecting with as many people as
possible on LinkedIn in the hope that
someone will look kindly on you should you
get made redundant. It is about millions of
people, having millions of conversations, and
producing and sharing millions of pieces of
content daily. And this is no exaggeration.

Google analytics expert, Avinash Kaushik
said: "Social media is like teen sex. Everyone
wants to do it. No one actually knows how.
When finally done, there is surprise it's not
better." This may be rather tongue in cheek,
but this describes the way many people feel
when they first try to understand social
media.

A more formal description might be that it
is ‘'media designed to be disseminated
through social interaction, created using
highly accessible and scalable publishing
techniques. So let's break this and consider
each of the three elements:




AN INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL MEDIA AND LEARNING

1. Media

There are really no limits to the forms the
media can take. It can be video, photos,
graphics, audio podcasts, and most commonly
the written word. Of course, these can be
combined. For example, Twitter is a purely
text based medium but there are many
services available for embedding richer
content, such as photos or videos.

2. Disseminated through social interaction

It is this social element that makes these
tools so powerful. It's about learners, users
and workers, sharing knowledge and
experience, materials, methodologies and
tools, and anything else that may be useful
or interesting. It is very important to be
clear that social does not mean ‘not work’.
It means people interacting as they always
have done but using the available tools and
technologies to carry out this social activity,
with a far wider network and at far greater
speed, than was previously possible. The forms
this can take are pretty limitless, but typical
examples of social interactivity are comments
on blogs or videos, casual or planned one-
topic conversations on Twitter, and sharing
interesting content with your network.

3. Created using highly accessible and
scalable publishing techniques

These tools have had a number of radical
effects. They have made it possible for
anyone to create, distribute and share
content, something that was previously
solely the domain of perceived experts —
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not specialists in the subject — but in the
sharing and delivery of the content. They
have also changed the perception of
content. No longer does the learning have
to be wrapped up in the paradigm of the
course. It can be a link to a useful article, a
photo of the way something should be
displayed, or a brief how-to video (probably
shot on a mobile phone), all of these have
the potential to be valuable content.

The modern industrial training department
is still largely based on a model in which
content is divided into units that make up
part of a course. This is then delivered to a
trainee by a delivery expert, such as the
classroom trainer, or the instructional
designer creating a piece of e-learning
content. It's no wonder then that the idea
of social media as a tool for learning can be
difficult for some people to grasp. On the
surface it appears to be removing the
training department from the equation.

WHY IS SOCIAL MEDIA IMPORTANT?

The world is changing. The Internet is
probably the most significant development
in human communication and interaction.
Other technological changes such as the
printing press, radio, and TV have allowed
one-way communication to reach a wider
audience. The telegraph, telephone and
more recently mobile phones have allowed
one-to-one communication over previously
unimaginable distances. The technologies
that make up the Internet have allowed
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multi way communication between people
irrespective of time and place. This has
fundamentally changed people's
relationships with each other and their
relationships with for example, the
companies providing their goods and
services, established media outlets, and
even government representatives.

People are no longer satisfied with being
passive consumers; they want to be involved,
to participate and to hold individuals and
organisations to account. The relationship
between employer and employee is also
changing. As with other aspects of life they
expect to be included, to contribute and to
discuss and even challenge decisions that will
affect their future. In 2009, global consumer
analytics company Neilsen, revealed some
interesting statistics about the way in which
people use the internet.

+ Social networks and blogs are the fourth
most popular activities online, beating
personal e-mail.

+ 67% of the global Internet population
visits social networks.

+ 10% of all time spent on the Internet is
on social media sites.

+ 1.5 million pieces of content is shared
daily Facebook.

Social networking and social media are now
mainstream, and not just for the young and
tech-savvy (see page 117).As Jack Welch said
when CEO at General Electric: ‘If the rate of
change inside an institution is less than the
rate of change outside, the end is in sight'.

