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Abstract

This pgper relates ateacher@ experiences usng weblogswith students, consdering
advantages and possible ethical questionstha accompany this public, networked form
of writing. Student work is usudly only read by their teachers, making ther education
asystem to begamed. This may cause alack of motivation, alack of confidencein
theworth of thar own work and may be aroot cause of the current rash of plagiarism
among students. Weblogsprovide a chance for students to experience writingin a
public space where thar work can have rea valueboth for thar classmates and for a
wide community. This prepares students for a networked world where
communication is essential and often socal and where writing can have
consequeances.
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Introduction

By March, my students had been writing weblogsfor several weeks. They knew tha
theweblogswere pubiicly accessible on theweb, but didn®seem to bdieve tha
anyonewould actudly read thar writing. Ther teacher required it of them, so they
would doit, some enthusastically, some with trepidation or diligence and some with
barely veiled disgug. Adding new rules to the game? Give a student a blog and youdi
hear al aboutit:

Setting up this blog is oneof the mogt boring things |Qe ever done And my
site looksincredibly ugly! I can®see why anyonewould bother to read this.
Far less how it@ do me any goodto write my idess aboutthe course here.
Except tha | have to have 1500words here before they@ let me take the
exam. (NoraQ Jan 30)

Studying is a complicated game. Some of therules are explicit, others you figure out
asyou go, but everyoneknows that it@ nat red life. Nobodyexcept your professor
will read the papers you write. Once you graduae, only your grades Byour winnings
Bwill count Thisis one of the chdlenges of teaching: only exceptiond students will
dowork for thejoy of learning and notsimply because it required.

Wha hgppensthen if we make the game more real? Wha if we connect theday to
day work of studying to theworld outside of the university?

Becoming visible

After tho=e first weeks of the semester, some of my students had taken to bloggng
like dudks to water, writing with great enthusasm and adapting the templates almos
daly to reflect new skills and new ingpirations Some of the students absolutely hated
being forced to blog. Sometimes this led to great creativity, as when oneyoung
woman notonly christened her site Furyblog and developed a furiouswriting style



tha swept from pod to pog, butalso spent hours changing the standard template into
an inferno of black and red, complete with a manipulated image of herself snarling at
thereader. Other students simply wrote as rarely and with as little investment as they
could get away with, leaving ther weblogsto fend for themselves when ther writers
weren®forced to pod in class.

Themagority of students, however, embarked uponther weblogging careers without
expressing any paticular enthusasm or distaste. They did what | asked them to do,
more or less. They listened to my lectures on thenetwork and the new literacies tha it
requires withoutquestions | explained the concept of trackbacks, in which links
become bi-directiond so tha readers of a pog in aweblog can see when other
blogge's have written aboutand linked to tha pog. | showed them howthis alows
readersto follow linksback and forwards exploring a networked discussion. | talked
abouthow Ted Nelson, who coined theterm hypatext in 1965 proposd aglobd,
hypetextud network tha would have been far more sophisticated, in some ways,
than theweb is today, and how afounddion of Nelson® dream was bi-directiond
links which are very different from the standad one-way links of theweb (Nelson
1987) | offered that Steven Johnn@ suggestion tha the web cannotbe self-
organising or truly emergent because you can®easily see who linksto a site may be
surpassed by trackbacks and networks of blogges. Organisationin anegwork without
hierarchical control requires visibility and feedback, Johnson writes:

Relationshipsin these systems are mutud: you influence your neighbors, and
your neghboss influence you. All emergent systems are built out of this kind
of feedback, the two-way connectionstha foger higha learning. (2002:120).

Tha@wha bloggingis about, | said. 1t& abouttaking control of your own learning,
finding your own voice, and expressing your own opinions [t@& aboutrespondingto
theworld aroundyou and listening to theresponses you receive in return. Theclass
was slent, pdiently waiting for the break.

Mental workouts

My use of blogsin the classroomwas based on my own experience in blogging while
| was researching a PhD (Mortensen and Walker, 2002). | started my blog on awhim,
just to see wha this blog&thing was. | rapidly found that the daily writing was
hdping me become more confident aboutmy research, andthat | was developing a
clearer voice of my own tha carried throughinto my dissertation writing. As
colleagues began to blog, | developed aresearch network at least asimportant to me
in my everyday research asmy local colleagues were.

