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Blogs as a Tool for Teaching

BY STEVEN 1. KRALSE

Loxis ave become coranonplace
of: the Ielerset, but in higher ed-
ueation—where methods of pub-
lishing schoiarship and teach-

g stodenis typically change st a glaciul
pace--they sre stll considered experi-

atively unrestricted opportunity to wiite,
they thought the assignment was just toa
vaght,

In retrospect, that should have becr
ohvious. Parbaps the main powsr of blogs
iy that oearly anyone with 8 desire 1o

Hsh her thoughts for the world to see

mental, Hvea though d

exial, racst scholars who do aot have their
own blogs doubt the vaiue of this newlan-
gled computer tool, or wonder what point
H serves,

Fo o certain extent, ! understand those
doubts, Blogs have a lot of potestial in
scholacship as a space for discussion of
print jotrnals or books, a5 a means of
helping support Sromi .‘ 5
and even as an alrernative 10 more-tradi-
sional verues for publishing, Bt ik teach-
ing, most of my experiments with them
bave been problematic, if aot outright
faifures. Mind you, I think even the fail-
ures were interesting. Using blogs with
students aver the Ilast few years has
taught mve three basic lessons

First, just becanse you give students the
opportanity (o use & new and exciting
technclogy dossn’t mean they will want
o ise i first used blogs in & graduase
course | woght i 2003 cafled “Cyber
space Rbetoric and Cuoltere” which ex-
piored the Internet snd other conternpo-
rary technologies that have had & signifi-

give students th

Opportunity to use
a new and exciting
technology doesn’t
mean they will
want to use it.

canl kmpact ot wiiting, communicalion,
and waching. | asked smdents 1o divide
it three groups and created a collabora-
tive Blog for each growp, organized loose-
iy around lopls we wonld be discussing
during the semester. ¥ purposefuliy made
the assigement 1o write in the blogs open.
ended: There were no ypecific require-
ments about the posts, not even how
many each student should write. I didp't
want {6 be more prescriptive because
felt that blogs were an evolving fechnolo-
gy, and § dida't want to restrics their use;
because I wanted my students to feel free
o experiment with their writing, and be-
capse they were graduste students whe §
didn’t think led toe much giid
But the dypamic exchange of writing
that | was hoping for dide't kappen. Some
Toh] pested rep iy to the blogs,
while others posted ravely; some posted
lofig, rambling refections, and others post-
ed fittle more than nks to other Web sites,
When § discussed the resulis with my
students, whe were otherwise quite capa-
ble writers and readers, they said that
while T might have thought of this as a rej-

M

::mdosc‘,&u 0 write i a blog tukes 4
desire to reach am eudience in the B

plece. Adter pli, T keep my own blogs—an
“officiel” one sbout my teaching and
seholarship, and an “unciiicial” cae about
wy family and frends, my politics, and
what § do for fun—becauss § want to, not
because | have to: {both are ar Bitptfaww
Atevendkrause.com).

The second lesson } leamned is that
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blogs do nos do a very good job of helping
whiters interact, E-mail fists do better, with
each reply going automatically fo all the
other participsnts. Discussions op online
bulistin boards also make detersction ens-
fer thatt on & Bog The sort of builetin
boards that are included with course-man-
spement systems ke WebCY and Biack-
bosrd wsually requite the extra step of
fogging in 1o 2 Web-based site. Fowever,
that is not & serions obstacle hecause stu-
dents have to perdform other class fune-
tions on the site ayway, And becanse the
bulletin-board discussions are “threaded”
i & format that ailows for responses to in-
dividual posts, onace a student is on the
site, interaction i not difficulr,

In contrast, blogs don't do & very good
job of supporting interactive discussion.
i the “Cyberspace Rbetorie and Cule
ture” goumie where I first experimented
with blogs, students working in supposed-
by collaborative groups barely acknawi-
edged each other in their posts. In a Jif-
ferent course | finished teaching in Apal,
1 experimented with a collaboralive biog
ducussion instead of a clase e-mall B,
which ! had used in the past Although
the students interacted more with cach
other than those in the earlier course, that
i probably because al the students par-
ticipated in the same blog. and because |
retuired them 1o post cach week. Stilf, the
leve] of interaction was not nearly as high
as 135 e classes where | regaive students
1o regularly post (0 an e-mail st With -
ml lksts, students are more Hkaly (o pogt
taore often than they bave ¢, compared
with students using blogs,
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The inck of intersction in my courne's
so-cailed colinborative blog wasy't signifi-
cunly different frome whet | see in emost
mammmmmm&
though academic blogs are i

blogs, did not mppuﬂ ommcms. a frea-
ture that obvi be-
tweer: blog mﬁeu and writers. Now it
diws. New !enlums—itke audmblngs.

