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Into the Blogosphere

When I proposed to talk about blogs I thought I would use a traditional and simple method of arrangement: what is a blog, where did they come from, what are people doing with them as far as writing instruction goes and then say a bit about what I’ve done with them and why I think they are a promising form of writing pedagogy. But I quickly discovered that people have yet to fully agree on a single definition of a blog. I also discovered an intense amount of hype and gripe. There are those who think the blog will take over the world, and others who think that will be a bad thing. You’ve no doubt heard these arguments before regarding other online phenomenon—that because blogging requires no technical skill and is free, anyone can instantly publish anything and therefore either A) it will democratize information flow, liberate the repressed, illuminate the shady, discredit the liars, and save the world from SARS and terrorists or B) it will fill people’s minds with the sort of un-edited, un-checked, un-educated crap that your average person thinks about stuff he doesn’t really understand going on in places he can’t locate on a map. Like you, I’m guessing, I want neither to leap on this bandwagon nor to snap at its wheels. I just want to figure out what a blog is and how I can use it to help my students learn more about writing. To that end I would like to share my current working definition of a blog, and talk a bit about what I’ve done with them so far and why I think blogging is a good way to teach and talk about writing. I’m actually more interested in hearing your take on blogs than I am in my own, so I won’t ramble on. 
For my purposes, a blog is a single authored, regularly updated, minimally edited, publicly viewable website consisting of links and commentary presented in reverse chronological order. Blogs function as content filters. Blogs also encourage and facilitate comments from readers and thus offer the opportunity for interactive communication. When defined in this way, blogs are different from similar forms of online writing. An online diary, for example, would have the same chronology and single author but would tend to focus on the life of the writer rather than on websites of interest to the author and her intended audience. The distinction might be very subtle, even unstable. One could define one’s self by the stuff one reads online. Today I’m all about x.com. And one could disclose more about oneself filtering other sites than one does about the sites one filters. Other forms of online writing similar to blogs but different are online news columns, the difference being editorial intervention, content management systems like Slashdot and Kairosnews, which are multiple authored, and guest books or tag walls which are typically single entries of an ephemeral nature. All of these forms of online communication have in common the same basic technology, and all are differentiated by the form of the content and the role of the author. From these musings I have concluded, prematurely no doubt, that the blog is a genre of native online writing. It is native in the sense that it cannot exist except online because it’s central structure is links to other online documents, and it is native also in the sense that its subject matter is about what is online. My definition is restrictive; it precludes diaries and journals on the one hand and threaded discussions and CMTs on the other. I’ve got nothing against these forms of online writing; I just find restricting the definition of a blog pedagogically helpful.     
Like everyone here I’m always looking for a new technique or technology that might help my students learn more about writing. In the past I’ve used discussion lists, shout boxes (or tag boards), chat, online reading journals, and things that approximate blogs. I will talk briefly about each of these writing instruction tools and why they have led me to think of the blog as a promising writing pedagogy. 
I guess I will start with the most trivial form, trivial in the sense that it encourages short bursts of communication and might encourage dialogue but not writing in a sustained way. I first used a shout box last summer and have incorporated one on all of my undergrad sites since, but I’ve found that my students don’t use them. In fact the only thing ever written on one by anyone other than myself was “What is this thing?” Even after I explained, they showed no interest. The shout box appears to be alien to my students’ communication practices. They don’t get it, or if they get it, it’s not the kind of communication they want with their college peers or their profs. And then again it is also possible that the shout box is a particular rhetorical form the exigency for which my classes don’t create. These are not online classes; that might have something to do with it. I could use the shout box to broadcast messages to the class, but that would presuppose that everyone looked at the site regularly and I know they don’t look often and when they do they go directly to the calendar and what’s due today. Knowing that my students are focused on the calendar led me to use it as a primary channel of communication, which led me to see the blog’s temporal focus as an opportunity.
 I’ve since used a communal blog as notice board, where students post links to their latest online efforts. This helps us kept track of each other’s progress without filling our email boxes.    
If something some one shouted out caused a sensation, and others shouted back, one would have in rhetorical effect what amounts to a discussion list. The same effect could be created with the comments feature on a blog. Such a dialogue could prove useful as a writing pedagogy, but I haven’t seen it happen yet. Threaded discussion lists themselves seem to work best for procedural and functional doubts, for the how do I questions, but when it comes to writing, those questions don’t seem to come up. My students will do peer review, but they won’t spontaneously post a paragraph and ask, do you think this works? Or why doesn’t this work? I find my students would rather email me at such moments and leave their classmates out of it. I have to force my students to use threaded discussions. What I’ve seen, I think, is that writing improves with repetition and feedback, but that a threaded discussion is most helpful when people are engaged in the same activity or share a goal—like trying to install a piece of software or run a script—the kind of rhetorical exigency which when fossilized becomes a FAQ. But writing isn’t like that. Even if both of us are writing an essay about blogging, we don’t have the same questions or want the same answers.

