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Writing is only one of the many things that happen in the freshman writing class-
room. As the name implies, the focus of a first-year composition course (FYC)
could be seen as resting equally on the first-year or freshman component of the
course title. Granted, not all students in a FYC class are actually first-year college
students, but the name implies that there is an element of initiation, of learning
something related to maturity and experience, as well as the more obvious sense
of an introductory writing class. Indeed, as we work with students to practice and
improve their writing, it becomes clear that there is so much more to learning
how to write than just writing. Besides the more obvious pedagogical objectives
embedded in a writing class (reading comprehension, critical thinking, argument
development, drafting, revising, etc.), there are the arguably more valuable learn-
ing habits and life skills that are inextricably tied to the writing process. In the
first-year writing classroom, students develop the routines and attitudes that will
shape their approach to writing and to learning throughout their college and fu-
ture careers; it is, therefore, our job as writing teachers to connect the acquisition
of those skills to the learning objectives of the composition course.

When I teach first-year writing, I am also teaching time management,
note-taking, brainstorming, process, revising, and other learning strategies that
help students perceive writing as an organic, integral part of their personal and
professional development. Of course, the primary objective of a FYC course is to
have our students practice and improve their writing skills through a variety of
writing assignments. There is a significant body of work on the benefits of using
low-stakes writing in the composition classroom (see Elbow’s essay, “High Stakes
and Low Stakes in Assigning and Responding to Writing”); for regular low-stakes
writing, I have found that blogs work well to give students a personal space to
develop their writing skills. In my freshman composition classroom, blogs serve
as a place for brainstorming, drafting, thinking through arguments, considering
audience, and reflecting on our reading and class discussion; in short, we use the
blog to work through all the steps of the writing process. But as I've used blogs as
an integral part of my writing courses, I've noticed that the blogs come to serve a
different purpose, one that is perhaps more beneficial to the students as a whole
than my overt pedagogical goals. The more the students blog, the more they de-
velop a strong sense of their writing self, and the more they lay claim to their in-
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dividual writing persona and develop strong writing habits. Yet commensurately,
they become part of a larger blogging community, and they begin to exchange
dialog with their peers and with external readers in a way that gives their writing
a sense of authenticity and purpose in the real world. Blogging, therefore, ex-
pands the boundaries of the classroom and creates an authentic community that
benefits the students in both the development of their writing and learning skills
and in their sense of participation in larger, higher-stakes learning community
that stretches beyond our classroom.

I have asked my students to reflect upon the role that blogging has had on
their writing and on their experience of the class, and I have asked them to par-
ticipate in surveys and focus groups to gauge how students evaluate the role of
blogging in our classroom. In 70 student blog post reflections, 50 final evalua-
tions, and three focus group sessions, students overwhelmingly responded that
while they found weekly blogging a chore, it benefited both their writing and
their sense of participation and community in the class.

Blogs (short for Weblogs) provide an online venue for individual writing as well
as a forum for interactive communication through the comment function. Teach-
ers of writing and communication have recognized the value of such a space and
blogs are now increasingly common in the composition classroom. Overwhelm-
ingly, the literature on blogs in the classroom suggests both their potential as
writing forums and their ability to house multi-modal forms of communication.
An overview of blogs being used in the composition classroom by Steven Krause
“suggest[s] that many writing teachers seem to be using blog spaces as places to
facilitate dynamic and interactive writing experiences.” (Will Richardson writes,
for example, “Blogs are being used as class portals, online filing cabinets for stu-
dent work, e-portfolios, collaborative space, knowledge management, and even
school websites” [21].) In “Writing and Citizenship: Using Blogs to Teach First-
Year Composition,” Charles Tryon details his use of blogs in several composition
courses. Tryon argues that blogging works as a composition tool as it encourages
a “no-holds barred argumentative style” (128) and provides an informal way for
students to reference their own writing in class discussion.

Much of the emphasis in critical discussions of blogging is placed on the no-
tion of space. As Ferdig and Trammell write in “Content Delivery in the ‘Blogo-
sphere™:

Blogs are useful teaching and learning tools because they provide
a space for students to reflect and publish their thoughts and un-
derstandings. . . . Blogs also feature hyperlinks, which help stu-
dents begin to understand the relational and contextual basis of
knowledge, knowledge construction and meaning making.