student pub]hhnmwmmdmmﬂur—
native to c-mail discussions many

demic blown e expedmenliug wuh
T GO 3 el rich open-

and dymamic in the sense that there is
metaphosic discussion and dialogue e
tween bioggers and their 1ex1s, it s’ the
samme as the Biera) interaction thas takes
place via e-mail or i bulletin-board dis-
cussiops. There are exceptions, of course,
but comment spaces an most blogs are
blank, and geseraily, the comments that
appear are reactioas to the wniter's orig-
nal post ratker thar offorts (e engage o
the sort of conversation that character-
Lres Toowt eail and bulzehaboazd ds-
; Even colk

g snd

l:ke RSS. which fecds ar.w pests 1o sub-
scribeys—are emurging ali the time, siter-
wg the very definition of “bleg.”

yond she tochnical advanoes. blog-
ging i becowming mamfuiauteach-
ing too} thanks 1o the effors of feachers
who are sxperimenting with it. in my
fieid-English-—most of those inaovaton
are graduate sjudents and funior faculty
members, intent op meking blogs a8 more
invising and interactive space for aug stu-
dents to wnite in, Basides using blogs as

serce o8 , like WordPress, Drupai,
and Piose. And § am cerisin $hat many of
my colleagues have had more success
than I with using biogs ax & colinborative
&nd inferactive writing and teaching tool,

In other words, it is ot just ¢hanges in
the 100t that slter the possibilities of
blogs: it is new feachers with fresh per-
spectives a5 well,

Stever £ Kravse is an apsociote professor
of English langusge and literarure at Easi-
ern Michigan Lnlversity.

bogs—bke the sxcellent sites Crooked
Timber {hitpiffow.crockedtimber.org),
an aclectic mix nf writers about scademe,
politics, science, technology. and more;
and Grand Text Auto (btipfwww,grand
textauto.gasech.edu}, which describes it-
seif 23 being abou: compier-medisted
and compuier-genersted works of many
forms-—are interactive oaly in the sense
that they are run by groups of wrtern
who have similar interests and goais The
posts on: those biogs are more skin to in-
dividuaj articies in » ginghe issue of a jour-
nal than to traly coliaborative writings.

Fhat jeads to the thind Jesson § have
irarmed: Blogs work best for publishing
individial texts that are more or Jess fn-
ished, at least in the sense that biog writ-
ers geverally dont ask theit resders to
suggent revisions Biog writing is most
cotemanty compared to jourtalism and to
writing in # diary or jowrsal, srd although
those comparisons are oot perfect, they
are Tairly accuirate,

Having nmm kup & ;oumaz Boa
i writ-
e courseu. and to dste that has probably
been my most effective use of biogs with
stirdents. In an wpper-ovel writing course

The innovators arc

intent on making blogs
a more Inviting space
for our students

towrtein,

that F routinely seach, | bive students cre-
ate their own biogu and ume them jo post
reaponses 10 spesific questions | oask
about sasigned readings and clase activi-
ties

That assgrunent could casily be accom-
plished on paper, but thery are severs]
advaniages to using dlogs. Fst, 1 don’t
kave to haul amund & bunch of stuéem

ik & s can inchud
direct links to Is they Brd rei {
te their epiriss; On paper a mere citation
is the best & student can do. Thind, be-
catse the blogs exist in a public space,
students can read and comment o sach
others’ eatries. In fact, I have smdenis
write aboul their clasmates' blogs, & task
that would be difficult 10 manage with
pRper notebooks,

Of rourse, those three lessons sre
based i my limiled experiments, and
blogging is & moving targes, A couple of
years ago, Blogger, s Web site for creming
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