I haven’t had much luck with chat, either. Chat sessions are hard to schedule and I don’t find the medium conducive to good writing because it encourages people to read quickly, think quicker, and type like mad or get left behind. None of which are useful skills for the would-be writer. I have the same misgivings about moos. But the fact is I’ve never really given the technology a chance. I can see how the creation of an avatar might be an interesting way to discuss the development of persona and ethos. But that’s about it.
I have had more positive experiences with online reading journals and blogs because they seem to be forms of writing that are most like writing itself (whatever that means). By online reading journal I just mean having each student use a blog-like piece of software to record summaries and reactions to the stuff we are reading in class. By having these due before class I can encourage people to read before we talk, and by making what they write publicly available, I encourage greater pride in the effort on the writer’s part and greater access to ideas on the reader’s part, plus perhaps some competition among the writers since they can see what and how much others have written. They can also comment on each other’s stuff but they don’t much. If I require it they will comment more frequently, but again, I don’t care for that. Also, just because you can’t see someone learning doesn’t mean they aren’t.
Here’s an example of a reading journal entry from one of my classes.

As you can see, there is nothing really online about this text apart from its being online. It could have been just as easily turned in on paper. But I saved some paper by having it available online, and I didn’t have to carry a brief case to work that day, and the students could share their interpretation. So in general I think this application of blog technology makes sense even if what’s being made isn’t a blog, by definition, or by my definition.
I have never actually asked students to keep a writing journal. Actually, I have always avoided journals as a form of writing instruction because I find the journal form too introspective to encourage a rhetorical perspective on one’s writing. Nevertheless, my blog assignments have encouraged journal-like writing, at least initially. To me, a journal is a place where you record your thoughts about whatever keenly interests you at the moment. It is different from a travelogue because it maps interior space. And because it maps the interior, it is intensely personal. I don’t like to read these and I really don’t want to grade them. Like anyone with an English degree there’s a bit of the voyeur in me, but it don’t want to look in on my students’ personal lives, and I definitely don’t want to grade their inner thoughts. I will admit, though, that I do sometimes go to livejournal.com and hit the random link to see what people are diarizing—that voyeur impulse seems pacified by this practice. There may well be something therapeutic in the process of diary sharing, but I’m not comfortable with therapy as a writing pedagogy. Also, obviously, publishing your private ruminations, the thoughts that occur to you when there’s no one watching, the kinds of things you would only say to yourself if you found yourself in the company of others, the unsocialized and the uncensored, the ill-considered and un- revised, can lead to hurt feelings and embarrassing situations. It can also lead to good teaching moments, I realized this last semester, despite my best pedagogical efforts.

When I asked my expository writing class to keep a blog, I first asked them to write a brief expository paper answering the question what is a blog and then we spent some time looking at blogs. I did not outline the blog as a genre and I told them they could write about what ever as long as it had to do with writing and then, when that seemed too much for them I said they could write about whatever. In retrospect I should have been more surprised that I got what I wanted as often as I did. About a third of the time I got journal writing, personal insights and rants and stuff. 
(link)
These entries did give us a chance to talk about the difference between the private and the public, the personal and the social, about self-editing and self-censorship, and about peer pressure. One student posted a really unsympathetic piece about having to step over homeless people on the way to class and got a few unsympathetic comments back. Another student complained about arrogant and rude drivers but tied the rant to Atlantans in particular and southerners generally, which of course didn’t sit well with the students who grew up in the south. And things like that. Insensitive notes to the self that had to be negotiated when made publicly. These moments offered great opportunities to discuss the difference between writing, which is public, and thinking which is more or less private. And about self expression and social responsibility, and about ideology and freedom of speech. All good stuff. I didn’t do any of it well, but at least the subjects came up.

