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BLOGGING IN THE CLASSROOM: THREE PEDAGOGICAL APPROACHES TO USING BLOGS FOR REFLECTION

Introduction

	Reflection has been a long standing tradition in agricultural education, especially as it relates to the use of experiential learning in classrooms (Roberts, 2006).  There are many theoretical orientations to experiential learning and each identifies the practice of reflection as an essential learning component in the educational process (Townsend, 2002). Traditional reflection methods have included journaling (paper and electronic document), shared discussion, role play/taking, making metaphors, fish bowling, etc.  However, as the student demographic changes and millennials become the prevailing student majority identifying teaching methods which align with their comfort and preferences will be increasingly important.  Blogging as means to engage student reflection is an appropriate and relevant tool to add to the teaching “toolbox.” Yet, before an instructor can capitalize on this method it is important to establish a basis for what blogging is and the many forms it can take as a classroom pedagogical tool. 

Methodology

Blogs are part of a cadre of online tools that have grown in popularity in recent years (Richardson, 2006). Blogs, originally known as Web Logs, are instantly updateable websites that allow the author or authors to publish personal thoughts and comments in the same manner as a personal journal or diary (Blood, 2002). Scholars have commented on the integration of blogs into teaching and learning, developed specific strategies for utilizing blogs in the classroom and have suggested using blogs for the dissemination of information from teacher to learner and from learner to teacher (Gifford, 2009; Gupta & Meglich, 2008; Pittinsky, 2003; Richardson, 2006).  

This poster will present three methods for using blogs in the classroom.  These methods include instructor blog (teacher to learner), student blog (learner to teacher) and a combination of instructor and student blogs (teacher to learner/learner to teacher).  Each of the three methods presents a unique strategy for instructors and learners to analyze and synthesize course concepts and discussions.

Results to date/implications

In an undergraduate leadership course, students participated in a 20-hour service-learning project outside of and in addition to the classroom requirement. Students were assigned to write a series of leadership blogs to reflect upon their service-learning project and integrate concepts learned in the classroom with the experiences at the project site.  Students were specifically assigned to use a “what – so what – now what” model in their writing.  Students using the what—so what—now what model for a blogging reflection exercise averaged higher grades and more consistently met the objectives of the assignment.

In an undergraduate agricultural communications course the instructor utilized a course blog as a tool to reach students outside of the classroom. The blog provided a means to encourage critical thinking about class topics or objectives, as well as additional academic content that could not be covered in class.  Using blogs in this manner allows for more time outside the actual classroom that instructors can stimulate thought and provide extra incentive for searching out and using additional resources. 

In a graduate leadership course both instructor and students blogged about personal leadership experiences.   This allowed for students to have a model of blogging provided by the instructor, but also provided students with insight into the instructor’s thoughts about leadership and her faculty role.  Students shared their personal stories and thoughts over the course of the semester and were encouraged to read one another’s blogs and post comments which were supportive and reflective.  Additionally, a course blog was developed to host thoughts and perspectives related to the course, as well as provide a platform for links to student blogs.  It has been found to be an innovative way to have students reflect on their experiences and familiarize them with social media.

Future plans/advice to others

Educators’ use of internet tools will enhance teaching and learning with a generation of students who are increasingly using the internet as a primary source of information (Gupta & Meglich, 2008).  Educators may find adaptation of pedagogy to meet this shift toward the internet to be a particularly useful and effective method for meeting the learning styles of today’s students (Pittinsky, 2003). 

Educators may consider integrating blogging technology into the learning experience for students by replacing hand-written or hard copy journals with online blogs.  Educators may also find blogging useful as a means for disseminating, reviewing and supplementing course material.  Anecdotal and quantitative evidence support the effectiveness of use of blogs in the classroom.  Educators should consider which of the three methods described would be most effective and appropriate for their classroom. 

Costs/resources needed

	No costs are associated with most blogging activities.  Many blog hosting websites are free of charge and provide free hosting services for blogs (i.e.—Wordpess, Blogspot, Blogger, Typepad).
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