Many weblogge's have had similar experiences. Part of the advantage of weblogsis
the same advantage as can befoundin the conventiond joumd or learning log: daly
practice in writing and formulating thoughs. Rebecca Bloodwas oneof thefirst and
mosgt prolific blogges. In her oft-cited essay QVeblogs a history and perspectiveQ
shewrites:

Shortly after | began produdng Rebecca® Pocket | noticed two side effects |
had not expected. First, | discovered my own interests. | thoughtl knew what |
was interested in, but after linking stories for afew months| could see tha |



was much more interested in science, archaeology, and issues of injugice than
| had realized. More importantly, | began to value more highly my own point
of view. In composng my link text every day | carefully consdered my own
opinionsand idess, and | began to fed that my perspective was uniqueand
important.

AlthoughBlood doesn® mention theimportance of having an audience, it seems
likely that her Qareful consderationOs influenced by her awareness of having a
readership. In my own blogging it became clear to me at an early point tha writing
for readers, however few, meant tha | took far greater care in my writingthan | did
when scribbling notes in anotebookfor my own eyes only. When you blog, you know
that others will read what you have written. Tha meanstha you write with an
awareness of the possibility tha others may disagree with wha you have written.
Steven John®nis an author of bookson science, induding thebookon emergence
that | told my students aboutearly in the semester. In 2003, after keeping a weblogfor
some months, hewrote an end-of-year pog abouthis experiences so far as ablogge.
Hisfirst pointis similar to Blood@ blogging is agoodway of practicing writing and
expressing your opinions His second point deals with blogging as debate:

[Blogging has] been a great stimulusfor me, working out new idessin this
public space BIQ@e actudly been abouttwice as produdive as nomal since |
started maintaining theblog. Themore | keep at it, the more it seemsto me
like akind of intellectud version of goingto thegym: havingto pog
responses and ideas on a semi-regular basis, and having those ideas sharpened
or shotdown by such smart people, flexes thethinkingAvriting musclesin a
great way.

Thisissimilar to arecent pod by graduae student Audin Lingafelt, who after
writing an excellent essay giving, amongother things a useful overview of research
on blogsand teaching (Lingefelt 2004) wrote thefollowing reflection on how his
own weblogging had impacted his research:

| blogged to write and, as | did, | was condantly aware tha many of youwho
know more than | dowould read thiswork. Y ourrespongss also hdped meto
revise. Whilel would have revised based onin-class feedback and respons,
onlinerespong offered me furthe oppatunities for revison andthe
development of my thinking aboutthistopic. (December 12,2004)

If weblogsare so valueble for these writers, students and researchers, | thought surely
this Ontellectud version of going to the gymQOcan be harnessed and used with
students. So | required my students to blog.

“I didn’t imagine anyone would care what I wrote!”

Duringtheclasswhere | talked abouttrackbacks and bidirectiond links | had aso
shown the students some online diaries. The students were shodked at the openness of
thediarists. Why on earth would people make this public, they asked, wide awake. |
suggested they read some persond weblogsand write a pod in their own blogsabout
what they foundand what reasonspeople seemed to have for writingin public. Ongad
did. Shefoundadiary written by ayoungman who was going to Od o to visit his ex-
girlfriend and her new boyfriend, and who wrote with great honesty abouthis grief at



having log her and his anxiety aboutmeeting her agan. Ingawrote a brief pog about
his blogin he own blog,immediately following her first pog with amore reflective
pod characterizing persond weblogsas egotistical.

Thenext morning, Ingawas astoundel to find tha her blog had new commentsand a
trackback pointingto it. Thediarist she had written abouthad written back! He@
respondel to her pod on his own weblog. Because he had linked to what Ingahad
written, his readers also foundinga® weblog, and several of them had written
commentsto her pog.

Ingawrote me an email: But how did he know 1@ written about him? | didn®
imagine anyonewould care wha | wrote! O

Thenext time the class met, we talked aboutInga3 experience. | showed the students
some of the many ways in which you can find outwho linksto your webste and what
kindsof readersvisit you. Still, theamazement in the classroomwas pdpable.
Stranga's might read wha they wrote! People outsde of ther classsoommight
serioudy engage with what they writein class! Their work might matter, beyond
simply getting a grade and being onestep closer to having adegree.