The space that blogs provide, the critics argue, is both personal and public,
allowing for meditative writing along with interactive linking and collaborative
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commenting. Furthermore, as much of the literature observes, blogging encour-
ages students to consider audience in a more dynamic way than they do with a
standard academic essay. The idea that a post will be open for readers to comment
on and give immediate feedback changes the notion of writing as static and final
to dynamic and evolving. As Will Richardson writes, “ultimately, [a] post is still
a draft, a way to test my best ideas and writing against an audience” (31). To sum-
marize in Richardson’s words: “The differences between blogging in this manner
and writing as we traditionally think of it are clear: Writing stops; blogging con-
tinues. Writing is inside; blogging is outside. Writing is monologue; blogging is
conversation. Writing is thesis; blogging is synthesis” (31). In contrast to other
online writing mediums such as Twitter, blogs provide a more customizable and
open-ended writing space, a place students can go to write drafts, continuously
edit and refine posts, add pictures, and, perhaps most importantly, face a blank
page that forces them to rehearse their writing personae. When students practice
writing in a low-stakes environment that is designed for frequent writing, reader
interaction, and limitless chances to edit, they grow comfortable with a flexible
writing process that encourages drafting, feedback, and revision.

I have employed blogs in my composition classes for several years with vary-
ing degrees of success. I originally began assigning blogs as a more dynamic space
for students to keep a weekly writing journal but quickly found that it was also
useful as a space for pre-writing exercises; in fact, I now use blogs for all phases
of the writing process from free-writing, clustering, outlining, to drafting and
editing. After experimenting with different models, I settled on the hub-and-
spoke style of blogging in which each student keeps a personal blog, but they
are all connected to a central class blog that I run. (When I designed my course
blog, I used the model described by Boone B. Gorges at teleogistic.net/2009/08/
hub-and-spoke-blogging-with-lots-of-students/.) At the beginning of the semester,
I help the students set up their own WordPress blogs (these can be hosted inde-
pendently at wordpress.com or hosted on a school server) and I introduce the
blogging assignment, explaining to students that they are required to keep the
blog all semester and write a minimum of one substantial post (150-300 words)
per week on a topic related to class. However, I stress that they are encouraged
to blog much more than that, to blog about other things loosely related to our
course (though I discourage diary type blogging) or to link to relevant media
content. I also encourage them to personalize their blogs, to choose a new tem-
plate and to add links, pictures, videos, and other media to make the blog space
individual and multi-modal. Typically, about 75% of the class follows these rec-
ommendations, while 25% of the students do the minimum weekly post and do
not personalize their blog. All students are put into blog groups with four or five of
their classmates and are responsible for reading and commenting on their group
members’ posts weekly; I do this both to make the reading-load manageable and
to create small blogging communities. These individual student blogs form the
spokes and I run a central hub blog that works to connect them. As I often teach
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multiple sections of the same course, it is useful to create one hub and then have
all the different sections link from that hub; that way, the students in the different
sections can communicate with each other and share in conversations that stretch
outside of their class and into others. On my central blog I do my own blogging
as a way to model good writing, and I also pull exemplary posts from students to
the front page in a weekly “blog post of the week®—again, this serves to model
good writing and to bring interesting or provocative topics to the forefront. I'll
talk more about the way that this model builds community later in this essay, but
first I'll address the benefits of individual blogging.

Blogs provide several advantages as a writing tool in comparison to word-pro-
cessors or pen-and-paper composition. First of all, they provide a space which
can be modified and personalized by the students, encouraging them to make an
investment in their writing space. Similarly, blogging promotes student aware-
ness of the different media available for writing and how the design and organi-
zation of that space can influence their creativity and ownership of their ideas.
Many students wrote in their reflections that they enjoyed personalizing their
blogs and felt more invested in their writing and participating in the class as a re-
sult. As the student comments show, the idea that the blog is not only a space for
work but also a place for creativity and individuality seems to open up students to
investing in the writing process and feeling proud of owning their writing space.
I find this has a much more powerful effect than writing on a word processor or
in a generic notebook.
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Figure 14.1. Sample student blog posts using creative visual design.

