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Beyond the Brickyard:  Enhancing the Graduate School Experience through Blogging
Introduction/Need for the Innovation or Idea

The commencement of graduate school is often a time of great transition for all students, from students seeking masters’ degrees to Ph.Ds, enrolled in both full-time and part-time graduate programs, and taking courses on campus and via distance. Weidman, Twale, and Stein (2001) identified several developmental stages in the socialization of graduate students. In the first stage, the Anticipatory Stage, new graduate students explore roles and procedures appropriate for graduate students. During the following stage, the Formal Stage, new graduate students look to more experienced graduate students as models of how to fulfill role expectations. The informal mentoring provided by veteran graduate students, along with creation and continuation of a collegial support network, can ease some of the frustration and uncertainty graduate students often experience in the initial transition period of graduate school. 

A challenge to the development of this type of collaborative graduate student culture at [State] University is the high number of non-residential graduate students. Of the 89 total graduate students enrolled in the department, 35 students (39.3%) are enrolled in the distance education program (M. Smigielska, personal communication, February 15, 2011). In an effort to provide mentoring and support for all graduate students in the program, a graduate student blog was created.  The goal of this blog was to establish a network of collegial support with the anticipated outcome of increased student satisfaction and retention, and ultimately, to ensure that graduate school was a successful and valuable experience for students.

How it Works/Methodology/Program Phases/Steps

The graduate student blog within the department of Agricultural and Extension Education at [State] University was student initiated and student led.  The process of establishing the blog began with a review of group-led graduate student blogs at universities in Ohio and Montana.  Blog organizers (professionals) and contributors (students) at these institutions were contacted to elicit a better understanding of the planning, implementation, and outcomes associated with graduate student blogs.  

The first step in establishing the blog was to define its purpose/goals; this was determined based on graduate student demographics and expressed needs from members of Omicron Tau Theta (OTT), the departmental graduate student association. Due to a pre-existing partnership between [State] University and Google, it was determined that Blogger.com would be the best web host for the blog.  An account was established with the website and the implementation stages began. 

A (private) blog page was created and formatted, then an introductory blog post was published describing the purpose, audience, and opportunities for student contribution.  Two sample entries were published by members of OTT who expressed interest in contributing to the blog.  A list of potential blog topics was compiled and posted for future contributors.  A spreadsheet was designed and shared through Google Docs, including a schedule with opportunities for student contributors to sign-up for specific weeks.  The Department Head was invited to view the blog and provide feedback before the page was made public.  Students enrolled in “AEE 526: Information Technologies in Agricultural and Extension Education” were informed of the departmental graduate student blog, and invited to contribute through the course forum.  Additionally, an e-mail was sent to inform graduate students in the department of this new project and to encourage all students to become involved with these efforts.  

Results to Date/Implications

To date, ten students have agreed to contribute to the departmental graduate student blog.  Four students have published entries, and the other six have indicated the date and topic on which they intend to post. Topics of blog posts include expectations for teaching assistants, using the campus bus system, a look at agriculture in different parts of the state and country, and balancing a career and graduate school.  The BlogMaster, a graduate student within the department, monitors the sign-up list in order to update site permissions and the Contributors page.  Student contributors provided a photo and short biography for posting on the Contributors page.  Students enrolled in AEE 526: Information Technologies in Agricultural and Extension Education have explored the blog site and expressed interest in becoming involved with the project.  Thus far, the blog project has been well-received by graduate students in the department, most especially by the residential graduate students.  Additional efforts are planned for publicizing the blog among non-residential graduate students to promote contributions and interaction, hopefully creating a more inclusive graduate student environment that extends beyond the boundaries of campus. 

Future Plans/Advice to Others

As the semester continues, it is anticipated that additional student contributors will sign-up for a specified week and topic of interest.  The blog will continue to be promoted to graduate students within the department, and “word of mouth” publicity will likely inspire further interest in the blog.  Professionals in the field and faculty within the department will also be invited to serve as guest contributors to offer suggestions and insight on relevant topics.  

Maintaining interest and regular contribution will be the biggest challenge associated with sustaining a quality blog.  In order to retain the student-led structure, a BlogMaster position will be added to the Omicron Tau Theta officer team.  This student will partner with a designated faculty member to facilitate continued interest and involvement with the blog.  In the future, the blog will also be used as a recruitment tool for students who are interested in exploring graduate programs in the AEE department at [State] University. 

Costs/Resources Needed

Access to an account with a web host or other internet-based blog forum is the most basic resource needed for the project; in this case, the web host (Blogger.com) was a free, public blog forum.  The most significant resource needed in this project is time - time set aside by the BlogMaster and faculty advisor in order to maintain interest in the blog and facilitate its sustenance.  Likewise, a student with self-initiative and passion for the project is needed for the role of BlogMaster, as well as a committed faculty advisor.  Furthermore, student contributors are essential for the sustainability of the blog.  
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