How to get them to write

In my expeience, mog students don®@yetOblogging on their own, without
congderable assi stance from teachers. In arecent essay abouta blogging course that
went wrong, Steven Krause admitted: Q was disappointed that my students didn't Qust
write,Gf given the oppatunity.O(Krause 2004)His students were graduae students,
and | undestand his disappointment. Like him, | had expected my students to take to
blogging ingantly, butl foundtha mog of them needed notjus coaxing, but practice
before they undestood how to use this new medium.

When | started usng blogswith students | assumed tha the writing would happen
outside of theclassroom Tha turned outto work well with afew students, the
students who took easily to blogging, but mog students didn®write enoughon their
own to learn howto use weblogs There were technical difficulties, of course, because
| ingsted that the students work on changing theway ther blogslooked throughout
the semester, which meant that they notonly had to learn theHTML they@ signed up
for (thiswas a course in web design and communicaton online, after all), they aso
had to deal with the proprietory tagsyou need to cugomize thelook and fundiondity
of ablogtha uses MovableType theblogging software we were usng. After two
weeks of struggling to make his blog look theway hewanted, Q_arsOalmost gave up:

| e come to hate my blog: helookslike hdl, he®@lousy company, he@
difficult and cryptical, communicates in riddles, makes me mad, tired and
miserable whenever | spend time with him. QWhy do you hang outwith him
then?Q some may ask, well, because my teacher says | have to play with him.

On thebrightsideat least | can say he doesn®smell bad, and since my
relationship with him is completely supeficial so far it@ possible hedl tumn
outto bedecent enoughafter all, if we get better acquanted. So far | mus
confess | don®undestand him at all and |Qe rarely come across such a



capriciouscharacter, | wish | @ never been introduwced to such aboringand
static A4 creature as [title of student@ blog] (February 4, 2003)

Y et Lars and theother students kept going. | madethem keep going. Finding that
mog students were notwriting at home, | began to give them very explicit exercises
in class. When we were in acomputer lab, | sometimes gave them thelast ten minutes
of class to write a blog pogt aboutthe points in today® discussion that interested them
mog. Other times | would give them afew minutes to googk aterm we were
discussing, andto pod alink in thar blogto the best site aboutthetopic tha they
could find. A few times | asked them, in class, to read another student® most recent
pods and leave at |east onecomment. On other occasions| asked them to write a pog
in their own blog that continued a discussion started by another student. Often | would
ask them to discuss questionsassignments in groupsand then write brief pogs about
thar thoughsin ther weblogs as a step towardswriting more carefully edited
responses, which might become part of ther portfolio at theend of the semester. My
in-class assignments aimed to foder strongindividua writing as well asa solid
networked discussion between students.

| also tried to modd thekind of weblogging | wanted to encouragein theblog | wrote
for theclass. | drew connectionsbeween pods students had written, hdping them to
see how discussions were growing forth between them. | linked to particularly well-
written or unusid pods, like Lars@®, which had amusicality in the origind
Norwegian tha doesn® come throughin my trandation, and | also showed the class
interesting pogs when we met.

Students are used to alearning environment where nobodywill see thar work apart
from theexamine's. As my blogging students realised tha thar writing was actudly
being read by other students and even by people outside the university, thar writing
changal. | was mog impressed by the way in which they began teaching each other.
For ingance, a color blind student wrote a pog carefully explaining other students and
readers howto design sites tha can beread by color blind people Ban important point
when designing websites, since you® have more color blind readers than readers
usng Opera or Netscape or needing websafe colors or any of those other elements of
web design tha we fret about Other students explained technical skills they
themselves had jug mastered: how to make skinsfor your blog, howto use phpto
join up separate html files.

These podsturned outto bevery populr amongthe other students. Students linked to
each other@ how-to pods, and leave comments asking for more assistance, or
suggesting alterndive ways of doingthings A certain pridewas evident as students
mastered a topic and shared it with ther friends and a pleasure in sharing tha was
contagiousand seemed to encourage the others to write more aswell. Thisisakind of
writing that is experienced as valuable, and not smply because theteacher requiresit.
As Chales Lowe and Terra Williams notein thar article on educationd uses of
weblogging, QVith theteacher nolonge the overly predominant active reader and
responde of student texts, students, as a community, take more ownership of ther
writing O(L owe and Williams, 2004).