Initially, I find that students are resistant to blogging. Despite the invitation to
blog as often as they want, most students limit themselves to the weekly required
posts and blog primarily about the class reading. This kind of blogging has its
own advantages: first of all, it pushes the students to think more deeply about the
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reading, rather than skimming it before class. As a result, students come to class
having processed the ideas and contribute to our discussion more readily; indeed,
many of the comments in my class begin with “I blogged about thisand ....” I
often ask students to have their blogs open in class so they can remind themselves
of their impressions of the text we are discussing—in this way the blogs serve as
a space for pre-writing and critical thinking. Additionally, reading their peers’
blogs allows the students to see the different ways people can read and react to a
text and better prepares them for the multiplicity of opinions and readings they
encounter in our class discussion. Reading another student’s reaction to a text
often causes students to rethink their own position and results in a deeper reflec-
tion on the more complex elements of the reading.
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Figure 14.2. Blogging about the challenging topic of disability.

This deeper engagement with the reading leads to the second advantage I
observe with the blog platform: the development of more sophisticated criti-
cal thinking skills. In the spring semester of 2012 I organized my composition
course around a difficult and often controversial topic: disability. At the onset of
the course, many students expressed their anxiety (and reluctance) to talk about
a topic that was fraught with political correctness and—as many claimed—was
outside of the realm of their experience. As students tackled some difficult theo-
retical readings, the blogs became a space to explore the complexities of the topic
and the ways to talk about a difficult subject. The more we read and discussed in
class, the more the students began to talk out their apprehension in their blog,
and many wrote candidly about how they had seen their awareness and under-
standing of the complexities of the rhetoric of disability transform as they had
read and discussed our texts. This level of critical engagement was augmented,
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I firmly believe, by the nature of blogging—both confessional and public. (For
a detailed discussion of the productive public/private dynamic of the academic
blog, see Fernheimer and Nelson.)

After the first few weeks, I find that the handful of students who move past
the weekly blog assignment and use the blog as a personal writing space (these
students are often already familiar with the genre of blogging) begin to inspire
other students to branch out in their blogging. More and more, students write
posts about other aspects of the course and, in many cases, about their broader
experience as college students. This movement towards spontaneous, self-gener-
ated content pushes students to think more about the act of writing and brings,
I would argue, some of the greatest benefits in both academic skills and writing
skills. Many students commented in their final reflections that at the beginning
of the semester it was a chore to sit down and think of something to write about.
However, as the semester progressed, they found that they began to think about
their blog as they went through their day and made mental notes to write about
their experiences later. With our focus on rhetoric and communication, students
began to see the quotidian arguments that surround them and posts on Super
Bowl advertising, election rhetoric, and campus controversies began to appear on
their blogs. Other aspects of the blog format benefit the students” writing skills.
The chronology of the blog format (entries generally appear in reverse chrono-
logical order with the most recent entry appearing first) helps them to concep-
tualize the process of writing an academic paper as a multiple-step process that
evolves over time, with plenty of time for revision and editing. I frequently asked
students to begin thinking through a topic with a free-write or brainstorm on
their blog and then begin shaping those raw ideas into more structured essays.
As this comment shows, many students expressed that beginning a writing as-
signment was much easier and less stressful when they had blogged about it first.

Indeed, the more the students write, the more comfortable they feel writing,
and many of them begin to post regularly and to fill their blog space with person-
alized content. Perhaps the most common (and most rewarding) comment that
students made in their evaluations was that the act of sitting down to write be-
came easier as the semester progressed. Many wrote that what was so challenging
at the beginning of the semester—finding time to write, coming up with a topic,
organizing ideas, starting to write on the blank screen, meeting the word count
for the post—grew gradually easier the more they wrote. As they took ownership
of their site, they became more confident with their writing and began branching
out to new topics and engaging with other media, embedding videos, linking to
external content and to other students’ blogs. In this way, students rehearsed their
writing personae in the way that Pamela Henney suggests in her chapter in this
volume on “Acting the Author” By acting the role of the academic author in a
low-stakes (and, therefore, low-anxiety) setting, students ultimately blossomed
as writers and as individuals, finding and claiming their voice and their right to
speak in the strange mix of public and private that constitutes a blog.
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As they become confident individual writers, a sense of community grows
up around the blogs. The dual nature of blogs—that they foster individual writ-
ing and yet create a network of interconnected readers and writers—distinguish-
es blog writing from journaling or weekly response papers. The potential for a
self-sustaining (and to some degree, self-governing) community to emerge or-
ganically from a blog network is exciting for teachers of all subjects and it effec-
tively flips control and management of the assignment and the larger dynamics of
the class over to the students. One of the first critical writers on the genre of we-
blogging, Rebecca Blood imagined the benefits of the blog community as a place
where a writer would feel comfortable expressing opinions in a public venue:

