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Introduction/Need for Innovation

The use of blogs in our society has been more culturally shaping now than ever before.  Blogs originally started as an online platform for personal thoughts and reflections, similar to an online diary (Wang & Hsua, 2008).  Today; however, blogs have many uses such as political sounding boards, means of social activism, and even educational stimulation (Ferdig & Trammell, 2004; Wang & Hsua, 2008; Yang, 2009).  Ferdig and Trammell (2004) reported that blogs or blogging can have a positive impact on the learning experience by giving students a real opportunity to participate and allowing students to witness “diverse perspectives, both within and outside of the classroom” (Ferdig & Trammell, 2004, p. 14).  The use of blogs in the classroom can serve as a platform to enhance the educational performance of students’ critical thinking ability by aiding reflection and posing challenges or enhancing a student’s viewpoint (Yang, 2009).

Critical thinking has been defined as “the acquisition of deep and meaningful understanding as well as content specific critical inquiry abilities, skills, and dispositions” (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2001, p. 8).  In the realm of higher level learning, it is the educator’s responsibility to not only develop skills in students that assist in the ability to think critically, but also provide an environment and a platform to do so (Garrison et al., 2001).  Garrison et al., (2001) states that one cannot possess higher order learning by bypassing the connection between reflection and critical thinking.  It has been reported that the ability to perform by critically thinking while also using reflection, is a necessary prerequisite for knowledge acquisition (Garrison et al., 2001).

Priority 4 of the National Research Agenda of the American Association for Agricultural Education calls for research to “develop and assess various learning interventions and delivery technologies to increase problem-solving, transfer of learning, and higher order thinking across all agricultural education contexts” (Doerfert, 2011, p. 9).  Increasing the ability of critical thinking among students has substantial implications for the future (Garrison et al., 2001).  As educators, we should strive to develop critical thinking skills in students for preparing them in their future careers.  In order to achieve this, we want to gauge the usefulness of blogs for student reflection and application of what was learned.  Using what the students have heard, we want to create an environment which encourages critical thinking.

How It Works/Steps

Guest speakers were invited to speak in [class] about a career in a specific agriculturally related industry at four points in the semester.  For the first two guest speaker days the students were required to type a 2-page paper to submit in class.  For the final two guest speakers, the students were to write a blog post in Blackboard Learn© (3 paragraphs, 12-15 sentences).  The students were to log into the online module for the course and reflect on what they learned from the guest speaker.  In addition to the blog post, each student was paired with another student in the class and required to make a comment on their partner’s blog post.  The blog reflections followed the same rubric of the traditional reflection (grammar, spelling, punctuation, etc.), but an additional component was added to measure the creativity and relevancy of response to their assigned classmate’s reflection.  The students were required to submit their initial blog post by a specified date, then in turn, required to respond to their selected partner by the date specified.

Results to Date/Implications

To help determine the effectiveness of the blog assignment, all 32 students were given an informal questionnaire to gauge their attitudes toward the assignment.  Overall, the students preferred the online blogs opposed to the traditional paper format.  They also stated they felt less pressure with the blog format and liked the fact that is was shorter and could perform better on blogs than the traditional paper format.  Some feedback included:
· “I like discussion and being able to comment on classmate’s thoughts.”
· “Less formal=less pressure.”
· “I liked that with the blog, I didn’t have to print anything, I just had to type it and post it.”
· “They did not have to be a full paper, they could be a couple of paragraphs.”

There were negatives to using the blog format including: the use of improper grammar with words like ‘cause’, the omission of apostrophes when using contractions proper capitalization, very short and informal style writing, and lack of creativity in responses to  classmates.  Overall, student’s least favorite aspect of the blogs was having to respond to a classmate and felt it did not help their learning experience:
· “My least favorite is responding to a classmate, I never know what to say.”
· “Responding to the classmate, I don’t learn anything from that.” 

We found that blogs were effective in getting students to actively engage in reflection, and apply critical thinking skills.  This is due to the interactive nature of blogs and agrees with the findings of Ferdig & Trammell (2004) and Yang (2009).  We noticed some students would procrastinate in completing the assignment, preventing their classmate from having adequate time to respond.  Students were dissatisfied with their classmates in this aspect.  The quality of their responses to their classmates required them to read that particular post and think critically about what the speaker presented and post a thoughtful response.
 
Future Plans/Advice to Others
This assignment will be repeated for future courses with emphasis on clarity of instructions to the students.  Also, due dates for the assignment will be explained better to ensure students know timeline requirements for posting.  Requiring the initial blog post to be due by a certain date may deter students from delaying blog post.  Instructions for responding to a classmate will be either omitted or reformatted to make sure students can learn from their fellow classmates post.  Yang (2009) suggest that specific questions be developed in order to challenge students to create feedback because student feedback is a critical component in reflection and assessing critical thinking abilities.  Grading online blogs can be difficult, requiring lots of hours reading a computer screen and navigating through student comments.  It is recommended instructors either print each student’s post or develop strategies to assist in grading.
Costs/Resources Needed
Resources included access a computer or other device that has the ability to write blogs and connect to Blackboard Learn ©, which can be accessed via the internet.  Students incurred no expense because printing was not necessary for this assignment.
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