Harnessing the walkthrough

Elsewherein thisissue of On the Horizon, Mia Consalvo writes abouthow
videogame players find walkthroughsand hints and chest codes when they®e stuck in
agame. Watching my students write tutorials for each other Bor walkthroughs if you
like Bit occurred to me tha thisisakind of learning tha embraces the collaborative
possibilities of theinternet. Indead of strugglingto undestand the ddails andrigors
of traditiond academic citation practices, or copying and pasting with blind abandon,
or worse, buying ther pgoes, these students were sharing freely and generoudy.

They were creating content and learning the pleasures of a gift econony where
writing a careful tutorial that isuseful for others earnsyou goodwill, recognition and a
goodchance of othersreturning thefavor.

We need students to learn traditiond ways of writing, certainly, butwe also need to
hdp them discover new ways of writing, and especialy of writingonline |1 am
surprised at the beginning of every semester how few students have really explored
writing and debaing online Almog all of them download musc from peer to peer
networks, circumventing the musc indudry, and studies have shown tha mog young
people don®think there@ anything wrongin that, despite the threats of themusic
indugry. Wha if it isthesame ethicsthat is at theroot of theinaeasing problems
with plagiarism? Like the musc indugry, with thar clumsy attempts at locking the
system by imposng technical and legd limitationson copying musc, we teachers
have generally attempted to fix the problem by increasing punishments, setting up
technical bariers (like turnitin.com) and ingsting on students usng traditiond
citation techniques to cite web sources. While | certainly don®condoneplagiarism, it
does seem to me tha we might also explore the possibility tha there might be some
merit in a promiscuoussharing of content.

One advantage of usng weblogsis tha they come with a built in codeof condud that
has grown from this very collaborative spirit. Youread alot when you blog, and you
use other peoplesOwordsall thetime, and instead of writing outacitationin aform
tha many students find very complex, you link to thewebste where you foundthe
words Thisisawriting environment tha can hdp students learn how to connect to
theidess of others while being explicit aboutthe connectionsthey are making. At the
same time, it isimportant to help blogging students to undestand that while thelinks
they are making in their weblogscongitute a goodcitation practice in thisgenre, in
other genres, such asthe conventiond term paper, theexplicit connectionsmug be
madein other ways, notby linking, but by usng conventiond citation techniques.

Students researching in public

Thesecond semester | ran theweblogging class, | asked each student to write a
review of another blog. This assignment open up a can of ethically problematic
wormsthat | had notat all expected.

| had taken theingpiration for this assignment from Scott Rettberg® new media
studies class the previoussemester. While Professor Rettberg had pre-selected alist of
blogsand allowed his students to choos onefromthelist to review, | wanted my
students to explore theweb themselves, and so | allowed them to make ther choice
completely freely. Perhgps| should say QequiredOrather than GillowedQ because
many of the students complained bitterly at having to seek outablog to discuss.



Thestudents clearly learnt alot from this assignment. They learnt something about
how to write areview, and they also had to figure out which qudities of ablog were
mog important to them. They learnt how to find weblogson topics tha interest them.

They aso learnt tha blogges have real feelings even the ones you®e never met.
Writing areview of aweblogisnd at all likewriting areview of amovie or anovd.
If youreview anovd in the stcudent newspgper, you tend to assume tha the author
will never read wha youwrote. Thelikelihoodof theauthor actudly respondingto a
review, even in alargenewspaper, isminute. It iscongdered unsemly for an author
to protest areview, andthere islittle space anyway for newspapers to print such
responsgs. Thereviewer of anovd is generally in noimmediate dange of having to
confronttheauthor of thenovd.

If youreview ablog, however, theblogge isvery likely to respondbespeciadly if
you publish your review in ablog and link to theblog you®e writing about Y ou®e
writing in the same space as thewriter of thetext you@e reviewing. You@e at the
same level. Unless you review oneof thesupastars of the blogophere, thekind of
blog that has thousindsof readers, chances are the blogge will see tha you®e linked
to his or her site, and will read what you®e written.

Sometimes thisis wondeful, as when Inga@ comment aboutthe persond diarist@ site
gotreasoneal respongs from him and his readers allowing her to rethink her
undestanding of blogging. There were several examples of thisin theblog reviews
my students wrote. One student wrote in Norwegian aboutthe English-languaye blog
Stupidevilbastard.com, a popukr blog, yet nottoo popukr for the blogge to notice
and comment on othe blogstha link to his site. Thewriter of Stupidevilbastard wrote
apod wondeing what the review meant (April 2, 2004) and after someonepoded a
very bad autotrandation, areader who actudly had some knowledgeof Norwegian
wrote atrandationin summary in English. Theblogge and hisreaders discussed the
review, calling it thoughtul andinteresting. A day later, the student who had written
thereview emailed mein excitement: @.ook!Ol have rarely seen a student so happy
with thereception of a pgper.