As he enunciates his opinions daily, this new awareness of his in-
ner life may develop into a trust in his own perspective. His own
reactions—to a poem, to other people, and, yes, to the media—
will carry more weight with him. Accustomed to expressing his
thoughts on his website, he will be able to more fully articulate
his opinions to himself and others. He will become impatient
with waiting to see what others think before he decides, and will
begin to act in accordance with his inner voice instead. Ideally,
he will become less reflexive and more reflective, and find his
own opinions and ideas worthy of serious consideration.

In my course, the sense of community begins within the small blogging
groups but generally grows to include the whole class and, by the end of the se-
mester, all three of my sections. What starts out as a requirement to read their
group members’ weekly posts and leave a comment becomes an ongoing conver-
sation that takes place both in and out of the classroom. As I read the students’
blogs, I see that discussions that we began in class are continuing and evolving in
their blog posts and in the comments, and vice versa: conversations that begin on
the blogs come into class discussion and allow the students to shape and guide
where our exploration of a topic goes. Again, there is an evolution in confidence
and voice that I see over the course of the semester; while initial comments are
perfunctory and nearly always complimentary (“Great post!”), by the mid-point
of the semester students are really responding to each other and providing feed-
back and counterpoints.

The blog comments provide another vital element of the writing process: au-
thentic audience and feedback. Rather than writing solely for the teacher, stu-
dents know that their peers are reading their posts and it raises the stakes of the
exercise in a more authentic way than grading. Occasionally outside readers find
the blogs and leave comments, which both exhilarates and scares students when
they realize that their public voice is finding an audience! Additionally, when
their peers leave feedback on their writing, it reinforces and augments the class-
room peer review in a more informal setting. The same students who question
their authority to give feedback to their peers early in the semester, often leave
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honest and constructive critique on their group members’ writing later in the
year. The blogs help to showcase that writing is a collaborative, reader-focused
endeavor, and an ongoing community in which they are all always both writer
and audience.

At the hub of the class blogs is the centralized blog that I use for several pur-
poses. First, at the beginning of the semester, I blog along with the students to
showcase how the blogging genre works (writing with embedded media and
links) and to model good writing. In this way, the blog serves as the kind of ho-
listic space that Rachel Anya Dearie Fomalhaut describes in her essay on affective
pedagogy in this volume. After watching as I demonstrate writing a blog post in
class, students can then go home and practice the physical and mental process of
writing, including dealing with the difficulties of getting started, finding the right
voice, deleting and re-writing, and dealing with frustration and writer’s block. I
can model how to deal with these normal yet typically unaddressed writing chal-
lenges and help students work through them.

e says

ANUARY 24, 2012 AT 4:12 AM

Amanda, | really enjoyed this post. I like how you paid attention to the topic of discussion in
class outside of class, and in your daily life. Even though the assignment was simply a free
write, you took a step further and enhanced by adding your observations to create a logical
argument. Your post especially spoke to me, because | too, watch the same shows, however |
just did not take the time to think about the roles of the characters and how disability affects
them. Your blog made me realize that the idea of disability surrounds us and to think critically in
all situations because you can never be sure when something may spark your interest

Reply

(———— B

JANUARY 31, 2012 AT 9:30 PA

This is such an interesting post! | watch these shows too, and | appreciate the way both
programs approach disability. They present it as more of a characteristic rather than a
complete identity. You wouldn't think that disability is a big topic in American pop culture, so it
kind of surprises you at first when you realize that we are surrounded by the conceptfissue
Kudos for actually noticing that we are presented with the issue, even on popular teenaged
geared shows.

Reply

Figure 14.3. Reader dialog and feedback in the comments.

Second, I use the class blog as a place to bring attention to exemplary writing
and to the innovative, creative blogging that some students are doing. Each week
I solicit nominations from students for the best blog posts they’ve read that week.
I then choose the best post from each section and post it to the central blog along
with a short commentary on what made it an exemplary post; in this way, I can
spotlight specific writing issues as well as discuss general writing strategies and
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highlight what topics are circulating in the class. The winners of “Blog Post of the
Week” (BPOTW) receive bonus participation points and it becomes a coveted
award. At the mid-point of the semester, I hand BPOTW over to volunteers who
guest-host it for extra credit. Although this began as a time-saving strategy on my
part, I found that turning the evaluation process over to the students leads to a
more sophisticated type of peer review and slightly higher stakes for the blogging
assignment.