AN ODD QUESTION

People often ask if these tools can really be
used for learning despite not being designed
for that purpose. When you think about it,
it's really quite an odd question. We use
printed materials to support learning and
we run courses in classrooms, but no-one
questions whether books or buildings can
support learning. Like social media they are
simply containers; places, either physical or
virtual, in which learning may take place.
This is in contrast to e-learning content or
an LMS, which have been developed
specifically for use in training.

We've already defined social media as
something which allows people to build
networks, share knowledge and learn from
one another. This is not a new activity,
people have been coming together sharing
and collaborating for many years at
conferences, and as part of many
development programmes. What's different
now is that this activity was often limited to
senior managers and other people perceived
to have higher value to the organisation.
Social media has the potential to open up
these opportunities to the entire workforce.



People have been sharing and collaborating
for years just doing their job. This informal
learning activity happened without any
involvement from the training department.
Whether you know it or not it's highly likely
that your workforce is already using social
media tools to share, help and learn from
others. This may be during work or away
from the workplace in their own time. Much
of this activity is so natural that they may
not even perceive it as a learning activity; it
is simply the communication that happens
as part of normal working life.

These connections are very powerful. Talking
about the micro-blogging service Yammer,
Mike Petersell, director of Pitney Bowes'
Management Centre for Learning and
Development said of Yammer, the micro
blogging service, "Yammer is a learning
goldmine. It enables those special connections
we had created by bringing people together in
the classroom, to happen all the time."

What's changing is that the training
department is now taking an interest in
these tools and looking for ways to use
them. In many cases it is attempting to use
these tools within the traditional framework
of course delivery. They certainly can be
used within structured programs (and we
will consider this more in the third article in
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this series) but given the chance they are
ideal tools for informal learning.

NOT THE END OF FORMAL LEARNING

Whenever the discussion moves to social
media, there can be an assumption that it is
being promoted as a replacement for what
is already there; the classroom, e-learning,
LMS, etc. This is not a zero-sum game
where one person gains from another’s loss.
There are many aspects of organisational
life in which formal training activity remains
the most appropriate method. The challenge
is to identify those areas in which each
methodology is most appropriate, and how
they can be used to enhance each other.

Social media has the potential to free up
other resources that can be focused on
areas where a more formal approach is
required. This can be done by utilising social
media tools to empower learners to carry
out self-directed activities, to share their
learning and collaborate with others. Used
well, social media gives the training
department a much greater reach and
allows it to provide support which
previously would have been impossible.

This approach requires a change of mindset
and a willingness to trust and empower your
workforce. Is this a step you're willing to take?

NOT JUST FOR THE YOUNG AND
TECH-SAVVY

Although less frequently than in the past,
there is sometimes still the assumption
that social networking and social media
are for the young, or the very technical.
This assumption is refuted in a report by
market research company Inside Facebook:

+ Between January 2008 and June 2009
UK membership of Facebook nearly doubled
from 10,000,000 to 19,000,000 users.

+ The largest increase occurred in people
over thirty who now account for 42% of
the UK membership.

+ By the middle of 2010 UK membership
of Facebook reached 26.5 million users.

+ Globally 57% of Facebook members are
aged between 18 and 34.

+ More surprising, 26% of members are
aged between 35 and 64.

In other words, 83% of Facebook members
are of employment age, and nearly half the
UK population have accounts. People are
ready for social media in learning.

Barry Sampson is Director of Onlignment

http://onlignment.com

Filmed role plays showing realistic
examples of behaviour at work

Here's what they are saying

about Tools4Trainers:

“A fast, effective way of getting the point across.”

Communicating
Assertively

“It's fantastic to be able to show people a
realistic and unscripted example of positive
management behaviour.”

“The participants appreciated not having to
struggle through a role play without seeing
some real examples first."

“I had a group of cynical lawyers who |
struggled to get to do role plays, examples
from Tools4Trainers really helped me
to engage them.”

www.tools4trainers.co.uk
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These filmed role plays are an excellent resource
for any management or communications trainer.

Use these visual aids to reinforce messages around clear communication, giving
constructive feedback, conducting effective appraisals and managing performance.

Remember: our tools are designed to help you not replace you.