A lessfortunae respons came fromalocal blogger whose blog was reviewed by
another student, Karina Karinahad selected a blog written by aman livingjus afew
subuibsaway who appeared to write about his degpression and unemployment with
very few filters. He aso gave hisfull name in his profile. A few days after Kristina
poded her review of his blog, this man wrote an anxiousblogpos titled (Help, I&n
unde surveillance and being anaysed!Owhere he explained how he came across her
review of his blog and was harrified at theidea of stranga's notonly reading what he
wrote but dissecting it. OMaybe | should stop blogging?! dor®know. | liked
emptying my thoughs onto thenet, but| never dreamed it would gothisfar.O

Thisisnotagame. Performing in public means peforming with real people, who
have real feelingsand real lives. StudentsOwriting means something outside of grades
and credits. This can lead to exceptiond learning opportunities and great
empowerment, butit also requires caution.

| had approached student writing aboutweblogsas a humanist, nota sodal scientist. |
had consdered wha it would mean to my students to work in public, butit hadn®



occurred to me that other people would become involved or that other people could
feel hurt. | approached weblogsas ddiberate publicationsand as texts, much as |
would a short story or amovie or theletters to thenewspgpoer we were sometimes
asked to andyse in high school. Writing areview of ablog was as natural to me as
writing a close reading of a poan. But while thisisa pefectly legitimate assumption,
it@ clear tha notall blogges undestand that their writingis, in fact, pulished,
opanly accessible and that it will bearchived. Thoughmy students knew that ther
work was publically accessible, the extremity of the dialoguewas not clear to all of
them. Ther work wasn®jusgt going to beread by thar teacher and thar classmates
and randomstrange's Bthe people whose work they discuss were going to bereading
them. Vegard Johnansen, a Norwegian blogge whose blog was amonged those
reviewed by my students, was comfortable with having his work reviewed, butargued
tha out of congderationfor theindividud writingthe blog, you should avoid
reviewing blogsaboutwhich you can®@write a postive review:

When you review a blog or a persond webste there@ always an individud
whowroteit, so you should write a postive review of asite you enjoy rather
than alukewarm review of asite youdidike or aren@interested in. (Johansen
2004)

To wha degree should we protect students from the world? If their weblogshad not
been publicly accessible, the people whose blogsthey wrote aboutwould never have
known and they would not have respondel. One blogge would not have had his
feelingshurt, but then again, hewould have mistakenly continued to think tha his
writing onthe web was somehow private. My students would not have experienced
tha writing onlinerequires you to think aboutyour entire audience, which will likely
indudethe people you®e writing about

Isit ethical nat to provide students with oppotunities to perform in public? My eight
year old has been learningto play theviolin for jud over ayear, and has aready
played at five puldic concerts. Why should learning writing or thinking be different?

Continuing blogging

By theend of the semester, mog of my students said they enjoyed bloggng and had
foundit valuable. There were still some who haed it, and mog of the students
stoppeal blogging when the semester was over, butabout20% continued. Now they
pog aboutthe new courses they@e taking, about politics, aboutbooksthey@®e reading,
aboutpartying after exams and goingto Span or Asiafor asummer or a semester.
These students have learnt away of suppoting ther own learning. They@e learned
abouta new tool for thought Probably weblogsaren®theideal way of Glexing
intellectud musclesOfor everyone jug as playing footbdl or aerobics classes don®
suit everybody@ needs | think that it@ important to expose students to a broad variety
of methodsfor thinking and learning so tha they can adoptthe methodsthat suit them
thebest.

Mog important, though is the need to teach our studentsis network literacy. We need
to work outhow we can teach writing in adistributed, collaborative environment,
because thisis the environment our students are gaing to live in. Network literacy
meanslinking to wha other people have written and inviting comments from others,
it meansundestanding a kind of writing tha isasodal, collaborative process rather



than an act of an individud in solitary. It meanslearning how to write with an
awareness tha anyonemay read it: your mother, afuture employer or the person
whose work you@e writing about Yes, it@difficult. Theinternet isnotagame.
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