Guest Blog Post of the Week

Uncategorized

Hello, class! This week I am guest hosting Blog Post of the Week! And the
winners are....

“There’s No Place Like Home”

‘s post about how venturing into other cultures makes her appreciate
her own culture more is both a continuation of her previous post "The wWorld,
at our Fingertips” and an answer to ‘s post challenging her argument. I
think she makes accurate points about the importance of exploring foreign
cultures and supports her belief that the the cultures of the world should be
explored excellently. I love that Allison and Robert are using their blogs as a
medium for debate!

“Colloquial English, Part 1"

Figure 14.4. Student guest-hosting blog post of the week.

The learning community that evolves as a result of the blogs has surprised me
each semester in the way that it strengthens and improves all aspects of the course
and of the students’ engagement. Most obviously, the regular writing and the au-
thentic audience with peer-review that the comments provide lead to better writ-
ing in general, and the interactive blog medium pushes students to think about
the ways that writing is collaborative and multi-modal. But, more importantly,
as the students blog and read their peers’ blogs, the ongoing discussions that the
blog engenders unite the class in a mutual conversation about our topic and a col-
laborative endeavor to practice and improve our communication skills. Students
comment that they feel like they get to know their classmates better through the
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blogs, and, over the course of the semester, more students share personal expe-
riences on their blogs which spill over into our discussions about being a college
student; managing work-loads; prioritizing academic work, mental and physical
health, relationships; and other topics that connect back to the general life skills
the class is building. Overall, camaraderie develops that exceeds the requirements
of the course and turns the class into a community. While this is advantageous in
simply making class a more fun place to be, the benefits of a learning community
are closely linked to student engagement and the achievement of the learning ob-
jectives of the course. (For more on the connection between learning communi-
ties and student engagement, see Barkley [25].) Ironically, the lower-stakes envi-
ronment of the blog creates a higher-stakes community to which the students are
motivated to contribute. And students who feel that more is at stake in the course
than simply showing up and turning in assignments ultimately produce stronger
work and are more likely to generalize and transfer the skills they have acquired.

Of course, as with any assignment, there are problems and pitfalls associated
with using blogs in the classroom. Not all students commit to the assignment,
and their blogs wither early in the semester. Some students use the blogs inap-
propriately as a personal journal, and I have to monitor them carefully to ensure
that inappropriate content isn't shared. I give my students the option of making
their blogs private, but the majority choose to have them open on the web which
raises privacy and copyright issues (though I do use the former to have import-
ant discussions about the ramifications of personal disclosure on the public web
and the latter to hammer home the rules of copyright, attribution, and citation
as it regards digital publication). And of course, despite the preponderance of
positive comments about the value of the blogging assignment, nearly all stu-
dents complain that weekly blogging is too much and they find it hard to keep up
with. Some also complain that being forced to blog contradicts the spirit of the
blogging genre, a comment which points to the central weakness of the blogging
assignment: that real communities rise up and sustain themselves organically,
whereas a forced community will always fail in some fundamental ways. In his
essay, “When Blogging Goes Bad: A Cautionary Tale About Blogs, Email Lists,
Discussion, and Interaction,” Steven Krause discusses how his use of blogs in the
college classroom floundered when students failed to post frequently and used
the blog only to answer the assigned discussion prompts. Rather than becoming
a dynamic writing space, then, the blogs became yet another assignment to be
completed in rote fashion. As Krause acknowledges, Jill Walker’s question, “How
empowering is it to be forced to blog?” highlights the contradictory impulse of
assigning blog entries as short essay responses while hoping that students will feel
empowered to take control of their own writing space. Yet, all in all, I have found
the blogs to be an overwhelmingly positive component in the first-year writing
classroom, specifically in their capacity to bring central issues about writing and
collegiate experience to the foreground and to reinforce good writing and study
habits. As individuals, students hone their writing skills and learn to consider
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audience and to give critique and feedback. As a class, the blog network creates a
communal space that extends the confines of the classroom and brings students
together in a common endeavor. And as the community of blogging students
grows, the class becomes the decentralized, self-motivating, and self-critiquing
classroom we are striving to achieve.
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