Here is another example. Interestingly the worst examples of unreconstructed discourse were edited out of the final blogs. I can’t find the homeless example, which is probably a good thing.
Eventually most of the students started to understand the blog as a genre of linking and commenting and some of them clearly read blogs and got into blogging. They added pictures even. 

Here is the best example.
This post thrilled me because it was the last entry of an older, very accomplished student who said she found the idea of blogging totally bewildering when it first came up at the beginning of the semester. As you can see, by the end she totally grocked it. 

What I discovered in the process of using the blog both as a writing pedagogy and as a topic of conversation was that blogging lends itself well to writing instruction if the blog is defined as a single authored regularly updated minimally edited publicly viewable website consisting of links and commentary presented in reverse chronological order. If one incorporates blogging into a writing class room, and finds ways to encourage students to link to other sites, cite their sources, and write text that holds a sustained point of view for a brief few lines, and requires they write this way on a regular basis, one could be instilling good writing habits. Students learn that writing is public, that they are responsible for what they say, that their ideas are sparked by other people’s ideas and that those sparks have to be traced (referenced). 
Because it is an online form of writing, the blog can also give people the chance to extend their technical skills by including images and fonts and colors and such. The blog I’m using currently has a wysiwyg editor that makes it possible for people who don’t know html to markup their text. Many students want to write in Word and cut n paste, but one could also use the blog as a site for basic instruction in coding and layout and web design generally. This is a side-benefit that I haven’t yet really tapped. One could also add a technology component to an otherwise typical writing class by requiring students to investigate free blog software and services and then install and use their own. I think all writers today should have some facility with learning new writing technologies and the blog is a pretty simple technology, from a user’s standpoint. But in the end it’s the genre of the blog itself that I think lends itself so well to writing pedagogy. It requires discipline, audience analysis, citation, external focus (writing as a public act) and sustained writing. It is also brief, potentially multimedia, and kind of fun.
Another benefit to the blog is that a  blog-space is also a pretty good tool for keeping and sharing notes. It’s a handy way to keep a running list of quotations you might use or authorities you might site, and it’s a window onto your invention process. If you write there, you can see your thoughts evolving. Just like a paper journal, only it’s hipper and more importantly, it’s public and that encourages greater effort.

I discovered these things for myself in the process of keeping my own blog. I’m beginning to realize that it might be a good way for me to track and organize my own online research. Bookmarks are local to a specific machine, a blog can be read from any machine, bookmarks are also a single line of text, but with a blog you can provide context and cross references. You can also drag and drop quotations and keep citations easily. Blogs are also a good place to draft and brainstorm and they can be used for peer review and collaboration also. So, like the student who said she would continue to blog after the class was over, I think I will keep blogging as well.
Pros of Blogs
Personal ownership

Public presentation

No spelling or grammar checker 

Easy cut n paste n link for teaching and encouraging citation practices 

Encourages regular writing and thinking about writing

Commenting feature permits collaboration or at least conversation, commiseration

Form of writing that is not the research paper

Form of writing that might encourage the development of writerly habits: note-taking, sorting, organizing, a modern day commonplace book.

Window on the invention process if used as a note book

Kind of cool

Cons of Blogs
Kids have trouble thinking of things to write about just as with a paper journal

Can create animosity when people express unpopular views

People who don’t spend much time online are mystified by the practice of blogging

Dependence on Word tools makes people cut n paste Word code that creates cyber junk code

� Given the form of the shout box, it occurs to me that one could create an assignment about aphorisms and maxims and then require students to find and if possible create some and post them periodically to the shout box. 
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